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‘An extraordinary novel . . . written with great skill and passion . . . presents a wholly new view of the Great War . . . I was deeply impressed by it and would urge anyone who thinks they have read enough about 1914–1918 to think again . . . they won’t find anything better than this’


Susan Hill


‘Three Day Road is a devastatingly truthful work of fiction, and a masterful account of hell and healing. This is a grave, grand and passionate book’


Louise Erdrich


‘You will never forget these two young Cree snipers plunged in the horror of the First World War, where the enemy was so close that one could smell him. A beautifully written and haunting story of survival and innocence shattered, of friendship, death, redemption and love of the land. The three protagonists, Xavier, Elijah and Niska, will be in my heart for ever. Please, please don’t miss it’


Isabel Allende


‘Boyden tells his story with the starkness and simplicity that does justice to the raw worlds of bush and trench . . . An absorbing read . . . as the reader is drawn into the Cree network of spirits, voices and stories’


Adam Piette, Scotland on Sunday


‘Every now and then a book comes along that rescues from the mire and carnage a genuinely new perspective on the awful events of 1914–18. Focusing on the rarely told stories of indigenous people enlisted into the Canadian army, Joseph Boyden’s first novel, Three Day Road, is one such book’


Laurence Wareing, Glasgow Herald


‘There have been so many novels inspired by the First World War that to read one that is not just harrowing, but fresh, comes as a pleasant surprise . . . a real page-turner . . . poignant and convincing’


Sunday Telegraph


‘This novel of a Native American family in the slough of its fortunes alternately amazes and moves . . . perhaps the most startling success of this book is the way it combines a tale of racial and cultural displacement with a mystic saga’


Independent


‘A powerful tale of two young men numbed by the horrors and brutality of trench warfare. Boyden vividly portrays the chaos, fear, cowardice and courage of infantrymen . . . friendship is riven with resentment and war is stripped of glory in this remarkable, wrenching novel, the work of a gifted storyteller’


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘It’s gripping, wrenching, eye-opening, illuminating, stirring, moral (not moralistic) fiction, rooted in closely observed fact . . . Boyden, like Homer in the Iliad, is precise and unflinching in his descriptions of the ways in which soldiers fall in battle . . . This novel is a remarkable achievement, and a breathtaking debut’


Globe and Mail (Canada)


‘Three Day Road, his first novel, will stand beside Timothy Findley’s classic The Wars as a moving account of the Great War from a Canadian perspective, but Boyden has delivered something new . . . The cinematic battle scenes blaze with intensity and the riveting climax of the boys’ friendship feels brutal and inevitable. It satisfies even as it shocks . . . the writing is glorious and shines with real immediacy . . . Boyden is a remarkable storyteller. Three Day Road is an unforgettable and valuable depiction of the aboriginal Canadian experience in the First World War and at home’


National Post (Canada)


‘Full to the brim with life . . . quite satisfying and believable’


Quill & Quire (Canada)


‘Boyden provides a unique prism into the contribution that native Canadians lent to the war effort in the 20th century, refreshingly devoid of the usual clichés of designated victimhood. A first rate read’


Jerry Todd-Jenkins, Canadian Post







Joseph Boyden is a Canadian with Irish, Scottish and Métis roots. His first novel, Three Day Road, has been published in ten languages. It was shortlisted for the Governer General’s Award for Fiction. He divides his time between Northern Ontario and Louisiana, where he teaches writing at the University of New Orleans.
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We walk through the snow, follow our trail out to the traplines by the willows. I lead, sleepy. Bitter air. Sharp in the lungs. Elijah walks in my tracks. The sun is coming.


I break through the crust with each step. Too cold last night. Elijah tries to be quiet, but his feet sound heavy.


Elijah and me, we are the same age. We have lived twelve winters.


The trees moan and crack. The sound is like dying.


‘Do you think we have snared anything?’ Elijah asks.


I stop, look back at him. ‘Stay quiet.’


Tracks everywhere around us here. Footprints in the snow. Shallow prints. Scoops of shadow in the white.


Up ahead, the dark line of it hangs in the air. My heart beats faster.


‘Have we caught something, Xavier?’


A marten has sprung our willow trap. It dangles above the snow as if floating. Up close I see the rawhide noose around its neck. Its fur is thick. Auntie will be proud.


Elijah pushes past me, reaches for the marten, grasps the long body in his mittens. He turns to me and smiles. The marten begins to twist and snarl. Elijah lets go, shocked. We did not realize it is still alive.


We stand back and stare as the marten struggles in the air. The black eyes focus on me. It does not want to die.


‘What do we do, Xavier?’


‘You must club it.’


Elijah finds a stick and approaches the animal. He looks back at me.


‘Do it.’


He hesitates, then swings the stick. The animal screams out. The sound frightens me.


‘Harder!’


Elijah swings again, and again the marten squeals. My stomach feels sick. I pick up a heavier piece of wood, step up, and give it a sharp blow to its head. The hide noose snaps and the marten drops to the ground. It doesn’t move. I club its head once more.


Elijah stares at me.


‘We had to do it,’ I say.


‘We had to,’ he repeats. ‘Our first night out alone and we have already taken an animal. Your Auntie will be impressed.’


I nod and smile.


I untie the noose from the marten’s neck, take out my knife and begin to skin it. I make sure to be careful, to not damage the fur, to keep the body intact. I want Auntie to see that I do not waste.


Elijah watches. His eyes miss nothing. He takes off one mitten and bends down to touch the marten’s naked body. ‘We are great hunters, aren’t we, Xavier?’


‘Yes, Elijah,’ I say.


‘We are great hunters and best friends, yes?’


‘Yes,’ I say.







EKIIWANIWAHK
Returning



FOR MANY DAYS I’ve hidden in the bush by the town, coming out when I hear the call, watching carefully for him. This is an ugly town, far bigger than Moose Factory, even. This is a town I have not been to before, a place to which I will never return. More wemistikoshiw than I want to see walk the dusty streets in their funny clothes, dressed as if for colder weather, though the sun above us is high and full of summer heat.


I hide well during the day, but when the sound of it reaches my ears I have no choice but to come out and walk among them. They stare and point and talk about me as if they’ve not seen one of me before. I must look a thin and wild old woman to them, an Indian animal straight out of the bush. Soon I will have only enough food left to get us home, and so I’ve taken to setting snares around my camp. The rabbits, though, seem as afraid of this place as I am.


Where it comes to rest is just a wooden platform with a small shelter to hide in when the weather turns. The road that leads up to it is covered in dust. Automobiles, just like the one Old Man Ferguson back in Moose Factory drives, rush there at the same time every other day. I have watched them pour what smells like lantern oil onto the road, but still the dust floats up so that it coats the inside of my nose and bothers my eyes. At least I can hide a little in the dust, and not so many of them can see me.


The place where I go is covered in soot so that I feel the need to bathe each day that I return from there without him. I have stopped sleeping at night, worried that the words were wrong, that he will never come, that I will die here waiting.


Again today I hear the call. Again today I wait for the others to get there before me, before I step among them.


The old ones call it the iron toboggan. As I watch this thing approach, whistle blowing and smoke pouring from the chimney in the summer heat, I see nothing of the toboggan in it. More frightening than the crowd of people around me is the one bright eye shining in the sunlight and the iron nose that sniffs the track.


Too many people. I’ve never been around so many wemistikoshiw at one time. They walk and jostle and talk and shout to one another. I look out at the spruce across the tracks. Blackened by soot, they bend in defeat.


I stand back in the shadow of the shelter and watch as the people in front of me tense, then move closer to the track as it approaches, not further away as I would have expected. The women in the crowd look nothing like me, wear long dresses made of too much material and big hats. They hold bowed cloth shields above their heads. The men are dressed in black and brown and grey suits, and the shoes upon their feet are shiny, so shiny that I wonder what kind of animal the leather has come from. All of the men wear hats, too. All these people wearing hats in summer. I do not understand much of the wemistikoshiw.


It whistles like a giant eagle screaming, so close now that I must cover my ears.


I have paddled by myself against the big river’s current for many days to get here. No mind. My one living relation died in a faraway place, and I am here to greet his friend Elijah. Elijah Whiskeyjack is as close to a relation as I still have, and I will paddle him home.


Joseph Netmaker brought the letter out to me. Winter had just started to settle itself into the country. Joseph walked on snowshoes from the town. ‘This is for you, Niska,’ he said. ‘It is from the Canadian boss, their hookimaw.’


As soon as I saw the brown letter, the English words written upon it, I knew what it contained. I sat down beside the fire and stirred at it with a stick while Joseph read, first out loud and in his stumbling English, then for me in our language.


“Serial No. 6711. Deeply regret to inform you, Private First Class Xavier Bird, infantry, officially reported died of wounds in the field, November 3, 1918. Director of Records.”


I waited for more, but that was all. When Joseph left, I was alone.


Many moons later, when the winter ice was leaving and travel was difficult, Joseph came back with another letter. He explained that it was in reference to Elijah, and that Old Man Ferguson had given it to him to give to me since I was the closest thing to a relation that Elijah had.


The letter said that Elijah had been wounded, that he had only one leg now, that he had tried to rescue another soldier, was given a medal for bravery. It said that although weak, he had healed enough to travel and was expected to arrive in the same town from which he and Xavier had left so long ago.


I had Joseph explain to me how the wemistikoshiw calendar worked, what month I was to be there, and I made careful preparations to journey by canoe to that town where Elijah would arrive. I left early in the summer and paddled up the river. It was difficult. I am older now, but I travelled light. Joseph had asked to come along, but I told him no.


I went alone.


I watch the beast pull up and give one last great sigh, as if it is very tired from the long journey, smoke pouring from its sides. People wave from the windows and people on the ground wave back, just as I have watched them do for days. Then men and women and children who have arrived start stepping down into the arms of others. I see a few soldiers and search among them for Elijah’s face with his sly grin. The crowd begins to thin, and once again I do not see an Indian soldier with one leg.


I am turning to leave when I see through one of the windows the silhouette of a man inside. He walks slowly along the aisle, on crutches, in a uniform, a small bag slung over his shoulder. I step away from the shadow of the wall.


He wears a hat, just like the wemistikoshiw do, but this one is of their army and I cannot see his face for his looking down as he slowly makes his way down the steps on his crutches. He is an old man, I think. So skinny. This cannot be the Elijah I know. One leg of his pants is pinned up and hangs down a little way, empty.


When he is off the steps I begin to back away, thinking it is not him. He looks up and I see his face, thin and pale, high cheekbones, and ears sticking out from beneath his hat. I stumble a little, the blood rushing away from my head. The ghost of my nephew Xavier looks at me.


He sees me at the same moment, and I watch as his eyes take a long time to register what they see, but when they do he begins to rock back and forth on his crutches. He falls to the ground. I rush up to him, kneel beside him, grab his warm hands. He is no ghost. I hold him to me. His heart beats weakly. I am struck suddenly that he is very ill.


‘Nephew,’ I whisper. ‘You are home. You are home.’


I hug him, and when he opens his eyes, I look into them. They are glassy. Even in the shadows of the station his pupils are pinpricks.


‘I was told you were dead, Auntie,’ he whispers.


‘And I was told you were, too,’ I say.


We sit on the ground for a while, both of us too weak for the moment to get up. We are crying, looking at one another. A small group of wemistikoshiw gathers and stares at us. I help Nephew up so that we can get away, get to the river where he can drink water and I can better protect him.


We do not stay in the town long. It makes me too nervous. Automobiles, they are everywhere. We must cross the dusty road that they travel upon before we can get to the river where I keep my canoe. Nephew walks slowly on his crutches, his eyes cast down. People stare at us, at him. There was a time before he left that he would have stared back, he and Elijah both, not intimidated by them.


What of Elijah? If they made a mistake about Nephew’s death, maybe they made one about Elijah. I want to ask, but will wait until he is ready to speak.


We try to cross the road but an automobile honks like a goose and swerves around. I watch carefully and must wait a long time until I can judge that we can cross safely.


I lead Nephew down to the riverbank. I have left the canoe a good walk down the rocky shore. I tell him that it is best for him to wait while I go ahead and get it. He doesn’t respond, just sits heavily on the bank. Quickly as I can, I make my way. I am silly to worry about leaving him alone for a few minutes. In the last years he has experienced more danger than anyone should experience in a hundred lives. But I worry anyway.


As I approach him in my canoe, I can see that he has his jacket off and is holding his thin arm in one hand. I get closer and see that he has stuck something into his arm, something he pulls out just as he looks up and sees me. His body has gone relaxed and his eyes look guilty for a moment, but as I get to where he is they are like the dark river in the sun.


I feel better once he is in the canoe and we are paddling away from the town. It smells the same as Moose Factory, the scent of burning wood not quite masking another decaying smell below it. He paddles for a while, but he is listless.


I tell Xavier to lie back on his pack and rest, that we are heading north and I have the current with me for once and it is easy going. He does not seem to hear me. I touch my paddle tip to his shoulder. He turns. I say it again and he watches my mouth intently. He lies back without speaking, and I paddle us back into the bush, looking every once in a while at his thin face in the sunlight, this face that has grown old too quickly. He sleeps, but his sleep is not restful. He twitches and his hands shake. He calls out and this wakes him up. He sits and dips his hand in the river, runs it across his face. His shirt is soaked through with sweat. He is very sick. Some fever is burning him up from the inside. I push down the river in silence.


I take my time, find it pleasant not to have to work constantly, not to fight the current. Only a couple of days ago I battled with every stroke until my arms were dead things and my lower back felt broken. Now paddling home I have the luxury of the current that runs north with me to the Great Salt Bay, to the place the ones who took my nephew call Hudson Bay. It cost me a week of hard work to make my way up the river, but with the wind and weather in my favour, the river is a three-day paddle home. I have many questions for Xavier, and I am like a child inside, waiting to ask them. But I am patient. I am good at waiting.


We do not get far before the sun lets me know that it is time to prepare a camp. I want to go easy with him anyway. No rush. It is summer.


The insects are heaviest just before and during dusk, and so I look for an island in the river that will afford us some relief from them. Ahead, a good one appears with a sandy beach and dead wood scattered about for a fire.


We beach the canoe and I busy myself collecting wood. Nephew tries to help but his crutches sink into the soft sand and he grows frustrated. I want to cry, watching him from the corner of my eye as he bends and tries to pick up wood and then finally sits and pulls rocks to him slowly, making a fire circle.


I cut long saplings with my axe and drag them to him, tie them together at one end and construct the frame for a small teepee. I pull a length of canvas from the canoe and tie it to the frame. The sky right now looks like it will give a starry night, but the wind tells me something different. We are not so far away from the bay that a storm can’t rush up on us. Once I have dragged our few belongings into the teepee, I pull food from a pack and lay it out. Nephew has gotten a nice fire started.


On one rock I place salted fish, on another some moose-meat and on a third, blueberries picked fresh from the bush. I take a stick and sharpen its end. Nephew stares at the river. I lace a length of meat onto the stick and heat it by the flame. He turns his head in recognition when it begins to warm and its scent comes up.


‘I have not smelled that in a long time,’ he says, smiling shyly. These are the first words he has said since the town.


I give him some food, but he doesn’t eat. His skin is the colour of cedar ash in the setting sun.


That night I crawl into the teepee, tell him to sleep when he is ready. He stares at the fire.


Hours later, I awake to a light rain tapping on the canvas. I open my eyes and listen to it. The fire smoke in the rain is a pleasant scent. I realize I lie here alone. Even with the weather, Nephew has not come in. I peer outside. The fire sizzles and pops, and my fear returns when I see he doesn’t sit beside it.


There is no sleep the remainder of the night. I toss in my blanket. My body hums with Nephew’s pain and with the realization that he has come home only to die.





TAKOSHININAANIWAN
Arrival



RAIN PATTERS ON THE SAND all around me tonight, slowly soaks through the wool of this uniform I still wear, the animal scent of it pulling me back to the battlefields. I do not ever want to go there again. Auntie rests in her little teepee, but me, I can’t. When I do, the dead friends I don’t want to see come to visit. They accuse me of acts I did not perform. Of some that I did. We all acted over there in ways it is best not to speak of. Especially Elijah. He is the truly skilled one. But at one time I was the better marksman. No one remembers that. Elijah, he is the blessed one.


Where is he? We spent the whole war together only to lose each other in the last days. A shell landed too close to me. It threw me into the air so that suddenly I was a bird. When I came down I no longer had my left leg. I’ve always known men aren’t meant to fly.


They gave me medicine for the pain, and I learned how to fly in a new way. The cost this time is that I can no longer live without the medicine, and in a few days there will be none left. Their morphine eats men. It has fed on me for the last months, and when it is all gone I will be the one to starve to death. I will not be able to live without it.


This is all too much to figure out. Elijah is missing. Auntie is not dead after all. I received a letter in France one year ago saying that she was gone. Nothing in the world makes any sense any more. I lie back on the sand and let the rain tickle my face. The campfire hisses. I should sit closer by it, but the light hurts my eyes.


I watch my body shiver in the cold rain. The morphine is very good, though, a warm blanket that wraps about me like a moose robe. I will lie here and listen to the hollow breathing in my chest, wait for dawn to come, and I will fight the sleep that pulls at me. I do not want to sleep and be taken back.


I stare up at the rain that falls down, flickers of lightning cutting through it every few minutes. My body floats above itself. Oh, this medicine is good. I hear my breathing, how the air floods in slowly then recedes from me like waves on a beach. I listen to myself breathe, and I close my eyes. After a time I can hear others breathing heavy all around me. I want to tell them to go quiet. Lightning, another flare, pops up out of the darkness and throws a white light on us and on the ditch we lie in, our uniforms soaking up the cold water. Elijah is not near. So long has Elijah been around that he is like a part of my own body.


Where is he?


The big guns echo. They shake me.


I crawl with the others up to broken buildings on the edge of the town. Me, I’m so tired I’d rather sleep here on my belly away from the buildings that attract all their shells. The darkness makes me feel safe.


Tomorrow we will go into the trenches. But tonight we’re told to go to that town. We have no choice. The crack crack crack of rifles keeps us in the ditch and the flares go up and nobody knows who’s firing into the night. The rifle fire sounds maybe fifty yards away, to the left and front.


‘Are those our fucking signal flares?’ Sergeant McCaan hisses. ‘Can somebody tell me? Are they?’


The one called Fat whimpers like a dog. The others around me breathe too loud. A good hunter will hear us. Another crack of rifle fire. Puffs of dirt spray on my head.


‘Ross rifles,’ I whisper over to McCaan, and he looks at me, swearing more, the words louder and angrier. It’s our own rifles firing at us.


Suddenly McCaan crouches and begins screaming at the top of his lungs, ‘Quit firing on your own, you bastards!’ and I reach up and pull him down as rounds buzz by his head.


We hear a voice in the distance shouting back, and the rifles stop their noise and the voice becomes clear, shouting out to stop all firing.


We make our way up, ready to jump back down, holding our arms in the air and climbing out of the ditch. McCaan’s face glows red in the Very lights falling near us. I’m glad I’m not the one who will face his anger. Elijah walks beside me. He’s laughing at all this. I don’t find it funny.


It is another Canadian company holding the edge of this town, just over from England, too, and as they hand out cigarettes they explain that at this place there seems to be no clear front and that Fritz is all around. McCaan has marched up to their officer and I can tell that he wants to beat the man, but he’s a lieutenant and so McCaan must hold all his frustration in. We’re given directions to a place we can sleep, and as I march away with the others into the night I wonder what kind of sign this is that the first time I am under fire it comes from my own side.


We are sent to an old farmhouse billet, and upstairs through the glass-less window is a good view of the horizon where the drumbeat of artillery keeps constant and the horizon glows like a wood stove with the door open. The beds in here are long gone and most of the walls are torn down. We lie on straw, so many of us squeezed in shoulder-to-shoulder that I worry the floor can’t hold our weight and we’ll be sent crashing down to the ground below. The lice crawl over me so that I can’t fall asleep for the itching. Sitting up, I search for them in the seams of my uniform, picking them out and cracking them with nails that have grown long for the purpose.


I’d much rather be outside on the cool grass, me, but the officers won’t allow it. We’ve been over here in this place that some call Flanders and others call Belgium for three weeks now. I felt stupid and small when Elijah had to explain that Belgium is a country, like Canada, and Flanders is just one small part of it, like Mushkegowuk. I’m still uncomfortable with the language of the wemistikoshiw. It is spoken through the nose and hurts my mouth to try and mimic the silly sound of it. I opt to stay quiet most of the time, listening carefully to decipher the words, always listening for the joke or insult made against me. These others think that I’m something less than them, but just give me the chance to show them what I’m made of when it is time to kill.


This is the closest we’ve come to the front. It’s close enough that I can smell the burn of the cordite, and the guns are louder than I thought anything could be, even thunder or waterfalls. The urge to admit that I want to be home and not in this ugly place hovers close, but I must push the thought away.


For a time this was almost what I pictured it to be from all the stories the others told. Green fields and pretty girls waving to us from windows and doors in the towns we marched through. Then we were shipped further north on old trains and walked through towns smashed to pieces as if by giant children. I saw my first dead body in one of these places, not the body of a soldier but of a small boy, naked and bloated in the sun, a great chunk of his head gone. The child confused me. What did he have to do with any of this? Where was his mother?


I’m confused by many things, by all of this movement, by the loss of my sense of direction here. The rain began soon after I saw the boy, is continuous now so that it has become a part of my world.


Every day we practise drills in it. Bayonet drill, grenade drill, shooting drill, marching drill. My skin is always wet so that I feel like a frog or a fish. All this rain makes keeping my rifle clean and working difficult.


Rain. We lie in the farmhouse, scratching, and I listen to rain and to Sean Patrick and Grey Eyes talking quietly to one another.


‘My girl back home wanted to marry me,’ Sean Patrick says. He is the youngest of our section and is from a place in Ontario not so far away from where I live. I wonder how they let him into this army. He looks like a gangly moose yearling not yet weaned from his mother. All knees, bigger ears than mine.


Sean Patrick keeps talking. He loves to talk. ‘That’s the only way I was going to get to see her naked. But I told her that I didn’t want my wife being a war bride. “You’re too good for that,” I says. “I’d just as soon wait till I get back to marry you.” ’ He scratches at the collar of his unbuttoned tunic. ‘We all know this war isn’t going to last long anyway.’ I see Sean Patrick turn to Grey Eyes when he says this. Sean Patrick needs others to tell him he’s right. ‘Truth is, I didn’t agree to it because I was mad at her that she wouldn’t do it with me. I’m only just turned seventeen, and that’s too young to marry.’


Grey Eyes laughs quietly in the dark.


‘You really an American?’ Sean Patrick asks.


‘From Detroit,’ Grey Eyes answers. ‘I got me a girl back home, too. Her name’s Maggie, and she’s a real looker.’


‘Oh yeah?’ Sean Patrick says.


‘Red hair, a figure like Aphrodite. I promised her I’d marry her, too, once I get home.’


I was there when Grey Eyes told Elijah his girl’s name was Janice and that she had hair as golden as a wheat field. I’m not sure about this one, the one who’s befriended Elijah.


I fall asleep to their voices and to the sound of the guns pounding back and forth in the distance, thinking about Sean Patrick, who’s not seventeen winters but fifteen. And that one, Grey Eyes. Him, he’s a liar.


The next day, we stand in front of the farmhouse at attention all morning. I don’t know why they make us do this. Late April clouds gather in the distance. Elijah stands next to me, moving his feet about so that Sergeant McCaan shouts at him to be still. I can see that McCaan doesn’t want to shout at him, doesn’t want us standing here at all. The one who tells McCaan what to do is named Lieutenant Breech. The enlisted men call him Bastard Breech. He stands in the shade and watches us all morning. He carries an ash stick with a bullet tip and whips it against his leg when he wants McCaan’s attention.


The clouds continue to gather and still we are told to stand there as the rain comes from the sky and soaks all of us until we shiver. The men begin to talk when the downpour is thick enough that Breech heads inside.


‘We are to go into the front lines today,’ one near me says.


‘’Bout time,’ Sean Patrick answers.


McCaan tells him to hush.


Elijah leans toward me. ‘Now we get to hunt,’ he says.


I don’t respond, am too worried that Breech might be watching.


The rain falls harder and soon I can’t tell the guns from the thunder. The men shift and moan. Our packs weigh more than half our weight. The men around me are like the horses I’ve seen here, skittish. I hear someone behind me talk about officers taking our own soldiers behind the lines and shooting them for the slightest disobedience. Another says that the Canadians just took a beating at a place called Saint-Eloi and now our battalion’s to go in as reinforcement. The rumours continue until they become the truth. We will go into the front lines today.


And then the rain stops. The sun comes out, and so does Breech. We sag under our packs. The one called Fat whines. They call him Fat because he really is. Fat as a beluga. I stand and suffer and watch the steam rise up from us as if we are all on fire, smouldering slowly under the weight of Breech’s stare.


I am hungry but we are forced to stand here. The time to eat our day meal passes. It is only after that that Breech gives McCaan the order. We are to begin marching. A great cheer comes up from the men, and it all suddenly makes sense to me. The ones who order us are as crafty as wolves. To have men cheer as they march off to the front is not an easy accomplishment. This army orders itself very carefully, I see. I think about this as we march along a crooked road filled by mud and puddles, the sounds of the guns getting closer with each step.


As the others break into a song, the sun settles down behind us so that we walk upon our own shadows. They sing a song I don’t know and even McCaan sings out in his thick and raspy voice. From what I can tell it’s about a girl and her smell and not a lot of it makes sense. Me, I won’t sing their songs. I have my own songs.


I try to remember one of my own but the English words all around stop it from coming, so I hum instead and soon I notice that someone else is humming, too, but it is out of tune and grows louder and louder until the hum is a scream and, with no other warning, thunder and a wave of heat coughs me up from the earth, the river and the exploding trees flashing through my head. And then I’m landing hard on the ground shoulder first and it’s raining rock and softer globs of red dirt that it takes me a moment to realize are the flesh and guts of men. In the muffled sound that can get through to my ears that feel full of cotton I hear horses screaming and men shouting and another shell lands, this time in front of me, and men are crawling and scratching at the mud trying to get to the side of the road and past it, anywhere that might offer shelter from the splinters of flying metal. I want to crawl too but can’t move, and I feel the tug of hands at my shoulders and I’m being dragged through the mud and pushed under an overturned wagon, and Elijah’s face looks down at me, asking in Cree, ‘Are you all right?’ I nod and Elijah’s eyes are full of sunlight like he’s smiling. He crawls back out and returns a little while later with Grey Eyes and Sean Patrick and we all huddle under the wagon and listen as the shells creep a little farther away with each boom and shudder, like they are live beasts sniffing and pounding the dirt in search of men’s flesh to rip apart.


Once the shelling has gone quiet, we make our way out and survey the damage. I’m surprised to see that very little looks different than it did before. There is the same mud and puddles and torn-up wagons and piles of bricks. The only real difference is the bitter smell of cordite and the sweeter smell of blood that is as rich in the air as if we’d just butchered a large moose. We do what we can to help the wounded, and it is not long before stretcher-bearers appear to cart off the dead, and the living who can no longer walk.


After dark an officer appears and tells McCaan to move the platoon farther to the west along a narrow winding dirt track. I can tell McCaan doesn’t like the order. Lieutenant Breech is off to a briefing and has left McCaan in charge with the order to get the platoon to someplace in the darkness. Breech and some others will be there waiting. McCaan’s too smart to complain to the officer but his stiff body says how he feels as he listens to the little man with the moustache wave his thin cane toward where the last light fell, squeaking in a high voice what sound like complicated directions. ‘Tonight then, sir?’ is all I hear McCaan say, and Elijah and me, we give each other knowing looks. A long march still ahead. This Belgium is far more confusing than I ever imagined. Nobody seems to know where to find this Saint-Eloi.


‘How many miles from the front line do you think we are?’ Elijah asks in Cree.


‘Maybe three or four still,’ I say. ‘Hard to tell. I don’t understand yet the sound of the big guns.’


One time when we were little more than boys, we were out following moose tracks in the deep snow and got lost from one another. When dark was close and I was beginning to worry that I’d be out alone in the cold all night, I aimed my rifle at a tree two hundred yards in the distance toward where I could best figure Elijah had headed. I fired it and listened carefully for a couple of minutes until the thin pop of a rifle answering far away came back. In this way we located one another and at the same time learned the sound of the rifle and how to track it through distance and time. To simply aim a rifle in the air when lost in the bush will not help. The sound travels up and around and seems to come from everywhere. Focus on the sound. I listen carefully now for the sounds of the big and little guns. I try to learn them.


McCaan grumbles to himself and then, after the little officer has disappeared, shouts out for us to shoulder our packs. ‘Tiny fucker wants us to march into dangerous land after dark knowing full well we have no goddamn idea where we are. Like fucking virgins into the mouth of a lion!’ I like it when McCaan swears. His voice almost sounds like it is singing.


Night swallows us. The flash of big guns comes from what seems to be all sides. We are lost. The road we’ve been sent on has become smaller and smaller until now it is nothing more than a dirt path cutting through little ponds of stinking water. We follow the man in front and try not to lose him. To lose the one in front means to be lost in this swamp that we walk through, water and the sound of night animals feeding on all sides, thick mud sucking at boots, threatening to pull them from the soldiers’ feet with each step. I wonder if my moccasins in my pack would be a better choice right now. This mud is not all that different from the mud of the Moose River.


Tonight’s the kind of night to just sit under and wait for it to end. But we can’t do that with enemy patrols that might be anywhere near. For all I know the platoon has slipped behind the enemy and is in his country. When I think this I feel a little ball of panic in my stomach, and the sound of wings of large birds in the swamp rustling and pecking and feeding is suddenly the sound of the green-skinned Hun sliding through the mud on their bellies, slipping closer, scratching their way, the points of their helmets ready to impale me in the back.


‘We’re lost,’ I whisper in Cree to Elijah.


Elijah doesn’t answer. Black wings suddenly beat up all around us, the tips touching my head, and Fat screams out, ‘I fell. Help me!’ Men scramble and they follow his voice and with a tremendous tug he is freed from the sucking water beside the little track that we perch on. In Fat’s hand he holds a human arm, I can see in the faint light, and when Fat realizes what he has pulled from the mud below him he begins to scream, until McCaan walks over and the sound of a loud slap rings out in the thick fog and stink of the night.


McCaan whispers out to all of us to regain our wits, that this is our first true test as soldiers and that for all we know we may be in enemy territory and that from this moment on our lives hang in the balance. ‘You are acting like rabbits,’ he says. ‘It is time to act like wolves,’ and these are the perfect words. I can almost hear the backs of the men around me stiffen and the hairs on their necks bristle and it is exactly this, to be the hunter and not the hunted, that will keep me alive. This law is the same law as in the bush. Turn fear and panic into the sharp blade of survival.


We tread along more slowly now, listening to the noise around us, watching for the flash of big guns in the distance, trying to judge who and how far away they are. My eyes have adjusted to what little light there is. The horizon glows like there will soon be a sun but as best I can tell, the glow is in the north. Fat’s breathing is the only sound that echoes when we stop and listen. Like a horse’s breathing, I think, lungs as big as a horse’s, but a horse with a cold. He coughs and sputters and whines till McCaan tells him to shut his bloody trap.


When we are very still, the sound of clinking metal and maybe voices travels through the thickness of the fog that has crawled to chest level all around. The fog is so thick that when we drop down we disappear completely as if into water. McCaan whispers something and the whisper travels from man to man until it reaches us. He wants Elijah and me to come to him. We crawl over and he says, ‘Leave your packs here, boys. I want you to advance slow and silent like I know you can and figure out for me whether that is friend or foe over that little ridge.’


We nod and slip our packs from our shoulders and I see Elijah slips his coat off too, so I do as well. I pick up my rifle and check the action and snap off the safety with my thumb. Elijah slips into the fog and I follow quick so as not to lose him. I listen for Elijah’s quiet step and dip blindly into the fog, surfacing every little while by standing straight up to get my bearings before slipping back down again. I count off two hundred paces and I’ve lost Elijah, but know that he will be cutting to the left and will expect me to go a little to the right, just like we do when tracking moose. The ridge is a hump in the distance, only maybe one hundred and fifty paces ahead. Suddenly I hear the low warbling whistle of Elijah and answer it with my own. We both advance slow. I wish now I was wearing my moccasins and not these heavy boots.


Near the base of the ridge I pause and listen again. It is not a ridge at all but the lip of a large shell crater. Laughter is clear now and so is the clinking of metal cups. I see the dim flicker of a small fire. Whoever it is thinks he cannot be seen or heard in the fog and in the hole, but he is very wrong.


A voice rises up. The voice isn’t English. I lie closer to the ground and strain my ears. If they have a sentry, he might be coming this way or might have his rifle pointed at me right now. I roll into the thicker fog and head left toward where I know Elijah will be. ‘It is not English they are speaking,’ I whisper in Cree when we are side by side and have retreated a safe distance into the fog.


Elijah nods. ‘I think it is the Belgian tongue,’ he answers. ‘What colour are the Belgian uniforms?’


‘I saw one yesterday on a dead soldier that was lighter than the French’s,’ I answer.


‘We’ll have to go up the ridge and see.’


We crawl back into the mist and when we reach the lip I signal for Elijah to go first while I cover. Elijah crawls up and peers over the edge, then signals for me to follow. I crawl to Elijah and peer down to where four men sit around a small fire with cups in their hands, as if they are a thousand miles from battle. Two have long moustaches that droop over their mouths. One is old and another looks no older than twelve winters. They wear a dark grey uniform, and round helmets with a ridge along the top sit by their feet.


Elijah suddenly stands up and walks down to them, rifle at his side but still ready to fire if need be.


‘Hello!’ he says loudly when he is in their midst. The men jump and two of them fall off their seats. ‘I am Canadian! Hello!’ The men, once they’ve gotten over the shock, relax a little. Strange guttural words pour out of the mouth of one. Elijah just nods and smiles and repeats, ‘Yes! Yes! I do not understand! I am Cree Canadian!’


I stand up and click the safety back on my rifle and join Elijah. Once again the men in the crater look startled and I just nod and smile and take an offered cup. The cup’s half full with wine and it tastes bitter in my mouth but I like the warmth and listen as Elijah asks them, ‘Where are the Canadians?’ Two of the soldiers point and respond in English worse than mine that they are to the west of here, very close.


Elijah tells me as we make our way back to the company in the fog that best he could figure, the Canadians are only half a mile away.


Elijah reports to McCaan, who looks very relieved, orders the troops to pick up their packs and tells Elijah and me to lead them in the right direction. Thinking back on my first test I’m very proud of myself as we move silent and straight through the muck and find our battalion.


Just a short walk from there and we are encamped in the cover of woods, and I’m surprised by the size of the battalion and how well it conceals itself. It was not until we were right upon them that we realized we’d found the group. Sentries called out and McCaan answered and we were taken in among the others. No fires are allowed so close to the front, and in the darkness I begin to make out forms of tents and men lying on the ground in blankets or sitting in small groups talking quietly to one another. They ignore us like we are ghosts floating by, and in the darkness with the shadows thrown across their faces and the long stare of eyes in cigarette glow I realize that these are the veterans of the last year’s horrible fighting, that it’s these men who are the walking ghosts. My first small trial is suddenly nothing in their eyes or in my own.


McCaan asks where the canteen is and we are directed to a large kitchen wagon. Inside, the smell of cooked food makes me realize I’ve not eaten in a long time. We pull out our bowls and fill them with stew that is burnt but tastes as good as fresh game right now. I clean my bowl with a chunk of stale bread that moistens a little with the dipping, and as soon as I finish my last bite the exhaustion falls across me and all I want is to find a place to stretch out and roll up in my blanket.


Our platoon keeps its distance from the others, the ones who have just been relieved from days on the front lines. My group is not a part of them, I realize, as I lie on my back on the hard ground of the woods. I stare up into the night sky and just as I drift off to sleep I can see exactly where I am clearly etched on the blackness broken by skeleton trees above me. This is where my life has led me. It’s as clear as if I’ve been walking a well-marked trail that leads from the rivers of my north home across the country they call Canada, the ocean parting before me like that old Bible story nuns forced upon me as a child, ending right here in this strange place where all the world’s trouble explodes.


I’m up the next morning before first light and reveille. A few men sit in a loose circle, blankets over their shoulders, talking quietly, smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee. After a while one waves me over. I sit with them but they do not talk to me directly or ask my name. I can follow most of what they are saying. They talk of lost friends, of a winter battle where many died, of successful trench raids on the Germans. Bad fighting at Saint-Eloi through March and April, but now all’s quiet there. None of them talk of home or what was left behind.


Finally, one of them asks me where I come from.


‘Near Moose Factory,’ I answer, and the man knows where that is.


‘So you’re an Indian, then?’ he asks. I nod. ‘You’re pretty short for an Indian, ain’t ya?’ The others laugh. ‘All the Indians around from where I come from are taller than you. But I guess that’s the way the prairies grow ’em.’


‘Your battalion’s just arrived, hasn’t it?’ the second one asks. I nod. ‘They’ll be sending you up to the front lines today then, I reckon.’


‘We lost a lot of men last month,’ the first one says. ‘Fritz’s getting more accurate with the big guns. With that kind of aim they don’t need no offensive. They’ll just blow us to kingdom come and that’ll be the end of it.’


The second man speaks up again, says, ‘A fella like you had better learn quick to keep his head down. Hun snipers are deadly accurate. There’s one about, whose signature is shooting a man through the neck. How many has he got now, Smithy?’


The one named Smithy hasn’t said a word till now. ‘At least a few dozen,’ he answers. ‘That I know of, anyways.’


‘Smithy here’s a sniper himself—ain’t ya, Smithy,’ the first one says.


Smithy doesn’t answer, doesn’t look like he even heard the comment. I look at his rifle lying down beside him, at the notches cut into the stock of it.


‘Smithy’s gotten thirty-three confirmed kills, and many more unconfirmed,’ the second one adds quickly. ‘Most in our regiment. Most of any Canadian. Or Brit for that matter.’


Smithy shakes his head and looks away. He is small and skinny. He’s going bald. He looks like a Hudson’s Bay Company man I know back in Moose Factory who teaches Sunday school to the children who live on the reserve and not in the bush, the homeguard children. ‘That ain’t true at all,’ Smithy mumbles. ‘There’s another Indian feller goes by the name Peggy. Ojibwe, I think.’ He looks over at me. ‘He’s got close to a hundred kills but no officer wants to give him credit since he likes working alone.’ Smithy suddenly stops talking and looks embarrassed that he’s said so much. ‘Peggy’s salt of the earth,’ he adds as an afterthought. ‘Every Canadian enlisted man knows he ain’t no liar.’


There’s a long lull in the conversation. I guess they’re thinking about what Smithy just said. I’d like to meet this Peggy.


‘You sure don’t say much,’ the first one says to me after a while. ‘You’re a lot like Smithy here. Man of few words, eh?’


The second one laughs.


I smile. ‘I don’t know much English, me,’ I say.


‘You don’t need to know much,’ Smithy says angrily, ‘for the job you been sent here to do.’


I nod but know enough not to smile again.


After a time I go back to my sleeping place and lie on my back, stare up at the tree branches standing out black against the lightening sky. I close my eyes, and when I open them again it is Niska’s face above me. She shakes me lightly in the new morning.


‘You are shivering,’ she says, and asks me to sit by the fire.
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I LIE STILL BY THE FIRE and even the scent of warm bannock does not make me hungry. My guts are cramped like ropes bind them. My eyes ache in the sun that rises across the river, and the mist hanging over the water reminds me of the mist in early morning France. It’s a heavy mist this morning, almost as thick as fog. The day will be warm.


Niska nudges me, her eyes questioning. She looks older than when I left, her hair mostly grey now. She’s thinner, too, but wiry strong still. ‘I said that we will take our time on the river today,’ she says.


I watch her mouth to understand. All I am hearing this morning is a dull roar like rapids in the distance.


‘Do your ears trouble you?’


I nod to her. My hearing leaves me more than it is with me any more.


The relief of taking a syringe from my kit and readying my arm washes over me almost as sweetly as the medicine itself. With Niska loading the canoe, facing away from me, I slip the point in the vein at the crook of my bruised elbow and lay my head back with a sigh. The struggle to keep memory away is no longer worth it, and minutes later as Niska helps me into the canoe and I settle against my pack, I let my mind go where it wants. She steers us into the current.


The mist still hasn’t lifted much. McCaan tells us what a good thing that is. Sean Patrick and Fat are in front of me, and we crouch and move along a communication trench that leads us to the front trench. The whistle of shells keeps our heads down and when someone up the line slows down or stops, the ones behind bump into him. It is hard going. The bottom of the trench is covered in duckboards that keep our feet out of the mud and water that collects at the bottom. Normally, McCaan told us earlier, we’d come in at night, but the fog allows for us to move during the day. We were taught in training that everything happens at night. Digging and repairing, raids on enemy trenches, scouting and laying out of wire. ‘Darkness is your best friend,’ McCaan says over and over. ‘Not to learn that lesson will kill you, boys.’


When stretcher-bearers come by, we squeeze to the side of the trench. I try not to look at the men being carried away, but occasionally I glance down at a face that is either contorted in pain or marked with a yellow M that means he has been given the medicine and is dreaming of the other place. It makes me think of Grey Eyes, and in thinking of that one I think of Elijah, too, who has become withdrawn and focused and serious since we came here. I see how Elijah’s eyes glow, how he is feeding off the fear and madness of this place. He makes a good soldier. McCaan is very happy with him, I think.


Finally we reach the front trench. At least this is what those in front whisper. This trench looks the same as the others we’ve been working our way through for hours. But the soldiers here sit in twos and threes in holes in the walls, their faces thin and dirty so that their eyes look too white and big. Other men hold tall metal boxes against the wall and peer into them, watching what the other side is doing. These are the periscopes we were shown how to use not long ago. McCaan stops us and goes out in search of an officer.


The one named Gilberto lights a smoke. His thick arms are covered in black hair as shiny as a bear’s. He’d scare me if his eyes didn’t crinkle kindly at the sides when he smiles.


Graves, the oldest of us, hisses at him, ‘Stomp that out, man. Fritz will see your smoke and lob a few right on top of us. Worse yet, an officer will come along and do far worse.’


Gilberto is big and wide-shouldered and grows fruit back home. I like him because his English is as poor as mine. He drops the cigarette immediately and two soldiers sitting in a dugout beside us laugh at us as they light up their own.


‘The action left Saint-Eloi a while back,’ one of them says, fitting the butt of his cigarette neatly into the place where his front tooth should be. ‘The dance is on the Somme now.’


McCaan returns with an officer who is tall and hunch-shouldered and looks like he wants to cry. He speaks so quietly that I notice McCaan must lean toward him to hear, and they look for a moment like two old grandmothers telling secrets. The officer holds a long club with a heavy end and bangs it on the toe of his boot. McCaan motions to us and we begin to walk, heads bent, through men sitting and sleeping or talking in low voices to one another. Once in a while we pass a few snipers who have their Ross rifles ready behind squares of iron. A little door in the iron slides open and the sniper fires his gun before closing the square again, and then I hear the ding of German bullets hitting the plate. It is like a game, I think, but one that you don’t want to lose.


We find the stretch of dirt and mud that is our new home and immediately start working to make it into something livable. Little shallow caves are dug into the sides as places to stretch out and sleep. We each claim what we can, and Fat begins complaining because there’s not one big enough for him to fit in, so I grab his shovel and help him to dig out something larger. When I’m done I find Elijah, and we agree silently to share a space.


The rest of the day is busy and the men are nervous. We listen for the different types of shells, and McCaan introduces us to a corporal named Thompson. He’s not much bigger than a big child, but his face is old. It’s impossible for me to tell what age he is.


Thompson does a lot of explaining, but me, I can tell he doesn’t like strangers much. ‘You hear the thunk of a mortar land close to you, know you can run away from it if you’re quick. It’s the only bomb you can do that with. The big shells you can hear coming from a long way off and just pray that they aren’t heading for you. Now listen careful, boys, it’s the smaller shells, the whiz-bangs, that are the most damaging, the ones that sound like a mosquito whining in the distance. You hear that coming and you dive flat into the earth and bury your nose deep as you can into the mud.’


We listen wide-eyed and careful, and as if to emphasize Thompson’s point, shells whine and roar and explode not so very far away. When one sings over us that is exceptionally clear, Thompson says, ‘Now that’s Fritz’s version of our eighteen-pounder. Blow a hole the size of a ditch into the earth.’


Another shell flies overhead, this one whistling like a teapot come to a boil, and then it’s gone. ‘That’s the whine you’ve got to learn to be fearful of. Shell’s only a four-incher but deadly accurate and efficient.’


He stops talking and puts his hands in his pockets. Then he turns from us and walks away whistling.


We look at each other. ‘Now that’s an odd one,’ Fat says.


I know, though, to listen carefully to what Thompson teaches me.


In the late afternoon when we’ve reinforced our section of trench, Elijah and I lie on our backs and watch the aeroplanes above us soar and dive and fight one another. They are close enough that we soon learn to tell the shape of our own grey-and-black aeroplanes from those of the Germans. They swoop like ospreys and puff out little bits of black smoke. Once in a while a plane will falter, then spin down to earth and disappear over the hump of the trench.


‘I wish I could fly like that,’ Elijah says to me in Cree. ‘I wish I could fly like that, like a bird,’ he repeats, staring up like a little boy. ‘Maybe a pilot will take me up sometime.’


‘Me, I’m happy to stay on the ground on my belly in the dirt,’ I answer. ‘Thinking about falling from up there makes me sick.’


Every night near sunset we are all ordered to stand-to, rifles at the ready, our heads just below the crest of the trench. We stand on what McCaan calls fire-steps, crouched, waiting for a German attack. This is ritual at dawn and at sunset, when both sides like to attack each other best.


This evening, McCaan squats beside me and smells of sweat and tobacco. He stares into a periscope over at the German lines and swears a lot because he has only the weak light the setting sun throws from behind us and can’t see much of anything. He’s jiggling around his periscope so much that he attracts a swarm of Hun bullets. I want to shout to McCaan to drop his head but the English words don’t come in time, just a stream of Cree, but it’s too late.


McCaan flies back onto the duckboards. The periscope is smashed beside him. I think that he has been shot in the head, because he doesn’t move, but then he gets up groggily as if he’s just woken up from a deep nap. One eye is so puffed that it is already shut closed, blackening by the second. He picks up the periscope and stares at it, muttering to himself. A bullet hole is punched neatly through the front, and the metal in back is ripped open.A medic rushes up, but McCaan pushes him away. A confusion flashes in his eyes that I’ve not seen before.


WE SPEND OUR FIRST MONTHS in and near Saint-Eloi. I like the nights best there. When evening falls the flares go up. Red and green, they illuminate the sky around us in the strangest hues of colour. These are the signal flares both sides use. It is as if I’m dreaming, staring up at this painted sky, shells whizzing above my head and once in a while crashing around me.


Corporal Thompson, the one who knows all the sounds, has taken over most of our training. He’s been in the trenches since almost the first day. Tonight he will take five of the new soldiers out to get them accustomed to working in no man’s land in the dark. As Elijah and Sean Patrick and Gilberto and McCaan and me sit waiting and smoking, Thompson appears as if from the wall of the trench, and I realize that it is the hole where he sleeps.


‘Corporal Thompson,’ McCaan says.


Thompson nods to him sharply, a cigarette dangling from the side of his mouth. He is short enough that he doesn’t need to hunch over in this trench. ‘Yes, Sergeant,’ he answers.


‘How do you feel about taking us up above to give us a little taste of no man’s land?’


‘Very good, Sergeant,’ Thompson answers, and disappears into his hole.


Thompson reappears with a small bag strapped by his side. I see that he doesn’t carry a rifle.


As if Thompson knows what I think, he says, ‘Not much good a rifle will do you up above when you’re working. It will only get in your way.’The others of us in the party unshoulder ours and lean them against the trench walls. ‘I want two of you to hold onto them, act as sentry while the rest of us work.’


McCaan and Gilberto are the first to pick theirs back up.


‘This way, gentlemen,’ Thompson says, and moves along the duckboards with almost silent steps. He leads us to a ladder, then climbs it, peering over the top before disappearing onto the earth above. First Elijah goes, and I follow. The others are close behind. I wait for the zing of bullets to come any second, but see that Thompson has led us to a place of mounds and craters where we seem to be covered from direct fire.


A white flare goes up nearby and Thompson, on his belly, goes very still so that I have a hard time seeing him just yards away. I follow his lead, looking at the scarred landscape all around without moving my eyes. Under the bright glow of the flare it is strangely peaceful, rock-strewn and muddy and silent so that it isn’t difficult to forget I’m in the middle of a terrible place. In the dimming light I make out a grinning face next to me. It belongs to a soldier long dead, but I cannot tell from which side. His face is frozen in a perpetual smile, as if he is chuckling at what he knows.


When the light has died, my eyes have a hard time readjusting to the darkness. Thompson crawls up to me. I hear him rather than see him in the black that’s descended.


‘Blind as a bat right now, ain’t ya?’ he says close to my ear. ‘Next time keep one eye closed when a flare’s up. It’ll help your eyes adjust back faster.’


I hear him scuttle away. My night eyes are back in time to see him stop in an especially large crater. He motions for the rest of us to come close.


‘They say a shell never falls twice in the same hole, but don’t believe them,’ he whispers. ‘I’ve seen it happen. But in a pinch and there’s no other choice you are safest in a freshly blown crater.’ He pauses, listening. I listen too, and a sound like scratching comes to my ears. I listen as carefully as I can and to me it sounds like mice chewing through something. Elijah listens as well, and we look to Thompson to explain.


‘That’s our engineers below us digging,’ he says. ‘They’re digging tunnels toward the Hun lines. They’ll fill those tunnels with explosives underneath Fritz. When the time comes—boom!’ He spreads his fingers, lifts his hands.


Elijah and I look at each other in disbelief. Thompson seems to be a serious one, so I have no choice but to believe him. ‘From this point forward,’ he says,‘keep a close eye for Fritz. He’s been busy here again. Look at our barbed wire. Make sure that it hasn’t been cut. Note places that look like they’ve been mucked with. That’s where Fritz crawls through.’


We slip out of the crater one by one and make our way parallel with our own line, stopping often to listen. It is a quiet night. Even the constant shelling seems to have moved away from us. We make it to the stretch of barbed wire in front of our own position and Thompson examines it carefully. He motions and points to a place that has been cut through. We have no rolls of wire with us. Someone will have to come out later and fix it.


We turn and go back the way we’ve come. In another crater Thompson explains to us in a hushed whisper that he doesn’t want to go farther down the line tonight. Our group is close to the point where the new companies are dug in, and the sentries will be nervous and inexperienced enough to mistake us for Germans and shoot at us.


When we are within yards of where we first emerged, I feel relieved. The others slip back down into the safety of the trench and I am standing, about to follow Elijah down the ladder, when a flare pops up and hovers right over me. I’m frozen there in full view and turn my head and get my first look at the German line. It is much closer than I had assumed and I realize how exposed I am now that the flare is dropping right above me, illuminating the ground like it is morning.


But still I do not move. I stare at the enemy for the first time. No faces, just a line of mounds behind barbed wire. I hear the bullet whip past my temple before I even hear the crack of a rifle, and all around me the ground sends up splats of mud and dirt and I feel an impact on my hand and it goes numb as other bullets whiz by very close. I dive like an otter toward the trench and before I know it I’m sailing down the wall and land hard on my side on the duckboards at the others’ feet, the wind knocked out of me.


‘You’d better lose that habit quick, Private,’ Thompson says, staring down at me, then walking away casually as I struggle to find a breath.


McCaan bends down and sits me up. My chest relaxes a little and I gulp some air. I clutch my hand to my chest. McCaan takes my numb hand into his own and looks at it for a moment. ‘No Blighty for you on your first night out,’ he says. ‘You’re just hit by a clump of mud knocked up from a bullet. It’ll be sore for a while is all. Teach you a good lesson.’


Back in our section of trench I lie in my little cave. My mind races with what’s just happened, the sneaking about in such a dangerous place, being shot at for the first time. It is real. All of this is suddenly very real. The other side wants to kill me, and I’ve never even seen their faces.


I won’t see it. It will just appear. The bullet so close to me tonight could have been a little more to one side. It is thrilling and horrifying at the same time. My hand begins to ache. I listen to Elijah carry on in English and laugh with Sean Patrick and Gilberto and Grey Eyes and Graves. Already Elijah is telling of his exploits. I hear him making this story bigger, more dangerous, though he wasn’t even the one shot at.


I watch the flashes of an artillery barrage far down the line. The night sky is on fire.







NOOHTAAWIY
My Father



XAVIER TWITCHES AND MOANS in his sleep. I arranged it so that he lies back in the canoe, his head on his pack. I found him this morning on the beach, shivering and half conscious. What happened over there has wrecked him. He thinks I don’t see him putting those needles in his arm. They are a part of what’s killing him. But something far worse is consuming Xavier from the inside. It’s this that I must figure out how to remove. I wish it were simply a matter of finding the right root in the bush. This is a sickness I’ve not had to face before. I must figure out the right cure or I will lose him, and he’s the last of my family.


The river water is black this early in the morning before the sun has a chance to warm it and the light to turn it the colour of tea. My father used to tease my mother and younger sister and me, telling us that we were the colour of the river water in high summer but that in winter we turned as pale as the Hudson Bay traders and he was afraid he’d one day lose us in the snow. My sister—your mother, Xavier—we called her Rabbit. We’d look at my mother’s brown face as her eyes narrowed in laughter and then look to my father smiling back. He was the last great talker in our clan. He told stories softly so that you had to lean close to him to hear, so close you could smell the smoke in the hide ribbon my mother weaved into his hair, the scent of his neck like the wind coming off the Great Salt Bay. I used to imagine that he weaved his stories all summer, his words forming invisible nets that he cast over us on the long winter nights, capturing us and pulling us in closer together so that we collected each other’s warmth. And sometimes his stories were all that we had to keep us alive.


I steer the canoe into the faster current and let us drift with it, using my paddle only as a rudder. The mist is disappearing now and I can see a long way down the bank, can keep an eye sharp for the movement of animals along the shore. Nephew cries out but then goes silent again. The sound of it, the animal fear at the very bottom of that cry, makes me think something I haven’t thought about in a long time. It is the story of my childhood. Now I tell it to you, Xavier, to keep you alive.


The snows were settled in so deeply that winter had become a part of us. This was long before you, Xavier, when I was still a child. Thirty Anishnabe lived on the traplines that season, half of us children. All the past winters we’d survived in much smaller numbers. This time we had no choice. Three families’ hunters had been taken away the autumn before, two by the North-West Mounted Police, one by Hudson’s Bay Company rum.


I was a young girl with waking dreams of all the trouble that was to come into my life, sharp pains like ice arrows through my temples that dropped me to my back and caused me to convulse. Except for Rabbit, the other children avoided me. Damaged is what I was to them, but they wouldn’t say this to my face. I was lean and bony with knotted black hair that I refused to let my mother comb. If they thought I was crazy, I let them. Laughed at them.


Autumn had been promising, many geese and ducks shot, four beaver families snared, and many grouse and sturgeon. But no moose, and the old women among us immediately began their chatter that no moose early in winter meant starvation later. Me, I think it was their idle complaints, their greedy talk as they chewed their hides and drank their tea, that put a curse on us. And in the harsh North Country near what the wemistikoshiw call Hudson Bay, shaking a curse once it settles upon you is like trying to shake a fat bloodsucker from your hand.


Early winter, the time of the blowing moon, sat upon us. Our hunters came back wide-eyed and frozen, reporting to my father the absence of animals, even of tracks. They worried by my family’s fire. I know all this because I watched them from the corner of our askihkan, hidden under my father’s moose robe, quiet and observant like a hungry lynx.


By the end of that month, all of us scrounged for food. The women peeled tamarack bark for tea, dug through the deep snow in hopes of finding a few dried fiddleheads. The men continued to go out on the traplines and to hunt, returning silent, their blank stares scaring us children.


I was nearing the time of my strawberry ceremony, when the women closest to me would keep me in our askihkan all day, talking to me, praying, telling me stories, preparing me for my first blood of womanhood. Until the spring came, I was allowed to wander. But I wanted nothing of that. I wanted to stay close to my father, to watch over him.


When talk began that soon we would be forced to boil our moccasins, a group of hunters returned with a small black bear slung on a pole between them. Some of the old ones among us were bear clan and muttered bitterly. Who would dare disturb a brother’s winter sleep? They brought the bear directly to my father. I hid in my usual place and watched as he spoke with them about where they’d come across the den, how they had recognized it in the deep snow.


Marius, the oldest hunter, spoke first. ‘We followed its tracks.’ My father looked puzzled, but he remained silent. Marius continued. ‘At first I thought I was mistaken, but there they were for all of us to see. We followed them.’ My father and the four hunters sat silent for a long time, staring at the crackling fire. ‘The tracks ended near a cliff by the river,’ Marius said after a while.


My father waited.


‘They just stopped,’ one of the younger hunters blurted. ‘We walked with them, and in the middle of an open field they just stopped.’The others stared at him.


‘We’d been led to a den,’ Marius went on, as if the young one hadn’t spoken at all. ‘We could see its indent on the side of the cliff. But the tracks stopped short of it at least the length of a tall man. Clearly the den had not been disturbed since autumn. We dug and we roused the bear and took it quickly. We wouldn’t have disturbed it, but we were hungry.’ My father nodded and again they all stared at the fire.
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