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			101 THINGS TO DO WITH AN INDIAN CHIEF
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			This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother,
Fritzie Taylor, who always had time for my stories.

		

	
		
			






			“Heart breaker, Soul shaker.
I’ve been told about you.
Steam roller, midnight stroller.
What they been sayin’ must be true…
Now you’re messin’ with a son of a bitch.”

			“Hair of the Dog,”
Nazareth
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		Hey, wanna hear a good story? Supposedly it’s a true one. It’s a long story but it goes something like this…

		Somewhere out there, on a Reserve that is closer than you think but still a bit too far to walk to, lived a young Ojibway boy. Though this is not his story, he is part of it.

		As all good tales do, this one begins far in the past, but not so far back that you would have forgotten about it.

		There was much too much splashing on the lake. It was inconsiderate and downright unfriendly. The minnows were not happy. Same with the perch, the rockfish, and especially the lone sunfish that called the water near the two sunken cedar trees his home. The other fish were just passing through, but for the sunfish this was a serious intrusion of privacy. Those creatures from above the waterline had been there all afternoon creating havoc. And the sunfish hated havoc. It was counter-productive to a sunfish’s life.

		For unfathomable reasons, these large, rude, scaleless air-breathing things had jumped off his half-buried trees, creating a lingering cloud of silt. The other fish had left, looking for quieter spots to contemplate the age-old aquatic question, whether the lake was half full, or half empty. But this was the sunfish’s home, and he watched from a distance as the creatures splashed and dove as if they owned the place. There was nothing he could do. He was just a sunfish and they were people. And occasionally, people ate sunfish. It’s hard to lodge a complaint given that balance of power.

		Besides, there was something familiar about the man. The sunfish was sure he had come across him, but where, the sunfish couldn’t say.

		The woman, barely into the second half of her teens, swam naked through the water. As the man, a tad older but also naked, watched her, he thought about who had made this creature. Certain cultures believed the Creator made man in His own image—but the Anishnawbe language was not hung up on gender. If the Creator had made this woman in Her own image She was an astonishingly beautiful five-foot-six, lean, Anishnawbe woman. The dappled sunlight, the smell of pine and cedar, the tingling feel of the cool clear lake. It doesn’t get much better than this, he thought. And he’d been around. Wherever around was, he’d been there. Twice. And had long ago lost the T-shirt.

		The two had been there all afternoon, and if either could have had their way, they would have been there forever. But that was not to be.

		“What are you thinking?” came the female voice across the water, speaking in an ancient language.

		He just smiled.

		“No. Tell me. What are you thinking?”

		The man pondered for a moment, but, just as he was about to speak, he dove into the water quick as a dragonfly. Treading water, hair spread, she scanned the surface of the lake in all directions. Becoming anxious, she called out to him. “Stop that. Come back.” But the only response was a nearby loon’s call. She began to panic. No one could hold their breath that long. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a hawk make its way across the sky. The loon, mirroring her concern, called again.

		“Hey!” she yelled, and then, “Hey, where…?” Suddenly she was gone. Silence returned, and the hawk eyed the bubbles rising to the surface.

		Two human bodies came crashing through the surface, gasping for air, and then exploding with laughter.

		“I scared you, didn’t I?” the man asked roguishly. The light cutting through the forest canopy dappled on the man’s face and danced in his brown eyes.

		The girl, wiping the hair back from her face, muttered, “I hate it when you do things like that. What are you, half fish?”

		“On occasion.”

		The girl back-paddled a metre or so away from the man. “Say you’re sorry.”

		“What?”

		“Say you’re sorry. Now.”

		The man was perplexed. “Or what?”

		“Oh, nothing. I just want you to say you’re sorry.”

		“All right, if it will make you happy. I am sorry. I am so sorry.” The man was now yelling. “I AM SO INCREDIBLY SORRY! How’s that?” His voice echoed across the water and back again, gradually growing more distant. “Hear that? That makes me three times as sorry.”

		The girl smiled. “Thank you. It’s not often you find a man who takes orders so easily.”

		Swimming closer, the man rolled over onto his back. “You’ll find I’m a little different from most men… You know, this is how sea otters eat. They put clams and crabs and things like that on their stomach, and crack them open with a rock, using their bellies like a big wooden kitchen table.”

		“What are sea otters?”

		“Oh, they live way out west, in the ocean. You know what an ocean is?” The girl nodded. “They are kind of like the otters around here, only different. And have funny moustaches.”

		“Otters have moustaches? Like White people?” The girl watched the man float lazily around her. “You’re lying. You have to be. The things you’ve told me. But I love your story about squirrels that can fly. You’ve travelled a lot, haven’t you?”

		“A bit. Here and there, and they don’t fly, silly, they glide.”

		“This is going to be my first trip anywhere. I’ve never been more than a few hours’ walk from home,” she said.

		The man started treading. His eyes forced their way into hers. “Then don’t go.”

		The girl looked away. “I don’t have a choice.”

		“Everybody has a choice.”

		The secluded bay grew a little chillier and the girl trembled in the water. “You don’t know White people. They don’t take no for an answer. My parents tried but…”

		The man wasn’t listening. “There’s supposed to be a thunderstorm tomorrow. A big one.”

		“There is? How do you know?”

		“I just do. I know how much you love thunderstorms, with the lightning criss-crossing the sky, and the booming thunder shaking the cups in your mother’s cupboard.”

		“It’s like the sky is waking everybody up.”

		“Well, this one is supposed to be the biggest of the summer.”

		“How do you…”

		“I just do. I had to call in a few favours, though. There’s that place up at the top of Bear Hill, where we can sit and watch. The lightning will leave us alone. We have an agreement, the lightning and I.”

		“Don’t be silly.”

		He took her hand. “I’m not being silly. We can sit there all night, watching it. It will be our storm.”

		The girl struggled to answer the man. “I can’t. You know that.”

		The man, now silent and brooding, looked away. His eyes were on the far shore, and yet they weren’t. “If you loved me…”

		“I do, but…”

		Now the girl was getting anxious. This was not how she wanted to spend their final day together. Tomorrow she would be sent away to be educated in one of those big places White people liked to build. Older than most of the local kids sent off, she’d managed to remain hidden from the White man’s so-called education. But her father had died, and her mother had seven other kids to feed, and she worked all the time. So, being the oldest, she was a prime candidate for the school. The local on-Reserve school had taught her to read and speak English. But it could only take kids so far, which is why the Canadian government had built these other schools where their welfare would be better maintained than on a Reserve.

		Manifest Destiny, as the White people to the south believed, dictated that this little Anishnawbe girl be removed from her home and sent away to be taught about the Battle of Hastings, dangling participles, and how to draw a pie chart. For a year or two anyway. Starting tomorrow. And this man, who’d come into her life a few months ago, was about to be left behind.

		“It’s your new boyfriend, isn’t it. What do women see in him?” the man asked.

		“He’s not my new boyfriend. He’s just some guy. Don’t be angry. With me or him.”

		The man was silent. Then he hauled himself out of the water and sat on the log running perpendicular to the shore. He looked troubled, and frustrated.

		The girl continued. “Everybody says he’s great, and really smart. He can do all sorts of fancy tricks and things.”

		“So can I.”

		Slowly, the girl swam toward the man. She reached out and caressed his leg, trying to restore his playful mood. “I know. But this guy has lots and lots of friends in high places, all over the world. He’s one of the reasons we’re being sent off to this place. Everybody talks about him.”

		Growing glummer, the man moved his leg away from the young girl’s caresses.

		“Everybody used to talk about me. Now they talk about him. I don’t understand. What’s he got that I don’t. He’s so depressing. What’s his name again?”

		“… Jesus.”

		“What kind of name is that?” The man shook his head.

		“He comes from far away and he’s very nice. You should meet him.”

		The man had been hearing of this guy for quite some time. He kept getting more and more popular, and the man couldn’t figure out why.

		“I don’t play well with other children,” he countered.

		“Don’t be like that—”

		“I thought you’d stay here. With me. But you don’t care. Nobody cares. Choose that guy then. I don’t care.”

		Once again, the man dove deep into the water, a fair distance from the girl. Far beneath the surface, the sunfish saw him disappear into the weeds, swimming like he’d been born under water.

		“Don’t go!” cried the girl as she swam to the spot where the man had disappeared.

		This time, he didn’t reappear. The girl dove under the water, her eyes frantically searching for him. Finally, her lungs bursting, she crawled ashore.

		“Come back! Don’t leave!” The girl cried out and her voice bounced across the lake, only to echo back. “I don’t want to go…” She wiped her eyes.

		The next day the girl went to school.

		And the man… now that’s an interesting story too. But later.
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		The first day she arrived she knew she wouldn’t like it. The place was cold and drafty. The clothes they made her wear were hot and itchy. They didn’t fit well at all, and all the girls had to wear the exact same thing. The boys, situated at the opposite end of the building, were not allowed to talk to the girls. Brothers weren’t allowed to interact with sisters, cousins and so on. Only the People in Black, otherwise known as the Nuns and the Priests, were allowed to talk to each other. To the young girl, these people had nothing interesting to say. And what they did say was usually not very nice. And what they did was sometimes even worse.

		Those with darker skin who were not yet adults and free of this mandatory education called it the Angry Place. Still, she put up with it. It had taken a long time to get here and she instinctively knew it would take her a much longer time to get home. Wherever that was—she had no idea if it was north, south, east or west. It was just far away. As soon as she arrived, she was told stories of one of the girls trying to run away. She wasn’t the type to break the rules like that. Instead, she decided to deal with the present by concentrating on the past and the future: remembering the family she had just left, and imagining the family that she would someday have.

		Sister Agnes had christened the girl Lillian. As soon as she had arrived, they told her that her Anishnawbe name was not to be uttered anymore. Her old name became her secret that she kept close to her—so close, she would seldom speak it aloud. Her grandmother had given it to her a decade and a half ago. In this place, words other than English or Latin were unchristian and those who used them were punished severely. So, she became Lillian.

		The girl worked hard to learn their language better. She was an average student, but critical, often wondering to herself why she should care about a train leaving Toronto, travelling at eighty kilometres an hour. She outwardly learned to respect this place— but was suspicious of it. An incident just before bed on her second day there had planted that seed. In fact, it made her doubt the whole enterprise. She and Betty, a newly made friend, had discovered that their mothers had the same name—and they had found this hilarious, falling into an uncontrollable fit of the giggles. Out of nowhere, Sister Agnes appeared. She scolded, “Stop that this second.”

		The girls looked at each other, uncertain. Betty, who had always kept on the sister’s good side, asked meekly, “What is it, Sister?”

		“Stop that laughing—it is rude and not acceptable in a house of God such as this.”

		This, of course, made the girls laugh all the harder. What kind of a place was this? Not a day, or more like it, an hour went by at home when Lillian didn’t hear her mother break into loud guffaws. It was what Lillian loved best about her. Oftentimes (more often than not) these White people made no sense at all.

		“Did you hear about Sam?” whispered Rose, one night, about a year after Lillian had arrived. Rose was the only one of them who had managed to pick up a smattering of Latin during the many church services they were forced to attend. As a result, most considered her the People in Black’s pet. All the girls were kneeling by their cots saying their prayers. In an attempt to curry favour with her fellow inmates—though she maintained that she didn’t know that much Latin—Rose would often tell them what was going on.

		“No,” said Lillian. “What about Sam?” Sam Aandeg was from her community, one of the only familiar faces here, though they spoke only about once a month. She was related to Sam through her mother’s first cousin—and he had a rebellious streak. When he arrived he’d bitten a Nun attempting to shave his head. That was seven years ago, and time and repeated punishments had not managed to subdue him.

		“He’s in trouble again!”

		“Why?” Lillian asked, kneeling by the cot next to Rose’s.

		The girl whispered, “The usual. Being mouthy. He’s in the shed. And Father McKenzie won’t let him leave until he can memorize all the monologues in that stupid play. He’ll probably be there overnight.”

		“Again!” she said. Lillian had taken to caring for her way ward cousin, knowing his nature was instinctively to wade against the current of any river. But one did not wade against the current of the Angry Place. “Well, it’s a good thing the mosquitoes are gone,” she told Rose. “Like sitting in that shed is going to change anything. He should know better.” Secretly, though, she admired his resistance. Indian boys and girls who misbehaved spent a lot of time in the shed, Sam more than most. Some people might not see the connection between placing defenceless children in confined spaces for prolonged periods of time and any particular passages in the Bible. Perhaps the People in Black reasoned that Christ had spent those couple of weeks in the desert, trying to figure things out and come up with a life plan. It had worked for Him. It should, in theory, work for these savages too. It was, they believed, a win-win situation.

		So there sat Sam, a copy of a four-hundred-year-old play, which he struggled to read, on his lap. For most of the day in October, the shed was way too dark to read in. Still, boredom made unwitting readers of the most stubborn students. On clear nights when the moon was waxing, a narrow diagonal strip of light fell across the dirt floor. If the resourceful penitent placed the book just right, he could sometimes make out passages in the moonlight.

		Memorizing sections of this play was no problem. He came by it naturally. Though consensus in the big brick building was that Sam was unintelligent and a problem student/child/Indian, he was actually very smart. And he wilfully refused to give Father McKenzie and the rest the satisfaction of knowing this. “To be or not to be, that is the question,” he read aloud.

		Sam liked this question. He, and practically every student in the building, could understand the quandary. Many wrestled with it every day. Some won. Some lost—but there were always more arriving to fill their places.

		It was too cold to sleep, and the growling from his stomach kept him awake. Gradually he dragged the book across the dirt floor, struggling to read in the shifting patterns of moonlight.

		His lone voice broke the silence. One line, after the monologue in Act 1, Scene iv, caught his eye. “‘Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.’”

		Boy, he thought, I don’t know what or where the hell this Denmark is but it can’t smell nearly as bad as this place. Denmark would have to be an improvement.

		“Sam! Wake up! Sam Aandeg! Hurry and wake up!”

		Amazingly, Sam had managed to fall asleep sometime before dawn, worn down by the cold and strain of trying to read in the darkness. The book had been his pillow. It was a few moments before he could manage a response to his cousin’s tense knocking on the shed’s splintered wall.

		“What!” he snapped groggily. He tried to unroll from a fetal position, but couldn’t. Waking up in this place was painful. He longed for his bed back home.

		“It’s me, Lillian. You okay?”

		All he could make out was one brown eye peering through a gap, and a bit of the plain grey dress she, like all the girls, wore.

		“I hate that name. You’re not Lillian.”

		By now, he had managed to move to his hands and knees, and he stretched like a cat.

		“Don’t be like that. I can’t stay long. Here, I brought you something to eat.”

		“I’m not hungry.” They both knew that was a lie. “What… what did you bring?”

		Near the bottom of the rear wall of the shed, about a foot of one plank was missing, broken off when a shovel had once been carelessly tossed into the back. Through it, she passed a wrapped-up packet, and Sam groaned in pain as he reached for it.

		“It’s just some toast and jam. That’s all I could sneak out.”

		Trying not to look ungrateful, he took the offering and slowly opened it. He was an angry boy, and life was unfair, and a large part of him wanted to piss off the entire world. But there was still enough of the little boy from the Otter Lake Reserve to know right from wrong. And to be gracious when someone was being kind.

		“Thank you” he managed to mumble. Trying to show some restraint, he ate the toast as slowly as possible.

		“You shouldn’t be here. They’ll catch you and you’ll be on the inside looking out, like me.” He watched as his cousin looked around warily.

		“I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

		“I’m cold. I’m hungry. I’m mad. But I’m okay.”

		All of this was spoken in Anishnawbe, the forbidden language. Sam revelled in it, but Lillian switched quickly back to English. It was bad enough that she was here now, but if anyone overheard them, who knew what they would be in for.

		“Why do you always get yourself in trouble like this?” whispered Lillian. Licking his fingers of the last remnants of jam, Sam just shrugged. “I can’t keep sneaking around in the middle of the night to bring you food. If either of us gets caught… And someday, you’ll get yourself into so much trouble that they’ll send you away and I won’t be able to help at all. You should just do what they say. It’s less trouble.”

		“I don’t care about trouble, I just want to get back home. This place is no good. I’m going to run away,” he answered in Anishnawbe.

		Lillian shook her head. “You’ll get yourself killed. You don’t even know which way home is. Remember Daniel River and James Magood.” They were both silent for the moment.

		“I’m not them. I know where home is. I saw it in that book. I saw the river and the islands. I’m sure that’s them. And I know the bush.” Sam paused for a moment. “Wanna come?” From somewhere near the kitchen, they both heard some of the kids yelling as they played a quick game of soccer before classes. “No, huh?” Lillian leaned against the shed, making it squeak. “You like it here, don’t you.”

		“No. Not really.”

		“Then why don’t you want to go home?”

		Sam could see her hair squeezing between two of the boards as she rested her head against the shed. “I’m older than you, Sam, so you listen to me.”

		“Only by three years.”

		“That doesn’t matter. I get to go home next year. And I like learning. I like knowing there’s so much out there. I’m still trying to figure things out. Remember that map they showed us of the world? My grandmother used to tell me all of us were sitting on the back of a Giant Turtle. That’s what we were taught. I didn’t see any turtle there, Sam. It’s a big… they call it a continent. There’re lots of them.”

		“I’ll find you a turtle if you want one so badly.”

		“I thought the world was full of magic. I don’t think it is. Maybe once it was. Not any more.”

		“What are you so depressed about? I’m the one in the shed.”

		“And I kind of like this Jesus guy they talk about all the time,” she said.

		“You like a White guy?”

		“They say he’s Jewish, and that’s not the same.”

		“Looks White to me.”

		Silence surrounded them, and Lillian looked behind her to make sure she hadn’t been discovered. Her life up until then had been divided into White people and her people. “I think they are White too—but a girl here told me that it has something to do with their dicks. And pigs. I think.”

		“Dicks and pigs? They’re weird. That guy Shylock is a Jew— and he was mean. Fine, then. I’ll go home alone.”

		Lillian turned and looked at him once more, one eye peering through a separation in the slats. “I really wish you wouldn’t.”

		“I’m not staying here. I won’t stay here.”

		“Sam, please be careful. This place is no good, I know. But if you just pretend, it’s so much easier. Don’t make such a fuss.”

		“But it’s different for me than you—that priest…”

		“Oh, Sam, he’s just a big bully. He can only hurt you if you let him. Don’t you remember what you promised your folks? That friend of your mom’s—you said you wouldn’t end up like her. Nothing is worth that.”

		“But I can’t stay here—I just can’t.”

		“Sam, that guy’s just mean. But at least he’s teaching you all about Shakespeare. You told me you loved that stuff. You’re so smart.” She had slipped into Anishnawbe without realizing, until her tongue tripped on that old writer’s name. She checked herself—if she wasn’t careful she might be keeping her cousin company in the shed some time soon.

		For the first time, their eyes locked. “What, what is it Sam?”

		But he couldn’t tell her what it was; he hardly knew what it was himself. “Goodbye, then, Mizhakwan…”

		She glowed inside—he had said her name aloud in the forbidden language. And she knew that he was right. The best thing was for him to get away any way he could—and she should help him too. But these people had eyes in the back of their heads. Both of them would be punished. She looked around and walked stealthily away.

		She was so confused. It was possible to be right and wrong at the same time. This place was challenging everything she had ever known before. But at least she was learning more than she ever learned back home.
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		It was hard to tell which hurt worse, his stomach, his head, his elbow—or his pride.

		He had once more forgotten to turn off the single light bulb that burned over his bed. Light bulbs cost money and he was one of those people whose other needs took priority over being well lit. In fact, he once spent a whole season in the dark. Except he couldn’t recollect whether it was a physical or spiritual darkness. It didn’t matter. Dark was dark, and both involved walking into walls.

		Except this morning. He arose in the bright mid-morning light. His foot slid onto the cigarette-scarred floor, knocking over some empty bottles. He started the day as he did every morning— with a deep breath and a vague understanding that the way he was living was wrong. But like the nausea in his stomach and the pounding in his head, the feeling would go away. There was an underlying fear that one day it would not go away. But he would worry about that tomorrow. Today he had woken up, and that was something, at least.

		Now came the next step. Getting to his feet. A much more complex and difficult manoeuvre than most would expect. Immediately he found himself leaning for support on the sink next to his bed, his elbow throbbing from some recent impact. He let the water run, hoping against experience the water would get cold enough to numb his elbow. But it never got hot enough when he needed it to, either. Instead, he stared into the mirror. His face had changed so much over the years, he always startled himself.

		“Good morning,” the old man said to himself, barely recognizing his own voice. He didn’t find many occasions to talk in this life, other than for panhandling and buying vast amounts of alcohol. On top of that he now spoke only in English. His former life had been tucked away in some dark recess of his mind. Hidden from reality with a security door protected by an eighty-proof lock.

		The water, dripping from the semi-clogged sink onto his untrimmed toenails, made the reality of the room and his life all the more apparent. The sink had been partially plugged since he’d found himself here but a lack of both competent landlords and initiative on his part had left it unrepaired. So, his feet were wet, but he had survived far worse. He turned off the tap and dipped his hands into the full sink, then wet his face and hair. The shock of the water always brought him to the teetering edge of his past life. The knob on that locked door in his mind momentarily rattled. But the closer he got to where the water took him, the more he remembered, and the more he turned away. This time was no different.

		His hair and face still dripping, he walked to his lone window and looked out. Outside he saw concrete and telephone poles. Mail and newspaper boxes. Cars. And the odd half-dead tree rising out of the sidewalk. As he stared off into this world he’d surrendered to, he was barely conscious of the cockroach that approached his wet feet, drawn to the water. The cockroach and the man had been roommates for the past couple of months. Sensing a bond with the man, a fellow reject relegated to existing on the fringes of society, doing what it could to survive, the cockroach didn’t fear him.

		The old man, on the other hand, felt differently. He viewed the cockroach as just another immigrant from some far-off land, staking a claim to Native land, pestering him. Just another example of immigration gone wild. Same with those damn pigeons and doves. Who asked them to come to this country anyways?

		The antennae of the cockroach gently touched and probed the man’s feet, but due to the calluses, scars and bad circulation, the man was unaware of the cockroach’s friendly intentions until it crawled over his toes. The result being a loud scream, a kick of his foot, a flying insect, and an old man falling backwards onto his ass. There the old man sat, even more aware that this was not the path the Creator had chosen for him. The man had chosen it for himself. Once more he stared out the window onto a world he hadn’t created and didn’t belong to, noticing a car that was driving by. On its rear-view mirror hung a dreamcatcher. On its back bumper was a sticker that said: this is first nations country.

		Something loud and anxious started beating behind his mind’s locked door. Curious, he crawled to his knees, momentarily intrigued by what was struggling to get free. He leaned out of the open window, trying to get a better look. The car stopped next to a roti shop across the road. Out got a woman, obviously Native—the eyes, the skin colour and the turquoise jewellery gave her away—and extremely pretty. In her hand she carried a cloth bag that from the man’s window appeared to be filled with clothes. The woman entered the dry cleaner next to the roti shop. Through the large storefront window, the man watched her pull from the bag two sweaters, a skirt and a large blanket sporting a Native design. She seemed to be on familiar terms with the Asian man behind the counter.

		Something continued to stir deep in the man. Something familiar, yet it had not reared its head in a very long time. The woman was pretty, that was obvious. He watched her as she took her receipt and exited the building. Taking a chance for the first time in a long time, the old man waved to the woman, his arm swinging wildly out the window.

		“Hey, you—up here! Hi! Hello!” He had no idea why he was doing this, but something inside made him.

		It took a moment before the woman located where the voice was coming from and concluded that it was directed at her. She glanced at the ground floor of the old man’s building, and followed his voice up to the third floor.

		Excited that she was looking at him, he continued gesticulating and calling. “Hello! Hello! Up here! Yeah, me!” A sliver of light spilled out from underneath that locked door, and the man spoke a lone word.

		“Ahneen!”

		Where that had come from, he wasn’t sure. But he couldn’t hold it back. He yelled it a second time, then a third, but then the expression on the woman’s face silenced him, and the light from the locked door disappeared. He’d seen the expression before, a thousand times. It was a combination of disgust, pity and embarrassment. It stung the old man, the remnants of his pride struggling to come out of its coma. Hurt, the old man mustered his strength and responded in the only manner he could.

		“Fuck you!”

		As it turned out, he had summoned up a little too much strength. The virulence of the “f” and “ck”’ sound was more than his worn teeth and gums could stand, and as those two words went sailing out of his mouth, so did his right bicuspid. Out over the sidewalk and landing four feet from the woman. Looking shocked and more than a little repelled, the woman got back into her car and drove off, leaving her dirty laundry and the crazy letch in the window behind.

		The old man, equally shocked but for different reasons, watched her leave. So this is what he’d become. Once a mighty battler of monsters, creator of creatures, teacher of tales and both chief troublemaker and champion of Canada’s Native people, he was now… pathetic. He sat back down on his ass, not really knowing what to do or feel. And though he’d gotten up just ten minutes before, he fell back onto the floor.

		He lay there for hours, fading in and out of consciousness, bits and pieces of past lives trying to claw their way to the surface. Wendigos, his long-dead mother. Women and men he’d known, fought and loved. Hunting deer. Buffalo. Whales. Creation. More memories than a hundred people could possibly have, yet they were all his. He just lay there, as his past ran over him, like pages from his life randomly flipping by.

		Then, from the recesses of his damaged mind, she appeared. The face that had once stopped him from wandering the country, the body that had made him forget all the others (at that time anyway) and the smile that had made him hold his breath. He had known from the moment he met her, so long ago, that he could never be the man she wanted, needed or deserved, but so long as he could fake it, he had figured they would both be happy. She must be old now, he thought. Like him. Well, hopefully not like him. His eyes popped open. He hadn’t allowed himself to see her face for decades. Why now? he thought. He propped himself on his elbows, perplexed. He shook his head, trying to remove the cobwebs from his mind. This was more than a flashback. It was more than an idle memory. This—she—was real. For some reason, he looked out the window again, this time to the horizon, his eyes gazing to the far north where he had once roamed the forest, and had swum in the lakes. Something was calling to him.

		Once more he managed to achieve a standing position. Like a compass, his attention never wavered from the north. A dozen or more seconds passed as he debated his options. Glancing back over his shoulder he saw again his reflection in the mirror. This time he wasn’t surprised. This time he felt the beginnings of a new confidence. Having a purpose could do that to a man. Turning to face the mirror, looking deep into his bloodshot eyes, he shook his head.

		“That… will not do,” he said to the reflection, knowing he now had an appointment to keep.

		But first, he vomited.
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		Virgil was concerned, but didn’t want to be. Everybody was rushing about, talking in hushed tones, looking downward in a respectful manner. It was true that his grandmother was dying, though nobody would admit it in exactly those words. His entire family had spent the past two weeks hovering about her house, bringing in food, taking out dishes of half-eaten casseroles, all frustrated by their inability to do anything to help Lillian Benojee.

		Virgil loved his grandmother. But he was one of eighteen grandchildren and never quite knew were he stood on the totem pole of her affection. One grandchild, about ten years older than him, was well on his way to becoming a successful lawyer. Two others had started up a popular restaurant in a nearby town, providing Nouveau Native cuisine to all the American tourists. Kelly, another cousin who was only five days younger than him, had won some speech contest or something, and had just gotten back from Ottawa where she’d met the prime minister. And then there was Virgil. And there was nothing particularly bad about the boy, but neither was there anything notable about him. He wasn’t as good as some, nor was he as bad as Chucky or Duanne, whose names were frequently found on the police flyer. Virgil was just a grade-seven student who acknowledged that vanilla ice cream, ginger ale and bad sitcoms were the highlights of his existence. The bell curve was invented for boys like him.

		Oh yes, except that most bell-curve graphs don’t include a mother named Maggie Second who happened to be the chief of the First Nations community known as Otter Lake. Virgil’s father, dead from a boating accident three years ago, had been chief before her. Seeing how hard his mother worked, and how miserable the work made her, he was grateful that chiefdom, as applied under the Indian Act, was not dynasty-oriented.

		Sitting on his grandmother’s deck overlooking Otter Lake and oblivious to the warm spring air, he watched the comings and goings of his grandmother’s house through the big see-through sliding doors. Food being put out, people eating, occasionally somebody going into his grandmother’s bedroom. It had pretty well been the same since she collapsed. At the moment, there were about a dozen people in the living room, getting in one another’s way.

		Then he saw Dakota, yet another of Lillian’s descendants, who was exactly two months older than him. She opened the door and let herself out onto the deck, and she was carrying something. Dakota had two brothers and a sister, named Cheyenne, Sioux and Cree. Dakota always believed the naming of her and her siblings said more about her embarrassing parents than it did about any of them. Especially since their names were Fred and Betty.

		“Didn’t see you at school yesterday.”

		“Wasn’t there.”

		“I kind of put two and two together. Here—you don’t come inside any more,” she said, sitting in the chair beside Virgil and placing two bowls on the deck table between them. “So I thought you might be hungry.” She slid one bowl across the table toward Virgil.

		There was a reason she was his favourite cousin. Virgil sniffed the bowl. “More corn soup?”

		“My English teacher calls it ‘the Native chicken soup.’”

		“What does that mean?”

		Dakota shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it’s a Jewish joke or something, ’cause he’s Jewish.”

		Virgil picked the bowl up and began to slurp away, his spoon spilling more than it carried to his mouth.

		“Did Aunt Julia bring this?” he asked.

		“Yep, a whole big pot. How did you know?”

		Virgil shrugged. “She always puts too much salt in it.”

		Dakota slurped her soup too, seeming to enjoy the salty flavour. She paused long enough to say, “Yeah, but you’re eating it. And it’s supposed to be salty.”

		The two ate in silence for a while, watching the activities in the house through the large plate of glass like it was a huge television with the sound turned down.

		“Are you gonna go in and see her?” asked Dakota.

		“Grandma? I wanna but…”

		“But you’re kinda scared. Right?”

		Virgil nodded and went back to his soup. He was scared. He’d never seen anybody real sick and close to death before, and even though this was his grandmother, he wasn’t sure if he was up to it. His father’s casket had been closed.

		“I was too. She’s okay. Smiled, and even told me a joke.”

		They both smiled, remembering Lillian Benojee’s silly jokes.

		“The one about Native vegetarians?”

		Dakota nodded. “Yep, that one. Heard it a dozen times but she still makes me laugh.” She put her now-empty bowl down on the table and got comfortable in the deck chair. “Haven’t seen your mother here today. She coming?”

		For the second time, Virgil shrugged. “Don’t know. Band Office business, as usual. Said she’d try, but who knows.”

		To Virgil, “Band Office business” was a four-letter word. Last week it was a meeting of chiefs in Halifax, tomorrow it would be a conference with the Grand Chief of the Assembly of First Nations in Ottawa, and next week something about those negotiations with local municipal governments over that boring land thing. It was always something, and usually it had nothing to do with him. He was a latch-key kid with no latch. Or key, as most homes in the village were kept unlocked.

		“I’m bored,” he said in a monotone voice as he fit his empty plastic bowl neatly into Dakota’s.

		Somewhere far to the south, other people were bored too. On the side of a lonely country highway north of a great lake and south of the Canadian Shield, Bruce Scott sat patiently, surrounded by his economic bread-and-butter: about a half-dozen handmade birdfeeders and bird baths. His car was neatly parked on a little driveway entrance to a field. He’d been here every weekend, and a few days midweek when the weather permitted, for the past month, same as with the year before. His wife made the feeders and baths, and she couldn’t find anybody else to sell them, so he did this himself, half out of love and half out of necessity. Bruce would sit there in a lawn chair for about eight hours or so at a stretch, reading book after book, listening to his oldies radio station, generally feeling at peace with the world. On a good weekend he’d sell maybe three, making a cool tax-free ninety dollars.

		It was a hot day, for May, and though he wore a hat and sometimes brought a large umbrella for shade, he was tanned a nice dark roast-turkey brown, which was odd for somebody of Scottish descent. Today was no different than yesterday, or the day before. Around him, the spring insects buzzed the way they only buzz on really hot days. Bruce took his final Diet Pepsi from the cooler and opened it, enjoying the satisfying hiss of released carbonated air. Holding its cool surface to his forehead, he gazed down the road. About two hundred kilometres in that southerly direction was the big city. That’s where all the tourists came from—good or bad. On a day like this, all their windows would be rolled up, air conditioning going strong, and they’d be reluctant to pull over and exit the artificial environment of their cars into this sweltering atmosphere.

		The pavement of the highway shimmered in the unusual spring heat, waves rising from it and creating what appeared to be either wet spots or black ice on top. A mirage, he knew. He kept watching, especially the part where the road dropped about twenty-five feet into a bit of a valley and then rose again.

		“What the hell…”

		Rising suddenly from the little valley in the road was a vague figure. It was difficult to see properly, with the heat radiating off asphalt. What was surprising was that although Bruce had been watching, he hadn’t seen the figure coming. It was as if it had just appeared on this side of the little valley.

		Maybe, Bruce Scott thought, I’ve been sitting out here too long.

		As the figure drew closer, gradually emerging from the wavy lines, Bruce was able to make out more details. The figure was riding a large red motorcycle. An old one too, it appeared. And it was wearing black leather and a dark helmet with an equally dark visor. Now Bruce could hear the distinctive sound of the engine. As it approached him, it slowed down, and Bruce got a good look at what was moving north. It looked back.

		This wasn’t something you saw every day.

		“Nice bike,” Bruce Scott muttered to himself, but his voice was lost in the sound of the already departing vehicle.

		Elizabeth and Ann Kappele were twins. They lived with their parents in a small nesting of houses and businesses just outside the Otter Lake Reserve. Most people in the county called the smattering of homes Roadside. Barely seven years of age, Elizabeth and Ann were happy to be out of school and were enjoying the spring day. That consisted of throwing a big blue ball back and forth, singing “Ring of Fire” at the top of their lungs. Johnny Cash was practically the only music their father let in the house. Maybe some Randy Travis, the occasional Garth Brooks, but deep in his heart, Daniel Kappele felt there was no music like the old music.

		“Higher!” squealed Ann, caught up in the moment of ball frenzy.

		Elizabeth threw the blue ball high over Ann’s head, half by accident and half on purpose. Twins are like that. Ann turned and chased after the ball that bounced along the driveway and was rapidly rolling toward the highway and, across the road, the Setting Sun Motel. It was the Kappele family’s financially dubious business. Both Ann and Elizabeth had long ago been taught the dangers of living so close to a busy road, so Ann instinctively slowed to a walk and looked both ways as she prepared to cross the road in search of her ball. It had come to a rest halfway across the pavement, just past the parallel yellow lines.

		Darting out, Ann grabbed the ball and was about to turn back when she noticed something hazy in the distance. And she heard something too. A far-off buzz that grew into a deep growling coming from somewhere up the road. Puzzled, she watched for a few seconds, her eyes squinting in effort.

		“Ann, get off the road. You know what daddy says! You shouldn’t be standing there! Throw me the ball.” Elizabeth, even at her age, felt waiting was for people who had nothing more important to do. Frustrated and worried, she ran to Ann’s side and grabbed the ball roughly. “If you’re not gonna throw it, then I will!” she shouted.

		But then, she too saw what was coming. It was a motorcycle. Both had seen plenty in their day, their father had even owned one a few years ago, but this one seemed different. It had a different design to it, sounded different and had a rider who was definitely different in the way the helmet was designed, and the way the motor cyclist’s head cocked like a bird when the machine slowed to a stop a few feet from the girls. One black boot slid off the pedal and touched the ground, a bright blue handkerchief tied just above the knee.

		The Kappele twins could see themselves reflected in the dark visor with the odd markings on the side. For a moment, neither party moved, and then Elizabeth dropped the ball. It bounced once and rolled forward, coming to rest at the rider’s boot.

		Slowly, the rider reached down, picked it up and tossed it back to the girls. As the ball arced in the air, the rider suddenly gunned the throttle of the bike, making it roar loudly. Scared, the girls turned and ran, disappearing up the driveway, leaving little trails of dust and a bouncing blue ball in their wake.

		Just as quickly, the rider and the motorcycle were gone, leaving a trail of burning rubber and exhaust that drifted across the driveway of the Setting Sun Motel.

		The sign at the side of the road said, WELCOME TO OTTER LAKE: HOME OF THE ANISHNAWBE—PEOPLE OF THE LAND, and on top of it, to the left, sat a large black crow. The crow was not perched there as a political statement or social commentary, since it was a creature of the air. It too was just bored. The roadkill had been good this week and his tummy was full. So it sat there, watching the world go by…

		On any given day, dozens of cars would zoom past, along with a lot of trucks, several minivans and the occasional RV. The crow had seen them all. He wasn’t expecting anything much different today. Then, from around the bend, came a motorcycle. And a figure on top of it, his outfit as black as the crow himself. The vehicle slowed, and finally stopped directly in front of the sign. Though it was impossible to tell what was happening beneath the helmet, the rider seemed to be reading the sign. There was even a slight nod. The crow couldn’t help feeling there was something very different about this creature, especially when it finished reading the sign and looked up at him.

		The crow had seen lots of these two-legged creatures look at him, usually when he was ripping through their garbage, or cawing loudly early in the morning. But this time it was different. Even though the rider’s eyes were hidden, the crow could feel its piercing gaze. The rider lifted its helmet a few inches until only its mouth was visible. And from that mouth came a loud caw. Not a human imitating a crow, but what seemed to the crow an authentic crow caw. The crow had been around for a few years and knew the difference. Crows do communicate, in their own way, and “I’m back” is what the crow heard.

		The crow, having had enough of this weird business, decided to put a few treetops between himself and this creature. So it took to the air. Whoever or whatever it was that might be “back,” the crow didn’t want to stick around to watch.

		The rider returned the helmet to its shoulders, and watched the bird disappear over the deciduous forest next to the highway. Crows never had much intestinal fortitude, the rider thought. Must be all that roadkill they eat.

		The rider revved the engine and continued on the journey. Its destination was fast approaching.

		Across most of the world—except those urban centres where they are more reviled than rats—raccoons are known as cute and clever creatures. Less well known is the fact they possess long memories. Memories of a multi-generational length. The woods around Otter Lake held many raccoons. On that bright Saturday afternoon, at least a dozen or so were casually foraging along the side of the road. Most should have been sleeping in a hollow log or hole in the ground because they were nocturnal animals, but today was different. Something special was happening. Though it was hard to say how or why, it’s safe to say they were waiting, as they had been waiting for a very long time. And rumour had it, their waiting was soon to be over.

		Under most circumstances, the roar of a motorcycle would have startled them and made them scatter. But not this time. It was like they were expecting it, and its rider. One by one, they watched the figure on the motorcycle whiz pass. Their little fingers twitched, their eyes sparkled.

		It was him. And he was back.

		This was good. In this part of the country, revenge was furry and wore a bandit’s mask.

		They were affectionately called the Otter Lake Debating Society. They met practically every day on Judas James’s front porch. There, Judas James, Marty Yaahah, Gene Macdougal and Michael Mukwa held court, along with a case or two of beer, discussing the events of the day or week. Great philosophical issues were bandied about with enthusiasm. There were frequent associate members that occasionally joined in the discussions, but these four individuals were the core members of the society. They were a mainstay of the community, seldom moving from the porch, seldom without a beer in their hands, debating late into the night. All were well into their forties in both age and belt size. As the society members spent their days in debate, village cars would drive by, honking their encouragement of such cerebral endeavours.

		Today, the heated topic revolved around which of the Gilligan’s Island girls was the sexiest: Mary Ann or Ginger. They were almost coming to blows over this one. Judas and Marty were definitely Mary Ann fans. In their own lives both had married the “pretty girl next door,” while Michael Mukwa was waiting for a Movie Star to enter his life. Faith has often been described as belief without proof, and Michael had a lot of faith this would happen eventually. Gene, as usual, bucked the trend and voted for Mrs. Howell. The discussion moved into its fourth hour and second case of beer with little hope that a consensus would be achieved, and the debate expanded to include similar comparisons, like the blonde chick from I Dream of Jeannie versus the blonde chick from Bewitched: who was cuter and who was more powerful? Suddenly finger-pointing and yelling had to cease because of another noise.

		“Judas, I think your furnace is acting up again.” Gene’s comment prompted more argument, this time about the noise, until the source of the growing racket stopped in front of the headquarters of the Otter Lake Debating Society.

		The members stared at the figure on the motorcycle. The figure turned its head to look back at them. It was a stalemate.

		“Judas, do you know him? Her? Is that a guy or a girl?” said Gene under his breath.

		Judas just shook his head.

		Then, as if finished taking stock of the group, the figure on the machine moved on. Everybody on the veranda that day was pretty sure nobody in the village had a motorcycle, let alone one like that. And nobody dressed like this newcomer, for sure. And there was something else… something they couldn’t really put their finger on. The rider was new here, yet in a way they couldn’t explain, he also wasn’t. Maybe it had something to do with that odd design on his helmet. From where they were sitting, it almost looked like some sort of bird. It was all so… complex.

		The Otter Lake Debating Society, for the first time in a long time, was struck silent.
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