We walk through the snow,fo]]ow our trail out to the traplines by the willows.
I lead, sleepy. Bitter air. Sharp in the Iungs. 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 hisﬂaet 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, reachesfor 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.
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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. “Ourfirst 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 cargfu], to not damage thefur, 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.
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Rcturning

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 [ 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.
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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 frighten-
ing 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.

[ 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
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from the town. “This is for you, Niska,” he said. “It is from the
Canadian boss, their hookimaw.”

As soon as [ 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
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Elijah’s face with his sly grin. The crowd begins to thin, and once
again [ 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.”
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