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    Dedication


    
      Dedicated to teachers around the world who


      love and respect their students.
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    School 1935


    Jonny Joe couldn’t remember the first time he noticed the old Indian with the long, flowing hair standing in the woods. He figured the old man watched him because he was the only white kid on Kuper Island. The other boys never paid any attention to the guy. When Jonny called out to him, they all just laughed.


    “Watch out!” the old man yelled out that day.


    Jonny looked up just as a load of firewood tumbled from a truck.


    When he woke in the infirmary, the old man sat on a chair across from his bed.


    “You got hit hard,” he said.


    Jonny touched the lump on his forehead and winced.


    A nun moved to the side of Jonny’s bed. Her milk-white hand passed him a damp cloth. “Put this on your forehead,” she said with a touch of annoyance.


    Jonny turned to her and whispered, “I don’t know the name of my visitor.”


    Her eyes grew wide under the panel of starched linen. “Who are you talking about?”


    Jonny looked at her face in surprise. “The man in the chair.”


    “You really did get bumped,” the nun said with a frown. “There’s no one there.”


    Jonny turned back to the chair. The curtain next to it fluttered in the breeze. She was right, no one was there.


    He sank back into his pillow and laid the cloth across his forehead, but hearing the familiar sound of heavy boots striding through the corridor, he pulled it down over his eyes. Father John’s huge feet took steps so large, the skirts of his cassock groaned. When he rolled up his sleeves, his arms were as hard as baseball bats.


    “How is he?” the priest asked the nun.


    “He thought he had a visitor,” the nun said.


    “Who would possibly come to visit him?”


    “He’s just seeing things,” the nun said. “It happens after a bump on the head.”


    “Hope he isn’t seeing a wolf,” a voice from the hallway murmured.


    Jonny knew it came from one of the girls from the school. He could hear the sound of water dripping into a pail as she twisted her cleaning rag. Several girls spent the day on their dark-stockinged knees cleaning the floors of the school as part of their training. They were so shiny Jonny could slide in his socks from one end of the hall to the other.


    “A wolf,” Father John called out to the girl in the corridor. “Why would you think that?”


    “You know what they say about his family,” the girl said.


    “His family was killed by a wolf?” Father John asked.


    “Don’t know ’bout that,” the girl said, “but a wolf brought him to the front door.”


    “What do you mean a wolf brought him to the front door?” the priest demanded in his booming voice. “How could a wolf ferry a baby from the mainland, across the channel, and through the bush to a school on an island?” He gave out a long, exasperated sigh. “You people have such foolish ideas.”


    Father John moved directly over Jonny.


    Jonny lay quietly, not daring to move.


    “One more day and he’s back in class,” the priest declared, then left.


    Jonny removed the cloth to look. The girl wore the usual uniform of navy blue with a wide white collar. Her short, straight haircut was like all the other girls. What does she mean everyone knows the story about the wolf? No one has told me, not once, in all my fourteen years of living at Redemption Residential. With her back to him, he couldn’t see her face. She picked up her bucket and moved down the hallway. How can I find her to ask?


    He rolled over to face the window. Jonny always knew he had no parents. The school priests had insisted he stop asking questions about his past when he was six years old. They said it showed a lack of gratitude for the good care that they gave him. They also told him to ignore any memories he might have. But sometimes fragments of happenings came to him. Maybe that’s why he imagined the old man visiting him.


    That night Jonny dreamed of finding a carved chest at the foot of his bed, full of animal skins. Jonny sifted through them to a silver-white pelt. He lifted it from the chest and held it to the light. The beauty of the glistening fur made him sigh.


    To his surprise the pelt shuddered, leapt from his arms, and took the shape of a wolf. Its sharp black claws scuttled across the wooden floor to the window ledge. It mounted the sill, looked back at Jonny, and jumped out. Jonny watched it lope across the yard, down the hill, and toward the river.


    He jerked himself awake, pulled back the covers, and crawled to the edge of his bed. There was no cedar box. The sudden movements made him dizzy. He lay back down thinking how real it had all seemed.


    “One night there was much rain,” a voice in the dark said.


    “Sshh,” Jonny warned. Whoever was in the infirmary should know to keep quiet after lights out.


    “The water crept around the houses. The great poles trembled and groaned.”


    “Sshh,” Jonny repeated, as the hall light went on. He closed his eyes, hoping there wouldn’t be an inspection — or worse. But the light went out and no one came to check. Jonny lay in the dark wondering about what he had just heard. It sounded like a story.


    The voice spoke again. “The rain still fell. The people stayed on their platforms as the water rose higher and higher. Day came and the rain still fell. Night came and the rain still fell. The chief of the village ordered the warriors to tie their canoes together.”


    “Who are you?” Jonny whispered. “And why are you telling me all this?”


    The clouds parted. The moon shone through the barred window as an ancient hand pressed Jonny’s shoulder. He looked up into the old man’s face.


    “‘Hurry,’ the chief told them all,” the old man continued. The deep lines around his mouth hardly moved as he spoke. “‘Leave your houses and sit in your canoes.’ And the people did. For many days and nights the people drifted in the high water. In fear, they watched it rise above the treetops.”


    Jonny sat up. Every boy in the dormitory had felt a priest’s wrath at one time or another for talking after lights out. If Father John had to come up the extra flight of stairs, there would definitely be a problem. “We will both get in trouble if you don’t leave.”


    But the man from the woods didn’t seem to hear as he stared off into the distance. “At last the rain stopped and the sun came out,” he said. “Everyone was hungry, wet, and tired. On a rise of dry land, a young boy spotted a goat. He paddled to the shore to catch it, but the goat disappeared. The boy left his canoe and searched. He found more goats inside a huge, dry cave full of driftwood and stranded fish.”


    “Who are you?” Jonny asked again.


    The old man from the hill took something from the woven pouch hanging around his neck. His weathered hand pressed a small round stone into Jonny’s hand.


    Jonny took it. At first he didn’t understand what was so important about a stone washed smooth by the water. There were hundreds of them along the shore. He ran his thumb over the surface. The feeling brought him a sense of comfort. Then he turned it over to find a carved engraving of a small owl.


    “You must find your way to Golden Mountain,” the old man said.


    When Jonny looked up, the old man had disappeared.
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    Missing


    When Jonny entered the dining hall at breakfast a few days later, everyone stopped eating to stare. He slipped into his usual place on the bench at the wooden table.


    “Klahawya, Whiteman,” Sam, the oldest boy in the school, called out to him. Jonny had gotten the nickname the first time he showed up for basketball. They all laughed at him wearing the team singlet with the word “Indian” printed across it. “We thought you ended up in the basement.”


    “Bump on the head,” Jonny explained, reaching for a slice of bread. He took a spoon loaded with white lard from the jam jar and scraped it across the bread. With the back of the spoon he smashed it down and spread it around. There was no point telling anyone they’d kept him in the infirmary for a few days because of his dreams. One night it had been a log cabin consumed by fire. Another night it had been a man with a pipe. The smoke drifted upwards to the sky and formed the face of a wolf. Each time he told the nun, she just shook her head and applied another cold compress.


    “Your bed wasn’t the only one empty in the dorm,” Sam said, lowering his voice. “Tom-One, Tommy-Two, Billy, and Jimmy took off.”


    Jonny put down his spoon. He’d heard those boys whispering their escape plans at night, but hadn’t thought they would really do it. But why now? he thought. They were all going home for the summer in a couple of weeks.


    “Father John found out at bed check this morning,” Sam told him, sticking his spoon into the grey mushy porridge they called muckamuck. “One of the canoes is missing.”


    Father Paul, the school principal, dragged his heavy, thick-soled shoe, which compensated for a short leg, to the centre of the dining room. His white hair, yellow with oil, stood straight up like a wooden brush. He tapped his cane on the floor and waited. Jonny turned and faced him.


    The rest of the boys kept right on eating.


    Father Paul lifted his cane and brought it down on one of the tables. The metal plates and mugs clattered.


    The room fell silent.


    “Four boys ran away last night,” he said, shivering with anger. His hard, dry body rattled as he spat out the words. “All of them were in Dormitory C.”


    The whole room turned and looked in the direction of Jonny’s table.


    Father Paul lifted his cane and pointed at them. “I know that everyone in Dormitory C knows exactly where those boys are heading.” He waved the tip of the cane at them. “I am not going to send out a search party until I know where to search.” He lowered the cane and rested both hands on it. “Which of you is going to tell me where they went?”


    “No one is going to tell Old Stumpy anything,” Sam announced in a loud voice.


    Everyone stared down at their plates.


    The priest whirled on his good heel and moved to their table. “I will find out,” he threatened as he laid his cane across their table. Jonny stared at the brown spots on Father Paul’s dry, veiny hand, not daring to move. His stained cassock carried the musky smell of old clothes and body odour.


    “You give me no other choice,” the priest murmured. “One by one, you will get this across your dirty little knuckles until I find out.”


    The bell clanged for class. The boys leapt from their benches to line up at the doorway.


    Father Paul placed his cane on Sam’s shoulder as he moved to get up. “Tell me where they went,” he hissed.


    Sam looked Father Paul straight in his bloodshot eyes. “Who knows?” he said.


    Father Paul placed the tip of his cane into the middle of Sam’s chest and pushed him backward.


    Sam bit his lip as the priest prodded him down the hall.


    In the classroom, Father Gregory yanked down the large map of the world. He paced in front of it, wringing his thin hands, as the boys opened their notebooks. He picked up the pointer and tapped the map. The boys scribbled the name of the continent. Father Gregory paced from door to window, window to door, his cassock swishing. When he hit Africa for the second time, Jonny knew Father Gregory wasn’t paying any attention to what he was doing.


    The classroom door burst open and Father John shoved Sam inside. The tall, lanky boy stumbled to his desk, his eyes burning red. He slumped into his seat, his arms dangling at his sides, and closed his eyes. His bruised, swollen fingers looked like rotting carrots.


    Father Gregory put his hand on Sam’s shoulder, but Sam shrugged it off.


    The school bell clanged again. This time it was for work.


    Everyone made for the door. Jonny’s class had the job of chopping firewood. Once the truck was loaded, they took it to the dock, where they piled the logs onto the old barge. Built by students, the long flat boat forever needed bailing, which kept the boys busy as they moved across the water. The priests sold the wood in town, but the boys never saw any of the money.


    “Jonny,” Father Gregory called. He handed him a rag and a can of brass polish. “Today, you stay inside,” he said. “You can polish door knobs instead of loading the truck.” Father Gregory placed his long, elegant hand on Jonny’s head. “Don’t forget evening prayers,” he said with a wink. “I missed your beautiful blue eyes at Mass.”


    There were no door knobs to polish on the second or third floor. In fact, there were no doors at all in the dormitories, nothing but rows and rows of grey-blanketed beds.


    Suddenly he heard Father Paul yell, “I’m seventy-two years of age. I plan to finish my career in peace, not chasing dirty Indians through the forest.” The door to his office slammed. Jonny wondered what he was talking about.


    Jonny started at the opposite end of the building and worked his way down the hall, making the brass knobs above the keyholes glisten. It wasn’t until he heard the heavy sound of leather boots beating down the stairs that he looked up.


    “We need Father Gregory at the dock!” Father John yelled to Jonny as he raced out the front door. Clutching the hem of his cassock with his large, meaty hand, he sprinted across the yard. His great neck bulged red over his white collar.


    Jonny threw the rag on top of the can of polish and raced out the back door to the clang of the old metal triangle on the dock. Everyone knew if it rang at any time other than a meal they were supposed to return to the school.


    By the time he got to the woodlot, his class was piling into the back of the truck. Father Gregory waved him aboard. When the truck arrived at the dock, Father John stood at the edge holding a wet, limp body.


    Father Gregory jumped from the cab and took the sodden boy from him.


    Three other boys, wrapped in blankets, sat in the bow of a small outboard boat with their heads down. Father John reached down to pull another boy from the boat, but the Indian fisherman stood in his way.


    “Who’s in the boat?” someone whispered.


    “It’s the boys from Dormitory C,” someone replied.


    “I think Father Gregory has Tommy-Two,” someone else said.


    “He doesn’t look so good,” someone whispered.


    Everyone heard Father John shout at the fisherman as he waved his arms in the direction of the school. It was clear to those watching he wanted all boys out of the boat and back at the school, but the fisherman refused to hand over the other three. When Sister Theresa approached to plead with him, the Indian motioned her away as well.


    “They must have capsized,” one of the boys hissed. “Good thing the guy in the boat was around. That water’s cold.”


    The fisherman turned his back on the priest, gunned the motor, and swung the boat in the direction of the mainland, leaving behind a huge spray of white foam.


    Father John screamed so loudly after the boys in the boat, his face went purple.


    Father Gregory carried the unconscious boy up to the school. Father John followed.


    At least the beatings will stop, Jonny thought, as he headed back to his work.


    That night, everyone in Dormitory C lay in their beds listening to the sound of the wind. No one whispered about escaping, they just counted the days until the summer vacation.


    Jonny’s thoughts drifted to the old man from the woods. He could still feel the touch of his warm, firm hand on his shoulder. He put his hand in the small hole on the underside of his pillow to check on the carved stone that he had given him. That guy was real, he told himself. Those nuns just didn’t want him around. No one wants Indians around.


    A huge crack of thunder startled them all.


    “The Old Man isn’t happy,” whispered one of the boys.


    “Why did you say that?” Jonny asked, sitting upright.


    “I don’t know,” the boy replied. “My father says it all the time when it thunders.”


    “My Grandmother told me it was Thunderbird beating its wings,” someone added.


    “The lightning flashes when it blinks its eyes,” a third voice whispered in the dark.


    Jonny lay back down. He had no grandmother to tell him stories like this. A lump rose in his throat. He had no one to tell him anything. At times like this he wondered about his mother. Jonny closed his eyes and for a brief moment saw the smiling face of a young woman with blue eyes and honey-coloured hair. He wished he could remember more.


    The rain slashed at the windows. The sound brought back some of the man’s words. “The water crept around the houses. The great poles trembled and groaned.”


    Jonny watched the lightning flash across the sky and dance about the mountains. What houses and poles were the old man talking about? He remembered the man’s parting words. How can I ever find Golden Mountain?
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    New Kid


    Sam’s swollen fingers could barely lift the spoon of brown beans into his mouth at breakfast the next morning. Jonny slathered a piece of bread with lard for him. With four places empty at their table, there should be more bread to eat, but there wasn’t.


    Talk about the escape flew about the tables like a flock of birds. The kids whispered to each other in what the priests called their devil language.


    “Lawman chako,” Sam said in a loud voice, hinting to the others that the nun in the room was close enough to overhear. They switched to English and discussed what they would do with their families on the summer vacation. There would be fishing expeditions, fires on the beach, and canoe races when they got together with their parents.


    “You going to race?” one of the boys asked Sam. Then everyone suffered the silence of such a stupid question, remembering Sam’s hands. He would be lucky if he could hold a pencil, much less a paddle, by the end of the summer.


    “No mahkook,” Sam said, in a low voice. “I’ve won all those races already.”


    Everyone agreed it would finally give someone else a chance to win. The boys at his table poked each other and laughed as they discussed the moose, fish, and bannock they would all eat until they could eat no more.


    Father Gregory entered the dining room. His straight blond hair, usually combed to perfection, looked unkempt. He had dark rings under his eyes as if he had spent a sleepless night. “First boat,” he said in an exasperated voice.


    A rumble of excitement broke out.


    Father Gregory held up his hand to lead them in a prayer for a safe journey.


    No one spoke.


    When finished, Father Gregory raised his hand a second time. “I need to make something perfectly clear. None of you,” he said in a even tone, “are to discuss the boys who escaped from Dorm C.”


    His gaze travelled from one side of the room to the other. “You are dismissed,” he said with a loud sigh. “Have a good summer.”


    Two years ago, Jonny had stopped going down to the wharf, tired of listening to other people’s excitement. The boys used the word Naha a million times a week, but it had no meaning for him. He had no mother who would run to him and hold him tight. No one would kiss him on the face over and over again because school was finished for the summer. His whole world for the past fourteen years had been this island.


    Jonny picked up Sam’s plate and put it on top of his own. In a few hours he would be by himself. At least they let him eat in the kitchen over the summer. He could help himself to any of the leftovers from the priests’ dining room. Their breakfast plates always had bits of toast with jam, bacon, and egg.


    Jonny walked up the wide oak staircase to the second floor. He pushed aside the thick velvet curtain, climbed onto the wide windowsill and curled his arms about his legs. Through the metal grid he watched the boys and girls walk in lines down to the wharf. The silence of the long summer had already begun to take over.


    The wooden launches moved away, puffing and smoking. Four priests and three nuns in their long, black gowns stood watching. Father Gregory, new to the school this year, was the only one to wave goodbye. Of all the priests he was the friendliest. When the boys built fences, he helped mill the timber. He dug holes and nailed wire alongside them. When Father John supervised, he did nothing but direct and complain about their work.


    After a while a boat returned to the wharf, but to Jonny’s surprise it didn’t come back empty. The Indian Agent got off dragging a boy alongside.


    Jonny left his windowsill and made his way downstairs. He pushed open one of the huge front doors flanked by white wooden crosses and sat down on the top step. The cement was unexpectedly cold against his thighs, a reminder the sun wasn’t yet at its warmest.


    The boy and the Agent stood in front of Father Paul. Father Paul ran his handkerchief around the inside of his holy collar.


    The Agent pulled a roll of paper from his pocket. “Been trying to get a hold of this one for some time,” he said, rapping the boy on the head with it. “His parents live like outlaws, always hiding from the authorities.” He handed the papers to Father Paul.


    Jonny looked at the boy’s clothes. That buckskin vest wouldn’t make it up the stairs, neither would his shoulder-length hair. Before he knew it, that kid would be wearing a plaid shirt and heavy denim pants just like the rest of them. No one got to keep anything they brought, not even their shoes. Seeing the toe sticking out of the end of the kid’s moccasin, however, Jonny realized even the thin leather boots the school provided would be an improvement. He probably felt every pebble in the path.


    The boy tossed his long black hair. “You can’t put me in school when it’s summer.” The slingshot sticking out of his back pocket jiggled.


    The Agent cuffed him across the head. “Be quiet,” he said. “The law says you belong to the government and we can do what we want with you.” He turned to Father Gregory. “Every year his family stays out fishing until after I make the rounds,” the Agent explained. “I decided this time to pick him up before they left.” The Agent pointed to Jonny on the front step. “You got one kid here for the summer, what’s another?”


    Father Paul turned and thumped his way up the cement steps. Even though there was plenty of room to pass, he used his cane to shove Jonny to one side.


    Father Gregory stood with his hands folded in front of him regarding the new boy. The priest’s black cassock looked newly tailored and elegant against his pale face and shining blond hair.


    “Jonny,” he called with a cock of his head. “Jonny Joe will show you the ropes,” he said to the new boy when Jonny got to his side.


    The boy lifted his high cheek-boned face to Jonny. His angry face had hard, black eyes. His long, black hair smelled of smoke, sweat, and fish. His vest had a different, peculiar odour. Pure Indian, Jonny thought, not an ounce of white in him.


    “Wait for him in the dorm,” Father Gregory told Jonny as one of the nuns led the boy away. The boy stared up at the three stories of gridded windows in disbelief. Jonny jogged back up the sixteen steps that led to the second floor dormitories, straightened the blanket on his bed, and waited.


    Father John soon shoved the boy into the room. His ill-fitting clothes, close-cropped hair, and angry eyes made him look exactly like all the other kids who normally filled the dorm.


    “Pick a bed,” he said as he tossed him a pair of blue and white striped pajamas. The priest’s steel front tooth glistened in the sunlight.


    The boy muttered something guttural, like he was grunting.


    Jonny had never experienced the changeover. No one had shaved his head, smeared it with ointment to stop the itch, and scrubbed him down from top to bottom with a stiff brush full of carbolic soap. No one had taken away his possessions because he had none. Then he remembered the small stone in his pocket and reached to finger it. Until now, he thought.


    “Your pajamas go in here,” Jonny said, pointing to a square wooden cubby on the wall. “Do you know your number?”


    The boy shrugged.


    Jonny looked inside the collar of the pajama top. The nuns marked all the boys’ clothes with their number in dark black ink. “You are number 553,” Jonny told him. Jonny had a number too, but he also had a letter. He was W1.


    The boy spoke to him again using words Jonny couldn’t understand. He just shrugged, having no idea what the boy had just said.


    “You lost your Indian tongue?” the boy asked in amazement.


    “Naika wawa Chinook wawa,” Jonny replied. “I speak Chinook speak” was one of the few phrases he had mastered that all the boys understood.


    The boy gave a wide smile, so brief it could have been a face spasm and stuck out his hand. “I’m Ernie Swiftfoot.” He looked to the window overlooking the water. “I bet you can see the whales go by in the spring.”


    Jonny nodded.


    “When I turn fifteen, I’m going whale hunting with my dad,” Ernie said.


    Jonny picked a few tufts of lint from the grey blanket on the bed beside him. “I don’t have a dad.”


    “Oh,” Ernie said, lowering his eyes, “Sorry.”


    The school bell clanged, making Ernie jump. “What the hell is that?” he shouted.


    Jonny winced. It was a sin to use that word. If the priests heard, Ernie would be strapped. “It’s time to change schedule,” he told him.


    “Don’t worry about me,” Ernie said. “I’ll just follow my own schedule.”


    “But it’s ten thirty,” Jonny protested. “We’ve got work detail.”


    “You can go without me,” Ernie said. “It’s bad enough I’ve got to hang around here. I’m not going to be doing any work.”


    Father John must have suspected as much, for his black muscular body reappeared in the doorway. Beneath eyebrows that looked like whiskers, his dark eyes glared out of their sockets. “You two finished your little chat?” he asked. Father John grabbed Ernie by the arm. “Time to get rid of that lazy devil inside of you,” he said, shoving Ernie toward the stairs.


    Jonny followed them down.


    Father Gregory slipped in behind Jonny as they made their way down the corridor. He put his hand on Jonny’s shoulder, leaned down, and whispered in his ear. “This summer we’ve got a special project.” He handed Jonny an apple.


    “Thanks,” Jonny said in surprise. It was an unexpected treat. The priests kept the apples in the basement and only gave them out on special occasions. Jonny stuck it in his pocket.


    “Meet me at the truck when you’re done,” Father Gregory said, squeezing Jonny’s shoulder as he passed.


    Father John pointed to the stack of cardboard boxes in the storage room. Ernie stared at the huge collection of mops, pails, sponges, brooms, and dustpans.


    “Two boxes a day,” Father John said. “Deliver them to the fire pit.”


    Jonny already knew the routine. Every summer vacation began with a giant bonfire. He never got to tend the fire, however, just deliver the fuel.


    “What’s in the boxes,” Ernie asked.


    “Just basement junk,” Jonny told him. “They burn it all off to make room.”


    “Ever look in them?” Ernie asked. “There could be some good stuff.”


    “I only deliver the boxes,” Jonny said.


    When they reached the smouldering fire in the circle of blackened stones, Jonny put his box down. Ernie flipped the one he was carrying, emptying the contents onto the ground. Velvet skirts, cotton blouses, and multi-coloured shawls spilled out. Ernie kicked at the pile and unearthed a small rag doll. “It’s girl stuff,” he said. But his brow furrowed at the sight of a woven medicine pouch.


    “No one told you to dump it out,” boomed Father John. “Get that picked up before I pick you up,” he threatened.


    Jonny turned the cardboard box upright and scooped up an armful of the clothes but Ernie turned to the priest and put his hands on his hips. “How come you’re burning this?”


    Father John cuffed him across the back of the head. “It’s junk. Pick it up.”


    Ernie picked up a blouse and held it out to the priest. “There’s nothing wrong with this,” he said. “It would fit my sister.”


    Father John snatched the blouse from his hand. “By the time you see your sister, it won’t.” He hit Ernie across the face with the hand holding the blouse.


    Ernie fell to the ground with a bloody nose.


    The fire was beginning to catch. Father John tossed the blouse on top.


    “Come on,” Jonny said as he pulled Ernie up by the elbow.


    Ernie, holding his arm across his dripping face, turned back and glared.


    “I’m going to get that guy,” he mumbled as Jonny led him away.
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    Chicken Coop


    Father Gregory waited behind the wheel of the old green pick-up in a grey short-sleeved clerical shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Ernie and Jonny jumped into the back beside a pile of used shingles, a couple of fence posts, and a battered tool box. They bumped down the grassy rutted road to the school gardens beside the river.


    “Welcome to our Garden of Eden,” Father Gregory called out the window gesturing to the rows of beans, carrots, and cabbages. “It smells so beautiful in the moonlight, when the trees are full of fruit and the ground ripe with berries.”


    Jonny knew nothing about the garden at night, but he knew once the boys returned from summer vacation, they would be picking all day long. The one good thing about garden work was you could eat straight from the plants when no one was looking.


    The two nuns working at pea trellises waved to Father Gregory as they drove by. Behind the gardens, a small storage shed had collapsed in a storm.


    Father Gregory, Jonny, and Ernie surveyed the heap of boards. “We’re going to re-use the wood for a chicken-coop,” Father Gregory told them. He handed each of the boys a hammer and a tin can. “You can get to work pulling out the nails.”


    Before long, the cans were full of slightly bent nails and several piles of lumber lay on the ground, sorted according to size.


    The school bell clanged in the distance.


    “Hope that’s the lunch bell,” Ernie exclaimed. “I’m starving.”


    Father Gregory opened the metal lunch pail and handed each of the boys a newspaper packet. Ernie began to unwrap his, but Jonny put out a hand to stop him. “Klahwa,” he whispered. “We have to give thanks.”


    Father Gregory unwrapped a chicken leg, some cheese, and a bun after saying grace.


    Ernie stared down at his single slice of bread and cold boiled potatoes. “How come he’s not eating the same as us?” he asked in a loud voice.


    No one answered.


    After wolfing down his food, Ernie crumpled the newspaper into a ball and tossed it to Jonny. Then he picked up a piece of lumber and waved it about. “Throw it,” he said. “We’ll see how far I can hit it.”


    Jonny placed the newspaper ball on the ground beside his feet. He knew it wasn’t time for sports.


    “You’ll get free time after dinner,” Father Gregory said. “Let us pray.”


    “We prayed before we ate,” Ernie protested.


    “And we pray to give thanks for the meal,” Father Gregory informed him.


    As Jonny and the priest bowed their heads, Ernie stared at them in disbelief.


    “It might be a good idea to put the coop on a platform,” Father Gregory said when he opened his eyes. “That way it won’t flood when it rains.”


    “One night there was much rain,” Jonny said as he stood. To his own surprise, he found himself repeating the words of the old man in the woods. “The water crept around the houses. The great poles trembled and groaned. The people stayed on their platforms as the water rose higher and higher.”


    Father Gregory looked at him and raised his eyebrows.


    “Where did you learn that?” Ernie asked.


    “I don’t know,” Jonny said. “It just sorta popped into my mind.”


    “You’re telling the story of Noah’s Ark,” Father Gregory said as he fastened the lunch pail shut.


    Ernie and Jonny took turns sawing the fence posts in half, while Father Gregory dug the holes. By the time they heard the dinner bell, the platform was finished.


    “You boys ride up front with me,” Father Gregory told them. He patted the worn leather seat. “Move in closer, Jonny,” he said. “Make room for Ernie.”


    “How many chickens are there going to be?” Ernie asked as they pulled away.


    “We are going to start off with eight,” Father Gregory said. He placed his hand on Jonny’s knee and squeezed. “And one rooster, of course,” he said.


    Jonny shifted himself closer to Ernie.


    Two bowls of soup waited for them on the table in the kitchen. Two slices of bread and two spoonfuls of white lard sat on a tin plate. An enamel tea pot stood next to two chipped cups.


    Ernie frowned at the ghostly crescent of onion, dime sized piece of carrot, and four peas floating in the greasy broth. “My baby sister can make better soup than this,” he said.


    The cook opened the oven and removed a pair of roasted chickens. He placed them on a platter and surrounded it with potatoes. When Father Gregory entered, he handed him the platter.


    “Don’t they ever get tired of eating chicken?” Ernie asked as he picked up his spoon.


    At six-thirty they were to clear the table where the priests ate their evening meal.


    Jonny tore the remaining meat from the chicken carcass and stuffed it in his mouth. “Best part about working in the kitchen,” he said. He pried off a wing and handed it to Ernie.


    Ernie scraped the remaining vegetables from the plates into a bowl. He spooned it into his mouth, and then handed the empty bowl to Jonny.


    “That’s all right,” Jonny said. “You can have it all.”


    “Sorry,” Ernie said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “I’m just so hungry.”


    They took the dishes into the kitchen.


    “What do you want to do now?” Ernie asked, after they finished scrubbing the pots and wiping down the floor. “Wanna go for a walk down that road?”


    “We can’t,” Jonny told him. “That leads to the girl’s school. It’s out of bounds.”


    Without the other Indian boys around, there wasn’t really much to do. There wouldn’t be a baseball game or choir practice. They didn’t even have a fight in the yard to watch.


    “Let’s go to the study hall,” Jonny suggested. “I’ve got a book on the go.”


    Ernie wandered about the dark-panelled room, paying elaborate attention to the bars on the windows. “Do you know the rest of that legend?” he asked from across the room.


    “What legend?” Jonny replied.


    “The one you started to tell at the chicken coop.”


    “I didn’t know it was a legend.”


    “You don’t know much about Indians, do you?” Ernie said. “That story you told sounded exactly like one of our legends. Do you know the whole thing?”


    Jonny closed his eyes. He could still hear the voice of the man in the woods. “Higher and higher went the water,” he said. “Day came and the rain still fell. Night came and the rain still fell. The chief of the village ordered the warriors to tie their canoes together.”


    “Keep on going,” Ernie said sitting next to him


    Jonny faced the boy next to him with a puzzled face. “I don’t know how I know all this.”


    But Ernie didn’t seem to think it strange that Jonny knew this story. “Go on,” he said.


    Jonny closed his eyes and continued. “And the people did. For many days and nights the people of the village watched the rain come down and the water rise above the treetops. In fear, they floated and drifted in the waters of the falling rain.”


    “You’re telling it exactly the way it is supposed to be told,” Ernie said. He gave a great sigh of satisfaction. “Keep going.”


    The rest of the story flowed from Jonny’s mouth. “They lived in the cave until the waters moved back down the mountain and the world began again.” He stopped speaking and gave out a great sigh. A sense of satisfaction rose within him and he smiled. “That’s it,” he said.


    “You’ve got to end it the right way,” Ernie said. “Whenever my grandfather told legends, he always ended them the same way.”


    Father Gregory walked into the study hall at that moment, carrying a notebook, pencil, and ruler. Jonny closed his book and stood up. Ernie sauntered over to the door.


    “You go on ahead,” Father Gregory told Ernie. “I want to show Jonny my plans.”


    Father Gregory put the notebook on the table. “In my last church, I had a whole choir of boys that sang as beautifully as you,” he said. “I wanted to be in charge of the choir here, but Sister Theresa was already directing it.” He gave a deep sigh and placed his hand on Jonny’s. “Maybe if I show Father Paul how good I am at taking care of little chicks, he’ll let me take over the choir. What do you think?”


    Jonny slipped his hand out from under the priest’s. He didn’t know what to think or what to say, so he slid the notebook toward Father Gregory and quietly left the room.


    In the dormitory Ernie adjusted his bed covers while Jonny sank to his knees. “Don’t tell me you’re praying again,” he said, rolling his eyes.


    “We’re supposed to pray before bed,” Jonny replied.


    The lights went out at nine-thirty. In the long-echoing dormitory, both boys lay in bed staring at the ceiling. Then Jonny remembered what Ernie had said in the study hall.


    “Hey, Ernie,” he whispered. “What did you say about ending that legend?”


    “You have to say,” Ernie whispered back, “‘these are the words of my people. These are the words I have learned.’” His voice broke into a sob, followed by a series of muffled whimpers.


    That kid may be tough enough to fight everyone during the day, Jonny thought as he rolled over and closed his eyes. But, at night, Ernie’s just like all the others, crying in the dark for his home.
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    The Basement


    The first bell of the morning woke Ernie with a start. He groaned, pulled the blankets up over his head, and curled into a ball.


    Jonny, already dressed, folded his pajamas and tucked them in his cubby. He pulled the top sheet of his bed back to the bottom. “You better get up,” he whispered to the lump in the bed beside him, “or you’ll be …”


    Father John’s black robes filled the doorway. “Rise and shine,” he boomed as he strode to the side of the Ernie’s mattress and gave it a strong upward tug. Ernie landed on the floor.


    The priest left the room laughing.


    “I’m definitely gonna get that guy,” Ernie said fighting his way out of the bed sheets.


    “We have to be at the chapel before the next bell,” Jonny told him as he helped pull the mattress back into place. He led the boy into the washroom and handed him a toothbrush from the jar on the counter.


    “What about breakfast?” Ernie asked.


    “After Mass,” Jonny said. He didn’t bother to tell him they had to return to the dorm to make their beds after they aired out.


    The bell for Mass sounded just as Jonny hurried Ernie toward the stairs. Instead of taking the steps, Ernie slid down the banister. Jonny genuflected at the door of the chapel. The acrid smells of incense filled their nostrils as they entered.


    “What’s that stink?” Ernie whispered as he screwed up his nose. His mouth dropped open at the huge wooden image against the back wall. He frowned at the large drops of blood dripping from the crown of thorns that circled the Saviour’s head. “What the hell did that guy do?” Ernie asked.


    “Sit here,” whispered Jonny as the black-robed men and women filled the front pews. Father Gregory lit a candle. He used it to light another and then another until the back wall of the altar filled with tongues of orange light.


    Father Paul raised the silver communion plate and lowered it. He mixed a few drops of water with wine in a chalice and raised and lowered it as well. After washing his hands, the old priest spoke. “Lava me, Domine, ab iniquitate mea.”


    Ernie stared at the priest in front of the altar pronouncing the mysterious words. “What language is he speaking?” he asked in a loud voice. “And how come they get to speak their own language and we can’t?”


    Jonny nudged Ernie and shook his head.


    Father Paul kneeled and rested his forehead against the crisp altar cloth. He stayed for a moment and staggered slightly as his rose.


    Ernie drew his brows together and then smirked.


    The priest made his way to the rail and placed small white disks on the tongues of the kneeling nuns. Father Gregory passed him the silver chalice. He held it to the lips of the first nun and tilted it while she sipped. At the end of the row, he returned it to the altar. Father Paul tipped the chalice and drank the rest down. Ernie smirked again.


    After Mass they made their beds and went to the kitchen. Two bowls of grey mush sat facing each other at the kitchen table. Two slices of bread and two spoons filled with lard sat in a jar beside a jug of powdered milk.


    “What,” Ernie complained, “no flapjacks?” He filled his mug with milk and drank it down. When he reached for the jug again, Jonny put his hand on his wrist.


    “We have to say grace,” he said.


    “Grace,” said Ernie, pushing his hand aside and filling his cup a second time as the cook removed a tin of freshly baked muffins from the oven. Ernie filled his lungs with their aroma. “That’s more like it,” he said. “I love muffins.” But the muffins went onto a tray for those in the dining room across the hall.


    After picking through the leftovers of bacon, egg, and toast crusts, Ernie folded several crumb-filled muffin papers and crammed them into his back pocket.


    The boys did the dishes. More cardboard boxes waited for them inside the storage room.


    “Watch the door,” Ernie told Jonny. “I’m going to go through these boxes first.”


    “Why?”


    “To find my vest,” he said. “My grandmother tanned the hide herself and stitched the design. I’m not letting them burn that.”


    Jonny stood outside the door while Ernie rooted through the boxes. His vest was at the bottom along with his slingshot. He rolled them up and stuffed them inside his shirt. “I’m going to hide these in the woods,” he said.


    That afternoon, Jonny and Ernie nailed the last board of the little wooden chicken coop in place.


    “Don’t they need somewhere to perch?” Jonny asked. He didn’t know much about chickens but he watched the birds in the forest a lot.


    “They will need a roost,” Father Gregory said, scratching his head. “You’re right.”


    “What about a tree branch?” Ernie suggested.


    “Good thinking,” said Father Gregory. “We’ll look in the kindling pile.”


    “There won’t be one the right size,” Ernie said. “We’ll need to go into the forest.”


    Father Gregory looked at his watch. “No time now,” he said. “Maybe tomorrow.”


    “Where will they eat?” Jonny asked as they parked back at the school.


    “We’ll have to make some kind of feeder,” Father Gregory said. “We can use one of the old barrels in the basement.” Father Gregory put a hand on Jonny’s arm. “Ernie, you fill those apple crates with grass while Jonny and I visit the basement.”


    Jonny’s stomach turned. He had never been to the mysterious basement and would have felt a lot better if Ernie were coming along too.


    Father Gregory opened the door with one of the keys attached to the long, black cord he kept beneath his cassock collar.


    “You know this is an out-of-bounds area,” the priest said.


    Jonny nodded.


    “No one is allowed down here unless I go with them,” he warned.


    Jonny nodded again.


    The cold cement floor and cobweb-filled air made Jonny shiver. Father Gregory’s arm thrashed around in the blackness for the string to the light. In the sudden brightness, the huge black furnace surrounded by cords of wood was starkly visible in the centre. Next to its main pipe sat a shovel and a bucket. Jonny peered into the bucket. The smell of ashes filled his nostrils. Behind the furnace, wooden walls with doors went from floor to ceiling.


    Several short walls divided the rest of the basement into stalls. One held stacks of newspaper and cardboard boxes. Another housed a giant, wooden-lidded bin. Beside it was a stack of empty apple crates and several barrels. The largest compartment beneath a small open window held the coal that rolled down the chute.


    “We can use one of these,” Father Gregory said, pointing to a row of barrels. He knocked one of them onto its side. Jonny read the word “Cider” as it rolled toward him. “Once we fill it up, it will last weeks.”


    Together, Jonny and Father Gregory carried the barrel up the stairs to the truck. Ernie stood in the yard holding a dead squirrel by the tail.


    “Where did you find that?” Jonny asked.


    “Up a tree,” Ernie said. “Where do you think?”


    “How did you kill it?” asked Father Gregory.


    “With a stone,” Ernie answered with a huge proud smile.


    With a stone shot from a slingshot, Jonny thought, just like David in the Old Testament.


    Father Gregory snatched the squirrel from Ernie’s hand and flung it far into the bush. “That is precisely why you have been sent to this school,” he said in exasperation.


    Ernie looked to where the squirrel landed. “I could’ve got a buck twenty-five for …” But before he could finish, Father Gregory grabbed him by the wrist. He dragged Ernie to the door of the truck and opened it.


    “Get in,” he said. “You are here to learn the Christian way of life, not to be hunting in the woods like a savage.”


    That night, before washing dishes, Ernie removed his shirt and tied it around his waist. Jonny couldn’t help but notice the black and blue marks around his wrist. When the cook handed Jonny a sack of garbage, Ernie brushed him aside. He swung the sack over his shoulder and left. When Ernie returned, his shirt was back on and buttoned to the top.


    Ernie’s smart, Jonny thought. He’s got his vest on underneath.


    In the dorm, Ernie lifted the pillow of the bed at the end of the row.


    “You gonna sleep way down there?” Jonny asked.


    “Nope,” Ernie replied. “I’m just stashing my vest. I’m not taking any chances leaving it in the cubby. I heard stories about this place.”


    “What did you hear?” Jonny asked.


    “Everything that’s true,” Ernie said. “You never get enough to eat, and the stupid priests push you around.” Ernie put his finger to the scab on his lip.


    “You can’t talk about priests in a bad way,” Jonny said. “God will punish you.”


    “Every time my mom heard a story,” Ernie said, “we took longer to get home from summer fishing camp. A lot of good it did.” He leaned in and whispered. “When I get out of here, I am going to get even with that Indian Agent.”


    The light in the hallway flickered. The sound of Father Paul’s cane, thumping its way to the third floor, echoed through the building. Jonny held his breath.


    “Did you know the kid that went missing?” Ernie whispered in the dark.


    “Which one?”


    “The one they never found,” Ernie said. “The fisherman told my dad only three ended up at home. They’re still out looking for him.”


    Jonny’s brow furrowed. “You’ve got it mixed up,” he said. “They found all four. Three went home in the boat and one came back to the school.”


    “Well, something must have happened to him,” Ernie said. “He ain’t here or at home.”
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    Father Gregory


    Jonny woke to the sound of a woodpecker drumming the tree outside the window. He laid thinking about the squirrel Ernie had killed, wondering how roasted squirrel tasted. The boys in the dorm talked a lot about wilderness adventures. Jonny had never even been camping.


    “Time to get up,” he said to the mound in the next bed.


    Jonny heard the creak of the bed springs as Ernie hopped out. “I know they all call you Jonny Joe,” Ernie whispered, “but, what’s your real name?”


    “I don’t have any other names,” Jonny said, “just a letter and number.”


    That day, the boys covered the floor of the chicken coop with a thick layer of sawdust and wood shavings. “That should keep down the smell,” Father Gregory said. “We’ll clean the whole thing out in the fall and in the spring.” He looked at Ernie and smiled. “It will be a good job for you,” he said. “I’ll make sure your name goes down for it.”


    Ernie rolled his eyes at Jonny. “So when does the school part of going to school start?” he asked out loud. “All we do around here is work.”


    Father Gregory said. “Once the chickens are old enough, I’ll show you how we clip their wings.”


    “Doesn’t it hurt them?” Jonny asked.


    “No.”


    “Why do you do it?”


    “It keeps them from flying over the fence and getting eaten,” said Father Gregory.


    Jonny thought about the animals on the island that would love to have chicken for dinner, including himself.


    Ernie looked at the roll of wire netting. “That won’t stop a raccoon,” he said. “We’ll need barbed wire along the bottom.”


    “Good idea,” Father Gregory said, rubbing Ernie’s head. “I’ll pick some up when I get the chickens.”


    “Do we get to come along?” Ernie asked.


    “I suppose you can,” Father Gregory said. “I’ll have to clear it with Father Paul first.”


    “What boat are we taking?” Ernie asked.


    He sure asks a lot of questions, Jonny thought.


    “We’ll be taking the launch,” Father Gregory said.


    “Too bad we’re not taking a canoe,” Ernie said. “I really know how to paddle a canoe,” he bragged. “I can really move fast.”


    “There wouldn’t be enough room for the chickens,” Jonny said, looking at Ernie as if he was crazy.


    That night in the study, Ernie whispered to Jonny, “I’m getting out of here.”


    Jonny turned the page of his book and sighed. All year long the boys talked about escaping. “Every year someone tries it,” he said without looking up. “You’ll be caught and whipped. They’ll shave your head and throw you in the basement with only bread and water.”


    “I won’t get caught,” Ernie bragged. “That chicken farm is on the same bay as the mountain with the secret cave. I’m going there to hide out.”


    At the mention of the cave, Jonny lowered his book. “How do you know there’s a secret cave?” he said. “It’s probably just some stupid story.”


    Ernie crossed his arms. “My father and I discovered it when we hunted on the mountain. The goat we were following disappeared. We searched for it in the brush and found it inside the cave. My Dad will know exactly where to come looking for me.”


    “They’ll all come looking for you,” Jonny said.


    “Of course they will,” Ernie said, “but they’ll be looking along the water.”


    The next morning, Father Gregory waited for them in the storeroom. He handed Ernie a heavy cardboard box. “Take this to the fire,” he said. “I need Jonny in the basement.”


    Jonny stopped at the top of the steps that descended into darkness. He fought down the uneasiness that came with the stale, musty air. He had been in the basement once already, he told himself. There was nothing scary but a big ugly furnace.


    Father Gregory followed him, his leather shoes squeaking with each step. The door to one of the rooms behind the furnace stood open. The tiny windowless cubicle had a metal bed with a crucifix nailed to the wall above it. There was no pillow or blanket.


    “Do you like apple cider?” the priest asked Jonny as he lifted one of the barrels.


    Jonny shrugged. Living at Redemption Residential he had only drunk tea, powdered milk, and water.


    Father Gregory removed a tin cup from a nail in the wall. He tipped the barrel and filled it with cider. After a drink, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and handed it to Jonny.


    Jonny raised the cup to his nose. The dark amber liquid smelled like autumn. He took a small sip and liked the taste. He tipped the cup back and drained it. Then, like the priest, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and handed the cup back.


    Father Gregory refilled the cup. This time he placed it on top of the apple storage bin and pulled a small container from a pocket in his cassock. To Jonny, it looked like a silver bottle flattened by a truck. The priest tipped some of the contents of the flask into the cup. He screwed the cap on to the flask and put it back in his pocket. He took a sip and smiled.


    “Now that’s the way to drink cider,” he said. “The stuff they make here is too flat, it needs some spiking up.” He took another drink. Then he looked at Jonny.


    “You are such a good little boy,” Father Gregory said stroking Jonny’s cheek. “Your eyes are such a beautiful blue and your skin is so soft and smooth.” He moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue as a strange look came into his eyes.


    Jonny wasn’t sure what it all meant, but felt that something was not right.


    “Drink up,” Father Gregory encouraged him. “Even if you don’t like the taste at first, you’ll get used to it.” He held the cup out.


    Jonny took the cup and drank it down. This time the taste was sharper and the liquid burned the back of his throat. He felt a bit dizzy.


    There was a noise from above. “Stay here,” the priest told him.


    Jonny crouched down so that his knees were against his chest.


    Father Gregory took a brief glimpse up the stairs and then returned. He looked down at Jonny and gave him a big smile. Then the smile disappeared from his lips. “You know that telling those Indian tales is blasphemy,” he said wagging his finger in Jonny’s face. “I could report you.”


    Jonny tried to focus on the well-kept nail of the priest’s finger as it went back and forth. This time Father Gregory drank directly from his flask and ran his tongue around his lips. He took another swig and sat down beside Jonny. The priest was so close Jonny could feel the warmth of his pungent breath on his neck. They locked eyes for a few seconds. The priest’s mouth twisted as if trying to hide a smile.


    “I should get back and give Ernie a hand with the dishes,” Jonny said. But he got up too fast. He stumbled and grabbed the basement wall, making the old foundation wall crumble.


    Father Gregory rose, grabbed him by the belt buckle, and pulled him close. Jonny’s heart pounded. He shoved the priest backwards and raced to the top of the stairs, making the alcohol in his stomach rumble. His throat tightened and his mouth filled with vomit. He ran to the yard and let it spill into the dirt.


    Ernie came toward him with a nesting box. “Do you think that’s enough grass?”


    Jonny straightened up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The salt from his tears stung his cheeks. He tightened his hands into fists. “Must have been something I ate,” he said, wiping the tears away.


    “Yeah, right,” Ernie said. “Like, they give us so much food, it makes us sick.” He looked at Jonny’s eyes. “Are you crying?”


    “No,” Jonny replied rubbing his face with his fists as he went inside.


    “It looks like you’re crying to me,” Ernie said following Jonny into the kitchen.


    Father Gregory entered the kitchen with a handful of apples. “These are the last ones in the bin,” he said, putting them on the table. “Why don’t you two finish them up?” Then he left.


    Ernie stared at the priest as he went out the door. “Does that guy always give away apples?” he asked in a harsh whisper.


    Jonny’s stomach cramped at the sight of them.


    “I’m not going to eat them,” Ernie said. “The one person I heard you had to stay far, far, away from was the Tamanass Whiteman that gives out apples.”
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    The Cave


    “Here,” Jonny said, tossing Ernie a pullover with the school crest on the pocket. “Wear this over your vest.” They usually wore the scratchy maroon sweaters in the winter. If Father Gregory questioned them, Jonny planned to tell him they wanted to look respectable.


    Ernie pulled on the oversized sweater. “Good thing to throw overboard,” he said with a grin. “They’ll think I drowned for sure.” He left the dormitory with a pillow case stuffed down the front of his pants, planning to steal some food.


    Father Paul looked at the boys wearing sweaters in the hot summer weather and shook his head. “They don’t even feel the heat,” he commented to Father John.


    The cook placed a loaf of bread on the counter. When he turned to slice it, Ernie snatched a handful of carrots from the sink. Jonny passed him a few potatoes from the bin.


    By the time Father Gregory came out, both boys waited in front of the launch with the pillow case well hidden on board. The priest carried a small hatchet in a leather pouch. “I thought we’d chop down a branch for a roost while we’re out.”


    The motor boat shot through the cold water that met the rugged mountains. An eagle took to the air, warming its wings as it circled the sky. The sun, even though filtered through trees, felt warm. Jonny reached up to remove his sweater.


    Ernie shook his head.


    Father Gregory manoeuvered the boat alongside a wooden dock littered with hand-painted signs. “Do you see one for Cove Bay Chicken Farm?” he asked.


    Jonny nodded.


    Ernie pointed to the number of canoes upturned along the shore. “Look at all those canoes,” he said. “Did I tell you I can really paddle?” He winked at Jonny, using his entire jaw.


    Father Gregory’s dark skirts brushed the dusty road as they followed the signs. Cove Bay Farm lay around a bend in the road, nestled in the gentle slope of the foothills. A rooster stood in the middle of the road with the confidence of an armed guard.


    A burley man in a short-sleeved shirt and shorts raked the grass. He wore knee-high black rubber boots. A dozen long, low, netted pens scattered the fields behind him. In the distance was a small two-storey wood house with a large screened porch.


    “Quite a spread you have here,” said Father Gregory, extending his hand.


    “We’ve been raising chickens for three generations,” the man said shaking the priest’s hand. He nodded toward a small wooden hut, the colour of a wasp nest, beneath a huge golden spruce. “My great-grandfather, Tom McCutcheon, started out in that shack.”


    Jonny looked at the golden spruce that towered over it. “Did he plant that tree?”


    “I don’t know,” the man said, “but he always said it brought him good luck.”


    “He would have needed it, farming in those days,” Father Gregory said.


    “He wasn’t really a farmer,” the man commented. “He only built the barn in order to claim the land. In those days you could register sixty-four hectares for ten bucks.”


    “So which chickens are ours?” Ernie asked with impatience.


    “Just about to crate them up,” the man said. He looked over to the road. “Looks like you don’t have a vehicle. You must have come by water.”


    “We came in a motor boat,” Ernie said. “I wanted to canoe, but there wouldn’t be room for the chickens. You like canoeing?”


    The man threw back his head and laughed. “You bet,” he said. “In fact I’ve still got the one my grandfather bought off the Indians. You want to see it?”


    “We won’t have time for that,” Father Gregory said in a clipped voice. “If you could crate the fowls, the boys will carry them to the launch.”


    Once the first crate of chickens was ready, Ernie and Jonny attempted to lift it.


    “Wait a minute, boys,” the man said. “I’ll lend you a wagon.”


    As the boys placed the chicken crate into the wagon, Father Gregory turned to the farmer and smiled. “Jonny is our only English orphan. But, in a few years, all of our boys will have lost their native tongue and be just as civilized as him.”


    They watched the boys set off down the road. “Make sure you come straight back,” Father Gregory called out.


    When they reached the launch, both boys removed their sweaters. Ernie upturned the canoe farthest from the dock and threw his sweater inside along with his vest. They removed the emergency paddles from the launch along with the pillowcase and placed them against the canoe’s inner wall. They sat down to rest.


    Hundreds of geese descended on the marshy shore. The huge mass of black heads bobbed up and down as they fed. Several old ganders kept theirs in the air, as lookouts. Ernie moved into the marsh. The entire bay became a storm of deafening honking. The birds rose around the intruder. Ernie fired his slingshot. A goose crumpled and fell from the sky. He shot again. A second goose tumbled before the first even hit the ground. Jonny picked up a rock and paused, not sure which way to throw. The incessant honking distracted him.


    Ernie grabbed his arm. “Don’t bother trying to hunt like an Indian,” he said with a mocking laugh. He picked up the dead geese and threw them into the canoe.


    They went back to the farm for the second crate. Father Gregory and the farmer sat in the screened porch drinking lemonade.


    “Why don’t we stack two crates this time?” Jonny asked.


    “We gotta keep Father Gregory off guard,” Ernie whispered. “Every time I come back, he trusts me a little more about not to run away.”


    By the time they’d put the last of the chickens onto the launch, soot grey clouds were moving toward the sun. Ernie removed his shoes and stuffed them into the pillowcase.


    “I’ll tell them I was down the road before I noticed you were gone,” Jonny said as Ernie undid his jeans.


    “I think you better come with me,” Ernie said.


    “I don’t mind living at the school,” Jonny said.


    “You will if Father Gregory keeps taking you down the basement,” Ernie muttered.


    Fear blossomed in Jonny’s stomach. With Ernie gone, he’d be alone in the dorm.


    “Make up your mind,” Ernie said. “It’s going to rain. I gotta get going.”


    Jonny reached for the smooth stone in the pocket of his pants. He liked the feel of it between his thumb and forefinger. For some reason whenever he touched it, he felt stronger. “Wait,” he said. He ran to the launch and grabbed the hatchet. “I know how to chop firewood.”


    They pushed the canoe into the water and climbed inside. The sound of the paddles through the waves was their only noise as they moved away from the dock. Jonny watched the shore anxiously, hoping that no one would spot them.


    Up river they pulled on to a stretch of pebbly sand.


    “You get out,” Ernie said. He undid the belt that held up his oversized jeans. Handing Jonny the geese, pillowcase, and his clothes, he said, “I’ll take the canoe out and swim back.”


    The clouds grew darker as Jonny watched Ernie manoeuvre the canoe into the middle of the bay. Ernie is right about one thing, Jonny thought. He really does know how to paddle. He watched him toss the paddles and sweaters overboard, then dive into the waves.


    Jonny closed his eyes. All kinds of things swam in that water. He could almost feel them moving in and about his own legs. It seemed like ages before Ernie finally reached shore.


    The boys climbed across the rocky beach to a narrow trail that led up the ridge. As the trees grew denser and the trail steeper, Jonny’s legs ached and a piercing pain grew in his side. Part way up he had to stop to rest to catch his breath.


    The trail wound along the side of the ridge where a small waterfall tumbled down the mountainside. Jonny dropped to his knees, cupped his hands, and took a deep drink. The icy water tasted so different from what they drank at school.


    “It’s not far now,” Ernie called back. “We’ll make it before dark.”


    The rise grew steeper. Jonny had to search for hand and foot holds among the sharp rocks, while Ernie scrambled ahead. Jonny snagged his shirt and tore his pants. As far as he could tell, Ernie had completely disappeared into the dense thicket of shrubs.


    “It’s here,” Ernie shouted suddenly. The bushes rustled and Ernie popped his head out of them and waved Jonny toward him. “I told you I could find it,” he said. “Come on.”


    Jonny hesitated outside the thicket. “What if there’s a bear?” he called out. “Maybe we should throw one of the geese in first.”


    Ernie popped his head out again. “It would only be here in the winter when the bears are hibernating,” he said with a scoff. “Don’t you know anything about animals?”


    Jonny crawled through the narrow, bushy entrance. Inside he was able to stand up. It really was the perfect place to hide.


    “Do you think he will come soon?” Jonny asked as he brushed the dirt from his pants.


    “Who?”


    “Your father,” Jonny said, examining the tear in his cuff.


    “My dad punched out that Indian Agent,” Ernie said. “He’s in jail.”


    Jonny’s mouth dropped open.


    “He only got six months. You’ll see, when he’s out he’ll come and take us far into the bush. And if they try to stop him, he’ll just beat up those old priests. He’s real tough.”


    “Six months? What about food?” Jonny kicked the filthy pillow case that smelled of dead birds and rotting vegetables. “This won’t last.”


    Ernie patted the slingshot in his back pocket. “There’s all kind of stuff to eat in the forest,” he said. “We just got to do a little work to get it.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a mass of mashed berries. “I bet you don’t know what these are,” he said with a smirk.


    Jonny easily recognized the blueberries. “We grow them in the garden and freeze them for the winter.”


    “Indians don’t have to garden,” Ernie said. “We just pick it and pop it in our mouths. I picked these on my way up here.”


    “Six months will take us into the winter. Nothing grows in the winter, not on the mountain or in a garden.”


    Ernie ignored him as he explored the cave. He pointed to the stone ledge filled with firewood that ran along the wall. “Look,” he said. “I told you the Indians used this place. Look at all the wood.” He moved to the back of the cave. “Hey!” Ernie said, removing a torch from a holder in the wall. “Now we will really be able to see.”


    A boom of thunder bounced off the mountain. Jonny pushed aside the bushes that covered the mouth of the cave and stood watching the rain slash down in torrents. Tree branches snapped in the wind.


    “This is perfect,” Ernie crowed as he performed a few small dance steps. “They’ll think we drowned for sure.” He handed Jonny the torch and went for an armload of wood.


    “Have you got matches?” Jonny asked.


    “I do, but we don’t need them,” Ernie said. He balanced the tip of a smooth stick on top of a plank of wood. Rubbing the palms of his hands, the stick twirled but nothing happened.


    “What are you trying to do?” Jonny asked.


    “Make a spark,” Ernie said. “I saw my grandmother do it.”


    Jonny sat on the cold rock floor watching Ernie. Over the bay the thunder continued to rumble. A howl that wasn’t the wind filled the canyon. Jonny stiffened. “What was that?”


    “Just a wolf,” Ernie answered. “They live all over these mountains.”


    A vicious flash of lightning lit the entire cave. In utter disbelief, Jonny’s eyes travelled up the tall fur boots, past rough, woolen trousers to the familiar flowing white hair. The old man from the woods stood in the entrance.


    “Darn,” Ernie said, as he threw down the stick. “She made it look so easy.” He fished for a pack of matches in his vest pocket. “What?” he asked looking up at Jonny’s ashen face. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


    Jonny scrambled to the mouth of the cave, but no one was there. Once again his mind was playing tricks on him. He stood for a moment watching and waiting. With a sigh, he returned to the stone floor, picked up some sticks, and added them to the pile.


    Ernie struck a match, lit the twigs, and blew on them. The small fire crackled, giving out a warm, friendly glow. Ernie went to the back of the cave for more wood but returned empty handed. He picked up the torch and put it to the fire. “You gotta see this,” he said. “Follow me.”


    He led Jonny to the very back of the cave where a narrow passageway opened into a large cavern. Unlike the outer cave, the ash-grey walls were smooth with few cracks and holes.


    As soon as his eyes became adjusted to the torch-light, Jonny saw the paintings of animals and fish that covered the walls of this huge chamber.


    “How old are these?” he asked.


    “Who cares,” Ernie said with a shrug. “The important thing is we can sleep here. Even if those priests find the mouth of the cave, they won’t find this place.”


    Jonny studied the pictures. “This place must have been used for something special.” With the tip of his finger he touched the long snout of the fierce dog-like drawing. He traced around its pointed ears, across the animal’s back, along its tail and back, finishing with the rows of sharp teeth. The tip of his finger felt odd when he finished, as if he had accidently touched the flame of a candle.


    “This one is the best,” Ernie said. “See this guy. He’s pulling salmon out of the ocean.”


    Jonny crossed the floor to where Ernie stood.


    “Look how the artist made it look like there were thousands of fish,” Ernie said. “He drew one and then made a whole bunch of heads behind it.”


    “Is he fishing?” Jonny asked.


    The boys stood with their heads together looking at the pleading eyes of the salmon. Jonny could almost hear their desperate splashing against the pounding of the surf.


    “I think he is using some kind of rake.” Ernie said.


    They reached up and touched the image of the human. The whole cave echoed with an ear-shattering thunderclap. In an explosion of brilliant light, the boys fell to the floor and then the world went black.
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    The Cove


    Jonny woke to sharp, cold air. “Ernie?” he called, but there was no answer.


    He followed the passageway to the bright sunlight that streamed through the opening of the cave, and walked to its bare stone ledge. The land was so calm he could almost hear himself stretch. As he scanned the endless carpet of grey-green tree tops, Jonny felt something deep within himself stir as if he was alive for the very first time. But where was all the brush that had hidden the entrance? he wondered. Had Ernie got up early to clean it all away? Somehow he couldn’t imagine him doing that. Where was he?


    Jonny realized with a shiver that the air wasn’t as warm as usual. Wasn’t it summer? The small patches of snow around him looked as if winter was just fading, which meant it was spring. How could the weather move backwards? A mist haloed the red sun rising above the trees. A cold shudder raced up his spine and tugged at the back of his neck. Something really strange has happened, he thought, but what? He turned to see what else might be different.


    “I have been waiting for you,” a voice said from behind.


    Jonny turned to see the old man step out of the shadows. His heart filled with warmth when he felt the familiar hand on his shoulder and smelled the rawness of the man’s outdoor living. With relief he looked into the face of the old Indian that had watched him from the woods. He was real.


    “You were brave to leave that life behind,” the man said. “It is now time for you to begin again. Come.”


    A young woman in a coat of shiny pelts and matching boots waved to them from the pathway. Thick black braids of hair fell to her waist. Strings of shells and amber beads dangled from their ends. Jonny listened to her sing as she made her way through the newly budding forest carrying a small cage of branches and a basket. Her song reminded him of a soft prayer.


    “Who is that?” Jonny asked.


    “Silver Cloud,” the man said. “She comes here to gather plants. My daughter is our medicine woman.”


    “What’s your name?” Jonny asked.


    “I have many names,” the man said. “You may call me Kalaku.”


    Jonny watched Silver Cloud scrape golden tears of sap from a nearby tree into a small wooden bowl.


    “Why is she doing that?” he asked.


    “Spruce gum stops bleeding and protects wounds,” Kalaku said. “She has much wilderness wisdom.”


    Jonny liked the sound of those words — wilderness wisdom — especially since he had none of it. He would like to get to know this girl better. Maybe she could teach him a few things.


    He spied Ernie crouching by the side of the path.


    On the branch of a pine, a small bird covered in white feathers clucked in contentment. Its hooded eyes were half shut. Ernie rose and fired his slingshot in the direction of the tiny clucks.


    The owl’s round yellow eyes flew open. It teetered for a minute and tumbled down.


    “Got him,” Ernie crowed. “We can take him to …”


    “You’re not taking him anywhere,” Silver Cloud said. “He already belongs to someone.” She placed the cage on the ground beside her and opened the door.


    The tiny owl stood up, spread his wings, and snapped his beak. Half-flying and half running, he charged the boy who had knocked him off his perch.


    Ernie turned to run, but tripped on a tree root and fell flat on his face. The owl pounced onto his back, ripping at his shirt with his claws and pulling at his hair with his beak.


    “Stop him, stop him!” Ernie cried out.


    Silver Cloud put her hands around the fierce little owl and lifted him off.


    Ernie covered his eyes and rolled over. Peeking through his fingers, he saw the girl putting the owl into the cage. “That bird didn’t have much meat on him anyway,” Ernie said, as he dusted himself off. “It looks like we’ve got to find something else to eat.”


    “Come with me,” Kalaku said, “there will be a feast in the village.”


    “Count us in!” Ernie exclaimed. He turned to Jonny and slapped him on the back. “We can hang out with this old guy until my dad gets here.”


    A sharp wind whipped the waves in the bay when they reached the shore. Jonny shivered as he crunched across the frost-stiffened shore grass. A canoe waited on the rim of clear ice along the pebbly shore. But it wasn’t made of bent wood and bark, like the ones at the school. This boat was a large hollowed-out log with a bow that rose from the water like a shield.


    Kalaku handed each of them a furry cloak that smelled of rabbit and smoke. Jonny quickly pulled it around his shoulders as his thin, torn shirt offered little protection from the chilly air.


    The old man stood at the edge of the driftwood strewn shore and extended his arms upward. His face was as brown as a dried apple with lines so deep he looked like a carving. “We ask for a safe journey,” he called out to the waves.


    As the bay water pulled away from the bow, Jonny looked back. A blanket of fog hovered over the logs of burnished silver that covered the rocky shore. He tapped Ernie on the shoulder and pointed. “Look there’s no dock.”


    “Storm must have wiped it out,” Ernie replied with a shrug.


    Jonny continued to stare at the river bank. All he could see was the lush mantle of snow-covered cedars along the shore. As he breathed in the pungent sea air, the tang of seaweed seemed to be sharper. Surely there would be wreckage, he thought. It looked as if the dock had never existed. And what did the old man mean when he said it was time to begin again?
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    The Great Lodge


    Across the bay, plumes of smoke rose along the horizon. As they approached the shore, a larger-than-life wood figure stood on the beach, with one hand shading its eyes, looking out to sea, the other reaching out in welcome. Large buildings of long planks, fronted by a wooden walkway, followed the shoreline. Icicles dripped from their curved roofs and painted poles.


    Jonny and Ernie exchanged glances. Neither of them had seen anything like this before.


    Several children playing with stones stopped and looked up. Their dark eyes filled with concern as they pointed to the boys’ jeans and boots. There was much chattering as they moved farther away.


    “There must be at least twenty houses,” Ernie said and then he pointed to the largest building decorated with clan crests. “That’s gotta be the chief’s.”


    From the front of this enormous lodge, a great wooden eagle surveyed the village. Thick tree branches braced his huge wingspan. The eagle’s only colour came from the stain of green moss. Compared to the rest of the colourful poles, this one seemed decrepit and unkempt.


    “I thought the chief was the most important person in the village,” Jonny said, looking up at the weathered pole.


    “He is,” Ernie said.


    “Then why does the pole in front of his house look so bad?”


    “That is the pole of the old chief,” Kalaku told them. “A new one will be raised to honour his successor.”


    “So there is no chief now?” Jonny asked.


    “The new chief must give a feast before he can claim his position,” Kalaku explained.


    People began to gather and stare at the strangely dressed boys, often pointing at Jonny, the pale-skinned one with bright blue eyes.


    Ernie raced along the beach to the pole in front of the chief’s house. He studied the bird’s deep-set eyes and great hairy eyebrows. “Look at how the artist carved his eyes,” Ernie called out. “It’s like he can see more than any other bird.”


    “That pole,” Kalaku said, “was the work of my father.”


    Jonny looked up in awe.


    “How long did that take?” Ernie asked in an incredulous voice.


    “We must pay our respects to our host,” Kalaku said, moving Ernie toward the walkway.


    A small man wearing a shawl of shaggy wool sat on a wooden bench near the driftwood fire. The cold breeze from the water played with strands of his long dark hair and sent the smoke upward to the white streaked sky. He seemed asleep at first, with eyes lost in the lines of his leathery face. Seeing Kalaku approach, however, he jumped up and gripped the old man’s hands. The two men spoke in low tones, and then the chief led them toward the lodge.


    The boys followed past carved sea lion posts that flanked the front door. In the dim interior, voices seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Jonny’s nostrils filled with the acrid smell of burning wood.


    Their eyes adjusted to see enormous tree trunks supporting the huge timber rafters of the building. Topped with massive winged birds, each bird rested on the shoulders of a large animal holding a fish. The central beam looked like the scaly body of a giant snake. Long, red tongues curled past pointed teeth in the open mouths of the heads at each end.


    Ernie looked up at the beam and nudged Jonny. “See that guy? He is pure evil. Weapons can’t even stop him,” he said. “Even though he is blind, one look in his eyes and you are gone.”


    Kalaku smiled at Ernie. “The serpent is both good and evil,” he said. “He helps us to understand that life brings death and death brings life.”


    Jonny stood examining the carving. The priests at the school often talked about an evil serpent, but it had nothing to do with life after death.


    “Always remember, the blind two-headed sea-serpent can see both past and present,” Kalaku said.


    He guided the boys to the fire that burned in a low dugout area in the centre of the house. Its smoke rose through an opening in the roof. The man who was about to become chief indicated that the boys should sit on the cedar-smelling mats around the pit. All around them women folded and piled blankets and capes. Men hung poles of dried fish along the beams.


    The boys let their cloaks drop from their shoulders and made themselves comfortable.


    “Is this some kind of storehouse?” Jonny asked, eyeing the stacks of decorated boxes and piles of carved bowls.


    “A celebration like this does not happen very often,” Kalaku said. “The chief’s family has been preparing for a very long time.”


    Jonny furrowed his brows. He had seen the priests prepare for the Christmas celebration, but never like this. “What does all this have to do with eating?” he asked.


    “These are all gifts for the guests,” Kalaku replied.


    “Do we get to pick ours out?” Ernie asked, as he reached for a carved bowl.


    Kalaku removed it from his hands and returned it to the pile.


    A woman placed a wooden vessel shaped like a seal in front of the chief. He took a drink from the carved ladle and passed it to the boys. They received small, smoked fish on wooden platters followed by flat cakes of small, dark fruit.


    The chief turned to Kalaku when they’d finished eating. “I am pleased your work is finished, my friend.”


    Kalaku nodded.


    “But,” the chief said, with a slow shake of his head, “we must wait.” He placed his hands across his chest, fluttered his outstretched fingers, and looked behind him.


    The boys followed the chief’s gaze. Cedar planks divided the back walls of the building into platforms. Jonny realized the platforms were beds and at the very back there lay a boy.


    Silver Cloud entered the lodge carrying the caged owl and a small decorated basket. After nodding to the great carved birds, she went to the boy in the bed.


    The boy raised his hand. A woman rushed to his side and conferred with Silver Cloud. In response to her directions, several men came to his side, lifted him, and carried him to the fire.


    Those in the lodge stopped working and crowded around.


    Silver Cloud circled the thin, weak boy, holding something in her cupped hands. She stopped at his head, lifted her arms to the air, and opened her fingers. Everyone murmured at the sight of the tiny white owl that ruffled its feathers. Silver Cloud moved to the boy’s side and placed the small bird on his chest. The owl ruffled its feathers again, but settled. She placed the painted basket over the bird, tapped the top of it and said in a loud voice, “Return!”


    Everyone held their breath when Silver Cloud lifted the bowl.


    The small owl lay still on the boy’s chest.


    Mutters of discontent filled the lodge.


    Silver Cloud replaced the basket. She took a deep breath, swallowed hard, and put her hands over her heart. She closed her eyes and made her request again, this time in a soft, pleading voice. “Return,” she said.


    When she lifted the basket, the owl was gone.


    Clapping and laughter filled the lodge.


    The boy sat up, sending the basket rolling toward Jonny.


    A woman ran to the boy with a bowl. He drank from it with several, loud gulps. Then he rose from the floor, picked up his mat, and went into the arms of the woman waiting by his bed.


    Jonny picked up the basket and looked inside. It was empty. He frowned as he handed it back to Silver Cloud.


    “The white owl was near the lodge when the boy became sick,” she explained to him in a low voice. “When it flew away, the chief’s son began his journey toward the sun. But I knew it was not yet time. There are many things he must do before he dies.”


    The chief took his pipe from his belt and lit it with a glowing stick. He blew a puff of smoke out of the corner of his mouth and passed it to Kalaku. “Now we will raise the pole.”


    The disappearing owl wasn’t the only thing that puzzled him. He had a good look at the sick boy. He looked exactly like Tommy-Two — the boy Ernie said had gone missing.
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    The Great Feast


    For the rest of the week, many elaborately painted canoes glided into shore.


    The chief greeted everyone in an open-topped wooden hat with long tails of fur hanging from its back. Each time he nodded, the soft bird down that filled his headdress floated about his visitors like snow.


    The guests came in fringed cloaks, fur boots, and capes trimmed with fur and shell buttons. All wore woven hats and carried baskets and boxes.


    Long into the night, people sat by the blazing fire, talking and laughing. Women moved about the guests pulling deeply carved wheeled tubs. From these animal-shaped containers they served fish stew, clam chowder and seaweed salads. Jonny filled his bowl again and again. For the first time in his life, he ate until he could eat no more.


    The first evening of celebration ended when the chief approached the fire with a large piece of hammered copper. It reminded Jonny of the heraldry shields he’d read about in the history books. The decorated metal gleamed in the golden light of the gigantic fire.


    The chief tossed it into the flames. The boys watched the beautiful metal object melt.


    “Why did he do that?” Jonny asked with wide eyes.


    “He wants everyone to know his wealth is not important,” Kalaku said.


    “That’s as crazy as burning a hundred dollar bill,” Ernie said as the boys looked at each other, trying to imagine anyone owning so much they could destroy it at whim.


    The morning of the next day, Ernie came close to falling into a large hole dug into the beach in front of the doorway of the lodge. “Is this supposed to be a trap?” he yelled.


    Jonny looked up from the fire at the base of the wrapped pole and grinned.


    Women placed mats of woven bark around the hole and the visitors took their seats.


    “The time has come,” Kalaku said, signalling the waiting men. They removed the mats that hid the carved pole from view and lashed it with ropes. Dozens of strong arms hoisted the ropes to their shoulders and pulled.


    The blackened tree base moved toward the hole to the sound of the beating drums.


    The guests waited in anxious silence.


    Jonny and Ernie helped pull the creaking ropes that raised the carved log. Others held ropes taut to stop the enormous pole from swaying sideways. Little by little they tugged it into an upright position. As the men filled the hole with rocks, six carved figures glared at the audience from heavy, wide-rimmed, painted eyes. Amid a furious thunder of drums, the crowd burst into cheers.


    The drums stopped and the crowd went silent.


    With a carved stick, Kalaku pointed to the carving of the human figure at the very bottom and said, “this honours the ancestor of the man who raises this pole today.”


    The crowd oohed and aahhed.


    He gestured to the figure above that of the chief’s ancestor and said, “Long ago the greatest hunter of the sea swallowed a woman whose boat had capsized.”


    It took a minute for Jonny’s eyes to determine the shape Kalaku meant, for this figure wasn’t standing upright like the others facing forward. The Orca rested on his large, square snout, his tail fluke flipped up and onto his back. His pectoral fins clung to his side. In his large mouth of teeth sat the head of a human.


    Everyone in the crowd nodded to one and another. Jonny realized they had all heard these stories before and knew them well.


    Kalaku continued. “The whale planned to take her to the depths of the ocean to become his bride. But the people in the village sang to the Thunderbird. Thunderbird caught that whale,” Kalaku told them all, as he pointed to the huge bird with folded wings and long, sharp talons. “He carried the whale to his home at the top of the mountain.”


    Jonny looked at the Thunderbird. One flap of those powerful wings would certainly make the sound of thunder and those large rimmed eyes could cause lightning to flash.


    “The woman crawled from the whale’s belly into our cave. Inside, she gave birth to a son,” Kalaku recited. “But when this mother and son left the cave in the mountain, she was very much afraid to go near the water and kept her son from it.”


    He pointed to the figure above the thunderbird. “Beaver, one of the woman’s friends, promised he would keep the whale away from her and her son with his great wide dams.”


    Jonny smiled at the beaver’s huge incisor teeth. His cross-hatched tail, flipped up in front, gave him the appearance of wearing a fancy necktie. He held a strong stick in front of him.


    Kalaku pointed to the man near the top of the pole. “That woman’s son became our first chief,” he said, indicating the figure wearing a necklace with long fringes of cedar hanging from a thick, braided ring. The people in the crowd nodded with pleasure at the similarity to their own chief.


    “Our new chief,” Kalaku said pointing to the sky, “now has the eagle as his crest.”


    All eyes went to the tremendous wings of multi-coloured feathers that jutted from the eagle’s painted chest. Jonny counted a wingspan of six black and red feathers with a flare of four at each end. Below its glaring eyes, the bird’s sharp yellow beak shone in the sun.


    To the sound of pounding drums, Kalaku, the carver of this amazing totem pole, walked to the chief and handed him the stick he had used to point out each figure. The chief held it high to show it was the exact replica of the pole that stood before them. Then, from a wooden box at the base of the pole, Kalaku lifted out his carving tools. Holding them above his head, he circled the pole, singing. Everyone rose and sang with him.


    Kalaku danced his way into the lodge and the crowd followed. The lodge filled with people of all ages moving with steps as light as rain. Bracelets and armbands of copper gleamed. The beat of drums pulsed through Jonny’s body, filling him with an intense desire to belong to all these wonderful people.


    He dropped to a mat close by the door to watch them move.


    The young boy who had been ill and looked like Tommy-Two sat down beside him.


    “I know where you came from,” he said in a whisper. “You’ll get used to being here after a while. At first I missed my family so much I made myself sick.”


    Jonny didn’t respond. He had no family to miss.


    “I should have never tried to escape with those boys,” Tommy-Two said. “They fought over paddling and we capsized.”


    “But I saw Father John carry you back to the school,” Jonny said.


    “When I woke, I was chained to a cot in the basement,” Tommy-Two said, looking down at his hands. “Father Paul said my punishment for trying to escape was losing my holidays.” His eyes filled with anger. “My sister was getting married,” he said. “I had to get home.”


    “How did you end up here?”


    “Father Gregory got a little too friendly, if you know what I mean.”


    Jonny swallowed hard and looked the other way.


    “We fought. When he left, the key to the cuffs was on the floor. I took them off and put one of my shoes half way up the coal chute to make them think I lost it when I squeezed through the window. Then I climbed inside the apple bin. When Father Gregory checked the basement, he believed I’d gone up the chute. He ran up the stairs, leaving the door wide open. I snuck out and hid under one of the canoes along the shore until the first launch arrived. I had to ride it to the last stop and then climbed the mountain to see where I was. I discovered the cave on my way up and went in for a rest.” The boy stopped talking for a moment. “Did you go into the hidden cave at the back?”


    Jonny nodded.


    “There’s something strange about that ceremonial chamber.”


    “You’re telling me,” Jonny said with raised eyebrows.


    A chorus of excited children’s voices caused them to look up. A black-masked creature with bushy unkempt hair, half-closed eyes, and a mouth shaped like a large circle shambled toward them. As she passed, Jonny saw she carried a large basket on her back. The children shrieked and hid behind their mother’s skirts when the creature moved into the middle of the crowd. But she seemed to stumble about as if she was so tired she couldn’t stay awake. One of the guests guided her to a seat where she nodded off to sleep.


    Amid the roars of laughter, Jonny asked. “Who is that supposed to be?”


    “It’s the Wild Woman of the Woods,” Tommy-Two said. “She steals children.”


    Jonny watched a small child tug at the long scraggy hair that fell from the dark wooden mask. The sleeping figure shifted and the child raced back to its mother.


    “Why does she steal children?”


    “They try to take her treasures,” the boy explained. Tommy-Two lowered his voice. “Everyone here believes I escaped from the Wild Woman of the Woods.”


    “Where did they get that idea?” Jonny asked.


    Tommy-Two pulled a piece of cedar bark into small pieces as he spoke. “The chief’s son disappeared a long time ago,” he said. “When I woke up in the cave, the chief was standing over me. I explained I ran away from the men in the long black skirts. He thought I meant the Wild Woman of the Woods. He brought me here and told everyone he had found his long lost son.”


    “But, wouldn’t his mother know …”


    Just then, the ceremonial speaker thumped his staff on to the dirt floor. The drums, the dancing, and all conversation stopped. “Bring the boy with the eyes of a wolf,” he called out over the crowd.


    Everyone turned and searched the room.


    Tommy-Two stood. He indicated Jonny was to rise as well. He put his hand on Jonny’s shoulder and walked with him toward the fire.
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    Gifts


    Why does the chief want me? Jonny asked himself as he stumbled across the floor.


    Kalaku, sitting beside the chief, made room for him on the mat.


    The speaker, holding a staff carved with the head of an eagle, spoke to those in the lodge. “Many moons ago,” he told them. “Spirits came down from the sky.”


    The people in the crowd shifted to get comfortable.


    “They trampled the trees and killed the animals. They chased the sun away. With no sun, the people could not tell the time of year. With no sun, the sky turned black and the air turned cold. Rain turned to sleet. Sleet turned to ice, and the world froze.”


    Some of the listeners pulled their woolen cloaks closer to their necks.


    “It was no longer a good place to be,” the speaker continued, “and so the spirits left.”


    The guests glanced at each other and nodded.


    “The stars crept into the sky knowing the spirits were gone,” the speaker told them moving his hand back and forth over his head. “They shone hard to bring the moon out of hiding. But it wasn’t until the sun broke through the clouds, that the sky once again turned blue.” The speaker walked into the centre of the lodge and raised his hands. “The people came out of their cave, admiring the round ball of light that had changed the colour of their sky. The old ones told the children they could take off their hats and cloaks.” As the storyteller moved about the circle, he spoke and gestured with his staff. “Soon the grass turned green,” he said. “The trees grew tall and animals returned. The old ones taught the young ones the names of the seasons.” The speaker came to a stop directly in front of Jonny and the old man. “And how to live in this new world.” He handed the staff to Kalaku.


    Kalaku indicated Jonny was to stand. Jonny looked into Kalaku’s face. He had no idea what he was supposed to do.


    Kalaku handed Jonny the storytelling stick and said. “One night there was much rain.”


    Jonny understood. Kalaku wanted him to tell the story of the great flood. He gripped the staff with a sweaty palm and looked about the circle. All the eyes of the elders were on him. The children pushed their way to the front to hear the pale boy with the eyes of a wolf.


    “One night there was much rain,” Jonny said. His voice came out like the squeak of a mouse. He looked about, but no one laughed at him the way they did at school. They all waited.


    Jonny took a deep breath. “One night there was much rain,” he said in a louder, stronger, voice. “The sea rose and it reached the houses.” He pretended to see water oozing its way across the earth floor of the lodge and lifted one foot as if it were about to get wet. “It crept through the houses and out into the forest. The houses groaned and the great poles began to tremble.”


    For the first time, the story he heard at another time in another place made sense.


    Jonny told his story as if he were experiencing the flood right there and then. He made himself look tired and wet. He used the staff to show how he paddled with the rest of the village to safety. When he lowered his head and galloped like a mountain goat, Jonny caught the eyes of Tommy-Two and Ernie watching in utter amazement. Seeing Ernie, he remembered the words he was to add at the end. “These are the words of my people,” he said. He held the staff out to the speaker. “These are the words I have learned.”


    The speaker took the staff and pounded the floor. The drumming and singing resumed.


    The chief lifted the small carved box that sat at his feet and handed it to Jonny. “I thank you for your story,” he said.


    Jonny nodded in appreciation. As he turned to sit, a woman lowered a patterned blanket of goat wool onto his shoulders. As the piles of carved masks, boxes, baskets, bowls, and blankets grew lower, no one could doubt this generous man’s wealth. Each person accepted the chief’s gifts with grace. Ernie received a club shaped like a fish. He smiled and danced his appreciation.


    Jonny stared about the room, determined to drink in every detail of this important night, but his eyelids felt heavy.


    Tommy-Two tapped him on the shoulder. “Come and bunk in with me.”


    “What about Ernie?” Jonny asked.


    “He’s still dancing,” the chief’s son said. “He’ll probably go all night.”


    Jonny made his way to the back of the great wooden lodge through the throng of people. So much had happened since they’d left the cave. He’d learned about the figures on the pole, watched dancers leap about the room, eaten his fill several times, spoken in front of a crowd, and received gifts. He placed the carved box at the foot of the platform bed. Then he lay down and covered himself with his new blanket.


    “Aren’t you going to look inside?” Tommy-Two asked.


    “Tomorrow,” Jonny said. It didn’t matter to him if the box was empty or full. He now had more possessions than he had ever owned in his life.
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    The Workshop


    “It is time for me to leave the village,” Kalaku told Jonny a few days after the festivities ended. Even though his skin was leathered from years of working in the sun, his face looked young and full of excitement.


    “Why?” Jonny asked, putting down the tool he was examining. It was similar to his hatchet, only with the blade set sideways. Inside the small cedar box, he’d found a whole set of carving tools: a wedge of antler, three different-sized stone chisels, a hammer, and the adze.


    “I must return to my work,” Kalaku said.


    “Let me come with you,” Jonny said. He often thought about making something with the wood he used to split and stack. He loved the idea of creating something beautiful from something plain, like the time he taught himself how to make a paper airplane — until the priests took the paper away. “I want to learn how to carve.”


    “The making of a pole requires a strict, simple life,” Kalaku said. “Any bad thoughts or action will cause the wood to split or warp.”


    Jonny looked past the heavy, wooden canoes to the endless horizon of water and sky. “I know that kind of life,” he said.


    Kalaku placed his hand on Jonny’s head. “Yes,” he said, patting it. “You do.”


    That afternoon, Jonny sat with Ernie on a log near a small fire on the beach.


    “Hiding out in that cave was a big mistake,” Ernie said.


    Jonny knew Ernie wasn’t happy living in the village. He couldn’t use the two-pronged fishing spear with the same skill as the other boys. His slingshot wasn’t the right kind of weapon for a mountain goat or big-horned sheep. His success with the harpoon wasn’t any better than the youngest girl.


    “We must have passed through some kind of gap in time,” Ernie said. He grabbed a handful of stones and threw them toward the waves in anger. “I’m going back.”


    “How are you going to do that?” Jonny asked. “We don’t know what caused it. How do you know it will happen again?”


    Ernie put his head in his hands. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. “I’ll just go to the cave and wait. Maybe one day I’ll wake up and find myself where I should be.”


    Jonny never wanted to go back. For the first time in his life he didn’t feel lonely, out of place, or hungry. “Good luck.”


    Kalaku had fastened several saplings together with cedar ropes to make a skid. Tommy-Two and the chief’s wife loaded it with his payment for the pole. They stacked baskets filled with berry cakes and smoked salmon onto a wooden box filled with oil. On top of that went finely woven wool leggings and tunics, a cedar-bark robe, and a fur cape. Kalaku wore a new wide-brimmed hat with a band of copper disks. His new pendant of abalone shell caught the sun and sparkled like his eyes.


    Silver Cloud appeared at his side wearing a coat of bear fur. She carried a large lidded basket and a string of several small ones. “I am coming to harvest medicine,” she said.


    Kalaku placed his bundle of carving tools on top with care. Jonny did the same. They fastened it all into place with cedar ropes.


    Ernie kept himself busy fixing a pelt. After making small cuts on the feet of a marmot, he drew the pelt up over its head like a priest removing his cassock. Then he sheathed it over a pointed branch frame. His face remained rigid as he watched them cover the sled with large furs. He did not wave when they left.


    The winds from the northeast churned the powdery snow as the three of them made their way along the beach. Each, slightly bent into the whistling air, helped to pull the laden sled. When they entered the forest, the trail was treacherous with roots and fallen branches trapped by ice. Jonny was thankful for his new bear-paw shoes, a gift from Tommy-Two.


    They picked their way around the remains of a tree fallen across the trail. Silver Cloud broke off parts and piled it on the sled. Soon their only light came from the moon as they followed the frozen sandy track that led through the gorse and twisted stunted roots of windswept trees. When the path dwindled to a mere thread of sand they stopped in front of a small snow-covered hill, Jonny felt chilled to the bone. He looked about. There was no village, no building, not even a tent in sight.


    Kalaku brushed the snow from his shoulders and removed his cape. Silver Cloud did the same. To Jonny’s surprise, they pushed aside a heavy bough of spruce.


    “Inside,” he said.


    Jonny removed his blanket and shook it before creeping into a surprisingly warm shelter. As his nose filled with the fragrance of warm earth, he looked about in wonder. The walls and ceiling were saplings, lashed together with cedar fibre. Frozen sod filled the cracks.


    Silver Cloud knelt beside a circle of stones and removed a small mound of hard clay from her cloak. She rapped it on a fire pit rock and cracked it open, like a large nut. The two halves of the shell fell apart, exposing some hot coals. She tipped the hot coals inside onto the dry grass in the stone circle and a small fire soon flamed. The little hut grew even more pungent with the smell of grass and cedar.


    After unpacking the sled, Jonny collapsed on a bed of evergreen boughs. That night, swaddled in furs, listening to the soft snore of the man at his side, he felt happier than he had ever been.


    During the first few weeks of life in the hut, Jonny’s arms and legs ached from gathering wood and hunting. He learned to wipe his hands on a piece of animal skin to rid them of his human scent before setting a trap. He learned to jiggle a line of fibre up and down a hole in the ice along the shore just the right way to catch a fish. The soft skin on his hands often bled, but he didn’t care.


    Silver Cloud returned each evening with food from the forest. Once he watched her climb a tree, put her hand in a hole, and withdraw a handful of acorns. Later she shelled them, ground them, and mixed them with dried root to make a cake.


    “When will you begin your new pole?” Jonny asked one day.


    “When it is time,” Kalaku responded.


    Jonny’s hands grew tough, his arm muscles strong, and his legs sturdy. One day Kalaku beckoned him outside from the doorway. They tramped through the forest to a huge cedar next to a stream. Kalaku put his hand on the bark and his eyes sparkled. Jonny thought of the chief’s story as he stepped into the melting world of blue sky. Jonny lifted his hatchet, ready to chop.


    “The spirits must not be angry with us for killing this tree,” Kalaku told Jonny as he put his hand across Jonny’s chest. “Before we cut we must first thank them and let them move on.”


    After praising and thanking the tree spirits, Kalaku made a cut in the bark near the bottom. They took turns chopping the trunk of the massive red cedar to create a wide hinge. The tree seemed to pause for a moment before it toppled and cart-wheeled down the mountain.


    Jonny raced after it, yelling with excitement.


    Together they removed the top branches and gave the huge log a push. It skidded to the edge of the stream and shot across to the other side.


    They laughed out loud as they pushed it backwards into the icy stream. The colossal tree trunk floated downstream to their camp, as they raced along the bank, tracking its way.


    Kalaku used his wedge and stone hammer to split the bark. Jonny copied, cutting away the outer sapwood. He marveled at the straightness of the cedar’s grain.


    For days, they smoothed and scraped until only the heartwood remained. Soft cedar shavings carpeted the earth. Each morning began with Kalaku running his hand along the surface making sure it was free of knots.


    “What part will I get to carve?” Jonny asked with enthusiasm.


    Kalaku took a tree limb from a large pile of kindling. He looked at it from top to bottom then handed it to Jonny. “First,” he said, “you carve a paddle.”


    Jonny worked at hiding his disappointment, remembering what Kalaku had said about bad thoughts. He squinted at the branch that was thicker than his arm, trying to figure out how to make it into the shape of a paddle. He turned it around and around. He walked to the paddles leaning against the hut and compared the two. He picked up his knife and pressed it into the bark. Jonny pried it off in long narrow strips, humming as he worked.


    Days later, using charcoal from the fire, Jonny began to trace the shape of a paddle.


    Kalaku took the coal from his hand and marked a line down the middle of the rough-hewn oar. “An out-of-balance paddle will dance in your hands,” he said.


    Jonny nodded and adjusted his pattern to Kalaku’s line.


    Kalaku, having finished carving his miniature pole, was now ready to transfer his design to the log. He blocked the figures with charcoal, singing the song of each spirit as he worked.


    Across from them Silver Cloud pounded cedar bark strips making them soft enough to weave. She looked up and smiled.


    Jonny finished his pattern. He placed his paddle on the ground and stood up to stretch.


    Kalaku shook his head. He picked up the wooden shape and made a small hole at the top of the handle. Threading it with sinew, he hung it from a branch of a shady tree. “If left on the ground, your paddle will warp,” he said and went back to his work.


    Jonny watched as Kalaku worked with his long-handled adze, making short, precise chops. Soon the faces of the figures began to emerge.


    Kalaku doused the log with water. “The wet raises the grain,” he told Jonny. Then, using his short-handled adze, Kalaku made many small, quick strokes.


    Jonny doused his paddle and did the same. He scraped at the wooden surface again and again, stroking, touching, and squinting. When Kalaku handed him the sandpaper-like skin of a dogfish, Jonny knew it was finally time to polish.
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    The Wolf


    The broken clam shells along the shore were evidence of the birds’ summer feasting. Jonny discarded his worn school pants in favour of a woven belt with a free-hanging panel. The hot summer air felt good on his bare arms and legs.


    “You have proven yourself capable,” Kalaku said, as he examined Jonny’s handiwork. “Now, you must use your paddle. It is time for you to find your guiding spirit.”


    Kalaku and Jonny paddled across the water, past forests of pine to rocks shaped like the head of a white whale. When they rounded the point, a huge cliff rose from a shore of rocks.


    A two-headed sea serpent in the shape of a U, its horse-like heads facing each other, covered its grey rock face. The two of them sat in the canoe pondering this magnificent cliff painting as they listened to the sound of the birds.


    A hawk shrilled.


    “The spirit voices tell us to stay,” Kalaku announced as he pointed to the natural stone ramp that led to the top.


    Jonny followed him up the ramp. They passed paintings of fish skeletons, deer with their heads and forelegs held high, and many outlines of turtles.


    At the top, a stream fell from the mountain, filling a depression in the granite surface before flowing over the edge. Kalaku cut flat sprays of branches from the trees that grew by the waterfall. “The hemlock will purify you,” Kalaku said as they bathed in the icy water and dried their bodies with the feathery, flat needles. “For four days and four nights you are not to eat or drink,” Kalaku instructed.


    “You’re going to leave me here all alone?” Jonny asked him in amazement. “Aren’t there all kinds of wild animals in the mountains?”


    “You have nothing to fear,” Kalaku replied. He patted Jonny on the head and left.


    Jonny walked across the smooth plateau. The amazing space of sky above and the liquid silver of the ocean below filled him with a sense of awe. At the very edge was a rainbow painted in a complete circle. A light breeze rippled through his hair as he watched the old man leave. Jonny decided, as he watched the magnificent sunset, to keep track of the time. He picked up a pine needle and made a short scratch on his upper arm. He memorized the exact position of the sun. This time tomorrow, he told himself, I’ll do it again.


    He lay down on the warm stone surface and slept.


    The next day, from his rocky ridge, Jonny watched a pair of bear cubs play near the shore. They climbed a slim pine and rocked it back and forth, bending it half-way to the ground. He threw down a stone.


    The small bears cocked their black furry heads in curiosity as it bounced into the water.


    Jonny lay on his belly, called out to them, and waved.


    The cubs lifted their noses to the air, as their bright beady eyes searched the cliff. Their looks of curiosity changed to alarm. They clambered down and scrambled along the shore.


    Jonny spent his time wandering and waiting for something to happen. On the fourth day he sat in the sweet-smelling air listening to bird song and the creaking of the branches over his head wondering when something would happen and what it might be He had examined every tree, watched every bird, and studied every track. He had picked berries and tossed them one by one, over the side, but had not eaten or quenched his thirst. As his eyelids grew heavy in the mid-day sun, Jonny decided to climb a tree, like the cubs, to get cool.


    He sat in the fork of a great oak, closed his eyes, and let the fragrances of leaf and bark tease his nose. Jonny had waited alone without food or water and nothing had happened. For the first time in his life he hadn’t dreamed. Jonny feared that when Kalaku came back, he would have nothing to tell him.


    Finally, desperate for a drink, he climbed down the tree and kneeled beside the small rock pool. His reflection startled him. Who is this boy with the darkly tanned skin and shoulder-length hair? He dipped his cupped hands into the cool, clear water. But before the water reached his lips, the unmistakable odour of animal filled his nostrils. Jonny looked up, directly into the eyes of a black timber wolf. The animal was so close Jonny could have stroked its muzzle. Instead he offered his cupped hands.


    The wolf lapped the water, his rough tongue tugging at Jonny’s palm.


    “My brother,” Jonny said to the wolf as he drank. “They say we have the same eyes.” The timber wolf looked up. His unflinching blue gaze locked on to Jonny’s eyes. “One of your people brought me to a place where I was fed, clothed, and given a bed.” The wolf continued to stare. “I thank you for this,” Jonny said, lowering his hands with care. “But I must ask for another kindness.” He widened his eyes and looked deeply into the wolf’s eyes. “If you give me your spirit power, I promise to always help your people.”


    Jonny lowered his forehead to the ground in a gesture of submission. When he lifted his head, the wolf had disappeared into the shadows. The next sound Jonny heard was a drum.


    He glanced at the four scratches on his arm, and then walked to the edge of the cliff and looked down. Kalaku waited by his canoe on the beach.


    Jonny raced down the ramp and danced at the old man’s feet. “Kalaku,” he said. “I have spoken with a wolf.”


    The old man smiled. “What did you say to him?” he asked.


    “I thanked his people for saving my life when I was a baby.”


    “That is good,” Kalaku replied as he pushed the canoe away from the rocky beach.


    “I asked him for his spirit power,” Jonny said.


    “That is also good,” Kalaku said.


    “And then I heard the sound of your drum.”


    Kalaku put down his paddle. “What did you say?”


    “I heard the sound of your hand drum,” Jonny repeated.


    “But, my drum is not with me, my son,” Kalaku said, pursing his lips in thought.
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    The Steamer


    Each night when Jonny dreamed, the face of the wolf grew clearer. He examined his paddle and then drew a long snout, sharp teeth, and pointed ears with his charcoal. The shaft would be the tail, he decided as he sketched the lines. But will I be able to carve it?


    Kalaku watched. “This image is good,” he said. “Your eye and your hand are one. Continue.”


    Jonny’s hand shook knowing he was working under the eye of a true artist.


    “When smoke circles the moon,” Kalaku said, “you must dance before the fire.”


    “Why must I dance?’ Jonny asked.


    “Dancing in honour of your guiding spirit will awaken its power in you,” Kalaku said. “You must do this,” he said, taking a seat on a log by the fire, “before they come.”


    “Before who will come?” Jonny asked, putting down the charcoal.


    Kalaku didn’t say any more. Usually his silence wrapped Jonny like a warm blanket, but this time it made him anxious. Jonny wouldn’t think to question him further. He knew the old man would speak again when he was ready.


    “The stars tell me,” Kalaku finally said.


    Jonny knew the old man watched the stars when most people slept. He showed Jonny how to find the ladle, the archer with his bow drawn, the great grizzly bear, and the home star. He told Jonny that wherever he went, the stars would always guide his way.


    “The Black Robes will come,” Kalaku said one evening. The image of a long white room with polished wood floors, grey-blanketed beds, and barred windows came to Jonny in a rush. His throat tightened and his heart pounded with dread. He could almost smell the walls that reeked of bleach.


    Jonny looked at the small mound where they slept next to the ring of smooth stones that held their fire. The moose hides stretched across the ceiling gave the hut the smell of cooking meat. Each morning, at the light of dawn, Jonny emerged from their little warren to hunt, eat, and carve. He desperately hoped that the old man had read the stars wrong.


    “Then, others will come,” Kalaku told him, looking to the south. “They will cut trees, leaving none to house the animals or seed the ground. They will take the best from the ocean and the fish will no longer swim in great numbers.” With a great sigh he rose and said, “and once again our land will be destroyed.”


    Silver Cloud approached. “It is time for me to return to the village,” she said. “There is much to do to prepare for summer camp.”


    The old man gave her a nod and motioned for Jonny to go along with her.


    Jonny packed his carving tools and placed them in the hut. Then he hoisted some of the baskets Silver Cloud had filled with herbs, roots, and flowers. Weighty loads were a regular part of her life, he realized, watching her lift baskets much heavier than his. Before he followed Silver Cloud out of the clearing, he turned to Kalaku and said, “Kloshe nanitch.”


    Kalaku nodded and raised a hand goodbye.


    Silver Cloud did not speak until they reached the beach. Here, she put down her bundles and walked out to the shore. “The tide is out,” she said, “our table can be set.” With a pointed stick, she pried a meal of oysters from the warm, damp sand.


    Jonny watched her pluck handfuls of eel grass from the marsh while he built a fire. He knew she would burn it and use the salty ashes for seasoning. He also knew she would only take what was needed. She once explained to him that eelgrass was an important shelter for small fish, crabs, and turtles.


    “All things come from the water,” Silver Cloud said, as she pulled at golden strands of rubbery seaweed attached to the rocks on the beach. The tiny egg-shaped ends made a popping noise when crushed. “Long ago some creatures stayed in the water and some left to live on land,” she said.


    Jonny looked out into the waves. He thought of the turtle on the rocky wall. “Some creatures live in the water and on the land,” he said, “like the turtle.”


    Silver Cloud smiled and nodded.


    They moved along the beach toward the village.


    “How do you know so much?” Jonny asked.


    “The First People knew everything,” she told him. “They taught each of our villages one special thing.”


    “What did your village learn?” asked Jonny.


    “We learned how to carry fire,” she said.


    “What did the other villages learn?”


    “Canoe making, carving, and cooking,” she said.


    Jonny put the baskets down and stopped to think. “Was learning how to fish one of the things taught?”


    “One village learned how to trap fish,” Silver Cloud said, nodding in approval, “and what else do you think?”


    Jonny thought about all that went on in the village. “Weaving,” he suggested.


    Silver Cloud shook her head.


    “Drawing,” Jonny suggested.


    Silver Cloud shook her head.


    “I give up,” Jonny said. “You have to tell me.”


    “Weapons,” she said. “One village learned how to make weapons.”


    Jonny drew back in surprise. That, he would have never guessed. Seeing the visitors from other villages treat each other with such respect, he couldn’t imagine a need for weapons.


    “Each village shared their gift of knowledge,” Silver Cloud said as they entered the village, “making us all one great nation.”


    Along the shore, villagers removed planks from their houses and piled them next to tools and baskets on the beach. Everyone seemed impatient to be off to summer camp.


    Jonny followed Silver Cloud into the great lodge. Her baskets and bundles of herbs tied with curls of root filled the floor of her small compartment. She gave out a great sigh of satisfaction. “The spring gathering was good,” she said. “The spirits provided.”


    Back outside, Jonny spotted Ernie heading across the beach. His friend carried a rake that looked like a giant comb with razor sharp tines and a basket. Jonny ran to catch up.


    “I’m glad to see you,” he said, clapping Ernie on the back.


    “I went back to the cave,” Ernie told him in a whisper, “but nothing happened.”


    “Nothing?”


    “All I found was the same pile of wood, the torch and those drawings on the walls.” He waded to the middle of the river that flowed down from the mountain and moved the rake to catch fish on the tines. He filled his basket.


    Chasekin, one of the men in the village, looked into Ernie’s basket and grunted.


    Jonny remembered Silver Cloud telling him that Chasekin was an expert harpoon thrower. “I thought you said that guy was going to take you out whaling,” Jonny said, as he helped Ernie carry the basket along the shore.


    “Who cares about whales?” Ernie retorted.


    The woman sitting beside the small low fire on the beach took a fish from his basket and tossed it on the flames. After searing the body, she pulled it out by the tail and placed it on a cedar rack over smoking coals. Soon she would have a great pile of smoked fish ready for the journey to the summer camp.


    “Didn’t you once tell me your father was going to take you whale hunting?” Jonny asked.


    “You gotta travel too far,” Ernie said as they watched the woman work. “My dad hardly ever did what he said, anyway.”


    Jonny wasn’t sure which was worse, having no father at all or having an unreliable one. He put his arm over his friend’s shoulder. “I bet you could catch a fish the size of a whale.”


    Ernie’s face brightened. “C’mon,” he said, beckoning with his hand. “I’ve got something to show you.” He danced with excitement as they followed the river upstream. “All the salmon swim hard against the current to spawn,” Ernie said. “When they come to a waterfall they have to jump to get over it. That’s when we spear them.”


    The boys followed the river upstream a good distance. Around a bend, they faced a tremendous waterfall. Two fences of sticks spanned the river in front of it.


    “Everyone talks about an old Chinook that weighs up to a hundred pounds,” Ernie said. “I figure she’s not going to be able to swim around. She’ll have to leap over the first fence and then the second.” Ernie pointed to the long wooden spear on top of the second fence. “When it comes time to leap the falls that old gal will be tired and I plan to get her.” He dropped to his knees and listened to the water. “I just know that Tyee is coming,” he said, “but everyone is packing up and moving to summer camp.”


    “Why don’t you stay?” Jonny asked. “You might just catch her.”


    “I thought I was supposed to do what the others did.”


    “As if you ever acted like the others,” Jonny said with a smile.


    Back at shore, Ernie picked up a stone and hurled it into the waves.


    They watched it bounce but did not see it sink, for their eyes were transfixed on the tall white plume of smoke billowing across the horizon.


    “What is it?” Ernie asked in a whisper.


    “Some kind of ship,” Jonny said, cupping his eyes. “It’s coming into the cove.”
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    Visitors


    Amid the crowds gathering on the beach, the chief issued orders. Men readied their canoes while the women herded the children inside the chief’s lodge.


    “Come on,” Ernie said. He grabbed two paddles from the stack near the lodge and tossed one to Jonny. “I hope you’ve been practising.”


    Ten large canoes set out to greet the strangers.


    Under the Union Jack, the steamer pulled into the cove. Its copper hull and spikes of bronze gleamed in the late afternoon sun. As the passengers crowded to the side, the warriors yelped and shot their harpoons into the sky in celebration. The faces of the passengers turned to terror. One of the women in black screamed. Men rushed to the railing and dropped anti-boarding nets into place. Others raised rifles.


    Jonny’s heart flew into his mouth when a man in the all-too-familiar black skirts came to the rail. He held out a tattered prayer book and mumbled as the men at the rail took aim.


    “They think we’re attacking,” Ernie cried out. “They’re going to fire!”


    Jonny dropped his paddle and stood up. He touched his forehead and the place on his chest where his heart almost came through his skin. Then he extended his hand to his left shoulder and then across to his right. Surely someone on deck will recognize the sign of the cross, he thought.


    “Stand up Ernie,” Jonny urged. “Copy me.”


    “I’m not doing that,” Ernie argued. “We ran away from all that.”


    A warning shot hit the water.


    “It’s what they’ll understand,” Jonny screamed. “It’ll stop them from firing.”


    “Konaway tillikum!” Ernie shouted out to the other canoes as he stood up waving his arms. “Konaway tillikum!”


    The surprised warriors watched as Jonny and Ernie stood, touched their forehead, chest, left shoulder, and then their right. They stopped paddling, stood, and copied with puzzled faces.


    “Look at what they’re doing,” a women in a straw bonnet called out.


    Thunderstruck, the priest held up his hand. “They’re not heathens,” he said, indicating the soldiers should hold their fire.


    Ernie elbowed Jonny. “Whatever you do, don’t let on you can speak English.”


    The people of the village watched the boatload of sightseers arrive. A scruffy man jumped out first to push the vessel up to the beach. His red flannel shirt was in tatters. Splotches of dirt danced along his suspenders. As thin as a stick, Jonny feared the wind would toss him about the beach like a dead leaf.


    A short, sallow man with a single dark pigtail swinging from his stiff black satin cap hopped out of the boat next. Jonny couldn’t help but stare at the pointed toes of the man’s slipper-like shoes and black pantaloons that were tight at the ankles.


    A soldier got out next, cradling his rifle. Seeing no sign of trouble, he waved the rest of them ashore.


    A whiskered man in a bowler hat tugged at his shirt cuffs to ensure they showed the proper amount of white below his tweed suit jacket before stepping onto shore. He then tugged at a gold chain to remove a watch from the pocket of his vest to check the time.


    The priest, as old and stiff as a dead tree, dragged his threadbare cassock across the sand. His matted white hair stuck out in all directions. He moved across the stones with a great sigh, leaving the nuns behind him to find their own way.


    When the nuns placed the heavy toes of their sturdy laced shoes into the lapping waves, the hems of their cloaks soaked up the water.


    A woman in a straw bonnet, close-fitting jacket, and ankle-length skirt stood up. “I’ll take the camera,” she told the tattered man standing nearby. In rubber boots, she waded to the shore carrying a large box. She placed it far from the lapping tide and then ran a loving hand over its oilskin cover.


    “I hope this little venture will not delay any of our surveying works,” the man in the bowler hat said to the woman, as she placed her tripod next to the box.


    “Queen Victoria herself champions the art of photography,” the woman replied in exasperation, “and she is an avid collector of photographs of her colonies.”


    “We are in the season of longer days, Mr. Cameron,” the tattered man chimed in. “We’ll be able to make up the time.”


    The sailor in the stern scrambled to the front of the launch and passed cargo to the tattered man. Tents, tent poles, small steamer trunks, rolled mattresses, and blankets came to shore. They piled barrels, biscuit tins, a tea kettle, frying pan, and several sacks on the sand.


    Ernie moved the items about with his toe. “Looks like they’re moving in,” he whispered. “That’s typical,” he said as he turned and walked away.


    “Chop, chop, Cookie!” Mr. Cameron called out to the Chinese man, as he removed his bowler hat. He mopped his balding head with his handkerchief. “My throat is as dry as those wooden gods we’ve come to photograph.”


    The cook pulled together a triangle of beached logs and built a fire for his iron kettle in the middle. The soldier and the tattered man set about erecting the tents.


    As they supped their tea, Jonny eavesdropped on their conversation.


    “You don’t think they actually worship those poles?” the elder nun asked in horror.


    “You cannot fail to notice that they give them a place of honour,” the priest said. He pointed to the new pole with the spread wings in front of the chief’s lodge. “It is a slightly different shape but it is the cross.” He turned to the young nun. “We will give them rosaries. Sister Bernice will teach them their Ave Marias.”


    The woman undid the ribbons of her straw bonnet and removed it. “How wonderful not to have to concern oneself with the right bonnet for the right occasion,” she said. She pulled her dark hair from the tight knot at the nape of her neck and shook it loose. “It will be a relief to remove this ridiculous clothing.”


    “I suppose she will be traipsing about in man’s pants while we’re on shore,” the older nun said with a sniff.


    The younger nun sipped at her tea in silence.


    “The custom that dictates women put on as many layers as an onion is ridiculous,” the hatless lady retorted, having overheard the remark. “By the time one gets dressed, farmers have finished half their work in the fields.”


    “Your gear is safely stowed,” the tattered man said to her as she removed her sou’wester. “I’m just not sure which biscuit tin holds yer plates.”


    The soldier placed a box of shells next to him on the log, and proceeded to clean his double-barreled rifle with a greasy rag.


    “The one tied with string,” the woman said. “I’m afraid the wet will have tightened it.”


    “Here,” the tattered man said to the soldier, “lend us your pocket knife.”


    “Who spoke?” The soldier asked, looking up and around at the air. “Was it that gold-digging dog from Dawson?”


    “Yep,” replied the man, “and as proud of it as any man in a uniform.”


    “Ask that little heathen haunting our camp for his hatchet,” the soldier replied.


    Jonny’s hand automatically went to the head of the hatchet hanging from his belt. To cover his understanding of what the soldier had just said, he pretended to brush away an imaginary spider crawling up his leg.


    But the eyes of the gold miner narrowed.


    I just gave myself away, Jonny thought, turning and heading back to the lodge. He knows I understand English.
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    Old Tom


    Silver Cloud and Tommy-Two approached the group of visitors as the sun set.


    “Welcome to our village,” the chief’s son said.


    “Hip, hip, hurray!” Mr. Cameron said, speaking past the pipe stem in his mouth. “He speaks the King’s English.”


    “This is Silver Cloud,” Tommy-Two said. “She is our medicine woman.”


    Mr. Cameron lowered his pipe. “I thought all you people had medicine men.”


    The lady photographer stepped forward and clasped Silver Cloud’s hand. “A woman of medicine!” she exclaimed. “How delightfully unconventional for 1862.” She directed her gaze to Mr. Cameron. “I am sure her patients won’t refuse to patronize her because she is a woman.”


    “Silver Cloud is the greatest medicine woman of all,” Tommy-Two said. “She captured my lost soul and returned it.”


    “Did you hear that, Sister Cecile?” the elder nun hissed. “How utterly ridiculous.”


    “Do they even know the Lord’s Prayer?” the young nun asked.


    “I am very pleased to meet you, Silver Cloud,” said the woman. “My name is Agnes Atkinson. I am travelling through your beautiful country creating a collection of photographs.” She glared at Mr. Cameron as she said, “Even though I am not a man, perhaps you will let me take your picture?”


    Silver Cloud turned to Tommy-Two and murmured a few words. He nodded. Silver Cloud grunted and nodded as well.


    “Allow me to introduce myself,” said the man in the bowler hat. “I am Phillip Reginald Cameron, Knight of the Primrose League, on special assignment to the British Government.” He opened the small tin in his hand and offered it to Silver Cloud, “Menthus pastille?”


    Lowering her eyes, Silver Cloud shook her head. Mr. Cameron shrugged and returned the tin to his vest pocket.


    “My father, the Chief, invites all of you to attend a celebration in honour of your visit,” Tommy-Two announced. “Please come to his lodge, tomorrow at sunset.”


    “That means we won’t have to eat bacon and bannock for dinner,” Mr. Cameron said, thumping his chest. “I’m sick of this heartburn.”


    “Will there be meat?” the elder nun asked. “We can’t eat meat on a Friday.”


    The tattered man, who Jonny now knew was a gold miner, approached Tommy-Two. “Tell the chief, we will all attend and thank him most gratefully for the honour of the invitation.”


    Tommy-Two smiled. “We will begin the preparations,” he said and turned to walk away.


    “Wait a minute,” the gold miner called out. “What’s your name?”


    Tommy-Two hesitated for a moment. “They call me Tommy-Two,” he said.


    “Well, I’ll be darned,” the gold miner said, slapping his thigh. “My name is Tom, too. I guess you’ll have to call me Old Tom so as not to confuse anyone.”


    Tommy-Two grinned. “Old Tom it is,” he said shaking the man’s hand.


    “Where does the kid with the hatchet live?” Old Tom asked.


    “Jonny Joe lives in the forest,” Tommy-Two said. “He’s only here for a while.”


    The gold miner, to Tommy-Two’s surprise, spoke in the Native tongue. “Tell him,” he said, “to meet me at my fire on the beach tonight.”


    The sun sank in a crimson splendour. The low-hung moon hid off and on behind the clouds when Jonny approached the miner’s campfire. “Klahawya cheechako,” he said.


    “You can drop the game with me,” Old Tom said. “I already figured you speak English as well as I do.” He gestured for Jonny to sit.


    “No tent for you?” Jonny asked.


    “Naw,” the man said. “The Chinaman sleeps beside their fire. I sleep beside my own.” He patted the sand. “Tell me what a blue-eyed kid like you is doing in this neck of the woods. How come you speak traders’ language and not Native?”


    “English is my first language,” Jonny said. “I just learned the other at school.”


    “You must have had a white mother,” the miner said. “A mother always talks to her child in her own language. If your mum had been Indian, you’d know it better.”


    “I have no idea who my mother or father was,” Jonny said, relieved to be speaking so plainly. “I only knew the priests and nuns at the orphanage.”


    “So you were a foundling,” the miner said. “No wonder you’re not letting on to that old wooden priest and his two saintly sisters. Your secret is safe with me. Just grunt and shrug whenever they ask you anything.”


    The gold miner poked at his fire with a stick. “My mother was a Native,” he said. “My father belonged to the Hudson’s Bay Company. He went back to the old country when I was seven and left me with my uncle to be educated. But, since I was a sikum si’wash, he put me to work on the woodpile from morning to night. When my father returned, he almost killed his own brother for spending the money that he’d left for my education.”


    “So you don’t know how to read or write?” Jonny asked.


    “Don’t know a B from a hornet,” Old Tom said with a grin, “even though my father tried to teach me.” Reaching into his wide-brimmed hat on the sand, he took out a duck egg. He used the stick to crack the shell and swallowed the contents in one gulp. He threw the shell into the fire and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “My father took me with him to the Hudson’s Bay Company post,” he said, “I tried my hand as an apprentice to a blacksmith but I turned out to be a pretty good scout, knowing how to pick up on nature’s clues.”


    Jonny stared into the fire. “Did you really mine for gold?” he asked.


    Old Tom picked up his stick and drew in the sand. “The news of the strike on Yukon fields flashed around the world by wire, mouth, and moccasin telegraph. Steamers flowed into Athabasca. From there, gold miners travelled by raft, dugout, scow, and canoe to find their fortune in Dawson. I decided to take my chance with the rest of them.”


    “Did you find gold?”


    “I found plenty, knowing the lay of the land better than most. I could dress just as fancy as that pompous Mr. Cameron, but I’m spending all my money on land.”


    “What kind of land?”


    “Land of the Great North,” the miner said. “I’ve had my fill of living in a public house, living on bacon and tea.” He looked out at the starry sky and sighed. “Dawson City is nothing but opera houses, dance halls, and saloons full of whooping drunks.”


    “White men?” Jonny asked in surprise. The priests said only Indians behaved that way.


    They sat for a moment watching the stars.


    “Where are you planning to go?” Jonny asked.


    “Well,” the old miner said. “Just before Miss Atkinson pointed out your smoke, I saw a piece of land that interested me.” He pointed his stick across the bay. “Right across the bay,” he said, “there’s a fine seam of coal exposed on the river bank. Tar, too, oozing out of every fissure.” He rubbed his hands together. “A piece of land like that would keep me busy during the day and warm at night. You know anything about that land?”


    “I’ve only been there once,” Jonny said in truth. “But we could investigate tomorrow.”


    “Sounds good to me,” the old miner said stretching out on the sand. He put his hat over his face. “I’ll meet you on the beach at sun-up. We gotta be back in time for our big party.”


    Jonny raced back to the lodge. “Ernie!” he shouted. “That old miner wants to go across the bay. I thought you’d like to go, too.”


    “You sure you don’t just need me to paddle?” Ernie said, rubbing his friend’s head.
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    Photographs


    The villagers stared at Miss Agnes Atkinson when she strode by them the next morning in trousers and a sou’wester. She climbed a large rock along the shore and sat down staring out at the waves. “The water is so blue,” she said with a loud sigh. “If only I could catch it in my photographs.”


    Sister Bernice sat on top of a log. She held her bible as if she was about to give a sermon. Father Luke covered a rock with an embroidered cloth to make an altar and dressed it with a little bell, his bible, and candlestick.


    The Chinese man busied himself at the mouth of the river that flowed down from the mountain. He scooped sand into a flat pan, held it below the surface, and shook it, looking for gold specks. “No!” he yelled as the cloud of sand that floated away left nothing but rocks.


    The soldier laughed out from the beach.


    Sister Cecile handed out rosaries on the beach. “The rosary,” she explained to a group of young mothers examining the beads, “is what you say to the Mama of neiska Papa.”


    One of the children snatched a rosary from his mother’s hand and ran off down the beach giggling. The mother turned to watch and smiled.


    “These Indian parents are too easy on their children,” Sister Bernice complained in a loud voice. “A critical part of any child’s rearing is breaking their wild nature.”


    From her perch Agnes spied a woman lifting a cedar plank from a big hole in the sand. She climbed down, walked over, and peered into the pit of hot coals and rocks covered with steaming seaweed and grass. The plank had three grooves carved into it. The woman bent the soft wood along the grooves to form three sides of a box. In fascination, Agnes watched the woman as she pegged in the fourth side. “That’s ingenious,” she remarked, as the woman fitted the base and attached a lid.


    “It’s a cooking box,” Tommy-Two said from behind. “When she puts hot stones in, they boil the water.”


    “You mean the box is water tight?” Agnes asked. “I’d give the shirt off my back for a box like that.


    Tommy-Two glanced at Agnes’s striped shirtwaist blouse fastened with tiny pearl buttons. “That would be a good trade,” he said with a glint in his eye. “My mother would be happy to find you one with a decorated lid.”


    “I’d like to photograph the process,” Agnes said. “This is a far more interesting subject than Miss Mary Elizabeth Buckingham next to her music stand,” she murmured.


    The half-naked child carrying the rosary kicked sand up against her trousers as he dodged a playmate. “Or,” she added in a loud voice, for the benefit of the nuns, “children in clothes so tight they can’t breathe.”


    Agnes kicked apart the legs of the tripod and planted them firmly into the sand. She lifted the polished mahogany box from its oilskin cover, removed the top panel, and mounted it. Using the small brass knob, Agnes pulled the camera into place. A hush came over the crowd when she raised the hinged panel at the front and reversed the large round lens.


    “It’s just like a big eye,” she said to Tommy-Two. “All the chief has to do is look at it.”


    Tommy- Two watched his adopted father adjust the carved bone clip that fastened his cloak. He smiled with affection as the chief leaned forward to stare the eye down.


    “He looks too fierce,” Agnes said as she raised the back panel and lowered the first glass plate. “Tell him to smile.”


    Agnes lifted the black cloth and stuck her head into the box. As she turned the focus knob, she gave muffled directions out to Tommy-Two.


    “Tell Mrs. Chief to get closer,” she said. “And tell her that her hat is a bit crooked.”


    Finally, all was to her liking.


    “Ready?” she asked as she clicked the shutter.


    “Wonderful,” she said to the chief’s wife. “Why would I want to spend my day posting letters and playing the piano when I can take photographs like this?”


    Meanwhile, Sister Cecile withdrew a carved figure of the Virgin Mary from a blue velvet bag, and placed it on a rock. “Sagalie Mama,” she told the women watching.


    The women caressed the bare feet of the splendid carving and gestured to theirs. They stroked her blue tunic and touched her crown of stars.


    The chief’s wife moved away from Agnes to see what the women were praising. Her face filled with pain as the nun explained, with the help of Tommy-Two, that the woman held her empty palms upward because her son had been taken from her. The chief’s wife turned to Tommy and issued orders.


    “My mother wants to build a small house for this unfortunate woman,” he said. “She does not want her to be left to the weather like the other carvings in the village.”


    “A shrine,” Sister Cecile exclaimed clapping her hands. “Yes, we will build a Sagalie illahhee for the Virgin Mary, Holy Mother of God and Queen of the Angels, a shrine, right here on the beach.”


    The women spent the afternoon erecting a platform of wood, walls of smooth beach stones, and a roof of evergreen on the beach. The nuns, followed by a procession of villagers, carried the statue of Mary to the small home on the pebbled shore.


    “We will now say the Lord’s Prayer,” Sister Bernice instructed them once the Mother of God was in residence. Folding her hands in prayer, she began, “Neiska Papa, klaksta mitlite kopa saghailie.”


    The women put their hands together like hers and repeated her words.


    When they were finished Sister Cecile turned to the other nun. “Their love of Mary is so evident,” she said. “I wish we had a statue of her for every house. She could preside over and govern these dear innocent people.”


    “They might even cease production of these wooden idols,” Sister Bernice remarked.


    Mr. Cameron, like all graduates of the Woolich Military Academy, drew topographical maps with the utmost care. The villagers watched as he worked on his survey of the coast.


    The youngest nun glanced at his map. “I have such a remarkable inability to draw,” she said as she fanned her face with a branch of aspen. She turned to Agnes. “I assume you travelled to the Alps and Italy sketching.”


    “I am incapable of reproducing the slightest fragment of the universe using a pencil,” Agnes replied. “As a girl, I was not allowed to venture far from the courtyard of my family manor. In the winter, the cold kept me close to the fireplace in the library.”


    “Whatever made you decide to travel?” the wide-eyed young nun asked.


    “My father’s books taught me that there were a thousand different places in the world and I ached to see just one. When I found The Pencil of Nature by William Henry Talbot, I thought, by the title, I would teach myself how to draw. But the book was about photography. From then on, all I wanted to do was travel the world taking photographs.”


    “We travel to bring the word of God to the wilderness,” Sister Beatrice said in a cold voice. “It is our duty.”


    “It is my duty,” Agnes responded, “to bring the wilderness to God’s people.”


    Seeing Silver Cloud approach, Agnes called out. “Cookie, bring me a pail of salted water.” She took the branch of aspen from the young nun and said, “Sister Cecile, get me a sheet of your writing paper.”


    Agnes bathed the sheet of writing paper in the salty solution as Silver Cloud, the nuns, and the villagers looked on. Then she took a vial from her biscuit tin and covered the paper with a solution. She laid the aspen branch on the paper and put it on a rock to dry. Within moments the paper darkened. When Agnes removed the leaf, an exact replica of the branch remained behind.


    Silver Cloud’s eyes widened at the sight of such magic.


    Sudden sounds of whistles from the woods startled those enraptured with Agnes’s paper magic. They looked up to see some of the village men run out from the forest making lightning quick thrusts with their spears as if they were attacking. “Chako,” they called out to those pulling up on shore. “Chako,” one of the men said as he dragged Ernie from the canoe.


    “What’s going on?” Jonny called out in alarm, seeing his friend dragged into the forest.


    He looked to the men unloading the canoes, but they paid no attention to what was happening. No one seemed bothered that the village warriors had just abducted Ernie in broad daylight.


    “Looks like your friend is wanted somewhere,” Old Tom said, scratching his head.
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    Fire Dances


    That night, after a meal of fish, to the relief to the nuns, the fire burned down to red winking coals and dark shadows moved about the walls of the lodge. Jonny watched the chief fill his carved pipe. The hollow at the top of the Chief’s wooden headdress once again held soft, fluffy eagle down — a sign of peace. Whenever he moved, it floated about his head like snow. The chief raised his pipe into the air. After moving it from side to side and saying a few words, he passed it to Old Tom.


    Everyone but the sleeping priest looked up when they heard stomping sounds coming from the roof.


    “Sounds like you got some big birds in this part of the country,” Old Tom remarked.


    Sister Cecile huddled up in fright to the guard. The old nun shot her a disapproving look. The guard brought his pistol into to his lap, while Mr. Cameron, the surveyor, mopped the never-ending beads of sweat from his brow.


    Large masked figures suddenly dropped from the roof to the floor beside the fire. The dancers wore carved headdresses of animal snouts, bird heads, frogs, and other forest creatures. The young nun shrieked at the sight of their bulging eyes and curling tongues.


    Agnes’s eyes came alive with excitement as the dancers, wearing long yellow strips of shredded cedar at their waists and elbows began their performance.


    “What are they supposed to be?” Agnes asked Tommy-Two.


    “Forest spirits,” Tommy replied. “That bird monster cracks open skulls and eats brains,” he said with a huge grin.


    “How exciting,” Agnes shouted over the sound of the shaking rattles.


    “How heathen,” Sister Bernice commented.


    The dancers moved around the fire, their grass-like skirts swaying. The beaks of their huge faces opened and shut with loud clacks.


    When they had finished the dance, they removed their giant heads. One of the dancers was Ernie.


    “I was worried about you,” Jonny whispered to his friend. “What happened?”


    “I was invited to be a dancer,” Ernie bragged. “Not everyone is asked, you know.”


    “You weren’t exactly invited,” Jonny pointed out. “You were dragged off.”


    “Just their way of doing business,” Ernie said with a grin. “By the way, I’m taking your advice and hanging out here while the rest go to summer camp.”


    The chief rose from the box he was sitting on and carried it to the fire pit. He removed the lid and poured its oily contents directly onto the flames. The fire roared and the entire lodge filled with light. Then he tossed the box and lid in as well.


    The old priest, startled by the crackling sound of the blaze, woke, pulled the hood of his cassock down over his eyes, and went back to sleep.


    “Where on earth did he get all that oil?” Agnes asked.


    “You never heard of the candle fish?” Old Tom replied.


    “What’s a candle fish?” asked Sister Cecile.


    “More nonsense,” said Sister Bernice.


    “The candle fish swims upstream in the good weather,” Old Tom told them all. “It is so oily you can stand it on one end and set it on fire, just like a candle.”


    “That’s not true,” Sister Bernice said. “It’s just another heathen tale.”


    “Well, where do you think all that oil came from?” Old Tom snapped back. “The Indians boil the fish and skim off the oil. They save it to add to the taste of their food in the winter.”


    He looked at the Chinese cook sitting away from the circle. “Hey, Cookie,” he called out. “You should get some of that stuff. It would help your cooking.”


    The cook nodded his head up and down so fast, his pigtail flew about.


    “I hope you don’t plan on filling the ship with that smelly stuff,” Mr. Cameron said, brushing the dirt from his trousers as he stood.


    “Don’t worry about that,” Old Tom said. He rose from the ground and saluted the chief. “I plan to lighten your load in your hold,” he said. “I’m getting off here.”


    The bay shimmered with the glow of the beach fires, as the visitors made their way to their tents. Jonny grabbed Ernie’s elbow and pointed to the ring circling the full moon. It was the sign they had been waiting for, the sign Kalaku told them about, the sign that meant it was time for them to dance in the cave.


    A light rain pitted the grey water as they raced to get their bundles out from beneath Tommy-Two’s bunk in the lodge. Each boy designed the costume he would wear to perform his spirit dance. Ernie pushed a canoe into the water as Jonny lifted his arms in prayer. “May the great serpent let us cross without harm,” he said before they placed their precious clothing inside. They did not know who waited for them in the cave, or what was in each other’s bundle. They would reveal the identity of their guardian spirit only when they performed.


    Leaving the canoe on the pebbly shore, they followed the path up the mountain. In the entrance cave, beside a small fire, a masked elder waited, as they had been told. He indicated Jonny was to go first and went into the next cave.


    Jonny donned his carved wolf mask and the necklace of claws given to him by Kalaku. He made his way down the passageway singing of his dream of the wolf pelt coming to life and showing him the way to the river. When he entered the ceremonial cavern, the drawings on the wall flickered in the torchlight. Dancing in a circle spiralling toward the centre, Jonny told how the wolf called to him when he first arrived in the cave. When he reached the centre of the circle, Jonny sang of how he waited on the cliff, gave the wolf a drink of water, and looked into its eyes.


    Jonny then began a new dance. He moved in the opposite direction, spiralling away from the centre, imitating the animal’s posture, his clawed feet, and his walk. He whimpered, whined, growled, and gave a great wolf howl at the end.


    The man sitting under the torch nodded.


    Bathed in sweat, Jonny moved into the shadows so as not to distract Ernie. His heart filled with anxiety for his friend. Had Ernie found a guiding spirit?


    Ernie emerged from the shadows wearing a mask of cedar, pounded so thin, it took the shape of his face. The scaly salmon skin that covered it gave it a silver glow. Ernie stood naked but for a small skirt of shredded yellow bark at his waist. Red dye mixed with grease covered his body. Large fish scales glittered along his arms and fingers.


    Ernie placed the toes of his feet with care as he crossed one foot over another and sang his song of how he had taken the footpath that led from the village to the top of the cascading falls to watch for the great Tyee. A sudden cloud of mist made it difficult for him to see. When the fog broke, the legendary old Chinook swam along the bottom of the chasm.


    The Chinook jumped the first fence and then the second and showed no signs of weariness. Ernie knew the great fish was about to make its way up the waterfall. He knew the plunge from the cliff amid the projecting rocks was dangerous, but he jumped.


    The boy dressed like a salmon danced with his chest out and his head held high. His arms moved in swimming motions in time with his legs under the wild, furious water.


    “Let me catch you,” he said when he faced the fish. “I will tell of your greatness in song and dance,” Ernie promised the fish. “I will use your spirit power to teach those who hunt to take only what they need and not kill without cause.”


    He opened his arms wide to show how the ancient salmon swam into them. He then demonstrated how he staggered out of the water and laid his heavy bundle on the shore. When finished, Ernie, glistening and tired, also moved into the shadows.


    The figure at the fire did not move. He stared out of the mouth of the cave.


    Both boys stared into the fire and waited.


    The elder broke into an energetic session of drumming, singing his thanks to the spirits of the wolf and the salmon people.


    Ernie and Jonny looked at each other and smiled.


    They had passed their test and had become men.
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    The Trade


    “There’s a lot of stuff I never found use for in that old chest,” Old Tom told the crowd on the beach as he emptied the contents of his battered trunk. Everyone in the village had gathered to watch the old miner make his trade for a canoe. “I’m sure there’s enough to buy myself some transportation.”


    Jonny examined the prow piece attached to the hull of the black dugout. “Look,” he whispered to Ernie as he ran his fingers over the inlay pieces of the carved fish design. “They’ve added otter teeth.”


    Both boys remembered the men cutting the cedar to make this canoe. After they’d hollowed out the trunk, they’d filled it with water and hot stones. The men added the cross boards once the wood had softened and would stretch. Finally, they singed the inside with torches to harden the wood and polished away any splinters with dogfish skin.


    “Don’t tell me you’re going to trade the entire lot,” Mr. Cameron said in surprise.


    “As long as I got my rifle, compass, tools, and a set of warm clothes for winter, I don’t need much more,” Old Tom replied. He pulled items of soft leather out of the trunk. “I’ll be keeping these mitts and moccasins, though,” he said. “My mother made them.”


    Jonny and Ernie lined up the collection of shoes along the sand. The men in the village inspected the miner’s gum boots and pairs of overshoes. The felt lace-up boots looked new.


    “They can have one of each pair, if they like,” Old Tom told Tommy-Two who was mediating the exchange. “Those felt lace-ups I never used. They probably won’t want them either, as they’re no good for travelling in a canoe.”


    “They would be inside a lodge,” Agnes piped up. “Offer them to the Chief’s wife.”


    Old Tom did and she accepted them with grace.


    Two pairs of heavy woolen socks went on top of the shoes, along with a woolen sleeping cap and a couple of yards of towelling. Ernie held up an unworn English corduroy suit. Two men grunted their acceptance at the same time and then scowled at each other.


    “Could they use some burlap sacks?” Old Tom asked. “Now that I’ve banked all my gold, I won’t need them.” He tossed several burlap sacks on top of the pile. “I’ll keep the money belt, though,” he said, “just in case I stumble across another mother lode.”


    Mr. Cameron raised his eyebrows, seeing the number of empty sacks.


    Old Tom draped undershirts, top shirts, flannel drawers, and stockings across a beached log. “Here,” he gestured to the men. “Have a look at these.”


    Sister Cecile cleared her throat. “I wouldn’t mind having a pair of those flannel drawers,” she said. Her face turned red with her words.


    “Got anything that isn’t churchy?” Old Tom asked.


    The young nun dipped her hand into the pocket of her cape, and then opened her palm. “It’s the commemorative medal I purchased before boarding,” she explained. “There’s an impression of the steamer on one side and Christopher Columbus’s Santa Maria on the other.” She cocked her head to one side. “It seemed an appropriate token at the time, but it’s not much good at keeping me warm,” she said with a wry smile.


    “Now you know why I prefer trousers,” Agnes said with a great laugh.


    Old Tom took the disk, put it between his teeth, and bit down. “That’s copper all right,” he said. “Go ahead and pick out a pair of pantaloons.”


    Sister Cecile selected the pair with yellow and green stripes. Seeing Sister Bernice’s frown, she rolled them into a ball and held them under her cape. “It’s not as if anyone is going to see them,” she commented to Agnes.


    “What about your sou’wester?” Agnes asked. “It’s still in my tent.”


    “It never looked as good on me as it does on you,” Old Tom said. “If you plan on heading north you better keep it for yourself. You’ll be glad of it.” He put out his hand to shake hers. “For payment, you can send me some of your photographs, care of the Hudson’s Bay Company.” Agnes took the grimy old miner’s hand and kissed him on the cheek, much to his embarrassment.


    Everyone knew the trading was over when the men of the village handed Old Tom a set of paddles.


    Across the bay, Jonny and Ernie cleared a runway through the pebbly shore where Old Tom could draw up his canoe. They helped him cover it with cedar matting to prevent cracks.


    “Best I build a shelter while the weather holds,” the old miner said, looking up.


    “We can help you with that,” Ernie offered. He slapped Jonny on the shoulder. “We could even build you a chicken coop.”


    “Why would I need one of them?” Old Tom asked. “Don’t plan to farm. I just want to explore in the summer and sit with my pipe in the winter.”


    The next morning they trudged about the forest looking for a spot to settle. On a rise above the ocean, in the undergrowth of ferns, they spotted a spruce of such incredible colour it stopped them in their tracks. With a stem as straight as a sunbeam, its pale needles made it look as if it grew directly out of a vein of gold.


    “You might as well chop that one down,” Ernie said. “It’s dying.”


    “Reminds me of the seam of gold I came across,” Old Tom said. “Think I’ll leave it.”


    “Well, you chopped gold out of the ground,” Ernie argued. “How it is any different?”


    “I don’t know,” Old Tom said. “I think it’s special.”


    Tiny orchids grew from the carpet of moss at its base. Snails the size of a kernel of corn moved along the trunk. Jonny examined the needles of the spruce. “It’s alive,” he said, “and it looks healthy. It’s just a funny colour.”


    “Could be an albino,” Old Tom said. “I met a guy like that once in Dawson. His hair was pure white and his eyes pink. I thought I had seen a ghost.”


    “A golden tree on a mountain,” Jonny murmured to himself. The Old man said I was to find my way to Golden Mountain.


    “Why don’t we just use some of the planks from a lodge?” Ernie suggested. “Like everyone else.”


    Heading across the bay to the village side, Jonny, Ernie, and Old Tom paddled past the sightseers as they made their way back to the steamship. One canoe accompanied them back. Mr. Cameron had promised Chasekin, the great warrior, a chance to come onboard.
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    Cold Sickness


    Jonny and Ernie helped Kalaku cover and lash the newly carved pole to the side of his canoe. He was delivering it to another village.


    “How long will you be gone?” Jonny asked.


    “The village is two days away and there will be three days of celebration,” he replied.


    “Let’s go with him,” Ernie said to Jonny. “There’ll be a feast and gifts.”


    “We promised to help Tom,” Jonny reminded him.


    The boys watched the old man paddle away. “Kloshe nanitch” they called out, and then headed back to the village. Many had already left for the summer camp. The open walls of the lodges gaped like toothless mouths.


    The nuns had removed the small statue that the women all loved and left a snail shell frame with a picture of the Virgin Mary in its place.


    “There’s Chasekin,” Ernie said pointing at the water. “I thought he’d be gone by now.”


    The warrior’s canoe wobbled. When it reached shore, Chasekin staggered from it sweating and shivering at the same time. He dropped his paddle and sank to the ground, so weak he couldn’t stand.


    “He looks sick,” Jonny said.


    They watched those left in the village rush to him and help him to a fire. They covered him with blankets. But despite the warmth, he shook and shivered with cold.


    “Is he okay?” Ernie asked.


    Jonny shrugged. “It looks like he’s got some kind of fever.”


    They followed the crowd to the door of the lodge.


    Silver Cloud filled her wooden medicine bowl with sharp pungent leaves, crushed them, added a smear of fat, and made a paste. She kneeled at the warrior’s side to smear his forehead and shoulders.


    A memory of a time when Jonny had been ill drifted into his mind. He remembered how the days had come and gone and how he had dreamed of the smoking pipe over and over again. When he woke in sweat-soaked pajamas, a man with a black leather bag sat beside his bed. The doctor put a cold stethoscope to his chest and looked in his ears. He told the nun Jonny had a low-grade fever. Jonny thought it had something to do with his school marks and worried. When the doctor asked Jonny if he was getting enough to eat, the nun interrupted him and moved him on to the next patient.


    Within a few hours, Chasekin, the strongest and bravest of all warriors, was dead.


    Jonny listened to the moans and whispers of the villagers as he and Ernie removed planks from the lodge to build Tom’s cabin.


    “It must have been a poisoned object,” one of the women said as she clutched her small child. “If only Silver Cloud had found it.”


    “She felt his arms and legs,” another woman said in a hushed whisper.


    “I watched her search his chest and neck,” another added.


    Ernie and Jonny paddled back to Tom’s camp site with the planks. The three of them worked all day building the cabin and talked much of the night away by the light of the fire.


    Something’s wrong, Jonny thought the next morning, when he saw the smoke from the village seep across the sky like black ink. He waded into the water up to his knees.


    “Were you planning to swim across?” Ernie called out from behind. He and Tom were in the canoe, ready to make the crossing.


    A bone-chilling wind swept acrid smoke across the beach. Black clouds from burning tar poured from fires outside the lodges in the hopes of cleansing the air. Ill people lay everywhere.


    Ernie and Tom helped to carry the dead to the burial ground near the mountain stream while Jonny went in search of Silver Cloud.


    The shivers came so strong Jonny thought her teeth would shatter. “Chasekin’s cold-sick has spread.” Silver Cloud whispered through cracked, dry lips. “What is the cause of this fever with shivering? They die, one by one, and I cannot help.”


    Ernie appeared at his side. Jonny felt his fingernails dig into his arm as he pulled him away from the medicine woman. “We can’t stay,” he said. “We’ve got to warn the others.”


    “Kalaku,” Jonny said with widening eyes. He knew he would stop at the cave at the end of his journey to give thanks. “We’ve got to get to the cave to warn him.”


    “I’ll stay,” said Tom. “You two go.”


    They set off back across the bay. The sun was high above the trees, but clouds hung low in the northwest. Their pale greyness crept toward them as the wind brought odours of seaweed and salt. They paddled on. In a whoosh of air, dozens of seals surrounded their canoe. Their heavy breathing broke the silence.


    The growth of the forest seemed to close in upon them as they followed the path up the mountain. They heard the thunder in the east. A flash of light moved across the sky. Soon drops of rain pelted the leaves. The limbs of the tree swayed and branches rattled as the wind rose and the storm reared its ugly head. They arrived at the cave just as the rain began to fall.


    Jonny started a fire while Ernie lit the torch and placed it into its bracket.


    They added wood to the flames and lay spears of salmon meat across the hot coals.


    “He might be a few days,” Ernie said.


    “We will wait,” Jonny replied. He removed the small smooth stone from the woven pouch around his neck and moved his thumb across it. “He has to be warned not to go near the village.”


    Ernie took the stone from Jonny’s hand and turned it over. “An owl,” he said. He looked up at Jonny with a smile and repeated Silver Cloud’s first words to him. “You are not taking him anywhere.”


    “I hope she gets better,” Jonny said.


    Ernie placed the stone near the fire, rose, picked up the torch and headed through the passageway. Jonny followed.


    “We didn’t even know what that guy was doing when we first saw that picture,” Ernie said as he approached the school of fish.


    “And I didn’t know that was a wolf,” Jonny said. “Look, someone’s started a new drawing.”


    The boys walked to the charcoal sketch of the ship in the cove. Around it were the canoes that came to greet the passengers. In the front of the bow, the artist had depicted the old priest.


    “I am sure glad they are gone,” Ernie said. He spit on his finger and reached up to the charcoal drawing. “I’m going to rub that guy out.”


    “These pictures are sacred …” Jonny said, grabbing his arm as Ernie touched the wall.


    Once again the cave echoed with an ear-shattering thunderclap. In an explosion of brilliant light, the boys fell to the floor.
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    Return


    When Jonny woke, it was so dark he thought he was back in the workshop. The dense brush at the mouth of the cave blacked out the sun. He heard a wolf howl, but it was so far away it could have been the wind. It wasn’t until he heard the distinct sound of the train whistle that Jonny knew there would be no point waiting for Kalaku.


    He set out to find Ernie hoping that what he thought wasn’t true. Were they really back where they started or was it nothing but a dream?


    Ernie was on the beach hauling a battered canoe from the water. It was the one they used to get away. “This thing’s got a few holes and I only found one paddle,” he said. “We’ll have to take turns bailing.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “Back to the farmhouse,” Ernie said. “Didn’t Mr. McCutcheon say he still had Old Tom’s canoe? Once we get our hands on that, we are back on the water, priest or no priest.”


    Jonny stopped helping Ernie push the canoe into the water and turned to look up Golden Mountain. He was sure he heard the old man’s voice, but it was just the wind on the waves.


    The cabin was bright with light when the boys stepped on to the porch and pushed open the door. Tom McCutcheon sat with his wife talking by the hearth.“Thank God!” the chicken farmer said as he jumped up. “You’re both safe.”


    Jonny gave him a brief smile.


    “You must be Jonny and Ernie,” the woman said, “and you must be half-frozen.” She rose, took the knitted afghan from her rocker, and threw it around Jonny’s shoulders.


    Tom removed his sweater and gave it to Ernie.


    “Both of you need a warm drink, a set of warm clothes, and a good night’s sleep,” Mrs. McCutchen said. The farmer sat back down in his rocker. “That storm came out of nowhere,” he told Jonny. “We lost the dock and most of the boats.”


    “What about the chickens?” Jonny asked. It was all coming back.


    “This morning I found them in their crates up on the shore.” He threw back his head and laughed heartily. “Madder than wet hens, they were.”


    Jonny stared into the flames of the fireplace as he warmed his hands. “And Father Gregory?” he asked.


    “He went off with the Mountie this morning to report the two of you missing,” he told Jonny, shaking his head. “He thought we’d never see you two again.”


    “It was the worst storm I’ve seen,” Mrs. McCutcheon said as she handed each of them a sandwich of two thick slabs of bread, meat, and mustard. “We saw the clouds gathering, but never thought it would turn into such a two-headed monster.”


    Ernie stopped chewing. “What did you say?”


    “The storm,” she said. “You didn’t get hit by any falling branches or anything, did you?”


    Jonny shook his head as he wolfed down the sandwich.


    The woman returned to the kitchen.


    “Where did you end up?” the farmer asked. “We went down the road but there was no sign of either of you.”


    They don’t know we tried to run away, Jonny thought. They don’t even know about the canoe. “We decided to do a bit of exploring,” he said. “Ernie said he knew about a cave.”


    “Did you find it?” asked the man.


    Ernie nodded.


    “Good thing,” the man said. “My grandfather used to tell about all kinds of special Indian places around here.” He rose from his chair and stared across the lawn. “Did you know there used to be a whole village across the bay?”


    The farmer’s wife came into the room with a large cup of steaming liquid. Jonny took the cup from the woman into his hands and stared into the tea’s milky brownness. “Once you get that down you can both get to bed.”


    “Do you think they believed us?” Jonny whispered as they crawled under the covers.


    “Do you want to try and tell them what really happened?” Ernie asked.


    “I wouldn’t know how,” Jonny said.


    “We better keep this between the two of us,” he said. “Everyone thinks Indians are crazy anyway. This will just convince them more.”


    Jonny moved through a difficult dream that night. Kalaku was in the clutches of the two-headed serpent. Jonny fought the reptile as best he could, trying not to look directly into his eyes.


    When he woke, the twisted and rolled blankets had entrapped his body.


    Mrs. McCutcheon cracked four eggs next to the bacon smoking in the pan and gave them a shake of salt and pepper. Leaving them to cook, she pulled a plate from the cupboard. Then she flipped the eggs over and pulled a knife and fork from the cutlery drawer. She fried two slices of bread alongside the eggs and tossed them on the plate. She dumped the eggs on top of the bread and the bacon on top of that. She put the plate down in front of Ernie.


    “Come to the table,” the farmer said to Jonny, who was standing in the doorway. “You must be starving.”


    “Did you hear the news?” Mrs. McCutcheon said to her husband as she poured him a cup of coffee. “Redemption Residential burnt down.”


    Jonny’s hand wobbled as he pulled out the chair.


    Ernie glared at him. “Hopefully it was hit by lightning,” he said.


    “In town,” she said, “everyone was talking about some of the things that went on there.”


    “Did you know any of the kids that ran away?” the farmer asked.


    “Not really,” Ernie said, kicking Jonny under the table.


    “The man at the post office said there was one boy they could never account for,” said Mrs. McCutcheon. “The priests said he went home for the holidays. His family said he never showed up. Can you imagine?” She put her hand across her heart. “It’s almost as if some forest monster stole him,” she said.


    Jonny’s glass missed his mouth and milk dribbled down his chin.


    “The police should investigate,” her husband said.


    “You want to come home with me?” Ernie asked Jonny.


    Jonny just shrugged. He couldn’t think straight.


    Mrs. McCutcheon placed her hand on Jonny’s back. “You are welcome to stay with us,” she said. “You could help Tom fix the barn, and chop firewood until you are sorted out.”


    “The hatchet!” Jonny cried out, turning to Ernie in alarm. “I left the hatchet in …” He stopped speaking and glanced at the farmer. “I must have dropped it during the storm,” he said.


    “I got one you can use,” the farmer said. “Luckily it was the only thing you lost.”


    Jonny, Ernie, and Tom spent the next few days fixing the barn. Ernie talked non-stop about finding his family.


    Every now and again, Jonny stopped working to gaze off into space.


    “Do you want to go back and see the school?” the farmer asked.


    “No boat,” Jonny replied.


    “You could try that old Indian canoe in the storehouse,” he suggested. “I should put it in the water more often anyway.”


    The terrified squawking of the hens made them all stop working.


    The farmer grabbed the rifle that leaned against the wall of the barn. Following the direction of the sounds, they came face to face with a large timber wolf snarling in the corner of the coop. Tom raised the rifle.


    Jonny looked into the animal’s eyes. “Wait,” he said, putting his hand on the barrel of the rifle and lowering it. “He hasn’t killed any chickens.”


    The chicken farmer looked about the roost. Jonny was right. All of the birds were aloft. There were no signs of a kill anywhere.


    Jonny lowered his body to the animal’s level and began to sing his spirit song.


    The wolf stopped growling.


    Jonny crawled toward the wolf. “I am your brother” he sang in a language the farmer did not understand. “I will help you.”


    The wolf lay down.


    Tom watched in disbelief, while Ernie folded his hands across his chest and smiled.


    Jonny examined the animal’s legs and back. As he ran his hand down the dark, furry throat, the wolf yelped. A long splinter of wood pierced its fur. Jonny pulled the wood from the fur and examined it. “You will have to be more careful in the woods,” he told the wolf as he examined the wound.


    “I’ve got stuff back at the house I use for the dogs,” the farmer said, “but I can’t leave you alone with this wolf.” He handed Ernie the rifle.


    “I’ll be all right,” Jonny said. “Once a wolf has submitted, he will not bite. This fellow is very tired from pain.”


    “Yeah,” Ernie said, taking the rifle. “Wolves are good neighbours. They know how to live with people. It’s people that don’t know how to live with wolves.”


    When Tom returned, he found the wolf lying across Jonny’s lap, fast asleep.


    “He’ll wake up hungry,” Ernie said. “It’s best we get these chickens out of the way.”


    On the way back to the farmhouse, Tom McCutcheon looked at Jonny with admiration. “You really have a way with animals,” he said. “I could use someone like you around here.”


    Jonny had never given any thought to what he would do when school was finished. And now there was no school to return to.


    “Will you give me a place to sleep?” he asked.


    “You can stay in one of the extra bedrooms.”


    Jonny looked at the derelict hut under the old tree. “Could I use the cabin?”


    “Nothing would make the ghost of my old grandfather happier,” the farmer said with a laugh. “Who knows, he may even come to visit you.”
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    The Village


    “Better take the canoe across the bay first, just to see how she holds out. Why don’t we visit the old village?” Tom McCutcheon suggested. “After that, you two can take it down river.”


    The farm dogs raced ahead, searching for anything worth disturbing, while Jonny, Ernie, and Tom carried the dugout to the shore.


    “There were some photographs of the village taken around the 1860s,” Tom told them as they pushed it into the water. “The records show the village was abandoned sometime at the beginning of the nineteenth century.”


    “A lot of the villagers got sick,” Jonny said, as he looked off into the distance.


    “You know your history,” Tom McCutcheon said, looking at Jonny with respect. “The records say the final abandonment was because of an influenza epidemic.”


    They pushed the canoe into the water.


    “I saw the photographs at the museum in the city,” Tom explained. “There were about twenty lodges and five hundred people.”


    They stood on the other side of the bay looking at what remained of the village. The framework of the Chief’s lodge had been reduced to moss-covered logs. The rest of the village was mere stumps, all bleached like bones.


    “I always wondered what kind of chief he was,” the farmer said. “My grandfather had great respect for him.”


    “Probably the kind of guy that never ran short of gifts,” Ernie said with a grin.


    As they walked the beach, they came upon two men standing by the river. One carried a clipboard, the other a small box-like camera. Hearing their approach, they turned and smiled.


    “There is supposed to be an Indian graveyard somewhere,” said the rough-hewn man with grey wiry hair that stood up on the back of his head.


    “It’s just beyond that stand of trees,” Jonny said, pointing to the narrow slight-sunken path above the river.


    Tom raised his brows in surprise.


    The broken pole near the mouth of the river caught Jonny’s eye. He kneeled and ran his hands along what was left of the great carved beak. Even in ruins, to Jonny the power of the carving was clear.


    “I guess the rest of it rotted away,” said the man with the camera. His pale blue shirt covered his shorts, but not his white hairy legs and long bony feet. He took a photograph with his Brownie camera. Compared to Agnes’s camera, this tiny box reminded Jonny of a mousetrap.


    A chorus of birds chattered above their heads. Jonny thought about the notes Agnes Atkinson used to write during her visit. He often looked over her shoulder to read her words.


    “The whole forest is vocal with the birdsong. If the mosquitoes were not so bad I would spend hours among the trees. I was fortunate to get a picture of the nest of the white-throated, sparrow with her two young. It was shown to me by a medicine woman called Silver Cloud.”


    “Aren’t these poles just signposts for a family?” The man with the camera asked.


    “Sometimes they honour the dead,” Jonny explained. “The chief had an eagle pole at the entrance of his house to tell everyone that he and his family were of noble blood.” Jonny rose from the ground. “There was a Thunderbird at the top of this one.”


    “How would you know that?” demanded the second man. He peered at Jonny over his gold-rimmed glasses with skepticism.


    Jonny stood up and shrugged. “I know the traditions. I could carve one just like it.”


    “Make one like what?”


    “That pole,” Jonny said pointing to the prostrate figures on the ground.


    “That totem pole?” the younger man asked. “Probably wouldn’t be exactly like it.”


    “You just got to know what you are doing,” Jonny said, ignoring the younger man, speaking directly to the older one. “Look at the beak,” he said. “Eagle has a curved beak. Raven has a straight beak, and Hawk has a beak that curves nearly all the way back.”


    The older man looked at the younger one. “He seems to really know his stuff,” he said.


    “We’re doing research about the area,” the man in the blue shirt said.


    “Do you have any samples of your work?” the older man asked.


    “My grandfather and I worked on something a while back,” was all Jonny could think of saying, “but it’s in a village far away.”


    “Oh, it’s a family tradition,” the man with the glasses said. “That’s even better. You know, you could make a couple of hundred bucks a pole. What’s your commission?”


    Ernie jabbed Jonny in the ribs and grinned.


    Jonny smiled. “I’ll find a cedar plank and make you a mask.”


    “We could get one from a lumber company,” the man said, removing his glasses and wiping his brow with his handkerchief.


    “That’s all right,” Jonny said. “I prefer to cut my own.”


    The boys left the chicken farmer with the two men to walk along the beach.


    Beside the circular rock fireplace, under a mound of moss that used to be Kalaku’s shelter, they found two shell and copper disk necklaces.


    “Are they Kalaku’s?” Ernie asked.


    Jonny nodded, unable to speak for the tightening in his throat.


    Ernie lifted the necklaces and drew them over his friend’s head. “He would want you to have them,” he said.


    Jonny removed one and drew it over Ernie’s head. “You too,” he said in a raspy voice.


    He went to the ledge where he had left his small carved box. “My tools,” he whispered as he lifted the lid. Inside he found his carving tools and his small, smooth, owl stone.


    “Look,” he said to Ernie.


    “Kalaku must have found it by the fire and brought it back here,” Ernie said.


    “Which means he didn’t go to the village,” Jonny said. “He didn’t get sick.”


    “It doesn’t matter anymore,” Ernie said in a tired voice. “None of it matters anymore.”


    After dinner, Jonny and Ernie offered to clear the table and wash the dishes while Tom and his wife sat out on the porch.


    “What do you think those guys are going to do over there?” Jonny asked Ernie.


    “You know white guys,” Ernie said. “They won’t be happy until they even have the bones in our burial grounds.”


    Jonny scraped the remains of their chicken dinner into the garbage. He turned to Ernie. “We should go back and see the school,” he whispered.


    The fire had destroyed the dark wood-paneled walls, long narrow windows, and rows of beds. Where there had once been classrooms, a chapel, and a kitchen, there was only black timber and rubble. The heavy planked floors that shone like glass were gone. So were the giant front doors and wide empty corridors.


    Jonny and Ernie crawled up and over the crumbled charred walls of Redemption Residential. They made their way to where the basement had been. A pair of metal handcuffs dangled from a charred iron bedstead.


    “I didn’t think those stories about kids getting chained up in the basement were true,” Ernie said. He picked up a rock and hammered the cuffs free. “I thought it was just older kids making up stories to scare me.” He put the cuffs in his back pocket.
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    Totem


    Tom McCutchen carried a cot into the old wooden shack while his wife handed Jonny a stack of sheets and blankets. “When it gets really cold, you must sleep inside,” she insisted.


    People were coming from all over to watch him carve. He worked best in loose pants and a shirt of woven homespun. His feet were most comfortable in flat moccasins. Sometimes Jonny told them how people long ago wore mountain goat cloaks and skirts of shredded bark. Sometimes they sang songs of the figures he was carving.


    Jonny ran his hand along the prepared pole. He breathed in the sweet woody aroma of freshly cut cedar and smiled. With the lightest of movements he made the outline of a face. He could picture the heavy brows and large eyes of the great image, waiting to be free. Jonny picked up his antler wedge along with the stone chisel. “If you used a steel chisel, you’d split those boards a lot faster,” someone would always suggest as they watched him work. Jonny would just smile and carry on.


    One young woman came often. Sometimes her slender, fine-boned fingers traced the faces that Jonny made. Today, she paused with one hand shading her eyes from the sun. Her hair blew back, away from her neck. To his surprise, Jonny recognized the small white pendant in the shape of an owl she wore around her neck.


    “Is that carved from bone?” Jonny asked.


    “Yes,” she said holding it up for him to see. “It belonged to my grandmother.”


    “Hmm,” he murmured, remembering the very day Kalaku had given it to Silver Cloud. “Does your grandmother live around here?”


    “She lived for many years in a village upstream until she died of old age.”


    Jonny stared off in the distance and smiled in remembrance. “Her medicine was very strong,” he said. “She would not let her soul be chased away easily.”


    The young woman looked into his face and creased her brow.


    Jonny admired the girl’s high cheekbones, thick black hair, and deep black eyes. She is very beautiful, he thought, holding out to her his small box of sandwiches.


    “My name is Sarah,” she said extending her hand, “Sarah Bottle.”


    Jonny watched her take a small bite, chew, and then set the sandwich down in the palm of her hand. She was obviously not hungry, just being polite. He decided he would carve her a hair comb with the face of a wolf.


    The Wild Woman of the Woods lay before them on a trestle. Her rounded lips pursed beneath her half-closed eyes. Her giant black body with pendulous breasts had fingers thrust into the mouths of two small human heads.


    “Whatever made you carve the Wild Woman of the Woods?” Sarah asked.


    “It’s a reminder for parents to keep their children close by,” Jonny replied.


    “They all say that’s what happened to the missing boy.”


    “He escaped from her,” Jonny told her with confidence. “He is with another family.”


    “Our family has a story something like that,” the girl told Jonny. “My father told me he once found a white child in the woods.”


    Jonny put down his chisel as his heart began to pound. He kept his head down.


    “Was he lost?”


    “Oh no,” she said. “He was swinging in a hammock from a tree branch.”


    “Did his parents just leave him there?” Jonny asked with a dry throat.


    “No,” Sarah said. “My father said the family’s cabin burnt to the ground. It was a good thing the little boy had been put outside to sleep in the shade.”


    Jonny put his hand to his forehead to stop the vision of the burning cabin.


    “Are you all right?” the girl asked. “Maybe it’s too hot to work in the sun today.” She turned to another pole on a trestle. This pole had only one totem, an eagle, head slightly raised and turned, wings folded.


    “What colour are you going to paint this one?”


    “I won’t,” Jonny replied. “I’ll let it weather. It’s for the burial grounds across the bay.” He didn’t want to pester the girl, but Jonny couldn’t stop thinking about what she had just told him. He didn’t want to hope, but couldn’t help it.


    “Did your father know the people with the burnt cabin?”


    “Oh yes,” she said. “He visited them often. The woman was white. The man was an Indian trapper. I think my father used to call him White Wolf.”


    Once again Jonny’s heart pounded with anticipation. He worked at making his voice sound calm. “Why did he call him that?”


    “The man trapped a white wolf one winter, but kept the pelt instead of selling it. It would have brought him more money, but he didn’t have the heart to let it go,” she said. “I also know he smoked a pipe that was in the shape of a wolf’s head.”


    It was all too much for Jonny. He threw down his tool in anger. “How do you know that?” he asked in a gruff voice. “You’re probably just making it all up.”


    The girl’s eyes filled with pain and she took a step back. “I know because my father watched him carve it. He made one for him as well.” She flipped her hair away from her shoulders in anger.


    Before Jonny could apologize, Tom McCutcheon called out from across the field. He and his wife were hurrying toward Jonny.


    “Hey Jonny,” he said. “I found this in the barn rafters when I got down the canoe.” He took a metal box out from under his arm and placed it on the worktable.


    As soon as Jonny saw the biscuit tin, he remembered Agnes giving it to Tom in exchange for his sou’wester.


    “It’s rusted shut,” Mrs. McCutcheon said. “Give it a tap with your wedge.”


    Tom, his wife, and Sarah Bottle stood in anticipation as Jonny pried the rusty tin open. In it there were three yellowed envelopes, some dried cedar cones, and a small green disk.


    Mrs. McCutcheon lifted the top envelope. She removed the photograph between the thin pieces of writing paper with care. It was of two women sitting on a pebbly shore. Both wore cedar bark capes. Across their chests woven braids held square reed baskets to their backs. Small plugs of wood pieced their lower lips. Strands of dark hair escaped from their thick heavy braids and danced across their faces, as they stared out across the waves.


    She turned the stained black and white photograph over and read, Women on shore, Northwest coast. A. Atkinson. With a smile, Mrs. McCutcheon handed the photograph to Tom as she unfolded the accompanying note. “This note is addressed to your grandfather, Tom,” she said to her husband. “It’s got to be at least seventy-five years old. Take care handling it.”


    Dear Tom,


    I hope this small letter and photograph reaches you via Inland Packet as you recommended. This is one of the photographs not used in my presentation. Apparently the jewellery caused offense. How I miss the times when my dinner cloth was over a hard rock with a white-headed eagle flying above.


    Agnes Atkinson


    “Agnes?” Tom asked in surprise. “You mean the photographer was a woman? That must have caused quite a stir among the Natives.”


    “Which ones?” his wife asked, raising her eyebrows.


    The second envelope contained a single photograph. A woman dressed in furs stood on a beach. Several warriors sat at her feet with carved, pointed paddles raised in salute. Mrs. McCutcheon read the inscription, Silver Cloud, medicine woman, Northwest Coast.


    Sarah Bottle gave the sound of a huge intake of breath. “That was my grandmother.”


    Mrs. McCutcheon held the photograph up to the young girls face. “Must be,” she said with a grin, “the resemblance is uncanny.” She handed Sarah the picture.


    The last envelope held a photograph of Old Tom himself standing beside his dugout canoe, grinning. Two boys stood on either side of him holding the paddles.


    “Let me see that,” Tom McCutcheon said, taking the photograph from his wife’s hand.


    “It’s got to be Old Tom,” his wife replied. “It’s the very same canoe.”


    “Oh it’s him all right,” Tom said with a puzzled look on his face. “But look at the two kids standing beside him. They look exactly like Jonny and Ernie.”


    Jonny picked up his knife and went back to work. “I guess all of our families come from around here,” he said as he bent to cover his huge smile. “By the way, Sarah,” he said, “I didn’t mean to offend you. I’d really like to meet your father.”

  


  
    


    


    Chinook Jargon


    Trade language was used with diverse language groups since the beginning of the sixteenth century. Toward the end of the nineteenth century it was in extensive use throughout the Pacific Northwest. Even though each tribe spoke is own dialect, all spoke Chinook jargon with strangers. Missionaries made effective use of it, translating hymns and prayers from the bible.
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            English meaning

          
        


        
          	
            Chako

          

          	
            Come here

          
        


        
          	
            Cheechako

          

          	
            Newcomer

          
        


        
          	
            Klahawya

          

          	
            Greetings

          
        


        
          	
            Klahwa

          

          	
            Slow

          
        


        
          	
            Klaksta mitlite kopa saghalie

          

          	
            Who dwells on high

          
        


        
          	
            Kloshe nanitch

          

          	
            Take care (used when someone is leaving on a journey)

          
        


        
          	
            Konaway tillikum

          

          	
            Everybody/everyone

          
        


        
          	
            Law man chako

          

          	
            The cops are coming!
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            Food
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            Mother

          
        


        
          	
            Naika wawa Chinook wawa

          

          	
            I speak Chinook speak

          
        


        
          	
            Neiska

          

          	
            Our

          
        


        
          	
            Neiska Papa

          

          	
            Our Father

          
        


        
          	
            No mahkook

          

          	
            Not interested

          
        


        
          	
            Sagalie illahhee

          

          	
            A spirit place

          
        


        
          	
            Sagalie mama

          

          	
            Sacred mother; Virgin Mary

          
        


        
          	
            Sitkum si’wash

          

          	
            Half-breed

          
        


        
          	
            Tamanass Whiteman

          

          	
            Evil Caucasian

          
        


        
          	
            Tyee

          

          	
            Extremely large salmon

          
        

      
    


    


    

  


  
    


    Author's Note


    Totem poles not only tell stories, but have them as well. The Haida of Haida Gwaii (formerly known as the Queen Charlotte Islands) originated the practice that spread down the Pacific Northwest coast to include the Nootka, Kwakiutl, Tsimshian, Tlingit, Bella Coola, and Coast Salish. The poles of the Kwakiutl are those most familiar and accessible to the general public. I am indebted to the painstaking research of Hillary Steward.


    The winter villages for these Native groups were located near mouths of rivers, inlets, or on sheltered bays and were always regarded as permanent homes. Here they practiced their gift-giving festivals until the Indian Act prohibited the potlatch tradition.


    The first steamer brought out by the Hudson’s Bay Company was the S.S. Beaver. Built of stout oak, she travelled from Nisqually to Fort Simpson, calling enroute at all Native villages. In 1862 the company replaced the Beaver with the larger, more modern Enterprise. The British government then chartered the Beaver for the purpose of survey work. From time to time, the owners issued memorial tokens with the impression of the Beaver on one side and the Santa Maria on the other.


    The Canadian government sent Coast Salish children to residential schools on the island of Penelakut in the Southern Gulf Islands off the coast of British Columbia.


    My writing group of Anna, Angela, Corinne, Marjorie, and Paula has provided support and criticism thorough the development of this novel. Thanks go to Brenda and Nancy, my avid readers and honest friends, and my husband Stan, always willing to visit museums, historic sites, and places of interest.
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    Fatherless and penniless, fifteen-year-old Richard Fuller wants a bike, so Mr. Black, the baker hires him to help with deliveries. Mr. Black entertains him with army stories and teaches him Morse code. He invites Richard to attend the opening ceremonies of the local 1939 military camp. Infatuated with army life, Richard takes part in Army training camp under an assumed name. When war looms, he makes the most impulsive decision in his life and enlists.


    He travels to England, witnesses the terror of the Battle of Britain, the horrible death of a German pilot, is caught in the London Blitzkrieg, and is wounded himself. When his true age is discovered, Richard faces a possible court-martial.


    Will Richard’s desire for adventure lead to disaster so early in his life?
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    Nine-year-old Michiko Minagawa bids her father goodbye before her birthday celebration. She doesn’t know the government has ordered all Japanese-born men out of the province. Ten days later, her family joins hundreds of Japanese-Canadians on a train to the interior of British Columbia. Even though her aunt Sadie jokes about it, they have truly reached the “Land of No.” There are no paved roads, no streetlights and not streetcars. The house in which they are to live is dirty and drafty. At school Michiko learns the truth of her situation. She must face local prejudice, the worst winter in forty years and her first Christmas without her father.
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