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“Runaway talk! Charlie hurriedly grabbed some dlothes from the cupboard beneath the top
of the night-toble he shared with another boy.
‘Ab‘m comin” foo,” he hissed... *

: CI'.mr!je was a quiet boy. This was not unusual. His silence was

interpreted by the priests and Catholic lay teachers as stoic reserve—a
quality inherited from his pagan ancestors. It was regarded in the same
way the religious viewed the children's tearless response to punishment:
a quaint combination of primitive courage and lack of emotion. All the
children were like this and so Charlie could not be otherwise.

Had the intuitive sense of the priesthood been sharper, they might

. have noticed the bitter look lurking in the shadows of the children's

bland faces. The priests were not deliberately insensitive. All of their
schooling had taught them that even the most heathen savage was born
in the image of their own sweet lord. Thus, they held to the firm con-
viction that the sons and daughters of the people they were convinced

were (God’s lowliest children were eternally good. Blinded by their own

teaching they could not possibly be called upon to detect ill in the warm
broad faces of their little charges.
Charlie did not do much schoolwork. He daydreamed. Much |

standing in the corner, repeated thrashings and the like had convinced _‘

him that staring out the window at the trees beyond the schoolyard wa#

not the way to escape the sterile monotony of school. While the window. .
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afforded him the hwrury of sighting a deer or watching the machinations
of 2 bluejay trying to win the heart of his lady-bird fair, the thrashing he
jmew could be counted on for committing the crime of daydreaming
was not worth the reward. So, like the other children, he would stare
hard at his work, the same practised look of bewilderment used by his
on his face, while his thoughts danced around the forest close to
. home—far away from the arithmetic sums he was sure had nothing to
do with him. . '
He learned to listen for the questions put to him by the brother
over the happy daydream. He was not expected to know the answer;
repeating the question sufficed. Knowing the question meant that, Tike

the others, he was slow to learn but very attentive. No punishment was .

meted out for thickheadedness.

“What is three multiplied by five, Charlie?” The brother’s brisk,
clipped English accent echoed hollowly in the silence.

 Charlie’s eyes fixed on the empty page. His thoughts followed the

manoeuvres of a snowshoe hare scampering ahead of himself and his
half-wild dog. The first snow had fallen. It was that time of year. The
question reached out to him over the shrieks of joy and the excited yelp-
ing of his dog, but it did not completely pluck him from the scene of his
snow-capped, wooded homeland. '
 "Three... times... five?” muttered Charlie, the sounds coming out
as though his voice were filled with air. A tense look from the brother. A
quizzically dull look on Charlie’s face. All the children stared harder at
their pages—blank from want of work. He was still staring at the teacher
but his mind was already following the rabbit. Did the brother’s
shoulders heave a sigh of disappointment?

“Thomas,” the boredom of the teacher’s voice thinly disguised.

“Fifteen,” clearly and with volume. Poor Thomas, he always
listened. ' '

The bell rang. ‘The class dutifully waited for dismissal. The brother
sighed. The sound of scholarly confidence carefully practised by all ped-
‘agogues left his voice at each bell. Exasperation permeated his dismissal
command. It was the only emotion he allowed himself to express.

As he stood by the doorway watching the bowed heads slink by, his
thoughts wandered about somewhat. Such i my lot, to teach a flock of
msiibskulls... Ab, bad I only finished and gotten a degree. Then, I could teach
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i & real school with eager studengs. Each day his thoughts read thus and
every time he laid out plans to return to university, but he never carried
them out. At home every night a waiting bottle of Seagram’ drowned
out his self-pity and steadied him for the morrow.

Charlie was bothered at meal times. The food was plain and
monotonously familiar; beef stew on Monday, chicken stew on Thes-
day—the days with their matching meal plan never varied, Unvarying
menus did not bother Charlie, though. Nor was it the plain taste of
domestic meat s opposed to the sharp taste of wild meat that bothered
him. He was bothered by something unidentifiable; tangible but in-
visible. He couldn’t figure it out and that, too, bothered him.

From the line-up, he carried his plate to the section of the eating
hall reserved for sixth grade boys. He looked up to watch the teenage
boys exchanging flirtatious glances with the young girls in a line oppo-
site them, In the segregated classes of the school, boys and girls weren’t
permitted to mingle with, talk to, or touch one another They sat in the
same eating hall, but ate on separate sides. Charlie bored quickly of

wamhiugﬂlefrusuﬂtﬂdﬂﬂ:ﬂrEﬂf?GuthsﬁhﬂggﬁngtﬂrEEEhmchﬂthﬁr :

through the invisible walls of rigid moral discipline-erected by the
priesthood. _

His eyes began wandering about the eating room of his own home,
The pot of stew was on the stove. It always had something warm and
satisfying to the taste in it. He scarcely acknowledged its existence
before he came to residential school. Now he saw it each day at meal
time. ;
At home no one served you or stopped you from ladling out some

was out of the question. He felt ashamed to ear.

A stiff-backed white man appeared in the room and the low mur-
muring of voices stopped,

"EAT EVER-Y-THING ON YOUR PLATE! he bellowed, click-
ing out the last ¢ on the word plate. His entrance never varied. He said

the same thing every day, careful to enunciate each word perfectly and
loudly, in the manner he was sure best befitted the station of principal of
a school. He marched up and down the aisles between tables in a precise
pattern that was designed to fmpress on the boys that he was, indeed,
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the principal of the school. Finished with the last aisle, he marched stiff-

legged out the door.

The boys were more than impressed. They were terrified. They
likened the stiff-legged walk to the walk of an angry wolf. They had
come to believe that whites were not quite human, so often did they
walk in this wolf-like way. They knew the man who had just pranced
about the eating hall to be the principal, not by the superiority of his
intellect as compared to the other instructors, but by virtue of his having
the stiffest walk and, hence, the fiercest temperament of the pack.

Night came and Charlie prepared for the best part of his incarcer-
ation. Between prayers and lights out, the children were left alone for
fifteen minutes. Quickly into pyjamas and to the window.

"The moon and the stars spread a thin blue light over the whitening
ground below. Crystal flake after crystal flake draped the earth in a frock
of glittering snow. As alwiys, a tightness arose in his small boy-chest. He
swallowed hard.

“LIGHTS OUT!”

Darkness swallowed the room and his litdle body leapt for the bunk
with a willingness that always amazed him. He did not sleep right away.

“Hay, Chimmy, you got your clothes on?”

. “Yeh."
A - “Ah-got the rope.”

“Keh." ' , :

Runaway talk! Charlie hurriedly grabbed some clothes from the
cuphoard beneath the top of the night-tablé he shared with another boy.

 “Ak’m comin’ too,” he hissed, struggling to snap up his jeans and
shirt.

“Hurry, we're not waitin’.”

He rushed breathless to the closet and grabbed a jacket. The older
boys had already tied the rope to the metal latticing that closed the win-
dow. Fach boy squeezed through the square created by one missing strip
of metal lattice, and, hanging on to the rope, swung out from the win-
dow, then dropped to the ground below.

Safe in the bosom of the forest, after a tense but joyous run across
the yard, the boys let go the cramped spirit that the priesthood so pains-
| takingly tried to destroy in them. They whooped, they hollered, bayed

at the moon, and romped about chucking snow in loose, small balls at
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each other.
" Jimmy cautioned them that that was enough. The faster they

moved the greater the head start. They had to get through the forest to
the railroad tracks by night cover.

The trek was uneventful. The older boys had run away before and

knew exactly where they were going and how to get there, Stars and a
full moon reflected against white snow provided them with enough light
to pick their way along. As time wore by, the excited walk became dull

plodding. They reached the tracks of the railroad sometime near day- .

light. All were serious now. They cast furtive glances up and down the
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rrack: The shelter of darkness was gone. Discovery became réal in the -
bright light of day. Surely the priest had sent the police in search of .

them by now.

The hoys trod light-footed and qﬁickl}- along the trackline, fear

spurring them on. A thin wisp of smoke curling upward from the creaks |

ing pines on their right brought the boys to a halt.
aT¢'s mah uncle’s house,” Jimmy purred with contentment. The

empty forest carries sound a long way in winter, so the boys spoke in | 5.

whispers. It never occurred to the other boys to ask Jimmy what his
ancle’s reaction to their visit would be. They assumed it would be the
same as their own folks' response. '

A short trek through the woods brought them to the cabin’s door.’
Uncle and aunt were already there to greet them. They were now used.
to the frequent runaway boys that always stopped for a day or two, then
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not knowing how to get home, trudged nine and some miles back to 1

school. The holiday, uncle mused to aunt, would do them no harm.
Besides which, they enjoyed the company of happy children. :

A good meal... a day’s play... nightfall... heavenly sleep in this. |

cahin full of the same sweet smells of his own cabin brought sentimental
dreams to Charlie.

Chatlie’s dreams followed the familiar lines of his home. In thé -3_ :

centre stood his mama quietly stirring the stew. Above her head, hang- -
ing from the rafters, were strips of dried meat. Hundreds of them, dan- -
gling in mute testimony to his father’s skill as hunter and provider. A lit-

e ways from the stove hung mama’s cooking tools. Shelving and boxes

made of wood housed such food stuffs as flour, sugar, oatmeal, salt and
the like. All here was hewn from the forest’s bounty by Charlie’s ageing -
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{ father. :

gﬁﬂd{'_‘.ﬁgﬂj‘ng and toddling about were his yoUnger brother and sister,

. gnaware of Chatlie’s world or his dream of them. Completing the pic-

. pore was his dad. He stood in the corner, o1 leg perched on a log StITMP
ased a5 akind]ingsp]iLchad 5 smoke in his hand.

No one but his wife knew how his thoughts ran. How he wondered

with a goawing tightness why it Was he had to send his little ones, one

Daily, he heard of young ones who had been t0 school and not
returned. More often, he would come across the boys who recently fin-
ished school, hanging about the centre of the village, unwilling and
poorly equipped to take care of themselves. Without hunting or trap-

i ls, the boys wasted awaY; living from hand-to-mouth, a burden
gnrﬂaeiragciﬂgpatems. One by one they drifted away, driven by the
Yt was not that they conld not learn to hunt or trap. But it takes

years of boyhood to grow accustomed to the Ways of the forest, to over-

muﬂﬁtlﬂndynndneumﬁ:: fear it can sometimes create in a man. A
- oy who suddenly becomes & man does not want to learn what he is

already supposed 10 know well, No man wants to admit his personal fear

of his home.

a Canada that hardly touched their wilderness village grew stronger. For
a while, family and city P od with equal strength, grippingﬂ:m?nuﬂzin
 listless state of paralysis. For some, the city won out and they drifted
away. Charlie’s father worried about the fate of his young ones.

His private agony Was his own lack of resistance. He sent his son 10
school. Tt was the law. A law that he neither anderstood nor agreed to,
buthnsmtthem.Hiswﬂiiﬂgness tn reduce his son to a nseless waster
grunned him. He confided none of his gelf-disgust to his wife. It made
hiﬂlsul'l}f,buthﬂsaiduﬂ ing. _

In his dream, Charlie did not know his ther’s thoughts. He saw
his father standing, leg-on-log, s he usually stood while he awaited
hreakfast, and he nwnkﬂ"mnteutﬂdi

Jimmy's uncle had given up wondering about the things that
plagued Charlie’s father, His children hdd grown TB and left, never to
Letnn. He did not even know +f there were grandchildren.
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He lived his life without reflection now. Jimmy was the eldest son

of his youngest brother, It was enough for his life’s labours that this boy -

called him grandfather out of respect for the man’s age.
“P'm going to check the short lines,” he said, biting into his ban-
nock and not looking at the boys. '
“Can we help?” The older boys looked at their plates, studiously
masking their anxdety. ,
_ “Sure” Staring at them carefully, he added, “but the small one
must stay.” The old man was unwilling to risk taking the coatless boy

“with him. s -

Chaclie followed them to the edge of the woods. He knew that no
amount of pleading would change the old man’ mind and crying wonld
only bring him shame. He watched them leave and determined to go
homie where his own grandfather would take him to check his short
lines. '
The old aunt tried to get him to stay. She promised him 2 fine
time. Tt was a wasted effort. He winted the comfort and dignity of his
own cabin, not 2 fine ime. '

Charlie kmew thawwhum&.lthadnutmkcnhimlungmmelthe
distance from the tracks near his home to the schoal. He had marked
the trail in the way that so many of his ancestors might have: a rocky
crag here, a distorted, lone pine there. He gave no thought to the fact
that the eight-hour trip had been made by rail and mot on foot.

The creaking pines, straining under the heavy snowfall of the night
before, bronght Charlie the peace of mind that school had denied him.
A snow-bird feeding through the snow curled Charlies an:mth into a
delighted smile. A rabbit scampered across the tracks and disappeared
into the forest. He had half a mind to chase it.

“Naw, better just go home.” His voice seemed to come from deep
within him, spreading itself out in a wide half-circle and meeting the
broad expanse of hill and wood only to be swallowed by nature’s huge
majesty somewhere beyond his eyes. The thinness of his voice against
the forest made him feel small.

"The day wore by tediously slow. Charlie began to worry. He had
not seen his first landmark.

“Am T going the right way?” What a terrible trick of fate to trek
mile after mile only to arrive back at schoal. The-taji'i'ar of it made him
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7 Around the bend, he recognized a bare stone chiff. Assured, he ran
-, Jitle. He coughed and slowed down again. He vired 2 little, He felt

.+ pepy. Hle touched his bare hands. Numb.

i «Frostbite,” he whispered.

P ‘In his rush to leave the dormitory he had grabbed his fall jacket.
" “The cold now pierced his chest. Breathing was difficult. Flis legs cried
" out for Test: Charlie fought the growing desire to sleep.

The biscuits aunt had given him were gﬂuf:._HuﬁgEr beset him. He
dged on, mﬂmﬂga%ﬂlaspraﬁ nfsxmlightﬂlatmstarcddishhuﬁ on

. the gnow-clad pines in final farewell to daylight.

2 Darkness folded itself over the jand ‘with a cruel swiftness. Tt fell

i upon the landscape, swallowing Charlie and the thread of track connect-

o mg";ivi]iz-aﬁﬂh to pature’s vastness, closing with maddening speed the

©last wisps of light from Charlie)s eyes. :

w o, Stars, uuah_r,rnn&,wokefmm ﬂ:lgirdre:amysleepﬁndﬁ]]zd the

L eavens. Charlie stumbled. He rose reluctantly. His legs wobbled for

ward a few more Steps, thmgaveintnhisdefmmd consciousness that .
sitrendered to the sparkling whiteness that surrounded him. He rolled
over and lay face up scanning the star-lit sky.

Logic forsook him; His heart beat slower. A smile nestled on his
full purple lips- He opened his eyes. His body betrayed him. He felt
farim again. Smiling he welcomed the Orion queen—nota star constel-
ation but the great Wendigo—dressed in midnight blue, her dress alive
with the glitter of 2 th d stars. Arms outstretched, he greeted the

hﬂ}rthatmmtmlift]ﬁsspi:ltanddnsehis eyes forever to sleep the

gentle sleep of white death. .

-
i

-.__.-ﬁ. .
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