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    Jo Fischer

    Objiwana and his people

    This novel is dedicated to all those who, despite every obstacle,

    continue to walk their path as best they can.

    May they be moved by the beauty of the world,

    carried by curiosity for the unknown, attuned to the Elements

    and to animals, and guided by the whispers of their ancestors.

  
    Chapter 1

  
    Arizona

    I belong to my homeland, Arizona, where the orange landscapes seem even vaster than the blue sky.

    Now, in the twilight of my life, I retrace in my mind the path the Spirits laid out for me. My journey has been dizzying, carrying me through canyon faults with steep descents and grueling climbs. I have been accompanied by the breath of contrary winds, as unruly as the dissonant songs of my ancestors. My people once knew how to speak with plants, animals, stars, and the dead. Then conquerors from distant lands severed us from our roots by silencing our gods. The waters of the rivers were reddened by the blood of the generations who came before me. The lakes still reflect the ghosts of past battles, the silent pain of the defeated.

    I grew up with a heart bristling with defenses as sharp as cactus thorns. I tried to make peace with myself. I conquered alcohol and made a great deal of money. But it took my entire life to reconcile with my past. Even now, I feel anger as intense as the blazing colors of the cliffs at sunset.

    I tried to love my wife the way she wished to be loved, to keep her by my side, but her lover remained faithful to her.

    I promised my children I would shield them from the harshness of the world. I tried to pass on the values of my people. But growing up between two cultures was difficult for them, and life did not spare them.

    I lived for a time in a hippie community that preached love and peace, yet I killed a man.

    I wanted to bring Native Americans and Americans together around a sacred waterfall, but I had to face resistance from both sides.

    Fortunately, the beauty of nature has helped me keep my vitality intact. The rushing of the rivers puts my thoughts in order. Gazing into crystal-clear pools calms them. The ochre chasms of the Grand Canyon keep me standing. I am always enchanted by a field of purple and white cactus flowers, or by the sight of a herd of wild mustangs. The sound of a waterfall, the flight of crows, the dive of a kingfisher—all of it straightens me. When my horse looks at me with eyes full of humanity, he reminds me that we belong to the same family. Galloping on his back through the forests of giant sequoias softens my sorrows.

    I have encountered many stones along my path. I have avoided some. I have stumbled over others. I have slipped often. I have fallen at times. I have stood back up. I have continued on my way as best I could.

    Yet at my birth, the Spirits had looked down on me.

  
    Chapter 2

  
    Abduction

    Reservation

    I was born in 1952 on an Indian reservation near the Grand Canyon in Arizona, on a night when the rising moon was unsettled by the howls of coyotes hunting across the plains.

    For a generation now, my people have been confined to this bounded territory: an arid, ravine-cut plateau with stunted vegetation. There are nearly two thousand of us, a fragmented people, descendants of various tribes forcibly gathered together at the beginning of the century. We share only one thing: genocide. We have only one instinct: survival.

    The battle we fought with bows and arrows against firearms was lost in the 18th century, and since then we have become “the Natives,” a term that sets us apart from the descendants of American settlers. We no longer carry pride; instead, we bear the shame of our dark skin, our slanted eyes, and our long jet-black hair.

    My father and mother belong to the first generation born on this reservation. They grew up here as best they could, with the reservation as their only horizon.

    My paternal ancestors came from the Green Waters clan of Mowapaï, a fertile and protective canyon near the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, difficult to reach because of its magnificent waterfalls.

    I am Objiwana, the Power of the Echo. My father said that my first cry, uttered on the family mat, silenced the birds across the reservation, just as tradition foretold. I was his first “papoose.” My parents chose the bald eagle as my totem animal, symbol of duality and of the ability to see and communicate with the Spirits. My skin is coppery like the red sandstone of the mountains, and my hair and eyes are black like the plumage of the condors that glide through the canyons.

    I grew up cherished by my family. My little sister Delhie was born two years after me. Our childhood on the reservation was relatively unspoiled. Fearing the loss of our traditions, our elders were determined to teach us their customs. By the age of ten, I knew how to grow and harvest corn for tortillas, cook them, and build a fire. I knew a few legends, songs, and ceremonial dances. My sister and I often accompanied our mother to the river to choose the best clay for making utensils. I learned to recognize edible plants and helped her gather them.

    I knew how to ride bareback and tame untamed mustangs. They were part of my daily life. They were half wild, but when they wandered off the reservation, I could easily find them by whistling a high-pitched tune.

    My father taught me how to make a fishing spear from wood, stone, and a strap, and how to use a bow by measuring the arrow’s trajectory under the tension of the drawn string. He could shoot an arrow thirty meters. Our hunting trips were moments of bonding that I treasured. Even at a young age, I understood the need to clear my mind so I could receive the signs from the natural world that reveal the presence of game.

    — A good hunter lets the currents rise within him, my father taught me. “He communicates with the soul of the animal he seeks, puts himself in its place, identifies with its surroundings, with the way it moves. He watches in silence and controls his breathing.”

    — Your steps must be light and silent. Don’t make sudden movements. Blend into the environment. Never hunt more than you need,he added.

    I listened with the utmost attention and did my best to follow his advice.

    *

    Saint Patrick’s Institute of Jesus

    It was an unusually mild early-autumn day, and as I was helping my father butcher a hare he had hunted the day before, the sound of bus and jeep engines made me turn my head. The dust rising from the access road to the reservation signaled the arrival of many visitors. I was surprised—visitors were rare in our community. My father’s worried look confirmed the threat.

    About twenty white men arrived on the reservation, all armed well enough to discourage any attempt at resistance. Their presence froze the community in place.

    The explanations they gave were brutal:

    — The law is the same for everyone. Your children must go to school. It’s mandatory. They’ll have two meals a day, clean clothes, a bed. They’ll learn to speak American. They’ll be educated in the Catholic religion.

    I didn’t speak English, but I understood the situation easily: despair was written in the adults’ eyes. I trusted my parents to protect me, but running away seemed like the wisest choice. I tried to slip toward the nearby groves, but my father’s sharp whistle stopped me cold. What? My father and the other adults weren’t doing anything to stop these white men? At my age, I didn’t understand the power of weapons. If we had taken up our fists, our arrows, our entire arsenal, it would have ended in disaster. Everyone knew the battle was lost before it began. The children’s departure was inevitable. The parents’ powerlessness was a fact. Our mothers fought harder to stop them, but their cries were quickly silenced by the religious authorities and social services.
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