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Chapter 1







Jean-Paul shivered as he hid in the shadows behind the school.
The late afternoon temperature was falling fast, and to make
matters worse, the pup was driving him crazy, wiggling and
squirming inside his parka. It was all he could do to keep her from
falling out the bottom. He opened the coat a little and looked
inside.

“Shhh,” he whispered. “Someone might
hear you!”

Jean-Paul glanced quickly around the corner
of the schoolhouse to see if anyone was coming, but no one was in
sight. He sighed with relief. How very cold he was getting, with
icy fingers of air creeping inside his hood to freeze his neck. He
wished the plane would hurry and take off so he could seek warm
shelter.

Arctic days were growing
shorter. Soon, darkness would come to the Far North, where
Jean-Paul lived with his mother and father. Of course, it wouldn’t
be pitch black, because of the stars, the moon, and the aurora
borealis, with its colored bands of light waving through the arctic
sky like giant searchlights, but it would be dark.

It was Jean-Paul’s
misfortune that he didn’t like the darkness. In fact, he more than
disliked the dark; actually, he was deathly afraid of
it.

This would begin
Jean-Paul’s second year of living at Aklavik, in the Northwest
Territories. The Ardoin family shared a small cabin some miles to
the west, beyond the native dwellings.

Jean-Paul’s father,
Cordell, was a geologist who had come to study the large deposits
of pitchblende, discovered in 1930 at Great Bear Lake. That
discovery had excited Cordell, for pitchblende contains radium,
which the government wanted.

His running off to the
Arctic had brought Cordell much criticism. His wife’s family had
thought him foolish. But Lise’s response was “So what?” And she
went to the Arctic with her husband.

Cordell spent the dark
winter months writing children’s books, for then it was too cold
for mining, and minerals were frozen beneath the ice and snow. But
Cordell’s thoughts were never far from what lay hidden beneath the
earth. Mixed in with the nouns and verbs and plots for his stories
were the delights of radium, copper, and gold.

Jean-Paul’s mother, Lise,
sometimes helped her husband tan the fur and cure the meat, and she
sewed the family’s clothing. This very morning she had sent eight
beautiful pairs of caribou-fur boots to the Hudson’s Bay trading
post. She hoped Cordell could trade them for some other useful
items. Making the boots had been hard work, but they had turned out
as waterproof as those the Inuit women made.

Jean-Paul had his mother’s
shyness, for Lise kept almost entirely to herself. As the months
passed without a personal friend, and with another baby on the way,
she seemed very sad to Jean-Paul. Of course, Lise had met the other
people who lived in Aklavik, those speaking French, as she did, but
even they seemed out of reach to her. But if the truth were known,
Lise had never been a very social person outside of her own
family.

Now a sudden stinging blast
of wind slapped Jean-Paul full in the face. He turned away and
huddled against the back wall of the Mission school, a one-room
building in which eleven students, mostly Inuits, were taught by
Father Cortier.

Jean-Paul listened closely
for the sound of the plane. He listened so hard that it made his
ears ache. Why didn’t it leave before he turned into a chunk of
ice! He stroked the hidden pup again, but it had gone to sleep. He
knew he couldn’t hide forever, but he had to be sure the trappers,
hunters, and traders had left the settlement for good. He had heard
his father talking with them. He knew they probably wouldn’t come
again until spring. It took a very brave pilot to test the air
currents over the mountains and frozen tundra in winter, especially
since compasses went wild at the higher latitudes when almost every
direction was south.

“We need supplies,” Cordell had told
Ola Hanson, naming off the staples Lise had listed: “Beans, salt
pork, coffee, canned milk.” He shrugged. “It would be nice if you
had a bag of potatoes.” He looked hopefully at Ola. But Ola shook
his head “no.”

“We have three mouths to feed,” said
Cordell, “and another on the way. That’s not counting the
dogs.”

One of the traders, a big
man with shaggy red hair and a beard to match, had laughed harshly.
“If you get too hungry, you can always eat a husky! You ever eat
dog meat?”

Jean-Paul would never
forget his father’s angry reply. “Certainly not! And I hope to God
I never have to!”

“Oh ho!” laughed the trader slapping
Cordell on the shoulder. “Ah, sure you will! Someday when your
beans and biscuits run out. When it’s ninety-five below, and snow
up to your ears! Then you’ll eat dog. Roasted over a bed of hot
coals, there’s nothing better when you’re starving. Wash it down
with whisky or strong coffee! But you haven’t lived up here that
long. You might have to learn the hard way!”

That’s when Jean-Paul had
made up his mind to hide a pup. He had taken it away from its
litter-mates and had run off to hide. He was lucky no one had seen
him, but he was scared to death he would be caught and punished. He
felt that, since the pup was probably too small for sled pulling, a
buyer might want it for only one thing: dinner. He could
not let that happen! His
stomach flipped and flopped now as he recalled how that man had
spoken so horribly about eating dogs.

There was another reason Jean-Paul had saved
the puppy. Larger, more aggressive, animals tended to pick on
smaller ones, just as Jean-Paul himself was bullied by some of his
bigger classmates.

Cordell had almost not
brought Jean-Paul to the village this time, and Jean-Paul wondered
if it was because of the way he limped. Surely his father didn’t
want to be slowed down by a cripple. Cordell had never said as
much, but Jean-Paul wondered if he really felt that way. How could
any father love a son who was thin, lame, and smaller than most
ten-year-olds?

His mother had remained at
the cabin this time, for trading could take all day. And besides,
with both Jean-Paul and Lise, there wouldn’t have been enough room
on the freight sled for all the supplies they hoped to
buy.

The trapping season would
be better a couple of months later, when the fur-bearers’ pelts had
grown thick and soft. Late winter would see Cordell bringing
bundles of furs to trade. But today he and Jean-Paul had brought
with them the nine husky pups from a litter Lishta had whelped
three months before. The animals would bring good money. One of the
pups was smaller than the others. This was the one Jean-Paul chose
for himself.

Now, Jean-Paul’s breath
puffed out in a misty cloud as he opened his parka a little and
reached inside. He removed a thick mitten and sank his fingers into
the silvery fur. The pup peeked out of one blue eye, then went back
to sleep.

“They can’t have you!” Jean-Paul
whispered. “They’ll never roast you over a campfire!”

A sudden sound made
Jean-Paul close the parka fast. He held his breath and
listened. Oh no! Someone was
coming! He pressed
himself into the schoolhouse wall, hoping he wouldn’t be
seen.

But it was too late. Around
the corner came Chinook and Aiverk and Nanuk, the three boys who
teased Jean-Paul the most. They spied him at once.

Their hoods were thrown
back, even though it was cold and windy. Jean-Paul knew they were
hardier than a boy from lower Canada who had once lived in a nice,
warm house in town. The Inuit boys were bigger than Jean-Paul,
especially Chinook, and they looked bigger than ever as they
stopped in front of him.

“It’s Okalerk!” said
Aiverk. “Why is Okalerk hiding behind the school?”

The other boys laughed, and
Jean-Paul shrank back as Aiverk stooped down to stare into his
face. Jean-Paul knew that okalerk
was the Inuit word for hare, and that the way he sort of
hopped while walking made them think of a rabbit!

Chinook also came closer.
Light snow sparkled in his short dark hair. At thirteen, the Inuit
boy was the oldest in Jean-Paul’s class, not to mention the most
daring. His voice was musical and full of laughter as he questioned
Jean-Paul.

“Why are you here little
okalerk Jean-Paul Ardoin?”
He turned to Nanuk and Aiverk. “He must like school so much that he
comes on Saturday and hides behind it!”

“Maybe he’s waiting for a girl,” said
Nanuk, who had a girl of his own. Thin like Jean-Paul, Nanuk
sometimes had a nasty temper. He squatted before Jean-Paul. “Why
are you hiding, Okalerk? If you’re waiting for a girl, you
might have to wait forever!”

The others burst out
laughing. Jean-Paul’s parka wiggled suddenly and he put his hand up
to make it stop. But the boys had already seen. Nanuk turned to
Chinook and Aiverk.

“Hey, he’s hiding something in
his attigi!”

Chinook said, “What have
you got in there Jean-Paul Okalerk?”

“N–nothing…”

Aiverk reached for
Jean-Paul’s parka. Jean-Paul was cornered.

“No!” He pushed Aiverk’s hand away.
“Let me go!”

“Come on,” said Aiverk. “Let’s see
what you’ve got!” Aiverk’s black eyes snapped with
excitement.

Jean-Paul was frightened as
he looked from one boy to the other. “I’m just waiting for
Pa.”

“He’s waiting for his old man!”
Chinook laughed. “Well, I saw Monsieur Ardoin just a few minutes
ago, and he wasn’t looking for any okalerks!”

There was that word again!
Jean-Paul shouted, “I’m not an okalerk, Chinook!” The pup wiggled
again at the sound of his voice, and Jean-Paul hoped it didn’t wet
inside his parka. “You stop calling me an okalerk!”

The three boys roared with laughter.

“Go away,” Jean-Paul said. “Pa will
come—”

Chinook brushed snow from
his hair. “And your pa will say, ‘What very nice friends you have,
Jean-Paul, dear!’”

Tears sprang into
Jean-Paul’s eyes, but he looked at the ground so they wouldn’t see.
Then the pup yelped.

Nanuk moved quickly and
yanked open Jean-Paul’s parka. The pup jumped out and landed in the
snow. Aiverk picked up the squirming ball of fluff.

“Just a pup!” His eyes narrowed, and
he tried to look mean. “Where did you steal the pup,
Okalerk?”

“I didn’t steal her!” Jean-Paul
reached for the pup, but Aiverk jerked it away. “Please, Aiverk,
give her back! I didn’t steal her, she’s mine.”

Chinook scratched the pup’s
head. “Nice dog, Jean-Paul. You must have taken it from someone.
Why else would you hide it?”

Jean-Paul was really crying
now, and he didn’t care who saw.

“I—I was just keeping her warm,” he
said. “I didn’t want her to get cold.” He reached out again. “I
want my dog back, Aiverk!”

“Give the baby his dog,” said Nanuk.
“We got better things to do.”

Aiverk gave the wiggly pup
back to Jean-Paul. “Here, take your stolen dog, Okalerk. I don’t want to be caught
with something you stole.”

“If you were bigger and meaner and
stronger,” said Nanuk with a laugh, “you could join the Ice Patrol.
But we don’t want a crying sissy in our club, right
guys?”

“Frozen Eyeballs would be a good name
for him,” chuckled Aiverk. “Frozen Okalerk Eyeballs!”

Jean-Paul tried to ignore their taunts. He
put the pup back inside his coat and turned to leave. Having his
father find him with the dog would be better than being teased to
death.

From the direction of the river came the
sudden roar of an engine. It sputtered a few times, then died.
Finally, it caught and raced up powerfully.

Chinook shouted, “Hey it’s
the plane! Come on, let’s go watch it take off!”

Jean-Paul had also wished
to see the aircraft lift off from its runway on the frozen river,
but he sighed with relief as the boys tore off around the corner of
the building. For one thing, they wouldn’t tease him any more that
day. For another, it had started snowing a few weeks before. Soon
it would be nearly impossible to fly into or out of the Northwest
Territories.

“You’re safe,” he told the pup. “I’m
going to take care of you now.”

It was nearly dark when
Jean-Paul left his hiding place. He hadn’t meant to stay away so
long, but he also hadn’t planned to return to the trading post
until he was sure the traders were gone.

The main street of Aklavik
was almost deserted. As he walked back to the Hudson’s Bay trading
post, a sickening feeling nudged into Jean-Paul’s throat. He had
never lied to his father. But he had already thought up a good
one.

Jean-Paul did not have to
look far for Cordell. The tall, wide-shouldered man with thick
black hair and a bushy beard tromped down the steps of the trading
post. He strode quickly to his son and faced him with his huge
hands on his hips. It was almost too dark to see the man’s eyes,
but Jean-Paul knew they’d be flashing fire.

“Where have you been?” Cordell
roared.

Knowing how angry and worried his father
must be, Jean-Paul could do nothing but stare at the ground. He
shuffled the toes of his boots in the snow. Words got stuck in his
throat.

Cordell knelt and took
Jean-Paul’s shoulders. “Jean-Paul, son, look at me!” At that
moment, Cordell saw Jean-Paul’s parka move. “Eh? What have you got
in there?”

“This little old pup…” Jean-Paul
whispered. “This here little pup got away. And—and I had to go find
her.”

The awful lie was out.

Jean-Paul tried to struggle
away from his father, but Cordell held tightly to one shoulder.
With the other hand, he unfastened his son’s parka and looked down
at the ball of silvery fur that poked a fuzzy head out.

Cordell stared at the
animal for a moment without speaking. He reached down and scratched
a soft little ear. He looked back at Jean-Paul. “The runt, eh?”
Cordell released Jean-Paul’s shoulder and scratched his beard
thoughtfully. “Son, you know the money from this pup would have
brought us a meal for some cold, dark night.”

“But she was running away, Pa! And you
said yourself she won’t make a good sled dog. You said she’s too
small. You said so!”

Jean-Paul set the squirming pup on the
ground, and she promptly made a yellow, wet spot in the snow. He
picked her up again before she could wander off, cuddling her
beneath his chin.

Cordell rose and put an arm
around Jean-Paul. He led him to the freight sled, which was already
loaded with supplies from the trading post. “I suspect that pup
never ran away,” Cordell said. “I think you wanted to keep her for
a pet, eh?”

“Yes, sir.” Jean-Paul was relieved. It
hadn’t been as bad as he had thought it would be. Still, he felt
awful about the lie. It wasn’t much fun having your stomach churn,
and waiting in fear for someone to find out. Now it was
over.

Cordell looked sternly at
Jean-Paul as he settled him onto the sled with the pup in his lap.
“There’s not much we can do about it now, eh? I suppose you heard
the plane take off.”

“Yes, sir, I heard
something.”

“I suppose you planned it that
way.”

Jean-Paul was tired of
lying. He crossed his fingers and said quietly, “Yes, I did that,
Pa. I’m sorry.”

The sledge was fully
loaded, with barely enough room for Jean-Paul. Cordell tucked the
robe around the boy’s shoulders. “You’ve got a pup for the winter,”
he said. “But when the traders return next spring, she’ll have to
go.”

Jean-Paul nodded, clutching the pup tightly
against his chest.

Cordell checked the traces
running from the sled to the dog team. Then he went to the back of
the sled and picked up his long leather whip. With a flip of his
wrist, he cracked it sharply overhead. The whip unfurled and flew
through the cold air, touching down just inches from Tork’s
nose.

The zing of the whip brought Tork to his
feet with a joyful yelp. He threw back his great black head and
howled, then turned to look at Cordell and Jean-Paul with what
appeared to be a nice, wide smile on his muzzle. Dozing one moment,
he was now wide awake. The whip meant work, and work was what Tork
knew best. Siko and Lishta also sprang to their feet to dance
around in the snow. They, too, raised their voices to the wind,
impatient to be off. Cordell snapped the whip again.
“Hah!
Hah! Go, you huskies!”

The powerful dogs leaped
out ahead of their harnesses, straining against their breast bands.
The sled began moving, slowly at first, then faster and faster on
the slick runners that Cordell had iced earlier that
morning.

After the first hard jolt,
which nearly threw him off the sled, Jean-Paul leaned back to enjoy
the ride. As Cordell pushed off, the sled gave way to a speeding
ride over slippery, well-worn trails that wound through the main
street of Aklavik, past the hospital, the trading post, the
boarding house. Soon, it headed into open country, away from the
tree line and the three large branches of the Mackenzie River.
Traveling westward, the sound of runners slishing over snow was the only sound
heard in the vast, frozen quiet. Once in a while, Cordell whistled
or yelled at the team. Sometimes he ran beside the sled. Other
times he rode on the back so he could operate the hand
brake.

Those were sounds Jean-Paul loved to hear.
One day, unless his lameness prevented it, he, too, would be
captain of his own team and run behind a sled.

Now, the pup tried to free herself, twisting
her pointed ears sideways like small radio antennae, to listen. She
whined.

“You’d like to run with them!”
Jean-Paul laughed. “It’s in your blood to run!” He rubbed a silky
ear as he spoke. The pup looked into his face, her pale blue eyes
alert and intelligent. Jean-Paul hugged her closely as darkness
fell.

Strange dark shapes of snow
banks and drifts slid past on each side. Ahead lay endless miles of
untamed land, broken only by occasional sledge tracks. Stretching
as far as the eye could see, toward Yukon Territory, were mounds of
crusty snow that reminded Jean-Paul of frosted peaks on a birthday
cake.

Night brought a loneliness that only those
living near the top of the world can know. The snow had stopped
falling. The air was crisp and clear. There was a closed-in feeling
beneath a black dome of sky, as though someone had turned a bowl of
stars upside down.

Up ahead lay an enormous
igloo that had suddenly appeared one day. Jean-Paul didn’t know who
had built it.

“It’s haunted by an old man and six
wolves,” Chinook had said one day in school. “He builds it every
year, but no one has ever seen him.”

“Then how do you know he’s there,”
Jean-Paul had asked Chinook, “if no one has ever seen
him?”

“We just do,” Chinook replied. “It’s
something you have to believe—if you want to keep your
head.” He zipped a finger
across his throat like a knife. “They say the wolves are
two-hundred pounds each, with bloody fangs six inches
long.”

“You’re just trying to scare me!”
Jean-Paul had said. As far as he knew, there were no wolves that
big.

And Nanuk had said,
“Sometimes you can hear those ghost wolves howling!
Owoooo-o-o-o! But you’re
too scared to go in there, Jean-Paul Okalerk!”

Well, that part was true.
But Jean-Paul had answered, “I’m no more scared than you guys
are!”

Sometimes, while passing the igloo on a
bitterly cold and windy night with his father, Jean-Paul thought he
really could hear those wolves howling. If only he were as brave as
the other boys!

Now, as Cordell’s team
raced by the haunted igloo, a wolf howl filled the night
air. Owoo-o-o-o. On a clear night above the Arctic
Circle, sound travels for many miles. Tork, Siko, and Lishta took
up the cry till they were well past the haunted igloo. But this
night Jean-Paul did not feel lonely or afraid. His father was in
command, and he was too happy to worry. He snuggled inside the warm
polar bear robe and whispered to the pup.

“Don’t worry. I won’t let them take
you when spring comes. By that time you’ll be pulling in harness as
well as your mother.”

Jean-Paul yawned and
glanced up at the sky just in time to see the silvery trail of a
star disappear over the horizon. Last night he had seen the dancing
green phantoms of the Northern Lights, flashing and shifting
mysteriously in the night sky. The two coming one after the other
could be a good sign.







Chapter 2







“What did you expect?” Lise asked Cordell. Jean-Paul’s mother
hugged him. From the corner of her eye she watched the pup
investigate a bag of supplies Cordell had placed near the door.
“Jean-Paul hasn’t much company,” she said softly. “Can one small
puppy hurt?”

Jean-Paul had inherited his
size from his mother, for she was no more than five feet tall. A
small-boned woman with soft golden hair and large gray eyes, Lise
had the trusting look of a child. But this tiny woman was not as
fragile as she appeared. In fact, just last spring, she had waded
into icy water along with her husband to rescue their dog team and
sled when it broke through the ice. She had worked round the clock
trying to save a female husky. But the animal had died, and Lise
had wept. Jean-Paul knew his mother was a blend of soft and
tough.

Cordell’s dark eyes moved
toward Lise’s long wool skirt. But he saw no difference yet—the
child within her body had not been growing long.

“The pup will take food meant for you
and the little one.” He placed a box on the table and opened the
cover. “Here, see if I missed anything.”

“The pup won’t eat much.” Lise peered
into the box. “Good, you remembered the salt ...
coffee…”

“Kapik,” said
Cordell.

Lise looked up.
“What?”

“Kapik. Coffee, in Inuktitut.”

“So? Kapik.” Lise shrugged and went back to
the box, laying items out on the table as she came to them.
“Raisins, rice, beans . . .” She glanced up with a frown. “Sick,
sick, sick of beans!” She continued placing food staples in a neat
row. “What I wouldn’t give for a nice crisp head of lettuce!” Then,
with a yelp of joy she removed a small package and held it up. “Ah!
Chocolate! My one and only weakness!”

“Besides me,” said Cordell with a big
grin. “I’m your first weakness, eh?” He crossed his arms over his
broad chest and watched as she searched the box again.

“Conceited!” She turned the empty box
upside down. “No magazines?”

Cordell shook his head.
“Oh, I guess I forgot to ask. Jean-Paul was gone, and I must have
been thinking of him.” He glanced around at Jean-Paul, then back to
Lise. “I’m sorry.”

Then his face brightened and he went
outside. In a few minutes he was back with another parcel.

“I almost forgot. This is especially
for you. Your handmade Eskimo boots brought many compliments, with
orders for more next year. This is what they bought
today.”

Lise cleared a spot for her package at one
end of the table. She sat down to untie the twine as Jean-Paul came
over to watch. She smiled at him, her fingers trembling as she
worked with a stubborn knot.

“It feels like Christmas!” she said
with a wink, opening the package at last. “Oh Cordell! Oh, how
beautiful!” She gently fingered a length of light blue tweed. “This
will make a lovely skirt ... and muslin for shirts and ... and
batiste for chemises and baby dresses ... threads and needles and
buttons.” She looked at Cordell, who stood watching with a wide
grin on his handsome face. “Oh, Cordell, you thought of
everything!”

Cordell tapped his
forehead. “Sure! Whenever you mentioned wanting something, I made a
mental note.”

Lise laughed and winked at
Jean-Paul again. “Well, now we know what’s wrong with your father’s
head. It’s nothing but a big notebook.”

“Full of empty pages!” Jean-Paul
giggled.

Cordell playfully swatted
Jean-Paul on the rear and laughed heartily. “Everyone knows my son
takes after his father, eh?” To Lise he said, “There’s something
you haven’t found yet.”

Lise placed items to one
side as she searched further. Then finally she exclaimed, “Yarn!
How did you manage to find this? There wasn’t any last time.” She
hugged the soft, yellow yarn to her cheek.

“Old Troika was at the trading post,
and when I mentioned our new baby coming, she hobbled back to the
boarding house and returned with the yarn. Said she’s had it for a
long time, and since her fingers are too stiff to knit anymore, she
was giving it to you anyway.”

“How thoughtful of her!” said
Lise.

Jean-Paul touched the yarn
and said, “You can make a sweater for our baby, Ma. I hope it likes
yellow.”

Lise’s eyes became misty.
“A tiny yellow sweater, yes, if I can remember where I put my
knitting needles.” She shivered suddenly and pulled her shawl
closer to her throat. “This old cabin’s so cold and drafty. I can’t
picture caring for an infant here…”

Jean-Paul looked to see if
his father had noticed Lise’s sudden depression. From the look on
Cordell’s face, he certainly had. He wore a slight frown, his lips
pursed tightly.

Their home was an old
prospector’s cabin. And, like most buildings in the Arctic, the
building leaned to one side a little. This was caused by shifting
permafrost and alternate freezing and thawing. There were tiny
holes between some of the logs, and cold air seeped in no matter
what repairs Cordell made. On one wall hung a heavy blanket to
cover some of the larger cracks.

Of the three rooms, two
were small bedrooms. The main room was bigger than both bedrooms
combined, and was both kitchen and living area. The cabin was
crowded, for the Ardoins had brought many personal belongings from
their home in Quebec.

Lise had brought her
rocking chair, and Cordell, of course, his typewriter, which sat on
a plank desk at one end of the cabin. A small bookcase contained
reference books, some novels, and a volume of poetry by Robert
Service. (Jean-Paul’s favorite poem was “The Spell of the Yukon.”)
There were also children’s storybooks, mostly fairy tales.
Jean-Paul insisted he had no use for these anymore. But he
sometimes read them when there was nothing else. There was a large
family Bible and a hand-tinted photograph of Cordell, Lise, and
Jean-Paul, taken when Jean-Paul was six-months-old.

The wall next to the outside door was
cluttered with parkas hanging on wooden pegs, dog harnesses,
hunting supplies, and other odds and ends. That area looked more
like the inside of a barn than a house, for it was a catchall for
nearly everything one might need to make life livable in the grim
polar climate.

The kitchen was cluttered
as well, with open shelves containing dry food supplies and an
assortment of dishes. On the walls hung kettles and other utensils.
Meat, fish, and other perishables were stored outside in a
rock-covered cache, the rocks to keep out wild animals. A large
oil-burning stove both cooked the food and heated the
cabin.

Lise had searched her
ragbag for scraps to make a braided rug. She had also made curtains
for the front windows. But Cordell’s favorite was a cross-stitched
sampler that read: There’s no place like
home, even if it is cold!

Behind the cabin was a
small shed with a smokehouse attached. And Cordell had built a
lean-to at the south end of the cabin to shelter the dogs. But the
thick-furred huskies preferred sleeping beneath snowdrifts. Lishta
had used the shelter only when she had her puppies.

Lise complained about their temporary home
and was cold most of the time. But Jean-Paul found the cabin warm
and friendly. There was nearly always the smell of something good
cooking on the stove or in the oven. Right now, it smelled of
cinnamon and apples, a pie, probably, made from dried apples they
had brought with them the year before.

Now, Cordell watched his
wife for a moment as she absently caressed the skein of yarn.
Finally, he spoke. “I bought oil for the stove. I’ll bring some
in.”

Jean-Paul watched his father leave. He sat
at the table and pulled off his boots. The pup came over and
sniffed his feet, then tried to take a bite of his toes. He laughed
and pushed her away.

“Have you thought of a name for her?”
his mother asked, looking at the pup.

“I like the name Sasha,” Jean-Paul
said. “It’s Greek. I found it in Father Cortier’s old book of
names.”

“Sasha. Why, yes, that’s
lovely.”

“It means ‘helper of man.’ That’s what
sled dogs are.”

The pup barked at
Jean-Paul’s boot. She pounced on it and sank her sharp baby teeth
into the leather.

“No, Sasha!” Jean-Paul scolded, using
her name for the first time. He took the boot away from her. “If
you’re going to be a helper, you can’t chew up my
boots.”

He put the boot with its mate, which was
already forming itself to the shape of his lame foot.

Lise smiled. “Looks as
though you’ve got enough to keep you busy for the next few months.”
She became thoughtful. Then she said, “Maybe I need more to
keep me busy. I
really should visit Troika, and thank her for the yarn. And there
are always Eskimo women going to the trading post. I should get to
know them, since you go to school with their children.”

“I’ve seen some of them at school
talking with the teacher.”

“Well, of course, I don’t speak their
language,” said Lise, watching Sasha tug on Jean-Paul’s boot in
spite of the scolding.

“Pa says you make good
kapik. That’s Eskimo for
coffee. And you know that nakomik
means ‘thank you.’”

Lise smiled. “So, how could
I speak with the Eskimo women? Like this? Kapik kapik kapik. Nakomik
kapik nakomik. I
would sound like a woodpecker!”

Jean-Paul giggled, his dark
eyes flashing. “Well, Sasha and I will keep you company while you
make yellow sweaters and tiny boots for my new brother or sister.
And strong kapik for Pa.”

Jean-Paul stood and removed
his plaid lumberman’s shirt and mackinaw pants, until he stood in
his outdoor flannel underwear. “I can tell you another word.
Okalerk.”

“What does okalerk mean?”

“It means Arctic hare. That’s what the
boys at school call me.”

Lise raised her brows. “Oh?
You never told me that.”

“It’s because I walk like a
rabbit.”

Lise’s mouth fell open.
“You do not! Oh, Jean-Paul, you don’t walk like a rabbit! Oh,
dear!”

Jean-Paul grinned shyly.
“Well, I limp.”

His mother’s voice was
gentle as she replied, “Yes, it’s true that you limp, Jean-Paul
darling. But you do not hop like a rabbit.” Then she added with a
twinkle in her soft gray eyes, “Why didn’t you wiggle your ears and
nose at them?” She wiggled her nose like a rabbit.

Jean-Paul got a sudden case
of the giggles. It was just like her to try to cheer him by making
a joke. He laughed himself to tears, and when he stopped he said,
“I hope our baby has good feet.”

Lise ruffled Jean-Paul’s
curly hair. “The baby’s feet will be fine.” She sighed. “I suppose
I’ll have to dress my infant in caribou skins. I was thinking more
of soft fox fur. Go out and trap me an Arctic fox, you
scamp!”

Jean-Paul was happy to see
the smile on his mother’s face.

“Pa won’t let me use the traps,” he
said seriously. “But I’d sure like to.”

“Your father’s right,” Lise said.
“They’re too heavy and dangerous for you. In a few years you’ll be
big enough to trap by yourself.”




____________




The next evening, after supper, Cordell sat down at his desk.
He uncovered his old, stiff-keyed typewriter and slipped a sheet of
paper beneath the platen. He sat back and stared at it. He rubbed
his whiskery chin, thinking. He looked up at the ceiling, thinking.
He mumbled under his breath, thinking and thinking and thinking. He
groaned, then let out a long sigh. Cordell did everything
except write.

Lise dried her hands and
hung the towel on a hook over the sink—a single cracked and stained
sink with a pail below the drain to catch the water. There was no
plumbing at all in the cabin. Even their drinking water was melted
ice and snow.

She stepped outside and got
the skinned rabbit Cordell had put there earlier: tomorrow’s
supper. Inside again, she began cutting the shiny, pinkish-gray
meat, putting pieces into an old iron pot filled with salted water.
The rabbit was almost frozen, and Lise stopped often to warm her
cold hands. As she worked, she glanced across the room at
Cordell.

“Writer’s block?” She wrenched a hind
leg from the carcass and dropped it into the pot.

“It’s coming together wrong,” said
Cordell, leaning back in the chair. The old wooden chair creaked
and groaned. “The outline doesn’t fit anymore. My characters are
writing their own book!” He pushed his huge fingers through his
thick dark hair, as if by doing so the words would tumble out of
his head onto the paper. His curls sprang loose and returned to
their original position over his forehead. “It seems I have two
choices. I can make a new outline, or throw this story out and
start another. There are thousands of stories inside my head
hammering to get out. Except for this one.”

Lise chuckled. “Sounds as
though you’d better let the characters do the work.” She laughed
again, and dropped another chunk of meat into the pot.

“Humph!” said Cordell with a scowl.
“You think they’d be better writers than Cordell
Ardoin?”

He did not think it funny
that he couldn’t make the words come.

Lise finished cutting the rabbit. Then she
added a spoonful of sugar and another cup each of flour and water
to the sourdough starter in the crock on the counter. She stirred
it well and covered it with cheesecloth. Tomorrow the cabin would
smell of freshly baked bread.

Suddenly Lise felt out of
sorts as she finished her work and sat down in the rocker. She took
up her sewing. Holding the needle up to the yellow lamplight, she
stabbed at the eye until the thread slipped through. She licked her
fingers and twirled a knot in the end of the thread, preparing to
hem squares of soft material from an old bed sheet for diapers. The
thought of washing diapers by hand was depressing. Melting tub
after tub of snow for water. Well, at least there was plenty
of that. Angrily,
she stuck the needle into the material and promptly pricked her
finger.

“Ouch!” A drop of bright red blood
bubbled out of the wound. She stuck her finger in her mouth.
“You’re not the only one with problems, Cordell Ardoin! The next
book you write should be set in the South Pacific! At least we’d be
warm!”

Cordell seemed not to have
heard. He pulled the paper from the typewriter and scribbled a note
at the left margin.

Jean-Paul tumbled with
Sasha on the far side of the room. At the sound of his mother’s
voice, he stopped to listen. He knew she was unhappy, being so far
away from her family when a baby was coming. His father was sad
sometimes, too. After a moment of listening, he pulled on his parka
and took the pup outdoors. No one noticed him leave.

Outside, the dog team came
alert and rose from their snow nests. Each husky pricked up its
ears and wagged its tail eagerly at the sight of Jean-Paul and
Sasha. They whined and danced around in the snow. “Shhh,” Jean-Paul
whispered. “Go back to sleep in your snowbank. Sasha and I have
something to do, and you guys can’t go.” He moved away, and Lishta
whined at her pup. This time Jean-Paul was very stern. “Be quiet!”
Lishta tipped her head and stared at him, puzzled. Then she lay
down in the snow and put her nose on her front paws. “Good girl,”
Jean-Paul said. “Stay!” Tork and Siko sat watching, picking their
front paws up one at a time. Finally, they lay down and curled
their brushy tails around their freezing toes.

The temperature had dropped
many degrees since supper. It was crystal-cold, with snow that
squeaked when walked upon. This was a night to freeze the lungs, as
well as toes. Even the crescent moon looked cold and brittle enough
to crack. The tiny hairs inside Jean-Paul’s nose stiffened. He
hunched his face down inside his parka against the raw arctic
bite.

Days were growing shorter, with fewer hours
of light as time went on. The sun had already slipped below the
horizon. Soon, the sun would set one last time, not to be seen
again until next year. But for now, the moon and stars provided
enough light for Jean-Paul to see where he was going.

Hurrying to the shed, he
opened the door and went inside. It was not much warmer inside the
shed than it was outdoors, except that here the wind couldn’t find
him.

This was where Cordell kept
his tools, traps, and other supplies. Dog harnesses hung on rusty
nails along the wall nearest the door. A canoe lay upside down
along another wall, waiting for summer and thawing river ice. The
heating oil was stored at the rear, along with tanning supplies.
Sometimes, when there were pelts drying on the racks, the shed
smelled like wet fur and dried blood. There was a small oil burner
that Cordell used to heat the shed. But now it was cold.

Jean-Paul felt his way
through the darkened shed until he reached Cordell’s traps. Sasha
sat at his feet and whined as he found the one he
wanted.

“Shhh,” Jean-Paul said softly. “They
mustn’t find us in here.”

In the dim light from the open door, he
pulled out a large trap with a heavy spring. He knew how traps
worked, because he had watched his father many times.

“Come on,” he said to the
pup.

Lugging the trap outside,
he closed the door again and looked toward the cabin. Cordell had
not yet shuttered the windows for the coming blizzards, before the
terrible winds screamed down from the north. The lamplight threw
yellow patches on the snow. Jean-Paul listened for a few moments,
then went up behind the shed. He knew a good place to trap near a
small stream and a group of large boulders. Of course, the stream
was frozen now, but animals still came there for water. It amazed
Jean-Paul how they always managed to keep a hole broken in the ice
so they could drink. Jean-Paul knew his father wasn’t using this
spot, for Cordell had moved his own traps farther downstream
several weeks ago.

When he reached the stream,
Jean-Paul placed the trap on the ground and set to work baiting it.
He had saved a chunk of seal meat from the team’s supper and had
smuggled it into his pocket when no one was looking. Now, he worked
as he had seen his father do. He struggled without his mittens
until his fingers were cold and stiff. Then he warmed them inside
his parka before trying again. It seemed like forever. And,
besides, he had a frisky pup getting in his way.

“No, Sasha! You can’t have this meat!”
he scolded. “It’s for the fox. And don’t come too close, unless you
want your toes chopped off.”

Finally, the trap was set, and Jean-Paul hid
it between two small rocks. He only hoped a fox would find it, and
not his father. He called to Sasha, and she tumbled along beside
him as he trudged through the cold and snow back to the cabin.

When Jean-Paul entered the
cabin and removed his parka, his mother looked up from her sewing
and frowned. “Where have you been?”

Jean-Paul’s cheeks were red
and so cold that they burned. He went to the stove to get warm. He
didn’t look at his mother. “Just outdoors with the
dogs.”

Cordell rose from his desk
chair and came over to Jean-Paul, standing tall above him, hand on
his hips. Jean-Paul knew that when Cordell looked down at somebody
with his hands on his hips, that somebody was really going to get
it.

“It’s the second time in two days that
you left without telling us where you were going!” said
Cordell.

Jean-Paul glanced up
quickly, then back to the stove. “Yes, sir,” he said in a small
voice.

“Yes sir? Is that all you’ve got to
say, Jean-Paul? You know we have a deal! When any of us goes out at
night for any reason, we’re supposed to let someone know where we’re
going!”

“Yes, sir.” If
they hadn’t been so busy they would have seen me leave!

His father continued, “In
this country, we need to keep an eye out for each other, eh? Where
were you, son? You weren’t out with the team, because I
looked.”

Jean-Paul gulped and looked
his father straight in the eye. “I—I just took Sasha out for a
run.” It was the third lie he had told in two days. “We went up
behind the shed ... and played in the snow.”

Cordell lost his anger. He
reached out and ruffled Jean-Paul’s hair. “I don’t mind your being
out there when it’s daylight, close by. But a lot can happen in the
dark. You could freeze to death or slip into a snowdrift.”
Jean-Paul had already heard all this, a hundred times it seemed. “I
suppose that when the sun sets for the winter,” Cordell went on,
“I’ll have to make you wear headlights.” Cordell threw back his
head and laughed suddenly. “Aha! A new story! ‘The Boy Who Wore
Headlights’!”

Jean-Paul grinned as he
hung his dripping parka on the peg beside the door. It was a good
thing his father never stayed angry long. He sat on the floor and
tugged at his boots. His mother laid down her sewing and came over
to him. “It’s bedtime now,” she said. “Put the pup outdoors with
the rest of the huskies before she puddles on the
floor.”

Jean-Paul stared at his
mother. His heart fell. He’d been counting on Sasha sleeping at the
foot of his cot. They had made her go out last night, too. He
couldn’t believe it!

“She can’t sleep without all the other
puppies!” he protested. “Ma, she’s used to sleeping with the
others. You wouldn’t make her go out with those bigger dogs, would
you? And ... and I’ll mop the puddles ... and ...
please?”

Cordell spoke. “I said you
could keep the pup until spring, Jean-Paul. I didn’t say you could
spoil her. Then it’ll be hard to give her up when she goes.
Besides, if she’s kept too warm, she’ll lose her coat.” He motioned
to the door. “Out she goes.”

Seeing an argument was
useless, Jean-Paul hugged Sasha and opened the door. “Go on,” he
said miserably. “You have to sleep outdoors where it’s
freezing and
snowy!” He hoped his
parents had heard that. Didn’t they have any feelings? He gently
pushed Sasha onto the porch and closed the door behind her. The pup
whined. Jean-Paul turned to his parents, hoping they might change
their minds. But no one looked his way. He said, “She’s only
a baby. How would
you like for your baby to sleep outside in the cold?”

Lise smiled. “Good night,
Jean-Paul! Sleep well.”

Jean-Paul carried a lighted lamp to his room
and set it on the table beside his rock collection. Like a small
geologist, he had collected his own samples from around the streams
and lakes of Quebec before moving to the Northwest Territories. The
flickering light picked up the shiny bits of mica and other
minerals and brought them sparkling to life. Behind them on the
wall, their shadows grew large in the dancing swell of the flames,
reaching all the way to the bottom of the picture of his father and
himself proudly displaying a large northern pike.

Jean-Paul went to the
kitchen a few moments later and drank a dipperful of water from the
bucket. On the way back to his room, he heard his mother’s voice
from the other bedroom. He stopped outside the door to listen. Her
voice was soft and sad.

“I wanted to have my baby in a real
hospital, not some tumbledown settlement clinic in the
land-of-nowhere.”

“I’m sorry,” Jean-Paul’s father said.
“If I could change things I would.”

Lise answered, “It’s not
your fault. But I miss my parents and sisters. I miss our other
home and furniture. I miss Quebec!”

“You know you could have taken
Jean-Paul and gone back on the plane.”

“Without you? Don’t be silly,
Cordell.” There was a moment of silence, then Lise said, “Well,
I’ll manage. Don’t I always?”

In the long silence that
followed, Jean-Paul imagined that his father was holding his
mother, comforting her. Then Cordell spoke softly. “Try not to
worry, dear. Everything will be fine, eh? Someday everything will
turn out just right. And someday we might even find a doctor who
can mend our boy’s foot.”

Jean-Paul’s heart jumped as
his mother replied, “I couldn’t wish for anything more.”

He tiptoed back to his room
and undressed down to his first layer of underwear. He thought of
the comments about his foot. Sometimes he had wondered if it could
be straightened, but he had never talked much about it. But now the
idea really excited him. Since coming to the Arctic, the foot was a
constant embarrassment, a reminder that he wasn’t quite like the
other boys. No wonder they teased him. But he guessed it would take
a miracle to fix it. He tried to imagine how wonderful it would be
to walk normally.

He lowered the wick on the
lamp, then sat on the edge of the cot and stared at the small
window. In a short space of time, clouds had rolled in and blocked
out the moon and starlight. It was pitch black outside now, and
there was nothing blacker than a starless night above the Arctic
Circle. There was no curtain on the window, either, because,
according to his father, there was nothing outdoors to watch
him through a
window. Still, as far as Jean-Paul was concerned, there was
always something out there
looking in, and he was going to insist that his father hurry and
shutter the window.

Jean-Paul climbed into his sleeping bag and
turned away from the window. Soon, his eyelids grew heavy; his dark
lashes fell against his cheeks, and he slept.

A short time later,
Jean-Paul awoke with a start, his face and neck drenched with
sweat. He buried himself deeper into the sleeping bag, trembling
violently from head to foot. His heart banged and hammered and hurt
inside his chest. Blood rushed through his head, roaring and
howling in his ears. Bits of the nightmare flashed into his mind.
He screwed his eyes up tightly, trying to keep the awful pictures
out. But on they came: giant-sized wolves with blood-dripping
fangs. He heard their heavy panting as they came closer, their eyes
nothing but shiny green slits. He felt the warmth and smelled the
stink of their breath. Jean-Paul screamed over and over in his mind
as he cowered inside the bag. And after a while, they faded
away.

His heartbeat slowly
returned to normal, the shaking of his small body stopped. He
uncovered his face and looked around. The lamp still glowed.
There’s nothing to be afraid of, he kept telling himself.
Nothing, Jean-Paul. Nothing but a bad
dream. Yet Jean-Paul dared not look toward
the window.

He tried to sleep, but
found he couldn’t. After a few moments of tossing, he got up and
tiptoed through the cabin. He carefully slipped open the door. It
creaked loudly. He turned and looked into the dark room. Sure that
no one had heard, he opened the door wide. Kneeling on hands and
knees, he peered out into the darkness. The keen polar air slugged
him in the face.

“Sasha. Sasha,” he whispered. Thinking
he heard a sound behind him, he turned around again. But, except
for his father’s raspy snoring, the room was quiet. “Sasha?” he
whispered again. Chains rattled from the end of the cabin. One of
the other dogs whined. Jean-Paul held his breath, hoping they
didn’t give any signals.

Suddenly, a bouncing bundle
of fur jumped right into his face, licking and sniffing and
whining. Wet kisses tickled Jean-Paul’s nose. He picked up the pup
and squeezed her, kissed the top of her furry head, and buried his
nose in the long fur. Sasha squirmed and wagged her
tail.

He carried the pup to his
room and dropped her on the cot. Then he climbed into his sleeping
bag and called her. She wanted to play, to wiggle and jump. She
went into the bottom of the bag and nibbled his toes. Then she came
up and nuzzled his face, licking and licking. He whispered in her
ear, “Go to sleep.”




____________




Lise nudged Cordell in the ribs. He snorted and rolled over.
“Are you awake?” She pushed his arm away as he flung it over her
chest. “Cordell, wake up!”

“Wh–what?”

“I’m freezing! Will you see if the
fire has gone out?” She burrowed deeper into her covers and
shivered.

Cordell sat up on the side
of the bed and rubbed sleep from his eyes. He, too, shivered. The
room was like the bottom of an iceberg. “I’d better see,” he
mumbled. His big feet slapped the floor like two wet beaver tails.
“Like ice in here! Maybe a polar bear’s come to visit and left the
door open. Or a penguin.”

“No penguins in the Arctic,” said
Lise, her teeth chattering. “Only Antarctica. I’m cold, not
stupid.”

“Huh?”

“I’m turning blue and you’re cracking
jokes.”

Cordell set a flame to the
wick and carried the lamp to the other room. Even before he got to
the stove, he saw the open door. “What th—?” Dangerous arctic air
streamed into the room. Cordell’s feet were freezing through his
wool socks. He ran over and slammed the door, sliding the bolt into
place. He was sure he had bolted that door before going to bed. But
he couldn’t have, of course, or it wouldn’t have blown open. He
checked the stove to be sure it was still going. Then he stood
beside it, half asleep and thinking.

“Cordell?” called Lise. “What’s
wrong?”

He went over and poked his
head through the doorway. “It’s okay. The door just blew open. Go
back to sleep.”

Before returning to bed,
Cordell went into Jean-Paul’s room. From the shadows cast by the
nightlight came movement on the cot. Something wiggled by the
sleeping bag. He looked closer, then whistled softly. “I don’t need
to ask how you got in here,” he whispered to the pup. “And he left
the door open, too.” Sasha pricked up her ears. Cordell reached
down and scratched beneath her chin. “You’re a pretty little lady.
Too bad we can’t keep you.”

He picked her up again,
then changed his mind and put her back down. “I guess one night
won’t hurt.”







Chapter 3







Although Jean-Paul went each morning to check the trap, he was
always disappointed to find it empty. The trap had been set for a
few weeks, the bait frozen into an icy black mess that no longer
looked like meat. He was glad his father had not discovered the
missing trap. As it was, Cordell had gone about his own trapping as
before, not noticing one of them was gone.

One day, when Cordell came
into the cabin, Lise was stirring a thick fish chowder on the
stove, the spicy aroma rising from the steam and filling the room.
Cordell hung his parka on the hook, then went and stood in front of
Jean-Paul.

“Do you know what day this is?” he
asked.

Jean-Paul shrugged and
shook his head. He thought for a minute. “November something,” he
said.

Cordell smiled down at his
son. “Today’s the day the sun goes down and stays down for a long
time.”

Jean-Paul closed the book
he was reading with a snap and laid it on the floor. “Wow! I almost
forgot!”

Lise turned and glared at
them both. “Humph!”

Cordell went over and
hugged her. To Jean-Paul he said, “Your mother doesn’t like the
long Arctic night!” He kissed her on the cheek and said with a big
grin, “When the sun comes again, you’ll have a small Lise. Just
like a mother bear has cubs when she hibernates.”

Lise ignored the remark as
she finished setting the table. She didn’t think it was funny. As
if to herself, she said, “A small Lise in heavy boots. Not pink
bootees and lace, but…”

Cordell tried to console
her. “Well, our daughter will wear furs right from the start,
eh?”

“Humph!” said Lise again. “Then Papa
Bear had better set another trap!” She smiled in spite of
herself.

Jean-Paul couldn’t help
laughing out loud. It was all he could do to keep his secret to
himself. Tomorrow he would check again. If he had anything to say about it, his
new sister would wear white fox.

Later, the Ardoin family
stood outside and watched the sun roll over the horizon and drop
out of sight.

“Well, that’s that!” Cordell slipped
an arm around Lise’s shoulders. “We won’t see it again until late
January. But look, it left a nice sunset for us to enjoy. Tomorrow
will be clear.”

“And dark,” replied Lise. “If it
weren’t for you and Jean-Paul being here, I think I would go
mad.”

Jean-Paul felt a shiver of
fear rush up his spine. He didn’t like the long, dark days and
nights all running together. Before going back inside, he looked up
and found the star that would guide him through the dark months
ahead—Polaris. He wanted to wish for daylight, but he knew it would
do no good. I’d like fox fur for Ma’s
baby.




____________




Jean-Paul watched his trap for the next week, but it still had
not caught anything. Not even an okalerk. In the last week of November,
he went to look again. He aimed the lantern’s beam down at the
trap. Sasha, always at his heels, looked up at him and
whined.

“It’s no use, Sasha. If the fox
doesn’t step in the trap soon, my sister will be born
already.”

He made a tight, hard snowball and tossed it
into the trap. The mighty jaws sprang shut with a loud clank. Sasha
jumped back with a yelp.

“I just wanted to see if it still
worked. I guess it does.” He kicked at the bait with the toe of his
boot. “It’s all in one piece. That means nothing has tried to get
it off. And there are no tracks.”

Sasha watched Jean-Paul reset the trap, not
daring to move an inch toward the strange monster with big iron
teeth.

“Not even a rabbit. You’d think there
would at least be a dumb ol’ okalerk.”

It was Saturday morning, a very dark and
dreary morning. Even the Northern Lights had not come to brighten
the sky with their wavering shafts of color.

Jean-Paul felt lonely and
left out. He knew the other boys had things to do. With their own
dogsleds, they could go riding and visiting anytime they wanted.
Chinook had his own husky, a large brown dog with white patches
around its eyes. The white circles made the husky look like a
bandit. He also looked mean, but Jean-Paul knew he wasn’t.
Chinook’s dog’s name was Amarok, which meant wolf, but he was as gentle as a
kitten.

As they walked back to the
cabin, Jean-Paul compared Sasha with Amarok. She would never be as
big as he was, but Jean-Paul had the feeling she might be almost as
strong. She wasn’t mean-looking, either, but had gentle,
intelligent blue eyes. There was a nice black streak marking her
forehead, and her mouth seemed always to be smiling. She had grown
a lot during the last two months. Her baby fuzz had been replaced
with black and silver guard hairs on the outside. Her undercoat was
soft and thick, in spite of her staying in the cabin too much.
Sasha was low to the ground, her feet and legs dainty, though
well-muscled.

Now, Jean-Paul ruffled the
thick hair that stood out around Sasha’s neck. “I could teach you
to pull a sled if you were bigger. I’ll bet you would be as good as
Amarok.”




____________




That night after supper, Cordell went outdoors. Soon he
returned and walked over to Jean-Paul, who sat working a jigsaw
puzzle. Cordell watched him silently, and Jean-Paul sensed
trouble.

“We need to talk,” said Cordell,
finally.

Jean-Paul didn’t look up.
“Wait till I find where this piece goes.”

When Cordell spoke again,
Jean-Paul nearly jumped out of his chair. “The puzzle can wait! Put
it away now! We’re going for a walk!”

Cordell looked ferocious
when angry. Jean-Paul laid down the puzzle chip and rose. “Wh–where
are we going?”

Cordell ignored the
question. “Bundle up. The wind’s sharp.”

Without speaking, Jean-Paul
pulled on his parka, closing it tightly around his neck. Next came
the boots. When he turned to the door, Cordell already had it
open.

The first blast of cold air brought a gasp
from Jean-Paul. He pulled his hood tightly around his face. Only
his eyes were open to the strong wind as he peered through a very
small space.

The huskies arose from
their warm snow beds and howled, the noise promptly blown away by
the wind. Sasha trotted over to the group and barked, as if to say,
“You don’t have a warm bed to sleep in at night!” Then she joined
Jean-Paul and Cordell.

Once or twice Cordell had
to wait for Jean-Paul to catch up, the drag of the boy’s crippled
foot slowing him down. They went up behind the shed and started
down to the stream. Cordell carried the lantern, beaming its yellow
light on the ground ahead of him. Jean-Paul was glad he couldn’t
see his father’s face. His thoughts went around and around inside
his head.

Cordell’s deep voice cut
into Jean-Paul’s thoughts. “Aha! Look over here, Jean-Paul!” He
aimed the beam at the ground. He no longer sounded angry, but a
lump came into Jean-Paul’s throat just the same.

“It—it looks like…”

“Footprints,” Cordell said. “Where do
you suppose they came from?” Jean-Paul didn’t answer. Cordell
stooped down and examined the tracks.

A chill shot down
Jean-Paul’s spine as Cordell pointed to another set of tracks near
the larger ones. “And a smaller animal, too. Could be a mother with
her cub, no?” He arose. “Well, come on then, Jean-Paul, let’s trail
them to see where they go.”

Sasha bounded on ahead,
knowing exactly where they were going. Jean-Paul also knew.
Suddenly he hung back, refusing to budge. Cordell was already
there, kneeling in the snow to look behind the boulders. He turned
and called Jean-Paul over.

Jean-Paul limped slowly to
his father. Before him in the lantern light was the big steel trap,
exactly where he’d checked it earlier that morning.

“Now who do you think swiped my old
trap and set it up back here?” Cordell said.

There was no use denying
it. Jean-Paul was caught. What could he say, with the evidence
right there before him? The only thing he had in his favor was that
his father didn’t stay angry long. He hung his head. Sasha nuzzled
the hand hanging limply at his side. He hunched himself down inside
his parka, feeling smaller than ever. There was only one thing to
do.

“It was me,” he said.

Cordell stood up. “Why,
Jean-Paul? Why did you take this, when I’ve told you never to touch
the traps? This particular trap is very dangerous.”

“It—it was a surprise.”

“A surprise? It certainly was! When I saw
the tracks this afternoon, I followed them and wound up
here.”

“You knew they were mine,” Jean-Paul
said, shaking his head. “Mine and Sasha’s.”

“Do you take me for a fool, son? Of
course I knew. What I want to know is why you disobeyed me. If you
wanted to trap, why didn’t you come to me?”

Tears stung Jean-Paul’s
eyes. “I wanted to show you I could do it all by myself. If I’d
asked, you wouldn’t have let me.”

“I see.”

“And—and Ma said she wanted an Arctic
fox fur for the baby.”

“Arctic fox?”

Jean-Paul nodded. “Yes,
sir. She said she wants a girl. And she wants white fox fur for a
baby parka and boots.”

Cordell thought for a
moment. “Yes, I understand. I guess she’d like silks and laces for
our new baby. Sometimes I forget how hard it must be for your
mother, living up here like this. She hasn’t made many friends, and
women need other women when a baby’s coming. What do men know, eh?”
He looked at the trap again. “Has it been here long?”

“A few weeks.”

“And you haven’t caught anything
yet?”

“Nothing!” Jean-Paul said. “Not even
an old rabbit!”

Cordell studied the trap.
“Well, it might have caught a boy.
Or a husky. But since you’ve already got it set, I
guess it can stay.”

Cordell slipped an arm
around his son. “What makes you so sure the baby will be a
girl?”

“Because I think that’s what Ma wants.
All she’s got now is a crippled boy.”

Cordell gave him a hard
squeeze. “Aw, now, son, your mother wouldn’t trade you for all the
girls in the world.”

“Did she say that?”

“She doesn’t have to.”

“But a girl would make a difference,
huh, Pa?”

Cordell laughed. “It might.
But for different reasons, not because her son is lame. Mothers
don’t stop loving their children just because they might have a
birth defect. Besides, I believe there is someone out there who can
fix you right up. All we have to do is find him, eh?”

Jean-Paul nodded. “I hope
so, because I don’t like being different.” Then he had a sudden
thought. “I don’t know anything about babies, Pa. What will I do
with a baby in that small cabin?”

“The question is,” replied Cordell,
clearing his throat, “what am I going to do with two children in my
way when I’m trying to work? I might have to move to the North Pole
to get away from the noise.”

They walked back to the
cabin in silence. But before going inside, Cordell said, “We won’t
tell her about the trap. She’d be upset, knowing you could have
hurt yourself. I want you to promise me something,
Jean-Paul.”

“What?” Jean-Paul stomped snow off his
boots.

“Well, if you see a fox in the trap,
or any other animal, let me know, eh? Don’t touch it.”

He was glad his father was no longer
angry.

“You have to keep the drifts from
burying that trap,” Cordell said. “Otherwise, someone could step in
it and break an ankle or a foot.”

“Won’t foxes smell people-scent around
the trap? Maybe they won’t come at all because of the
smell.”

“Maybe,” Cordell agreed. “But if
they’re hungry enough, it won’t matter. Just like when you’re
hungry, you don’t care if anyone catches you sneaking cookies
before bedtime. And I happen to know there are still some molasses
cookies left. Let’s have some with a cup of hot tea.”







Chapter 4







Three weeks before Christmas, Chinook, Nanuk, and Aiverk
cornered Jean-Paul outside the school. Sasha had come to school
with Jean-Paul and had waited outdoors all day. Now, all eyes were
on the beautiful young dog as she jumped up and licked his face,
her tail wagging furiously.

“That the pup you stole a couple of
months ago, Jean-Paul Okalerk?” Chinook asked.

Jean-Paul moved back a few
inches. “I told you I didn’t steal her, Chinook. Our girl dog had
nine pups, and Sasha’s one of them.”

Nanuk folded his arms
across his chest and stared right into Jean-Paul’s eyes. “What does
an okalerk want
with a husky? Okalerks don’t do anything but
hoppity-hoppity-hop. Boys
have huskies.”

Aiverk laughed.

“You going to train her to pull a
sled?” asked Chinook. He stroked Sasha’s head. “She’s very
small.”

“But she’s strong,” answered
Jean-Paul.

There was a twinkle in
Chinook’s eyes that made Jean-Paul wonder if the teasing was only
for the benefit of the other boys. Sensing a warmer side of him,
Jean-Paul was sometimes drawn to his special ways of making people
laugh. If he could have only one friend in the Arctic, he would
want someone like Chinook. If only Chinook wouldn’t make fun of
him. He could stand almost anything but that. He often envied
Aiverk and Nanuk their special friendship with Chinook.

“Why didn’t you steal a bigger dog?”
asked Nanuk. “Can’t do anything with such a puny runt.”

“She’s not a puny runt!” Jean-Paul
yelled. “And she’s smarter than all your huskies put
together!”

“Oh yeah?” Nanuk sneered.

“Yeah! She does everything I tell her
to do. Here, I’ll show you.”

Jean-Paul stepped out in
front of Sasha. She started to follow, but he held out his hand and
told her to sit.
Sasha sat down and waited.

Aiverk grinned. “Ha! That’s
nothing, Jean-Paul Okalerk! All
dogs know how to sit.”

Jean-Paul tried again.
“Well, here’s one yours can’t do!” He turned to Sasha again.
“Sasha, would you rather look at Aiverk’s ugly face or be
dead?”

Sasha dropped immediately
to her side. She lay without moving until Jean-Paul said,
“Sasha, up!” And
she bounded up on all fours, barking and wagging her tail.
Jean-Paul was very proud of her and gave her a great big
hug.

Chinook jumped up and down,
laughing so much he could hardly get his breath. He held his belly
and tried to stop laughing. Then he started in again, and laughed
and giggled until tears rolled down his cheeks.

“What’s the matter with him?” asked
Nanuk.

Chinook stopped before
Nanuk and shook a finger in his face. “I was laughing because
Jean-Paul’s dog got the best of Aiverk! She would rather be dead
than look at his ugly mug!” He grinned at Jean-Paul. “How did you
teach her to do that, Okalerk?”

“I don’t tell people things when they
call me names!” Jean-Paul yelled. “I’m not a rabbit, Chinook! If I
tell you how I trained her, you have to stop calling me
Okalerk!”

“Let’s go, Chinook,” said Nanuk,
turning away. “I don’t want to be seen talking to an
okalerk.” He began
walking, calling to Aiverk over his shoulder. “You coming or
not?”

But Chinook grabbed Nanuk’s
arm. “Wait! I want to hear what the okal ... I mean Monsieur Jean-Paul Ardoin has to say.
Maybe his dog goes to school. She comes here as often as we
do.”

“I won’t tell you the secret of
training your dogs to play dead, unless you promise to stop calling
me names.” Jean-Paul looked off into the distance and saw Cordell
driving his team over the snow. “My pa’s here to get me
now.”

“Why don’t you ride your dog home?”
asked Nanuk. “She’s just about your size.”

Chinook turned his back on
his two friends and spoke to Jean-Paul. “So, your dog’s name is
Sasha?”

“Yes. It means ‘helper of
man.’”

“My dog’s name is Amarok,” Chinook
said. “That means ‘wolf.’”

“I already knew what it meant,”
Jean-Paul said. “But I’ve got to go now, Chinook. Pa’s almost
here.” He started to move away with Sasha at his heels.

Chinook caught up with him
again. “Hey, Jean-Paul, would you like to join our Ice
Patrol?”

“Your club?” asked Jean-Paul,
surprised. “You want me?”

“We don’t want him!” cried Nanuk.

“Why not?” asked Chinook. “He can
teach us lots of things about training dogs to die and come alive
again. Right, Jean-Paul? How about it, want to join?”

Nanuk and Aiverk looked at
each other and shrugged. They knew it would do no good to argue
with Chinook, for he was their leader. It was he who came up with
all the neat ideas for their club. Now they watched him, and didn’t
like what they saw. It looked as though Chinook was trying to make
friends with Jean-Paul Ardoin. On the other hand, it might not be a
bad idea to wait and see what Chinook had up his sleeve.

Jean-Paul looked warily
from one boy to another. It was obvious that Nanuk and Aiverk
didn’t want him, but he thought he could trust Chinook to handle
them.

“What would I have to do?” he
asked.

“Tell you what,” said Chinook. “You
meet us right here after school tomorrow and we’ll show you. Our
club’s fun. We go ice fishing and sledding and kayaking
and—”

“—and girl watching,” said Aiverk. He nudged
Nanuk in the ribs and grinned.

Cordell stopped his sled
and waited for Jean-Paul.

“Pa always picks me up after school.
How would I get home?”

“No problem,” Chinook replied with a
grin. “We’ll take you home, right guys?”

“That’s right,” said Nanuk. “We’ll
take you home after you get all signed up.”




____________




That evening at the supper table, Jean-Paul said to Cordell,
“The boys want me to join their club, Pa.”

Cordell stopped chewing and
looked at his son. “That right?”

“Um-hmmm.” Jean-Paul took a bite of
meat. From across the room, Sasha pricked up her ears and whined.
Then her black nose wiggled back and forth. She knew she wasn’t to
beg at the table, but no one had said anything about begging from
the other side of the room. Jean-Paul glanced at her and winked,
sending her a mental message that he would save her a bite of his
food.

Lise laid down her fork and
looked at Jean-Paul seriously. “Are those the boys who tease you so
much? I’m not sure I want you with them, since they’re always
picking on you.”

But Jean-Paul was excited.
“It’s different this time, Ma! They asked me to join their Ice
Patrol. I’ve always wondered what they do in their club, and now
I’ll find out.”

Lise shook her head. “I
don’t know . . .”

Cordell laughed. “Ice
Patrol, eh? Maybe I should write a story about a group of boys who
patrol the ice. Pass the meat.”

Lise pushed the platter
toward him. “You could write a story about your big toenail,
Cordell Ardoin!”

Jean-Paul giggled. “That
would be a very tall tale, huh, Ma?”

Cordell narrowed his eyes
at Jean-Paul. He helped himself to the food and started eating
again. Jean-Paul looked from his father to his mother. Was he going
to get an answer or not? They were sitting there eating as though
he didn’t exist.

“Well?” he asked,
impatiently.

Cordell looked up. “Eh?
Well what?”

“The club! The club! Do I get to join
Ice Patrol or not?”

“I don’t think so,” said Lise. “I just
don’t know enough about those boys.”

“Aw, Ma.”

Cordell came to his son’s
rescue. “A boy’s got to have fun, Lise. I belonged to a club when I
was his age. There’s not much else to do in this godforsaken
country.”

Lise looked at her husband.
“You brought us to
this godforsaken country.”

Cordell reached over and
patted her hand. “And you
followed right along like a lemming to the
ocean!”

“To fall in and drown,” she
whispered.

Lise silently picked at her
food. Then suddenly she jumped up and went into the bedroom.
Cordell stared after her. He became lost in thought as Jean-Paul
tried to recapture his attention.

“Chinook said they’ll bring me home
right after the club meeting. So you won’t have to come for
me.”

Cordell’s mind was far
away. “Um-hmmm,” he mumbled.

“They said I have to join right after
school tomorrow. I have to be initiated.” Cordell still wasn’t
listening, so Jean-Paul tugged on his sleeve. “Pa?”

“What? Oh, well, I guess it’s all
right.”

“Thanks, Pa. And tell Ma she won’t
have to worry. Sasha will be with me.”

At the sound of her name,
Sasha stood up and barked.

“See?” Jean-Paul exclaimed. “She knows
we’re talking about her.”

“She only wants the food you pushed
under the edge of your plate,” said his father.

When Cordell disappeared
into his bedroom a moment later, Jean-Paul cleared the table and
put a kettle of water on to heat for the dishes.




____________




The next day, after school was dismissed, Jean-Paul hurried
outside to find Sasha. Happy as always to see him, the pup bounded
up against his chest and licked his face, whining and wiggling.
Jean-Paul scratched her ears and laughed. “Today’s going to be
great fun! They’re finally treating me like one of them. I get to
be in their club, Sasha, and you can come, too. I think the boys
all like you, especially Chinook.”

A couple of dark-eyed Inuit
girls came out the door and scampered off, laughing, in the
direction of their homes. Chinook came out next and squatted down
to pet Sasha.

“She’s really a great little husky!”
he told Jean-Paul. “But she isn’t going to be very big. She might
have trouble pulling a sled by herself.” He looked up at Jean-Paul.
His friendly face was lighted by the glow from the schoolhouse
window. His eyes were shiny, black marbles.

Jean-Paul said, “It’s not
size that counts, Chinook, but strength. That’s what Pa
says.”

“I think your father’s right,” agreed
Chinook. “That’s a good point.”

The schoolhouse door opened
again and Aiverk and Nanuk appeared. “We’re ready!” yelled Aiverk.
“Let’s go!”

“I’m ready if Jean-Paul is.” Chinook
stood up and turned to Jean-Paul. “We have to go to my
apudyak first. I have to
get my sled and Amarok. Is it too far for you to walk?”

Jean-Paul was embarrassed.
He wondered if Chinook really cared if it was too far for him to
walk, or if he was just making another joke about his foot. The
Inuit village wasn’t that
far from school.

“I can walk,” he said.

Jean-Paul knew where
Chinook lived, but he had never been inside the igloo. During the
summer months, Chinook’s family usually lived in wooden shelters
made from driftwood, or trees that grew along the river. Unlike
most Inuits around those parts, Chinook’s family did not follow the
trails of large game during the cold months. Instead, Chinook’s
father, Taguk, hunted seals on the ice. Those who tracked land
animals often built apudyaks
along the way, as needed. Winter snow was welcome,
for snow houses were snug and warm.

The first time Jean-Paul
had seen Chinook’s large round snow house, he had been amazed to
see a window built right into the side of it. It had been night,
and the light from the whale-oil lamps had shown yellow through
that small window. Cordell had said, “Sometimes Eskimos build
window panes of thin sheets of ice or seal gut.” Jean-Paul often
thought it might be fun to live in an igloo.

They began walking. Jean-Paul tried to keep
up with the boys. Sasha had no trouble tagging along. Jean-Paul was
beginning to relax, and the more he relaxed, the more he
talked.

Nanuk said, “You must start
early to train your dog, Jean-Paul Okalerk.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call me that,
Nanuk. If I’m going to be in the Ice Patrol, I should have a better
name.”

Chinook had walked on ahead
in the darkness as they left the lights of the village behind. Now
he stopped and waited for Jean-Paul and the other two. When they
reached him, Aiverk spoke. “Jean-Paul wants another name, Chinook.
What name do you suggest?”

Jean-Paul could not see
Chinook’s face, but when the Inuit lad spoke, it made Jean-Paul
very happy.

“What’s wrong with calling him
Jean-Paul? If Mother and Father Ardoin thought he should be
Jean-Paul, then that’s what we should call him. Unless he doesn’t
like the name and wants another.”

“It was Grandfather Ardoin’s name,”
Jean-Paul admitted. “I’m very proud of it.”

Chinook laughed. “And I’m
also proud of my name, even if it does mean a strong, hot
wind!”

Everyone laughed at that as they continued
walking.

When they neared Chinook’s
igloo, Jean-Paul saw the small window glowing yellowish. And the
closer they got, the more peculiar he thought the igloo looked.
Harpoons—kakivoks—had been stuck into the top of it, so they would always be
handy.

Jean-Paul had seen men and boys spearing
through holes in the ice. First, a hole was cut out of the ice.
Then the hunter waited for a fish or seal to come to the hole for
air. He held a harpoon ready to strike. Inuits and Indians had to
be expert marksmen. There was only one chance to throw the weapon,
and it had to be a good shot. If it missed the mark, the fish would
quickly swim away.

Chinook didn’t invite his
friends inside. “Too many bodies in there right now,” he said. “But
I have to get something.”

He called Nanuk and Aiverk
to one side and spoke so Jean-Paul couldn’t hear. But the three
were laughing, and Jean-Paul wondered if they were laughing at him
again. Then, Aiverk and Nanuk stayed with Jean-Paul while Chinook
went inside.

Nanuk said to Jean-Paul
while they were waiting, “You should put a harness on Sasha, so she
can become used to it. Just let her drag it around for a while.
Then, when you’re ready, pick up the other end and tie it to the
sled. When she tries to get loose, the sled will slide across the
snow. She’ll think she has done something wonderful, and most of
your training will be done.”

Chinook came out of the
igloo. He went behind it to get Amarok and the sled. Jean-Paul
wondered if Amarok would like Sasha.

Chinook’s huge husky was
very friendly. He barked once at Sasha, then came up to sniff.
Sasha backed off a little, then stood still while Amarok got her
scent. Then the large brown dog was satisfied. He would always
remember who Sasha was.

“Let’s go!” Chinook yelled.

Jean-Paul could hardly wait for all the
secrets to be told.

“Where are we going?” he
asked.

Chinook thumped him on the
shoulder as Jean-Paul climbed onto the sled. “We can’t tell you
where we’re going,” he said. “You’ll find out soon
enough.”

Aiverk and Nanuk laughed as
they trotted along beside the sled. But when Amarok pulled faster,
they both jumped up to ride with Jean-Paul. Chinook yelled to
Amarok in Inuktitut, “Ouk!
Ouk!” (Turn right.) And, “Rra! Rra!” (Turn
left.) The big husky pushed all his power into his harness and
swung off to one direction, then another. Jean-Paul hung on tight
to keep from getting thrown off the sled. Sasha ran along with
Amarok, and he was glad she was able to keep up.

Jean-Paul buried his nose
in the warm robe. A strong wind had arisen, and sometimes it tried
to tip over the sled. For once Jean-Paul was glad he had worn the
itchy wool underwear. It was a very dark night, without the moon or
stars to guide the way. As far as the eye could see rose great dark
shadows of snow-sculptures and ridges.

Several minutes of fast
sledding brought them to a stop beside an igloo, and Jean-Paul
wondered if Chinook’s dog had taken them around in circles. The
igloo seemed strangely familiar in the darkness.

“Where are we?” Jean-Paul sat up and
pushed the robe away from his face. A blade of icy air slashed his
skin and worked its way inside his hood. He shivered violently and
covered his nose.

Chinook came around to the
side of the sled as Nanuk and Aiverk climbed down. Jean-Paul, too,
got off the sled and looked around. It was too dark to see, but the
huge igloo’s form stood out clearly. Suddenly, Jean-Paul knew! He
tried to see Chinook’s face, but couldn’t. Sasha whined, and
Jean-Paul reached down to pet her.

When Chinook spoke, the
wind tried to snatch his words away. “Everyone sit down on the sled
so we can begin.”

Jean-Paul backed against
the sled and sat down. Nanuk and Aiverk sat on each side of him,
and Chinook stood before them, a dark blob in the night. Chinook
said, “To get into Ice Patrol, you have to do two things,
Jean-Paul. Are you ready?”

Jean-Paul glanced at the
haunted igloo. A terrible fear fell upon him. He wanted to go home,
but he couldn’t tell them that. He told himself that whatever they
wanted him to do couldn’t be so bad. Choking back a lump in his
throat, he said, “Yes ... I guess I’m ready.”

Jean-Paul heard Nanuk and
Aiverk snicker.

“Hold out your hands.” In the
darkness, Jean-Paul saw Chinook holding something.

“Wh–what is it?”

“It’s food,” Chinook said. “If you
want to be in our club, you have to keep up your
energy.”

“Well, it’s almost supper time,”
Jean-Paul admitted.

“Take off your mitten,” Chinook told
him.

Jean-Paul pulled off a
mitten. His hand became instantly cold. He held it out to Chinook,
and Chinook laid something icy in his hand. Jean-Paul jerked his
hand away at the last minute, dropping the object on the snow
beside the sled.

Chinook grumbled and picked
up the item. “Come on now, Jean-Paul! We don’t have all night. Take
it now!”

“What is it—?” Jean-Paul reached out.
When Chinook put the thing in his hand again, Jean-Paul closed his
eyes. It felt like a piece of bait. He gripped it in his freezing
hand. He sniffed, and smelled a familiar odor.

“It’s only a fish!” Aiverk
laughed.

Jean-Paul almost dropped it
again. “Is it alive? I won’t eat a live fish!”

Nanuk and Aiverk doubled
over with laughter. Nanuk said, “He thinks we want him to eat a
live fish, Chinook! How dumb can one person get? Even
Inuits kill the fish
before eating it!”

“You have to eat some if you want to
join the club,” said Aiverk.

Jean-Paul gave the fish
back to Chinook. “I’m not eating raw fish, Chinook! My cousins in
Quebec like it raw, but not me. My stomach hurts just thinking
about it.”

But Chinook wouldn’t take
the fish. “You said you wanted to join the club. And eating raw
fish is one of the things you must do. The fins and scales have
been removed. But watch out for bones.”

Jean-Paul was beginning to suspect the boys
had made special rules just for him.

Aiverk laughed and punched
Jean-Paul lightly on the shoulder. “Wait till you hear what comes
next!”

Jean-Paul was nervous and
scared. He didn’t care what came next. He didn’t care if he joined
their old club or not. All he wanted was to go home.

“Eat the fish before Sasha gets it,”
Nanuk said. “You’re the biggest baby!”

Suddenly, Jean-Paul was
very angry. No one could call him a baby and get away with it. “I’m
not a baby, Nanuk! I’m almost as old as you and Aiverk, so you
can’t call me a baby unless you call yourselves babies,
too!”

“Then you’d better get busy and eat
the fish,” Chinook said. “We can’t take you home until you do. This
and the other thing.” The other two boys laughed loudly.

Jean-Paul knew he didn’t
have a choice. He felt the fish. It was not large, and he made up
his mind to eat some, even if it choked him blue in the
face.

He brought the fish to his
mouth once, then brought it down again. Warmth from his hand had
thawed the fish a little. His stomach groaned. Waves of sickness
rose inside his chest. A bitter, acid taste came into his throat.
He closed his eyes tightly and, before he could change his mind,
sank his teeth into the fish and ripped out a small bite. His blood
pounded inside his ears as he sat for a moment with the mouthful of
raw fish.

“We eat raw fish all the time,”
Chinook said. “It isn’t that bad. We eat other meat raw, too. It
helps keep us warm in this cold weather. If you want to be like us,
you have to be strong.”

Jean-Paul could not speak with his mouth
full. For one awful moment he wanted to spit out the bite. He
tested for bones with his tongue, then began chewing. The icy flesh
came apart easily between his teeth. He swallowed. It slipped
softly down his throat. Why, there was nothing to eating raw fish.
When he had finished, he gave the rest to Sasha.

“You didn’t say I had to eat it all,”
he told them, wiping his mouth and pulling his mitten back on. His
fingers ached and burned from the cold.

“He did it!” exclaimed Nanuk. “I
didn’t think he would, but he did!”

Chinook slapped Jean-Paul
on the back. “That’s number one! If you pass the next test, you’ll
be a member of Ice Patrol and will get to go with us when we
ice-fish or hunt. You’ll learn our secret codes and
messages.”

“Yes,” said Aiverk. “Only very brave
boys can be members of Ice Patrol. And you were brave to eat the
raw fish when you never did it before.”

Jean-Paul’s whole body felt
chilled to the bone, warm clothes or not. At that moment he didn’t
care if he passed any more tests or not. But something told him
they wouldn’t let him go home yet. He thought the cold he felt was
more from fear than anything else. He was sure his new friends had
planned something much worse than raw fish.

“Wh–what do I have to do now?” he
asked.

“You’re going to do what all of us had
to do once,” came the answer from Chinook. “You must spend two
hours alone in the haunted apudyak.”

Jean-Paul stared at the
large, dark shape in front of him. “Is this where you have your
meetings?”

“No,” said Nanuk, “we just come here
sometimes to play. It’s fun sliding down the side of the
apudyak on our
bellies.”

“But you have to sit inside the
apudyak for two hours,”
said Aiverk, “listening to the torngark moaning, and talking to the
crazy old man.”

“I don’t think they’ll get you.”
Chinook laughed. “But you never can tell!”

Jean-Paul shrank back
against the sled. “I—I don’t think I’d better. No! I won’t go
inside there! You can’t make me go in there!”

“I thought you wanted to be in our
club,” said Nanuk. “Does this mean you don’t?”

“No,” Jean-Paul replied, “that’s not
it. I just…” He looked toward Nanuk, but could see only the outline
of his face. “I mean ... well…”

“If you’ve changed your mind,” said
Chinook with a sigh, Athen we’d better take you home.”

“No! I really do want to join,
Chinook! But you’re trying to make me do things I don’t like to
do!”

“Aw, let’s take him home,” Nanuk said
with disgust. “Jean-Paul’s just a big baby, like we thought. He’s
afraid of torngark.”

“Yeah, let’s take him back right
away,” agreed Aiverk. “We can’t have babies in our
club.”

“I’m not! I’m not a baby!” Jean-Paul
shouted. “I’m not afraid of any old igloo or torngark, either!”

The wind moaned, and
Jean-Paul thought he heard laughter. Amarok gave an impatient yelp,
then howled. His voice rose, ending in several short, high-pitched
yips. Sasha answered, and her howl drifted away to nowhere.
Jean-Paul’s knees shook, from the stabbing cold and from fear.
Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. Jean-Paul knew the laughter had not
come from a human. It was something from inside the igloo.
Something or someone inside there was laughing.

He forced himself to brush
away the frightening thoughts. Of course there really was no
laughter. The laughter was only in Jean-Paul’s imagination, but he
was too scared to know that. There was only the strong wind
whistling around from behind the igloo.

“Two hours?” Jean-Paul tried to sound
brave, but he knew his voice was small and quivering.

“Yeah!” Chinook replied. “Just two
hours in that haunted apudyak, then you can go
home.”

Jean-Paul gritted his teeth
to keep them from chattering. “I g–guess t–two hours won’t be so
bad. If the rest of you can do it, so can I. And when the t–two
hours are up, you will let me join Ice Patrol, won’t
you?”

“Sure we will,” they all said at once.
“And we’ll take you home right after.”

Jean-Paul’s mind was made
up. He wanted in that club more than anything in the world. And, if
he was ever going to overcome his fear of the dark, now was the
time to do it. He started toward the igloo with Sasha at his side.
“Okay. If I can find the entrance.”

But Sasha had already found the opening. She
poked her nose inside, then backed away.

“Better let your dog go in first!”
yelled Aiverk. “She can make sure it’s safe!”

Someone laughed. A real
laugh this time, not the wind. “If she comes back out, you’ll know
it’s safe to go in!”

The three boys sat on the
sled and watched to see what Jean-Paul was going to do. Jean-Paul
glanced back at them, but they were just three dark shadows all
running together. He wished it was light. Then he could see what he
was doing. There could at least be a moon, or a bright aurora. He
dropped to his hands and knees before the entrance.
They’re trying to scare me, but I won’t let
them!

The entrance was a short
round tunnel leading into the main room. The darkness from inside
was even worse than the darkness outside, for it seemed to reach
out for Jean-Paul as he moved slowly forward and stuck his head in.
Behind him, Sasha whined. At the doorway, Jean-Paul
stopped.

“What are you waiting for?” yelled
Nanuk.

Aiverk shouted over the
sound of the wind. “Go on in, Jean-Paul Okalerk!”

Jean-Paul found his courage
and crawled all the way into the tunnel. Black as pitch! Blacker than the ink on Father Cortier’s
desk! Like going
into a cavern! Suppose there’s no bottom in
this igloo! Suppose
I just drop down and down and ... all the way through the earth ...
to the South Pole!

At that moment, something
touched his foot. He drew it up sharply. Then came a whine. Of
course, it was Sasha, following him into the tunnel. He could feel
the walls of the tunnel. There wasn’t enough room to turn around.
If something came out of the igloo after him, he would have to back
out. There was no way both Jean-Paul and Sasha could back out fast
enough before something grabbed them.

Then, the tunnel walls fell
away. Jean-Paul’s heart thumped hard as he realized he was inside
the big, round room. He knew there should be a smoke hole in the
top of the igloo, but it probably hadn’t been used in a long time.
Maybe it was even frozen shut. He felt a cold nose on his cheek.
His heart hammered at his chest. He walked his hands across the
snow-packed floor, feeling his way inch by inch. “I guess we’re in
here, Sasha!” His voice sounded hollow as it bounced off the
igloo’s wall.

Someone called from
outside, but he could not tell who. “You in there, Jean-Paul? See
any spirits yet? How about wolves?”

Muffled laughter seeped
through the thick wall. Jean-Paul grabbed for Sasha and clung to
her neck. “I wish I was home. Oh, Sasha, I wish I was back home!
Why did I listen to them?”

A soft scuffling sound came
from behind. Jean-Paul turned his head to hear—to
see. But there was nothing
to see. There was only the complete blackness. He hugged Sasha
tightly and buried his face in her furry neck. “Listen,” he
whispered. “Something’s here ...
something’s in here.”

The sounds went on for a
few more minutes, like something slithering across the ground. Then
they stopped. A voice called again from outside. This time
Jean-Paul could barely hear it. Faint laughter sent chills down his
back. It had sounded like: “Have fun,
Jean-Paul!” A very faraway voice.
“When your two hours are up, you can come
out.” Maybe the words were in his own
mind—he couldn’t really tell. It was the darkness, of course.
Darkness always did strange things to Jean-Paul’s mind.

A thick, spooky silence
came. Jean-Paul was determined to stay the full two hours. But how
would he know when the time was up? He turned loose of Sasha’s
neck. “Might as well explore,” he whispered, as if someone were
listening.

He crept forward a little
more, felt something soft and squishy beneath his mittened hands.
He jumped. Turning away from whatever it was, he crawled in the
other direction. Then he stood up, feeling his way with his hands
in front of him. The igloo was larger than it had seemed from
outside. There was no wall to be felt, so he knew he must be in the
center. A sliver of cold air streamed down from the top of the
igloo. The smoke hole was open. If only I
had brought something to build a fire. How will I keep warm for two
hours?

Jean-Paul knew igloos were
built to keep out the cold—snow contains many air pockets for
insulation. And several persons inside an igloo, with a small fire,
threw off enough heat to warm the air. Jean-Paul was warmly dressed
and would probably be all right until Chinook and the other two
returned. But now he stood silently, wondering what to do. It was
the darkness he hated. The inside of the igloo was absolutely the
blackest black Jean-Paul had ever seen, even darker than his own
bedroom on the darkest night. There was almost always some sort of
light reflecting from somewhere—the snow, the stars, or the moon.
Even so, he had always wanted a lamp burning. He thought of his
warm bed, wishing he were in it, safe inside his sleeping bag. Only
his parents knew how deathly afraid he was of the dark.

Suddenly, Jean-Paul wanted
more than anything to go home. “I’m coming
out now!” he shouted. His voice boomed back
to him. Sasha whimpered. “Do you guys hear
me? I’m not staying
in here! You know
what you can do with your old club!”

Tears rolled down
Jean-Paul’s cheeks as he waited for someone to answer. There was no
sound but the wind, which had risen gale-like, whistling down the
smoke hole. The howling, that eerie howling and moaning of the
wind, gave Jean-Paul the creeps. Maybe it
isn’t the wind! Maybe it’s a wolf!

“Hey, Chinook!” His voice didn’t sound
like his own voice. “Chinook? Nanuk?” But neither Chinook nor Nanuk
nor Aiverk answered Jean-Paul’s fearful cry. Only the wind. “I’m
coming out now!”

There was no answer. It was
as though he had died and was locked inside his own tomb.
They’re only playing with me. They’re trying to
scare me. The darkness closed in fast and
made his flesh crawl, gave him the shivers. Game or no game, they can’t force me to stay in an igloo
that’s supposed to be haunted!
All I have to do is go back out the same way I
came in. Jean-Paul was amazed at his
brilliance.

He dropped to his hands and
knees and crept forward slowly, feeling his way in the darkness.
Suddenly, his hand touched the squashy thing on the floor. He
jumped away in alarm. It’s something
dead! A wolf or
something came into the igloo and died. Sasha licked his face. He hugged her
tightly around the neck, burying his face in the thick fur.
“W–we’ll go outside again. I p–promise ... go outside…”

The wind swirled through
the smoke hole, bringing with it part of the bitter Arctic night.
Jean-Paul clung to Sasha and cried. “If only I could see
something!”

He moved cautiously around
the “thing” on the floor to where he thought the tunnel began. He
ran his hands over the frozen wall, feeling for an opening.
Nothing! The wall was icy-smooth, and he couldn’t find the
entrance. “I must be a few feet away from it,” he whispered to
Sasha. She licked his cheek with her warm tongue. She whined and
smothered him with wet kisses. Jean-Paul shoved her away and crept
around the circle of the igloo, feeling the wall as he went. And
that wall was as solid as a stone. There was a sleeping ledge. He
crawled up on it and examined the wall behind it. Still,
nothing.

“It’s got to be here!” he cried. “I
came in through a hole in the wall, and a hole doesn’t
disappear!”

Jean-Paul sat on the ledge
to think. He was beginning to feel cold inside his leggings and
parka, through all the thick layers of underwear and socks and
shirts. His mittens might as well have been tissue for all the good
they were doing. Thoughts of death swam into his mind.
I won’t let myself die! It’s just plain stupid to
be lost in an igloo! If I follow the circular wall, I’ll find the entrance sooner
or later. Where is it? He got up and examined the wall all over again. But there was
nothing. The tunnel was gone.

Jean-Paul’s heart turned to
ice as he imagined being buried alive. If the wall hadn’t been so
thick—but he knew someone had packed more snow over the outside of
it. It sloped down steeply on one side, and children used the slope
for sliding.

By now the blocks must be
at least two feet thick and frozen solid. How could he dig through
that with only his hands, which were already freezing? He didn’t
know what had happened to the entrance, but he realized he must
wait for the boys to come let him out when the time was
up.

He tried again to get their
attention. He pounded and beat the igloo wall with both fists. But
beating on packed snow makes very little sound. Jean-Paul was
doomed. “Let me out of
here!” he screamed. “Oh, please, Chinook! Aiverk!
Somebody let me out ... let me
out!”







Chapter 5







A dogsled with three laughing boys raced down the trail toward
Aklavik.

“I’ll bet it scares the pants off
Jean-Paul!” yelled Chinook above the dangerously swirling wind.
Heavy snow was moving in from the northwest, sticking to his
eyebrows and shock of black hair that spilled over his forehead.
“We’ll go back in two hours and let him out!”

“Him and his mutt!” Nanuk laughed,
huddling with Aiverk on the sled.

They began the long decline
into the village. Chinook stood behind the sled on the runners, so
he could control the speed of the sled with the hand brake. Hauling
a sled full of boys was very easy for Amarok, he being strong
enough to pull the sled all the way to the Yukon on a single
run.

“It was a smart trick, Nanuk!” yelled
Aiverk. “Building a new entrance on the apudyak and smashing it down after he
went inside.”

Nanuk giggled. “Buried the
entrance! So only we know where it is! Jean-Paul will be as white as an
okalerk when he comes
out.”

“We might have to go back sooner!”
Chinook hunched his shoulders up around his ears and stuck his chin
into his parka, away from the blowing, blinding snow. “We’re
getting a blizzard for sure!”

He slowed the sled as
Amarok swung into the main street of Aklavik. In a few minutes they
stopped in front of the Hudson’s Bay trading post, then went inside
to warm up.

There was no heat in the building, for
Inuits were used to doing without. But compared with the raging
storm outdoors, this room was quite comfortable.

At one side was a long
counter, and shelves behind it were stacked with supplies to make
life bearable in the Northwest Territories: mackinaws, wool and
flannel shirts and underwear, handmade sealskin boots. An
assortment of snow knives and skinning tools were displayed in one
area. Kettles and pots hung by their handles from hooks and nails.
Several bolts of brightly colored calico lay at one end of the
counter. Huge bundles of pelts were stacked on the floor against
the counter, ready to be moved to one of the warehouses. A lamp
with an oil-smoked chimney glowed dimly overhead, and the room
smelled of rancid oil and musky animal hides.

Two Inuit men shouted
loudly at the clerk, Ola Hanson, not even looking at the boys. In
the cold room, Ola wore his parka, mittens, and a stocking cap.
When business was slow, he retreated to the “native room” at the
back of the store, where people from the village often gathered for
“mug ups” of tea and games of checkers.

Chinook glanced at the men
and lowered his voice as he rubbed his hands together. “We should
go back for Jean-Paul now.”

“You think maybe he’s had enough,
Chinook?” asked Nanuk. “If he’s the coward I think he is, he won’t
know two hours from two minutes inside that apudyak.”

Aiverk shook his head. “A
blizzard is coming fast,” he said. “You guys can go back without
me. All I want is to go home now.”

“All you want is to feed your fat
belly,” scolded Chinook, “and warm your fat behind inside a thick
robe! But think of poor Jean-Paul inside that apudyak!”

“Poor Jean-Paul, poor Jean-Paul!”
mocked Aiverk. “Well, I’m going to think of poor Aiverk! You don’t
catch Aiverk fooling around in a blizzard!”

The men glanced at the boys
as Aiverk’s voice rose. “Want something?” Ola asked.

Chinook shook his head.
“Nah, just getting warm,” he said.

Everyone looked up at the ceiling as a blast
of wind shook the building.

Nanuk whispered, “The wind
must be eighty miles an hour! But I’ll go with you, Chinook. I want
to see if Jean-Paul’s still alive.” He punched his friend on the
arm.

“It isn’t funny now,” Chinook told
Nanuk. “After I get warm, I’m going back for him, even if I have to
go alone.”




____________




Cordell sat at his desk, his thoughts unsettled.
Jean-Paul should be home by now.
The wind moaned. Cordell looked at the
ceiling. A blizzard? He put a sheet of paper in the typewriter. He held his
fingers curled over the keys for a moment, then lowered his hands
to his lap, balling them into tight fists. I must stop this! Jean-Paul’s probably on his way home right now. He’s dressed
like a polar bear, and with boys who’ve lived all their lives in
this country. The wind roared and it
rattled the windows. The blanket on the wall drifted outward, a
blast of frigid air pushing through the cracks. Snow sifted through
the cracks, swirled a bit, then melted in the warm room.

Lise sat knitting in the
rocking chair, her face troubled. At times she looked up and
glanced over at the door, as if expecting Jean-Paul to walk in.
Suddenly, she could bear no more. She put the knitting in her
sewing basket beside the chair and stood up. She went over to the
window, wishing she could see through the shutters that Cordell had
finally fastened over the glass. But she would’ve seen nothing
anyway because of the darkness.

Cordell’s eyes followed his
wife across the room. “He’ll be home soon, Lise.”

She turned and stared at
him, accusing him with her large, fear-filled eyes. “It’s after
eight! Just listen to that wind! We should never have let him go
with those boys, Cordell, Ice Patrol or not.” She turned back to
the window to brood. In the morning there would be drifts over that
north window.

Cordell got up and went to
Lise. “This won’t do you any good,” he said, putting an arm around
her. “Nor the little one, either. Jean-Paul will be home soon.
Those boys have been in this kind of weather before. They’ll take
care of him.”

Lise sat again and picked
up the knitting needles. She thought of Jean-Paul as she worked
with the yellow wool Cordell had brought her in early fall. A
shiver ran through her small body. Could they be lucky enough to
escape disaster this winter? Outside was a swirling snowstorm, and
for some reason, her son hadn’t come home. The signs were
frightening. She bit her lip so Cordell couldn’t see how worried
she was.

Cordell had returned to his
work and was lost in his own thoughts. More than once his eyes
turned to his wife. She was trying not to show it, but her furious
knitting told him how upset she was. The click and clack of the
needles said she was frantic with worry. Jean-Paul. Jean-Paul. Where are you? He looked at his watch, then returned to the typewriter. He
stared at the blank paper for a moment, then ripped it from the
machine, made a ball and flung it across the room.

Cordell got up and paced
the floor, then stopped before Lise. “If he’s not back in half an
hour, I’ll go out and look for him, eh?”




____________




Inside the igloo, Jean-Paul sat with his back propped against
the cold snow blocks, staring into the darkness. Sasha lay quietly
with her head in his lap. How much time had passed? More than two
hours? Why didn’t Chinook come to let him out? He shivered, and
huddled deeper into his parka. The wind was louder now. Blasts of
frigid air puffed down the smoke hole. There was no fire to keep
the inside of the igloo warm, and Jean-Paul knew his own body heat
would soon give out. It seemed that hours had passed. How much
longer could he last?

Somewhere before him danced small lights,
pinpoint lights he had often seen while falling asleep at night. He
shivered violently and tried to wipe the lights away with his hand.
But when he looked again, they were still there. His skin prickled.
He heard and felt the dull thud of his heart.

His heart almost stopped
beating when he heard the howl of the phantom wolves.
Owoooooooo!
Owoooooooo!
Jean-Paul shrank back as the lights before him
changed to the green eye-slits of some horrible animals preying on
him in the dark. They were all around—waiting, watching.

Jean-Paul clenched his
fists and screwed his eyes up tight. His skin felt clammy. His body
shook from nose to knee. The torngark—evil spirits! They were here
in the igloo! There came mocking laughter, then sobbing. But
Jean-Paul didn’t recognize it as his own. Struck speechless, he
then heard his name whispered in the darkness: Jean-Paul ... Jean-Paul ... Jean-Paul ... He clamped cold hands over his
ears and buried his face in Sasha’s coat. Soon, his weariness
overcame him. He lay down against his dog and slept.




____________




Jean-Paul awoke with a start. For a moment he thought he was at
home in bed. Then he remembered. His head was much clearer. He
wasn’t as cold as before. He looked around him in the dark igloo
and saw, instead of watching eyes, a soft, peaceful blackness.
Outside, the wind still roared. He listened, not daring to move.
Yes, the wolves were gone. They had crept away to the bottom of his
mind. Then he heard barking.

“Sasha?” he called softly. “Where are
you, Sasha?”

Sasha’s excited voice
filled the igloo.

Jean-Paul reached out
blindly, trying to feel where she was. “Come on, come here,
girl!”

Sasha barked again and again, and in a
moment she was washing his face with her warm, wet tongue. She
whined and nuzzled against him as he threw his arms around her
neck. Her cold nose brushed against his cheek, then she wiggled
away from him again.

Jean-Paul forced himself to
move. He was stiff, but still able to stand. His crippled leg and
foot ached, the cold having seeped right into his bones. “Sasha?
Where did you go?”

From a short distance away
came excited yelps. And in his mind, Jean-Paul could almost see
Sasha’s tail wagging. Something was making that dog very happy! He
moved toward the sounds, his hands outstretched like those of a
blind person. He was surprised when Sasha bounded against him, her
front paws striking him in the chest. He staggered, but kept his
balance. He reached down and rubbed her head. “What are you doing
over here, Sasha?

Wh—?” Strong wind blew
against Jean-Paul’s legs. He dropped to his knees, landing in a
pile of snow. “You dug us out!” he cried.

Jean-Paul thrust his head
into the small opening. Cold air slapped him in the face as the
fierce wind blew in through the hole.

Jean-Paul knew he had to
get home. He had no idea what time it was, but one thing was sure:
Chinook, Aiverk, and Nanuk hadn’t come back as they had promised.
How could he face them again? When they returned, he would already
be gone. At school they would call him a baby, for leaving the
igloo before the time was up. Now he would never be able to join
Ice Patrol.

Pushing those thoughts from
his mind, he lay down on his stomach and inched through the small
opening, with Sasha following on her own belly. Outside at last, he
staggered against the force of the wind and driving snow. Jean-Paul
was shocked to see how the weather had changed while he was inside
the igloo. A blizzard had blown up and raged full force, battering
him from all sides. More than once he was thrown to his knees. But
each time, he gathered courage and got back up. He couldn’t see
where he was going. Which way was the trail? He knew where it
should have been, but in the storm there was no way to find it. All
around him lay frozen death. What normally was pure and beautiful
had now become ugly and cruel.

Jean-Paul staggered hunched over, going, he
thought, in the direction of home. There were no stars or moon to
light the way. Sasha ran ahead through the deep snow. Jean-Paul
tried to follow in her tracks. He listened for her voice, moving
slowly against the wind.

The snow came up past his
knees, and with one leg weaker than the other, it was too hard to
move. He would somehow manage to free himself, then sink again with
the very next step. It was like walking in a lake of soft ice
cream. His crippled foot hurt, the ankle turning inward more than
usual, making him lose his balance. He fell often, on hands and
knees and face. Then he got up and plodded on. There was but one
thought on his mind: Dogs don’t get lost.
Sasha will take me home.




____________




Cordell wound the thongs of his fur boots firmly around his
calves as Lise watched nervously.

“It’s nearly nine!” she cried. “Where
is he, Cordell?”

Cordell arose and yanked
his parka from the peg. He was angry and frustrated as he thrust
his long arms into the sleeves. No one has
any business outdoors on a night like this! What fool would leave a cozy fire to
go out in a blizzard? I must be crazy!

Cordell was dressed for ten
blizzards. From the inside out were layered heavy flannel
longjohns, thick wool longjohns, a plaid wool shirt, and his
heaviest mackinaw pants. Three pairs of scratchy wool socks filled
his size-fourteen boots, leaving barely enough room for
toe-wiggles. He was ready for any weather—if he could still
walk.

He closed his parka
securely and pulled the fur-lined hood over his head, snugging it
at his throat. He then turned to Lise. “I’m as worried as you are,”
he said. “But I’ll find him!”

Suddenly, Lise ran over and
got her own parka. “I’m going with you,” she stated
matter-of-factly.

Cordell gently took the
coat from his wife and hung it back on the peg. He took her by the
shoulders and looked into her frantic eyes. His voice was husky
with emotion. “Now, I know how you feel.”

“ No…”

“Yes, yes I do. But think of it this
way, that someone should be here in case Jean-Paul comes
home.”

Lise’s eyes misted as she
thought about that. “Well, of course,” she agreed after a moment.
“I suppose you’re right.”

Cordell gave her a
reassuring hug. “I’ll probably find the little stinker down at the
trading post, messing around with those friends of his.”

“Please be careful,” Lise said. “I’ll
make a pot of coffee for when you get back.”

At that moment the huskies
began barking and howling. The couple turned to the door
together.

“Aha!” shouted Cordell with a slap on
his thigh. He threw back his hood. “The wandering boy has come
home!” He stepped quickly to the door and flung it open. He peered
out into the storm. “Can’t see anything ... wait. Someone’s out
there.”

“Is—is it Jean-Paul?”

“I can’t tell.”

The wind battered the door.
Great swirls of snow blew into the room. Cordell slammed the door
against the force of the wind. The dogs kept howling. Cordell gave
Lise a puzzled look as the voices of strange dogs mingled with
those of his own. “Someone’s coming to visit in a blizzard? Oh, of
course, they must be bringing Jean-Paul home.”

Heavy footfalls sounded on
the porch, then a loud banging at the door. Cordell threw it open.
Standing there were two snow-covered figures—a short, stocky man
and a boy. Cordell quickly motioned them inside and shoved the door
shut.

Cordell stepped back as the
man pushed off his shaggy fur hood and shook his head like a dog,
spraying the room with flakes that melted instantly on hitting the
warm floor. The man seemed strangely familiar as he motioned to the
boy, who stood a little way behind him.

“Chinook!” the man cried in a deep
voice.

Cordell looked from one of
them to the other. “What?”

“Chinook, you tell!” The man shook a
fist at the boy.

Chinook stepped back, his
eyes filled with fear. The man grabbed him by the back of his hood
and dragged him forward. “Chinook, you tell!”

Cordell could take no more.
He held up his hand. “Wait a minute, Monsieur! What’s going on here? Who
are you and what do you want?”

The man pushed Chinook, who
almost fell at Cordell’s feet. “Chinook, you tell!” roared the
stranger again. Then he spoke some Inuit words Cordell couldn’t
understand.

Chinook peered from beneath
the hood of his parka, his eyes darting from one man to the other
like a frightened fox. Cordell recognized him as Jean-Paul’s
schoolmate.

“He doesn’t speak good French,
Monsieur Ardoin,” said
Chinook in a small voice.

“Is this man your father?” Cordell
asked Chinook.

Lise came up to them. She started to speak,
then closed her mouth and looked down at the boy.

Chinook glanced shyly at
Jean-Paul’s mother, then turned to Cordell. “He’s my father, yes.”
He looked at his father from the corner of his eye. “His name is
Taguk, and he can’t talk French, just Inuktitut.”

“Ah, yes, I do believe we met once
before.”

Cordell motioned to a
chair, meaning for Taguk to sit. But the man was upset and anxious.
He shook his head, then spoke to his son. Chinook’s face turned
dark red.

Cordell spoke gently to the
frightened boy. “What is it, Chinook? Is it Jean-Paul? You boys
were supposed to bring him home. Where is he?”

Chinook looked from Cordell
to Lise and hesitated as he tried to find words for what needed
saying. And that’s when Cordell lost patience and became very
angry.

“Well, I’m waiting! Do you or do you
not know where our son is?”

“We didn’t mean any harm,
Monsieur Ardoin!” Chinook
sputtered.

“Where’s Jean-Paul?”
thundered Cordell.

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” cried
Chinook. His dark eyes filled with fear and concern.
“Please, Monsieur Ardoin, we have to look for Jean-Paul! We didn’t mean to lose
him!”

Cordell grabbed Chinook by
the shoulders. “Lose him? What are you talking about? Where did you leave
Jean-Paul?”

“At the old apudyak. We left him in there, a big
joke. He wanted to join the Ice Patrol—”

Cordell dropped his hands
from Chinook’s shoulders and stared at him. “Yes, yes, we know he
wanted to join the club, but—” He glanced at Lise. She was like a
stone, staring blankly at the boy. “Go on, Chinook, tell us what
happened.” Cordell took his wife’s hand in his.

“He was inside the apudyak.” The boy’s voice shook.
Several times he forgot and spoke in his native language. His eyes
moved from one adult to another. “We left him in there for two
hours. We were going to let him out, but—”

Cordell’s voice fell to a
whisper. “You left him in the igloo? What igloo?”

“Yes, Monsieur. The big one.”

“You can’t be talking about the
haunted igloo!”

Chinook nodded. “But you
see, Monsieur Ardoin, it’s not really haunted!”

Cordell groaned. “You know
that and I know that. But I believe Jean-Paul thought it
was.” He sighed. “Now we
know where he is. He’s just waiting for the storm to stop so he can
come home.” Cordell gave Lise a hug. “That means he’s safe,
honey.”

Chinook shook his head.
“But he isn’t! He wasn’t there when we got back! And he couldn’t
get out because—” Chinook, brave as he always appeared to be, began
crying. “My father made me come here! I looked for Jean-Paul! All
of us looked for him, Monsieur
Ardoin. Nanuk and Aiverk, too, even when they
wanted to go home. But the storm was bad. We couldn’t find
Jean-Paul anywhere!” Taguk spoke sharply to Chinook. “My father
says we are wasting time. He says we have to go look for Jean-Paul
right now before he freezes to death.”

“Dear God,” murmured
Cordell.


Lise drew in a sharp
breath. Cordell’s heart seemed to stop pumping. He said to Lise,
“I’m going with them!” He turned to Chinook. “If anything happens
to my son—!” He made a threatening move toward the boy, but Lise
stopped him.

“No, Cordell! He’s just a frightened
boy!”

“Well, so am I!” yelled Cordell. He
tried to remain calm as he faced Chinook again, but his voice
quivered. “I’ll get my team ready.” He pulled his hood up and
fastened it.

Lise stood quietly by, too
upset to speak, tears running down her cheeks. Cordell raised her
chin gently until he could see into her eyes. “Will you be all
right?” Lise nodded. He kissed her cheek and opened the door for
the others. Taguk stopped him, barking strange words and waving his
hands in the air. Cordell turned to Chinook. “What did he
say?”

“Taguk says we’ll take our team!”
Chinook wiped away his tears. “He says our dogs are faster. They
know how to get around in this storm. We’ll take our team,
Monsieur Ardoin,
please?”

Cordell clamped a large
hand over the boy’s shoulder. “Please tell Taguk I said thanks.”
Then he remembered the word for “thank you.” He turned to
Taguk. “Nakomik! Nakomik!”







Chapter 6







Jean-Paul was so cold he couldn’t cry. To another human he
would have looked like a small, staggering snowman. Each time he
fell, he was only a lump in the deep snow. Once, after struggling
to his feet, he moved forward only to sink almost out of sight in a
drift.

Sasha called to him over
the roar of the wind: Hurry! Hurry,
Jean-Paul! Hurry! We have to get home! In
Jean-Paul’s confused mind, he could almost hear words from an
animal who could not speak. He couldn’t see Sasha anymore, nor
could he see much of anything at all. His eyes were crusted shut
with thick blotches of sticky snow that had blown in around his
hood. His nostrils were dry and swollen, his lips caked with blood
where he had bitten them when he had fallen. His fur-lined mittens
were wet, cold, and useless, for each time he fell, snow went
inside. Stiff and hard and painful, his fingers were small icicles.
He fell often, for the snow was much too deep for
walking.

“Ma ... Ma . . .” Jean-Paul’s voice
was weak, the words barely out of his mouth before the wind and
blowing snow carried them away. He sank helplessly to his knees. He
heard Sasha whine and felt her cold nose as it nudged his cheek.
With his remaining strength, he pulled the pup’s shaggy body
against his hurting face. He was tired and weak, and his body felt
numb as he lay down in the snow.




____________




The wind grew calmer, but heavy snow continued to fall,
creating a silent, deathly wilderness. From a distance shone a
small yellow light, moving first to the left, then to the right.
Closer and closer it came, and with it came the sounds of a howling
dog team.

Sasha sat up from her watch over Jean-Paul.
Up went her furry, black-tipped ears, turning in the direction of
the furious yapping and yelping of the strange huskies. She knew it
was not Tork, nor any other dogs from home. She rose on all fours
and watched, her muscles rippling with excitement beneath her fur.
She wagged her tail, then she whined. But she dared not leave
Jean-Paul alone. Whoever was out there in the darkness would have
to come to them.

The light veered off in another direction,
the barking and howling grew fainter. Sasha danced and jumped
around in the snow, howling loudly.

The other team heard, and
answered. The lantern light turned back in the right direction,
growing bigger and brighter as the team and sled came plowing
in.

Cordell and Chinook came on
snowshoes before the sled, lifting their feet straight up out of
the soft snow and stamping it down so the dogs could run. Cordell,
swinging the lamp, caught sight of Sasha first. She bounded up to
him and nearly knocked him down. He ruffled her long neck hair.
“Where’s Jean-Paul?” he cried, trying to catch his breath. He was
worn out, his legs weak and heavy from tromping. “Take me to
Jean-Paul, Sasha!”

Sasha’s reply was a mixture
of woof and howl, and with Cordell close behind, she led him to the
snow-covered lump that was Jean-Paul.

“Oh! Dear God!” Cordell gasped,
dropping the lantern. He knelt in the snow to scoop up his son. He
staggered to his feet under the load and the clumsiness of the big
snowshoes. Chinook came up behind.

“Is it Jean-Paul?” Chinook picked up
the lantern and held it to Jean-Paul’s face, which looked yellow in
the lamplight. “Oh, no. Is he—is he dead?”

Cordell struggled for
breath. His lungs hurt to breathe. “He’s very ... cold ... needs
help fast ... hope we’re not too late.” He heard a sharp cry from
Chinook.

Chinook hurried alongside
Cordell. “He’s so little, Monsieur
Ardoin! A small okalerk.”

“A small boy, Chinook!”

“Yes, sure, Monsieur. That’s what I
meant.”

Taguk and his team pulled
up. The noise of strange dogs filled the night, Taguk’s harsh Inuit
dialect rising above the din. Sasha ignored them and pranced by
Cordell’s side as he carried Jean-Paul to the waiting
sled.

Taguk spoke sharply to the
team, and they became still. Chinook pulled back a thick bearskin
robe and Cordell laid Jean-Paul on it, rolling him up like a
sausage, with only his nose poking out. Sasha jumped onto the sled
and lay next to Jean-Paul, daring anyone to prevent a husky from
hitching a ride on a dogsled.

“Tell your father we’re ready,”
Cordell told Chinook. “And tell him to hurry!”




____________




Cordell and Lise sat beside Jean-Paul’s bed for the rest of the
night. Jean-Paul was exhausted and slept fitfully, sometimes crying
out in his sleep. Lise roused him from time to time to spoon warm
meat broth and tea between his swollen, bruised lips. His eyes
seemed sunken in his small face, but the warmth of the soup brought
color back to his cheeks.

Now Sasha lay at the foot
of the bed, her sad blue eyes riveted on Jean-Paul. She had not
even tasted the hearty meal Cordell had set before her.

Lise spoke softly to her
husband, “That pup saved our boy’s life. She didn’t leave him alone
in the storm.”

Cordell agreed. He reached
down and scratched the dog’s ear. “You’re one in a million, aren’t
you, girl?” Sasha whined and crept closer to Jean-Paul, laying her
muzzle on his leg.

Lise was thoughtful for a
long time. Then, “It was a terrible thing those boys did. They’ll
probably be punished for this.”

Cordell sighed. He was
still very tired from his long trek in the snow and cold. “Well,
I’m sure Chinook’s already punished himself, in his mind. Imagine
the guilt he would have carried the rest of his life if Jean-Paul
had . . .” He could not make himself say the word.

Lise smoothed Jean-Paul’s
covers and lay a warm hand against his cheek. She was satisfied
that he was thawing out nicely. His skin grew warmer by the
minute.

“Jean-Paul did not die,” she said quietly. “He
will not die, thank
God.”

Jean-Paul’s eyelids
fluttered at the sound of his name. He opened his eyes at his
mother’s gentle touch. His eyes moved from Lise to his father.
Sasha raised her head and spoke. He brought his hand from beneath
the blankets and laid it on her head. He didn’t speak, but his eyes
filled with tears.

“What is it, darling?” Lise asked,
leaning over him. “Are you in pain?”

Jean-Paul shook his head.
“No.” Still, he didn’t speak.

Cordell’s eyes were shiny
and wet. He swallowed a lump in his throat and touched the boy
gently on the top of his head. “You’re going to be just fine, son.
You were dressed warmly. And there’s just a small bit of frostbite
on your face and hands. That will heal. I suspect Sasha lay down in
the snow with you to keep you warm. It’s a fine dog you’ve got
yourself.”

Jean-Paul’s eyes brightened
for a moment and he looked at his mother again.

“What is it, dear? Why don’t you talk
to us?” Lise looked at her husband. “What’s wrong with him,
Cordell?”

Cordell wiped his eyes with
the back of his hand and smiled at Lise. “Nothing’s wrong. He’ll
talk when he’s ready.” He looked fondly down at Jean-Paul. “Your
friend Chinook told us what happened. When the boys went back for
you, you were already gone. Chinook and his father helped search
for you. That shows how worried Chinook was.”

Lise laughed nervously. “To
think you were only about a quarter of a mile from that igloo. But
in the opposite direction from home.”

At the mention of Chinook
and the igloo, Jean-Paul’s eyes filled with terror. His mind cried
over and over, loud inside his own head: How can I tell them what happened inside that igloo? No one
would believe I saw spirit wolves! I can’t tell them I was a baby!
How can I go to school and face the other boys? Jean-Paul’s brain was afire with troublesome thoughts. When he
closed his eyes again, the darkness inside his mind was full of
green eyes, the eyes of the torngark. He began to shake, and his
mother fed him soup again, thinking he was cold.

“Please try to eat some more,” she
urged. “You need warmth for the inside of your body.”

Jean-Paul opened his mouth
and felt the warm, meaty liquid on his tongue. It tasted good. When
he had finished and had fallen asleep again, Cordell helped Lise
from the chair. “You’ve had a long night,” he told her. “You’d
better get some rest.”

“Suppose he calls for me?” She yawned.
She could hardly keep her eyes open.

“He’ll most likely sleep for a long
time, Lise. I think the worst is over. Now you must think of
yourself and our baby.”

“Jean-Paul’s still my baby,” Lise
said, looking over her shoulder at the sleeping boy as Cordell led
her from the room.

“A child of ten isn’t exactly a baby
anymore,” Cordell said seriously. “I’m thinking we may have to give
him more room to grow, eh?”

“He’s so young,” said Lise with a
sigh. “But of course you’re right.”

Cordell saw Lise to their
small room and helped her lie down. The old windup clock beside the
bed said four o’clock. Cordell removed her shoes and tucked her
under the covers.. Then he kissed her good night, though it was
nearly day.

“Try to sleep,” he said.

Lise’s eyes were already
closed. Cordell looked down at her for a long time. Then he turned
out the lamp and went back to sit at Jean-Paul’s
bedside.

Outside, the snow had
stopped falling. It was early morning, but Cordell knew there would
be no sunrise. In a few more months it would be spring again. He
gave silent thanks that Jean-Paul had come to no real harm. Another
few minutes in that storm would have been too late.

Sasha pricked up her ears,
as though reading Cordell’s thoughts. She opened her eyes and
looked at him.

“How I wish you could talk,” Cordell
whispered. “I wish I knew what really happened inside that
igloo.”




____________




The next day Jean-Paul’s temperature rose. His eyes were hot
and glassy-looking, and he didn’t know where he was. As Lise bathed
his blotchy-red face, he rolled his head from side to side saying,
“The torngark! Don’t let the torngark get me Sasha!”

Then he coughed hard, and Lise was afraid he
was getting pneumonia.

“He needs to be in the hospital,” she
told Cordell.

Cordell himself was plenty
worried. “Perhaps,” he said. “But the blizzard made travel
impossible for a while. We’ll just wait and see. Keep him warm and
give him lots of water and broth.” Cordell was very sad. “Now I’m
not so sure I should have asked you to move up here with
me.”

“Oh, well, it’s all right,” Lise said.
She looked deeply into his eyes and spoke gently. Somehow she must
set aside her own feelings. She knew her husband was hurting, too.
“How could you have known something like this would
happen?”

Cordell shrugged and shook
his head. “Maybe that’s just the point, Lise. In this wild
climate anything can happen, as we’ve just found out. I feel more than a little
selfish, because I jumped at the chance to work here in the
Northwest Territories without giving it much thought. You and
Jean-Paul are all I have.”

Cordell hung his head. And
Lise laid a small, soft hand on his big one.

“Dear Cordell, you must not blame
yourself. I’m a hardy soul. And somewhere deep inside, a part of me
wanted the challenge of this sort of life. We’ll make it through
the year ... and the next, if need be.” Then she smiled. “A new
baby on the way was a definite surprise, wasn’t it? It was
something neither of us considered.”

“Some surprises are nice,” Cordell
said.

Lise kept bathing her son’s
hot cheeks.

Sometimes Jean-Paul didn’t
know his parents at all, but pushed them away with his hands and
moaned about the torngark. Once he screamed, a long,
bloodcurdling scream.

“Torngark! What is that
word?” Lise asked Cordell. “Have you heard it? What can it mean?
Jean-Paul’s terrified.”

Cordell shook his head.
“Beats me.”

He left the room and
returned with a small book. “I’ve looked in the language guide the
missionaries gave me. But that word isn’t here.”

The next day Jean-Paul’s
fever was lower. The wind had risen again during the night. Cordell
didn’t want to risk taking Jean-Paul out. “If the fever isn’t
completely gone by morning, I’ll try to get him to the
hospital.”

That afternoon, Cordell
opened the door to find Chinook and another boy. In Chinook’s hand
was a small, brown package. Cordell invited them in and Chinook
bent down and scratched Sasha’s ear as she came to
sniff.

“She’s a nice husky,” he said to
Cordell. “Jean-Paul’s a lucky boy.”

Cordell grinned. “Yes, he’s
a lucky boy in more ways than one.” He looked at the other boy.
“Have we met?”

“Oh,” said Chinook quickly, “and this
is Nanuk. He goes to school with Jean-Paul and me.” Cordell shook
Nanuk’s hand.

“We came to see Jean-Paul, Monsieur
Ardoin. Do you think he will see us? Is he better?”

“Jean-Paul’s a very sick boy. He has a
fever.” Cordell stopped as Chinook and Nanuk exchanged worried
glances. “But he’s going to be fine. He’s asleep right now. Maybe
you should come back in a day or so. I’ll tell him you came
by.”

Nanuk’s dark eyes darted
around the room. Chinook was nervous, too. He kept glancing up at
Cordell, then back down.

“We came to say we’re sorry,” Chinook
said at last. “My father, Taguk, he gave me a long talk.” Then
Chinook’s face brightened. “I brought something for
Jean-Paul.”

Cordell took the package
Chinook held out. “Eh? What is this?” He turned the package over in
his hands.

“If Jean-Paul’s too sick to open it,
then it’s all right for you to do it,” said Chinook with a big
grin.

Cordell opened the package
and removed a small white object. He studied it closely. “Why, it’s
a polar bear! Jean-Paul will like this for sure.”

Chinook was pleased,
beaming from ear to ear. “My old grandfather, Kiakshuk, taught me
to carve a walrus tusk,” he said proudly. “It was hard work to cut
out nanuk—polar
bear.” He glanced at his friend, Nanuk, and Nanuk smiled bashfully
because his name meant polar bear.

Cordell examined every inch
of the ivory statue. “Yes,” he agreed, “it certainly looks as
though it took a lot of time and skill. I’ll thank you for
Jean-Paul. When he’s well, he’ll say nakomik!”

Nanuk grinned and whispered
to Chinook, “Jean-Paul’s father would make a good
Inuit!”

“A good Eskimo!” Chinook said, with a
laugh. Cordell laughed, too.

“By the way,” said Cordell, “maybe you
boys can tell me what torngark
means. Jean-Paul keeps mumbling about
torngark.” He looked
hopefully from one boy to the other.

Nanuk’s smile vanished. He
looked sideways at Chinook. Chinook glanced sideways at Nanuk in
return. Then Chinook spoke, seeing that Nanuk wouldn’t.
“Torngark means
evil spirit.”

“So!” said Cordell, raising his heavy,
dark brows.

“Jean-Paul had a very bad time in the
igloo! Did you know he’s afraid of the dark?” He could have bitten
his tongue. Jean-Paul wouldn’t like for him to say he was afraid of
anything.

The boys looked at each
other. They turned, ready to leave. Neither of them said anything
to Cordell.

“Thanks for coming.” Cordell’s words
were met with silence.

Chinook looked beyond
Cordell to the bedroom door, his face suddenly startled. Cordell
turned to see his wife standing in the doorway.

He motioned to her. “Come
see what Chinook and Nanuk brought Jean-Paul.” But Lise turned away
and went back to her son’s room.

Cordell looked at the bear
in his hand. “Well, I’ll give this to Jean-Paul, Chinook. I think
he’ll be glad to have it.” He then shook hands with both
boys.

The savage arctic wind
burst into the room as he opened the door to let them out. He
watched the darkness swallow them up, then turned and went to
Jean-Paul’s room. Lise looked up as he entered, but said nothing as
she washed Jean-Paul’s hot, red face with a cool cloth. Cordell
held out the carving. She glanced at it, then turned her head
away.

“A polar bear,” she said grimly, “to
remind poor Jean-Paul of his ordeal in that terrible igloo in this
terrible country. Just what he needs!”

A heavy silence hung
between the two. Finally, Cordell placed the statue on Jean-Paul’s
table, where he could see it when his fever was gone.







Chapter 7







Jean-Paul’s health improved day by day. His temperature fell to
normal. His nose, cheeks, and lips lost their raw, blistery look.
His hunger returned, also. He had lost weight while he was sick,
but as days passed, his body filled out until it was once more
Jean-Paul-size.

Jean-Paul’s mother was
happier, too. “It’s as if we are raising nine boys,” she told
Cordell, “instead of one. If Jean-Paul keeps eating this way, we
won’t have enough food to last till spring.”

His father agreed. “Poking
food into his mouth is the only thing Jean-Paul remembers how to
do!”

But there was one thing
Jean-Paul would not or could not do: he no longer spoke to anyone.
And, by not talking, of course, he couldn’t go to
school.

“He’s had a great shock,” said Lise,
feeling pity for Jean-Paul. “As you said before, he’ll talk when
he’s ready.”

This time Cordell didn’t
agree. “It’s time he faced his lessons and his schoolmates! Does he
expect Father Cortier to come here?”

Jean-Paul spent too much
time with his own thoughts. But no
one knew how he felt. No one knew what was in his heart and
mind. No one knew
how his stomach twisted and squirmed at the thought of facing
Chinook and Aiverk and Nanuk. He thought Sasha was the only one who
accepted his silence and returned it with her own quiet
love.

The first thing Jean-Paul
did when he saw Chinook’s carving of the polar bear was to hurl it
across the room. But he wasn’t angry with Chinook. It was only that
he was deeply ashamed for having proven to the boys what they had
known all along: Jean-Paul Ardoin was nothing but a big sissy. He
had come out of the igloo before the time was up, and had then been
dumb enough to get lost in a snowstorm. But what hurt the most was
how close he had come to having Chinook for a friend. Every time he
saw that polar bear, he would be reminded of that.

Chinook came often to
visit, to the point of being a pest. But Jean-Paul was stubborn and
wouldn’t leave his room. How could he be sure that Chinook wouldn’t
make fun of him if given a chance? In the meantime, he watched
through a crack in the door as Chinook visited with Jean-Paul’s
parents and petted Jean-Paul’s dog. Whenever they could, Chinook
and the other boys brought Jean-Paul’s homework and “cheers” from
Father Cortier and the rest of the children. Jean-Paul did not
thank them, although he worked the lessons silently after they
left.

“Jean-Paul’s acting like a spoiled
brat!” said Cordell. “After Christmas he’s going back to school
whether he likes it or not.”

“He’ll cheer up when it gets light
again,” said Lise with a sigh.

Chinook came to visit a few
days before Christmas.

“Jean-Paul’s not seeing boys named
‘Chinook’ these days,” Cordell said. “But I’ll tell you what. After
Christmas maybe he’ll let you help train the pup to pull a
sled.”

“I’d like that,” Chinook said, his
face lighting up again. Chinook’s dark eyes smiled when his mouth
did, crinkling at the corners. “I’m making something special for
Jean-Paul’s Christmas, Monsieur
Ardoin.”

“And so am I!” said
Cordell.




____________




Christmas morning the Ardoin cabin held a wonderful scent of
evergreen from a tree Cordell had cut at the bank of the Mackenzie
River. Decorated with stars and bells cut from old wrapping paper
and several large jingle bells from old dog harnesses, the tree
held an honorable position in the center of the large
room.

Beneath the tree lay a
special package for Jean-Paul. He looked at the tag, then frowned.
And for the first time since the blizzard, he spoke. “A—a present
from Chinook?”

His parents looked at each other in
surprise. Their son had opened his mouth for something besides
biscuits, stew, or cakes.

“Wasn’t that nice of Chinook?” asked
Cordell. “Are you going to open it?”

Jean-Paul looked at the
package for a long time. He ran his hands over the paper, turning
it every which way, staring at it. There came a tinkling sound from
inside. He slowly removed the bright ribbon and wrapping, which
Chinook must have bought at the Hudson’s Bay post.

“What’s this?” His eyes shone with
excitement. “A harness! Pa! Ma! Look! Chinook gave me a harness for
Sasha!”

Chinook had known exactly
what would make Jean-Paul happy.

Cordell, of course, had
known about it in advance. “Yes,” he said, “an ano. Chinook made it himself, just for
you.”

“I didn’t give him anything,”
Jean-Paul said.

Lise slipped an arm around
her son, hugging him gently. “I suspect the only thing Chinook
really wants is your friendship. Do you think you could
try?”

Jean-Paul shrugged his
shoulders. He rolled his eyes toward his mother, then his father,
feeling embarrassed. “Well, I might.”

“We often misjudge others until we get
to know them,” said Lise. “My own feelings about Chinook changed
when I saw how determined he was to make amends. He’s really a very
nice boy, though a bit mischievous.”

Jean-Paul pulled the
harness from the wrapping paper to examine it closer. “Sleigh
bells!” he shouted. The huge bells jingled when he shook the
harness. “Boy, this is great! It’s just what I wanted!”

The wrapping paper
fluttered to the floor and a small scrap of paper fell out.
Jean-Paul picked it up and read from the carefully-penned French:
JEAN-PAUL ARDOIN IS A MEMBER OF THE ICE PATROL. He looked at his
parents. He grinned from ear to ear, his cheeks puffing out with
delight. “Wow! They made me a member after all! And Sasha, too!
See? Her name’s right down here in the corner.”

Cordell rumpled Jean-Paul’s
hair and chuckled. He went outside, and when he came back in he
handed Jean-Paul his parka. “Bundle up. I’ll take you out to see
what I made for you. Hurry!”

Jean-Paul went outside with
his father. In a few minutes, he returned, shouting to his mother.
“Ma! Ma! Pa made a sled for Sasha! Does that mean I get to keep
her? Huh, Ma?”

Lise looked at Cordell. He
shook his head. She looked back at Jean-Paul and said, “Perhaps.
We’ll wait and see.”

Jean-Paul threw his arms
around his mother. She was much fatter now than she had been a few
weeks before. He recalled how fat Sasha’s mother, Lishta, had been
right before she had pups. He had known his mother would grow quite
large in the middle, but of course she wasn’t going to have nine
babies.

“This is the happiest Christmas I’ve
ever had,” Jean-Paul exclaimed, his eyes shining.

Cordell threw back his head
and great barrels of laughter rumbled up from his chest. “That’s
what you say every Christmas, Jean-Paul!”




____________




Shortly after the holiday, Cordell, Lise, and Jean-Paul visited
Chinook’s family. Jean-Paul was surprised at the way the huge
snow-block home looked inside. A bench of snow lay along the back
wall, spread with many layers of bear skins for sleeping and
sitting. At one side of the igloo was a whale-oil cooking fire.
Seal meat simmered in a big open kettle hung above the hot yellow
and orange flames. The spicy aroma made Jean-Paul’s mouth
water.

Lise had never been inside
an igloo, either. Now she watched curiously as Chinook’s mother,
Arnayak, sewed a piece of leather with a length of tough sinew. The
Inuit woman looked up from her work now and then to smile at Lise.
She pointed once to Lise’s golden hair and giggled, and Lise, not
knowing what was wrong, felt herself blush. The two women’s eyes
met as they smiled shyly at each other.

Then, Taguk entered the
igloo and spread his fur mittens on a rack to dry by the fire. He
spoke rapidly in Inuktitut. There was a smile for Lise,
an Inuit handshake for Cordell, and a pat on Jean-Paul’s head
before Taguk sat flat-legged on the sleeping ledge before
them.

Jean-Paul thought Chinook
looked much like his father, for he had the same broad chest, thick
neck, and flat cheeks as Taguk. Their smiles were alike, too, as
well as their deep black eyes. Chinook sat nearby, wearing brightly
colored indoor clothes, his face turning orange from the fire
light. His eyes snapped and sparked in mischief as they reflected
the flames.

Before anyone could speak,
a plump, dark-eyed child climbed into Taguk’s lap. Her eyes darted
from one stranger to another. Lise reached to touch the child, and
the little girl giggled like the tinkling of chimes.

“My sister, Lichen,” Chinook told the
Ardoins. “She’s a pest!”

“I knew you had more family,”
Jean-Paul said. “But where are your brothers?”

Chinook shrugged and
pointed to an ancient-looking old man who sat quietly in the
shadows. “Only my grandfather, Kiakshuk, and one uncle live here
with us. Grandfather is nearly blind and mostly just sits.
Sometimes he tells stories, but not as often as he once did. And my
uncle is away, tending his trap lines. My three brothers are much
older than I. They all have wives and live by the mouth of the big
water.”

“Do you ever see them?” asked
Jean-Paul.

“Sometimes.” Chinook laughed. “It’s
not that far away, you know. It’s where we go to hunt seals. But I
have too much to do to miss my brothers.”

Both boys fell silent. Then
Chinook asked, “What are you thinking, Jean-Paul
Ardoin?”

A slow smile spread across
Jean-Paul’s face. “I was just remembering the raw fish you guys
made me eat.”

Chinook giggled. Cordell
glanced sideways at his son, his eyebrows going up. “Eh? You never
told us you ate raw fish. How was it?”

Jean-Paul made a face, but
said, “It wasn’t that bad. I had forgotten about the fish until
just now.”

Chinook laughed again. “The
hardest part was thinking about it before he ate it, right,
Jean-Paul?”

Jean-Paul nodded and
grinned. “Yeah. I almost got sick.”

“Oh, Jean-Paul,” said Lise with a
frown.

Jean-Paul turned to his
mother. “It wasn’t that bad, Ma.”

Taguk spoke now, his short,
strong hands pacing the words in the air. Cordell smiled at the man
and turned to Chinook. “You’ll have to translate again, Chinook.
One of these days I’ll have to learn Inuktitut.”

“Well, you already know some words,”
said Chinook. “Taguk says he is much honored by Jean-Paul’s visit
with his father and mother.”

Jean-Paul smiled at Taguk.
Then, to Chinook, he said, “Please say I thank him for saving my
life.”

Chinook repeated the words
to Taguk, who grinned and clapped his hands in delight. Many more
Inuit words followed.

Chinook said, “He says not
to thank him. That it’s his duty to help his neighbors.”

Cordell took Taguk’s hand
in a firm clasp. “We’re grateful,” he said. “Perhaps we can help
Taguk someday.”

Chinook said, “We didn’t
mean for Jean-Paul to get lost. We wanted only to trick him for a
while. All of us felt very bad about what happened.”

After a while, Jean-Paul
said, “I brought something for you. I was saving it for a special
friend.” He dug into his pants pocket. “Here.” He handed Chinook a
small stone from his collection. It had beautiful silver and green
streaks running through it.

“Wow!” cried Chinook, his eyes growing
wide. He held the stone up and examined it from all angles. “This
is great! Where did you get such a pretty rock?”

“I found it where I used to live, in
Quebec. It was on a lakeshore where Pa and I used to fish. It’s the
nicest one I had. You can keep it if you want. I have many others.
I’ll show them to you sometime.”

Chinook gave Jean-Paul a
big grin. “You proved you are very brave when you stayed in
the apudyak,
Jean-Paul. But I’d be your friend even if you weren’t.”

Lise and Cordell exchanged
proud smiles. Then Lise said to Chinook, “Tell your mother it would
be nice if we could all be friends.” She glanced at Arnayak and
smiled.

Chinook spoke to his mother
in Inuktitut.
Arnayak grinned and patted her belly while pointing to Lise.
“Nutaralak,” she
said, nodding.

Lise felt her face redden
as Chinook explained Arnayak’s words.

“She says you will have more
nutaralak. That’s
Inuktitut for baby,
Madame Ardoin.”

Lise found herself
relaxing. She smiled warmly at the Inuit mother. “Tell her,
yes, enfant!” Lise patted her own tummy. “Ask her
if she can say it in French. Enfant!”

Quick words were tossed
between the two mothers by way of Chinook’s translations. Lise had
resisted coming along on this trip. But now she was glad she
had.

For the next half hour, the
group talked about Ice Patrol and hunting and Sasha. Jean-Paul
thanked Chinook for the bear statue and the harness.

“I’ll teach you to carve ivory,”
Chinook said. “And I’ll also help you train Sasha. She’s a fine
husky.”

Jean-Paul thought for a
moment. “I’m glad she was in the igloo with me that day. I didn’t
tell you I’m afraid of the dark.”

Chinook roared with
laughter. “And so is Nanuk! But I want to know what happened in the
haunted igloo. What did you see?”

Jean-Paul leaned closer to
Chinook and whispered, “You would not believe! I saw the eyes of the
torngark, all slimy green
slits! No bodies, Chinook, just those terrible eyes, blinking on
and off, coming closer and closer! Then a stinky red smoke came up
from the floor. There was screaming, howling, and moaning.
Then, a very old man—” He
stopped talking and opened his eyes wide at Chinook. The igloo was
filled with breathless suspense.

“Come on, Jean-Paul! And then what?”
Chinook was almost jumping up and down. “What? What?”

Jean-Paul could hardly keep
from laughing at the look on his friend’s face. “Well, the old man
was sitting on the back of the biggest, blackest, meanest-looking
wolf in the world!”

Chinook stared open-mouthed
at Jean-Paul. His eyes had taken on the red of the fire. “But
you’re alive. How did you get away from
them?”

Jean-Paul crossed his arms
over his chest and shivered. Chinook shivered, too. Even Cordell
and Lise shivered. Then Chinook’s mother, thinking it a game,
crossed her arms and shook her fat body and giggled. Lichen didn’t
shiver. She babbled a long chain of Inuit baby words that nobody
understood. Taguk didn’t shiver, either. He sat staring from one to
the other, wondering why everyone was cold when there was a
perfectly good fire going.

“It was very simple,” Jean-Paul said,
finally. “When I was scared enough to die, Sasha jumped at the
wolf! And the whole thing started flashing colors. And then it just
curled up and disappeared out the smoke hole. Poof!” He threw his
hands into the air. “Just like that, it was all gone!”

“Wow!” exclaimed Chinook.

“And the green eyes disappeared. But
after everything was gone, I could still hear that wolf howling. I
still smelled that awful smell.” He held his nose and said,
“Phew!”

“Poo!” cried Lichen.

Chinook said, “Wait till I
tell Aiverk and Nanuk!”

Cordell laughed and said,
“That’s some story, Jean-Paul! No one would believe it in a million
years!”

Chinook said, “We were only
teasing Jean-Paul about the apudyak
being haunted, Monsieur Ardoin. But now I think it
really is. I hope it melts all the way to the South
Pole!”

After they left the igloo,
Cordell said to Jean-Paul, “I think you stretched the truth a
little, eh?”

“I guess it paid him back!”

Lise sat on the sled, ready
for the trip home. “Do you really need to pay anyone back,
Jean-Paul? Did Chinook and your other friends twist your arms to
make you stay in the igloo?”

Jean-Paul thought about
that. “I think it was partly my own fault. I wanted to join Ice
Patrol so much that I even ate raw fish and let them trap me in the
igloo.”

Lise gave him a big hug as
he curled up next to her on the sled. “I knew I could count on
you.”







Chapter 8







Throughout January, Chinook spent his spare time helping
Jean-Paul train Sasha to run with a sled. Days were growing longer
now, gaining about seven minutes of light a day. Then, on January
24, the sun appeared for the first time since last November. It was
a welcome sight for this darkness-weary family from the south of
Canada.

The Ardoins watched the
breathtaking sunrise, as they had watched the sunset several months
before. First, spikes of red and gold light flared up from the
horizon as the great mass of Earth’s shadow rushed into space. This
was followed by the blood-red arc of the sun, leaving the family
speechless. However, as welcome as it was, the sun did little to
banish the cold.

One morning at breakfast Jean-Paul and his
family heard a rumbling noise and went outside to investigate. On
the southern horizon was a great, moving white cloud.

“Caribou!” said Cordell. “Hundreds of
caribou. That cloud is vapor from the warmth of their bodies in the
cold air.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Jean-Paul.

“They’re probably going to a feeding
ground near the mountains,” Cordell said. “They’ll find some trees
there to gnaw on. In a few more weeks they might find other food,
such as moss growing on rocks.”

“Lichen,” Lise said, with a laugh.
“Reindeer moss!”

Cordell put his arm around
her. “And in a few months, so I am told, the mother caribou will
all go to a special birthing place to have their
calves.”

It was the first time
they’d seen caribou so near their cabin. They watched the cloud
silently until the herd rumbled out of sight over the
horizon.

When they went back inside,
Lise said, “Isn’t the daylight fantastic! It’s one of the best
things about living here, seeing the sun for the first time in
months. Soon there will be alpine flowers, and geese honking
overhead, looking for open water and a place to nest.” Her eyes lit
up with excitement. “How I love the sound of honking
geese!”

“Don’t forget the insects!” Cordell
said. “Swarms of mosquitos and other insects to feed thousands of
nesting birds!”

Jean-Paul sat down and
helped himself to some bannock and the last of their strawberry
jam, brought with them from Quebec. When he set the empty jar back
on the table, Lise picked it up and peered inside. “Well,” she
said, “that’s the last of the jam till our ship comes in
again.”

“Our airship!” said Jean-Paul with a
mouthful of bread. “How many weeks now, Pa?”

Cordell picked up his mug
of coffee, and took a long drink. He smacked his lips, wiped his
whiskers with the back of his hand, and held out the mug for more.
He looked at Jean-Paul.

“The planes won’t return till this
weather breaks,” he said. “I won’t have much to trade this year
though. We’ll have to buy supplies with my government check—if it
comes with the plane. All I’ve trapped so far are a few rabbits and
that gray wolf last week. Not many, but the pelts are nice and
thick. It’s still early enough to trap. What I’d like are some
foxes.” Cordell stopped talking and looked right at
Jean-Paul.

Jean-Paul caught the glance
and guessed his father was thinking about Jean-Paul’s trap, which
still hadn’t caught anything. He had just about given up hope of
trapping an Arctic fox for his mother. His stay in the haunted
igloo, and the illness after, had prevented him from working with
the trap. Maybe his father would help reset and bait it. In the
meantime, today was Sunday, and Chinook was coming again to work
with Sasha and the sled.

Chinook had already been to
visit Jean-Paul twice. The first time had been to see the rock
collection. The next time, he brought Nanuk and Aiverk, and the
four of them gave Sasha her first lesson.

Now, as if reading
Jean-Paul’s mind, his father said, “How’s the training coming? Is
the dog learning anything?”

Jean-Paul swallowed the
last of his bite. “She’s doing okay. But I expected her to be
pulling a sled by this time without help from me or
Chinook.”

Cordell leaned back in his
chair. “You must remember she’s still just a pup. Right now she
thinks it’s a game.”

Jean-Paul laughed. “You
should have seen what she did to Chinook the first time he put the
harness on her. He was holding the lead when she decided to run
off. And poor old Chinook lost his balance on the snow and went
sliding along on his belly! It was the funniest thing I ever
saw!”

His father grunted. “Maybe
someone should tell her she needs a sled behind her before she
runs, eh?” Jean-Paul burst out laughing.

“She ran about a mile!” he said,
coming up for air. “And Chinook had to let go so she wouldn’t drag
him all the way to Great Bear Lake on his belly. She’s a strong
dog, Pa! A really strong dog, and you know she was the runt of the
litter. She might not be big, but she’s strong. I’ll bet she could
run for six days without stopping once!”

Before Jean-Paul could say
more, the huskies began howling. Lise filled a kettle with water
and set it on the stove to heat. She went over and opened the door,
saying, “Let me guess. Why, of course, it’s someone named
Chinook!”

Jean-Paul stuffed another bite of bannock
into his mouth and ran over to greet his friend.

Chinook stomped into the
cabin with Sasha following happily, carrying her bushy tail curled
high above her back. There even appeared to be a smile on her face.
Lise closed the door behind Chinook, who stood grinning from ear to
ear. He pushed back his fur hood and unfastened his parka. “Are you
eating again, Jean-Paul?”

Lise sighed. “It’s all he
ever does, Chinook. I suspect one of these days he’ll be bigger
than his father. Do you think he’ll grow that big?”

Chinook looked at Cordell.
“Even my own father will never be that big. But I think
he has stopped growing.”
The boy laughed. “With the way Jean-Paul eats, if he doesn’t grow
tall, he will just get very wide.”

“Just like you, Blubbermouth!”

“Jean-Paul!” said his
mother.

But Chinook knew the name
was all in fun. He laughed so hard that his face turned as red as a
fresh caribou steak. “I love it!” he cried. “I love it! Now
Jean-Paul’s acting like my other insulting friends! Blubbermouth!
That’s the perfect name for Aiverk! I can’t wait to call him that!”
He continued laughing until tears ran down his face and he could
not get his breath. Sasha nudged the boy’s hand and sniffed his
parka.

Jean-Paul grinned and
pulled on his boots. He watched Sasha from the corner of his
eye. Chinook sure has a way with
dogs, he thought. Look at her sniffing and licking around on him. Maybe he
carries a salmon in his pocket.

It was true that Sasha was
happy to see Chinook, salmon or not. Right now she stood on her
hind legs, her front paws on the boy’s chest, eagerly licking his
cheek. Chinook petted the dog’s muzzle. “Maybe you won’t like me so
much when we get done today. Today
I’m going to hitch you up with Amarok! That one
will teach you what’s what, unless you want to sit on your fine
tail the rest of your life!”

A few minutes later, the
boys harnessed Sasha behind Amarok. With Jean-Paul on the sled and
Chinook steering from behind with the gee pole, Chinook yelled,
“Hah!
Hah!” Amarok had been impatient. Understanding the command, he
leaned into his own harness and strained, forgetting the smaller
husky trailing behind.

At first Sasha was confused
by the signals Chinook gave Amarok. Chinook shouted in
Inuktitut, and Sasha went
sliding on her hind legs as Amarok pulled sharply around. After a
moment she regained her footing and was soon running in the right
direction, following Amarok’s lead.

“Good girl!” Jean-Paul yelled.
“Hah!
Go, Sasha, hah!”

Chinook stood on the
runners. He yelled into Jean-Paul’s ear, “We don’t have to worry
anymore! That’s one smart dog!”

When the session was over,
the boys sat on the side of the sled and talked. Chinook said, “I
almost forgot to tell you. Taguk is mending his kayak. When the ice leaves the river,
we’ll all go kayaking.”

Jean-Paul had gone in his
father’s canoe several times the summer before, but had never been
in a kayak. He
said, “I can hardly wait!” He paused a moment. “I remember how the
ice sounded last year when it broke up. It crashed against the
shore and sounded like great cannon shots.” In his mind’s eye,
Jean-Paul could see the groaning ice floes as they wrenched free
and crashed, sometimes piling up against each other on the land.
“Kayaking sounds
like great fun, Chinook! Dangerous, but fun!”




____________




The following week Jean-Paul spent a night in Chinook’s igloo.
This was his first night to sleep in an igloo since the time in the
haunted one. He looked around at the fire flickering on the wall
and at the personal belongings that made this particular igloo
home: the sleeping ledge piled high with polar bear furs, wet
clothes drying beside the fire, Arnayak’s cooking utensils, and her
sewing. Above all, the warmth and scent of human bodies reminded
him he was not alone. There were no evil spirits here tonight, only
his friends. Jean-Paul was too excited to be afraid. Early the next
morning, Aiverk and Nanuk would come, and the four would go spear
fishing through the ice.

Chinook’s father was on a
hunting trip with other Inuit men, but the old grandfather,
Kiakshuk, was there.

Before bedtime Chinook
said, “Grandfather will tell us a story now. Grandfathers are great
storytellers. Kiakshuk knows many stories. I’ll ask him to speak
slowly so I can repeat the words for my friend.”

Kiakshuk called the baby, Lichen, to him,
and took her into his lap. Jean-Paul was warm and comfortable. He
felt happy sharing the evening with his new friends.

Kiakshuk told a story about
a man called Net-ser-su-it-su-ar-suk,
who could not catch seals like other Inuit
men.

Soon, Lichen fell asleep on
Kiakshuk’s lap. Jean-Paul was sleepy, too. But he listened to a few
other stories. The one he liked best was a prayer for good seal
hunting, sung to a goddess named Nuliajuk.

After the storytelling,
Arnayak took Lichen from Kiakshuk’s arms and tucked her beneath a
bearskin. Jean-Paul, Chinook, and Kiakshuk also went to bed,
Jean-Paul curling up next to his friend in the thick animal
hides.

Sometime during the night, Jean-Paul dreamed
he speared his first fish.




____________




In
mid-February Jean-Paul found a fox in his trap. Sasha moved close
to the trapped animal. She whined, then touched its tail with a
paw. She jumped back and barked at it.

Jean-Paul walked around the
trap, looking at the fox from all angles. It was a terrible sight.
The dead fox’s eyes were open and glassy. They stared right up at
him over the long, pointy nose. Small ears stood up sharply, a tip
of black tongue stuck out between tightly clenched teeth. The coat
was thick and creamy. After tanning, it would be soft and shiny.
There would even be a nice brush-tail trophy for Jean-Paul’s
room.

Suddenly, Jean-Paul did not
feel excited, for there was a look of suffering in the fox’s beady,
black eyes.

“Oh, Sasha,” he whispered, as if the
fox might still hear. “I killed a poor little fox that never did
anything to me ... and made its foot hurt like mine
does.”

Sasha sniffed some more at the fox and sat
back down to look at it.

Jean-Paul whistled for the
dog. “Well, come on. I have to go tell Pa.”

A short time later,
Jean-Paul went to his father, who sat at his desk studying a small
chunk of greenish ore with a magnifying glass. “What’s that?”
Jean-Paul asked. “Gold?”

Cordell laid down the glass
and turned to Jean-Paul. “Not gold, I’m sorry to say. This is a
chunk of copper ore. It came from Yukon Territory, near an old
mining town.” Cordell shook his bushy head and laughed softly. “If
there’s more where this came from—!”

Jean-Paul looked more
closely at the ore. “It’s big.”

“I’m going to Yukon in a couple of
weeks,” Cordell said.

Jean-Paul glanced around
the room. “Where’s Ma?”

Cordell pointed to the
bedroom door. “Resting,” he said.

Jean-Paul lowered his
voice. “I caught a fox,
Pa.”

Cordell cracked a wide
grin. He pushed back his chair, scraping it noisily across the
floor. “Well, well! So you finally got your”—he lowered his own voice and leaned
down to Jean-Paul’s ear—“fox!”

“Can you come with me?”

“I suppose I’d better,” Cordell said,
going for his parka. “It isn’t every day a boy traps his first
fox.”

He tiptoed to the bedroom
door and peeked inside. “She’s asleep.”

When Jean-Paul and his
father returned with the fox, they went directly into the shed.
“I’ll skin it for you,” Cordell said, “but you’ll flesh
it.”

Jean-Paul eyed the bloody
animal. “I don’t really want to, Pa.”

“Nonsense. Time you
learned.”

Jean-Paul had never liked
the skinning part of trapping. His stomach turned over as his
father pulled the hide away from the flesh. “No,” Jean-Paul
repeated, backing away. “I can’t.”

Cordell laid the knife down
and stood up. “If you want to trap wild animals, you have to learn
to do it all.”

“I guess I never thought about the
fox dying. I didn’t
mean to hurt it.”

Cordell’s voice was serious
when he spoke. “No one likes to hurt animals, Jean-Paul. But in
this cold country, people depend on animals for clothing and food.
You know that.”

Jean-Paul knew that the meat from this fox
would feed their own huskies. But he was still unhappy.

“It seems cruel,” he said, frowning.
“Do you think God minds?”

Cordell smiled gently
through his beard. “If it’s necessary to destroy an animal for food
or clothing, then He might not mind. How else would the Eskimos and
Indians have survived in this climate, if not for the wild
critters? God always provides for His people, and those with wisdom
enough to understand this will survive.”

Jean-Paul swallowed the
lump in his throat. What his father said sounded reasonable. “I
want the baby to have a fox-fur parka and boots. I’ll flesh the
hide, but I won’t like doing it.”

Cordell handed Jean-Paul
the flesher. “It will take a while to scrape off the flesh that
clings. Be careful not to tear the skin.”

Jean-Paul worked for a long
time scraping the hide. It was hard work, but after a while the
pelt began looking better. All it needed now was washing and
stretching and softening.




____________




A couple of weeks later, Jean-Paul gave his mother the
pelt.

“Fur?” she said.

Jean-Paul grinned. It was
the moment he had waited for. “Arctic fox fur for the baby,” he
said.

Cordell slipped an arm
around Jean-Paul’s shoulders. “Jean-Paul trapped this fox, honey.
Every time he disappeared, he was checking his trap.”

“But nothing came for a long time,”
Jean-Paul said. “Do you like it? I fleshed it myself.”

His mother stroked the soft
white fur. “I don’t know what to say, Jean-Paul.” She placed the
pelt on the table and hugged him. “Such a thoughtful boy! Thank
you, dear.”

Suddenly Cordell said, “Did
you remember I’m going to the Yukon next week to see about that
copper?”

Lise dropped her arms from
Jean-Paul’s shoulders and turned to her husband. “Oh, Cordell, I
was trying to forget that trip!”

Cordell’s voice was gentle
and reassuring when he spoke. “I’ll be back before the baby comes,
eh? In the meantime, you have Jean-Paul to keep you
company.”

He clamped a big hand on
the boy’s shoulder. “You’ll help your mother, won’t you,
son?”

Jean-Paul had wished to go
on the trip, too. But Cordell had already told him he couldn’t miss
school. Because of that haunted igloo business, he had already
missed enough. Jean-Paul knew his father was right—school had to
come first.

“We’ll be okay, Pa.” It was hard to
hide his disappointment.

“Sure you will,” Cordell said. “You’re
a big boy now, eh, Jean-Paul?”

Jean-Paul smiled. It certainly seemed true
that today he really did feel much bigger and older.







Chapter 9







The first week of March dawned bright and clear. Jean-Paul and
his mother stood outside watching Cordell’s freight sled until it
was nearly out of sight. He turned to them once and waved, then
vanished beyond a far hill. Now there was nothing but the team’s
barking in the distance, a sad and lonely sound that gave Jean-Paul
the chills.

His mother slipped an arm
around him. “What will we do now? Just the two of us.” She sighed
and led Jean-Paul back to the cabin.




____________




That week, Jean-Paul went to school on his own sled, with Sasha
pulling. Thinking of his mother, he went home right after
school.

“My mother needs me,” he told his
friends. “With Pa away she worries about the baby coming.” He tried
to sound like a person who could take charge of things, no matter
what.

Jean-Paul helped his mother
with the chores after school, and when she wasn’t busy with other
things, Lise worked on a tiny pair of fur boots. In the evenings,
they played checkers or read to each other. Jean-Paul knew his
mother missed Cordell.

A few days before Cordell
was due home, Jean-Paul thought his mother seemed very tense. She
kept pacing the floor and going to the window. But the window was
still boarded up and she couldn’t see outside.

She picked up the baby
boots. “I’m almost finished with these.” She handed them to
Jean-Paul. “Pretty fox-fur bootees to match the small
parka.”

Jean-Paul held a tiny boot
in each palm. “What can fit into these?” He laughed. “Maybe my big
toe!”

His mother mussed his curly
hair and kissed his cheek. “Babies have tiny feet,” she
said.

Jean-Paul looked down at
his own feet in their scratchy wool stockings. “Maybe our baby will
have regular feet, not like the crooked one I was born
with.”

“I’m sure the baby will be normal. But
even if she isn’t, she’ll always remember that her big brother made
her first pair of boots.”

“You made them,” Jean-Paul said. “I
just trapped the fox.”

“Yes, but you did it for me and the
baby,” Lise said with a quick hug. “It was the nicest thing you
could have done for us.”

Jean-Paul stroked the soft
fur, then gave the boots back to her. “I wanted the fur very much,
but I’m sorry the fox had to die.”




____________




Sometime during the night, Jean-Paul awoke at the sound of
footsteps. It occurred to his sleepy brain that his father might
have come home. A lamp burned dimly in the other room, but he heard
no voices. Since he was too sleepy to investigate, he rolled over,
pulled the sleeping bag over his head again, and fell back to
sleep.




____________




“Wake up, Jean-Paul!” Someone nudged his shoulder.
“Jean-Paul, please.”

Jean-Paul’s oil lamp burned
brightly and shone through his closed eyelids. Why had someone
called him? He didn’t want to wake up.

“It’s Saturday.” He turned over and
hid his face again. “Go away—”

“Jean-Paul, wake up! I will not go
away. I need your help! Please get up!”

His mother’s voice! Why was
she waking him in the middle of the night? Into his mind came
Cordell’s voice: “You’re a big enough boy
to help your mother, eh?”

This time Jean-Paul rolled over on his back
and blinked his eyes open, squinting at the light. His mother stood
beside his cot, her blond hair hanging loosely over one shoulder.
It framed her face like a golden halo in the lamp glow. He rubbed
his eyes and sat up.

“What time is it?”

“Four o’clock,” answered Lise. “I
didn’t want to wake you, but there’s no one else.”

She stopped talking and inhaled deeply, her
hand resting on her big belly.

“What’s the matter, Ma?” Jean-Paul
jumped out of bed and looked at her in alarm. He touched her gently
on the arm. “Ma!”

After a moment Lise
breathed easier. She turned to him, her face very serious.
Jean-Paul saw that she was fully dressed in rugged outdoor
clothing.

She brushed his hair from
his eyes, then grasped his shoulders and looked him squarely in the
eyes. “Are you awake enough to hear what I’m saying?”

“Uh-huh.”

She nodded. “Okay. Then
listen carefully, Jean-Paul. I need your help badly. The baby is
ready to be born.”

For a moment Jean-Paul
thought he hadn’t heard right. “The baby? But—”

“That’s right, honey. You must help me
get to the hospital.” Lise’s gray eyes sparkled in the dim light.
“We must hurry!”

Jean-Paul was stunned. “But
Ma! It’s not time yet! You can’t have the baby till Pa comes back!
You can’t.”

Lise smiled. “Sometimes
babies come early. There’s nothing you, I, or anyone else can do
about that. Please get dressed.”

Jean-Paul didn’t know what
to do. He stared at his mother with his mouth hanging
open.

“Jean-Paul, now!” Lise ordered. “I know how you
must feel, but come on and get dressed.” She lowered herself gently
to the side of Jean-Paul’s bed and drew in a sharp breath.
Jean-Paul was frightened. He knew he had to help. He dressed
quickly, and again his mother was back to normal.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and began
braiding her hair.

Jean-Paul wanted to be
brave. Now that Cordell was away, his mother depended on him to
help her.

“We’ll go in Pa’s big sled,” Jean-Paul
said. “He took the freight sled and left the other one here. Mine’s
too small.”

His mother nodded. “Do you
think Sasha can pull that big sled?”

“I told you she’s strong. I think she
can pull it.”

“I hope so,” Lise said with a smile.
“I’ve already laid out a few things to take along. Warm robes,
blankets, and the lantern, of course.”

Jean-Paul went outside a
few moments later to harness Sasha. The young husky jumped around
in excitement. What was Jean-Paul doing, putting on the harness in
the middle of the night? She pranced around so much, her bells
jingling loudly, that Jean-Paul could hardly work the leather
straps. “Stand still!” he yelled. His words drifted away into the
still, cold night. It was so silent that he could have screamed at
the top of his lungs, and no one would have heard except his mother
and his dog. Alone: that’s what he was.

Sasha whined. She was ready to go before the
sled was. Then, finally, the straps were in place over her chest
and back. Jean-Paul had already loaded the sled. Now he hoped there
would be room for his mother. He hooked the leather leads to the
sled and to Sasha.

Lise came outdoors wearing
Cordell’s extra fur parka. She sat down on the sled, leaned back
against the bundle of supplies, and pulled a bearskin robe around
her shoulders and over her legs. Then she spoke to the dog. “You
must go like the wind, Sasha!” And to Jean-Paul she said, “Do you
think you can find the trail in the dark?”

Jean-Paul laughed. “I’ve
gone to school in the dark for months. And besides, Sasha knows the
way better than I do.”

He took one last look at their home. The
cabin looked lonely out there in the middle of nowhere, as it had
when he first saw it. He released the brake and pushed off from
behind the sled. It never entered his mind that the sled might be
too much for him as well as for the husky.

“Hah!” he
shouted. “Take me to school, Sasha! Hah! Hah! Go to
school, Sasha! Find Amarok!”

Sasha wagged her tail and
barked. Jean-Paul held his breath and pushed at the heavy sled. The
husky leaned into the harness, straining with all her might under
the big load. But soon she had her bearings and began picking up
speed. Cordell had iced the runners a few days before, and they
were very slick. Jean-Paul jumped onto the back of the sled and let
the dog have her way. His only thought was that she must not stray
from the trail. The last thing he needed was to get lost with his
mother’s baby coming.

Jean-Paul shouted to Lise,
“Are you all right? Isn’t this fun?”

His mother turned to him
and waved. “I’m fine! And you can call it fun if you want, but I’ll
be glad when we get to Aklavik!”

Jean-Paul felt very grown-up. He patted his
mother on the shoulder with the same affection his father always
used.

“Look at her go!” he shouted. “See how
strong she is! She’s the greatest little sled dog in the
world!”

“Yes, she’s a wonderful husky!” Lise
called back, the wind taking her words away. “Oh ... no…” She fell
silent.

The sled sailed on over the
well-packed sea of snow, winding around in a way familiar to
Jean-Paul. Soon, they came to a long, low hill where Cordell always
had to shove the sled. Jean-Paul got off the runners and pushed at
the sled as Sasha struggled up the hill. From behind the sled he
heard his mother cry out.

“What’s the matter?” he
shouted.

Lise’s voice returned.
“Nothing ... it’s ... it’s okay ... okay…”

Jean-Paul pushed harder at the sled, but
instead of feeling it slide ahead, he felt he was pushing dead
weight.

“Get going, Sasha!” he shouted at the
top of his voice. “Come on, girl! Pull, Sasha, you can do
it!”

Lise cried, “It’s no use,
Jean-Paul! The hill’s too steep!”

But Jean-Paul refused to
give up. “She can, Ma! I know she can!” He leaned forward and
shoved hard, but the sled refused to budge. His lungs were about to
explode. The blood pounded at his temples. Sweat trickled down his
neck into his parka. His feet slipped out from under him on the
slippery snow. Dry, powdery snow fell now, covering everything with
a sparkling white cold. Jean-Paul felt his strength go, as if he
were pushing at a brick wall. Finally, his breath almost gone, he
raised his head and looked to the front of the lines.

“Oh, no!” he screamed. “Look at her,
Ma!”

The dim light revealed the
dog curled up in the middle of the trail. Sasha’s nose lay on her
front paws in defeat.

Lise sat up. “What?” Then
she saw. “Oh, dear God! Oh, Jean-Paul!” She slumped back against
the pack. “We’ll never make it in time!” She broke off suddenly and
gasped.

Jean-Paul left the back of
the sled and went up front. He grabbed Sasha’s harness and tugged.
“Come on!” His voice carried through the night air. “Come on, you
stupid husky, get moving! Hah, Sasha, Hah!”
Jean-Paul thought, If only Chinook was
here!

Sasha whined and raised her head.

“You can’t stop now!” Jean-Paul tugged
the harness again.

Sasha answered in small
barks that sounded like, I don’t want
to!

“It’s no use!” cried Lise. “The sled’s
too heavy. I have to get off.”

“Sasha, get up!” Jean-Paul
commanded.

But Sasha put her nose back on her paws and
pretended to be asleep. Jean-Paul went back to the sled just as his
mother climbed off. She reached for his arm to steady herself.

“You can’t walk up this hill!” he
said. “It’s too steep. You might fall.”

“Well, what choice is there?” Lise
asked with a sigh. “Sasha can’t pull the sled with me on it. She’s
too tired.”

“She’s not tired,” Jean-Paul said with
a glance at the dog. “She’s lazy!”

Lise began walking, slowly
and carefully. She stopped to rest once or twice, leaning over and
gasping with small sharp breaths. The sky was light gray now. Snow
covered parka hoods and eyelashes. A pair of snowshoes would have
come in handy, for snow was almost over their boots in places.
Jean-Paul tried to help his mother. But she was heavy and could not
stand straight. He thought what a strange pair they made, holding
each other up—she with her clumsiness and he with his bad foot.
Sometimes he thought they would fall together. When they reached
the spot where Sasha lay peeking out of one eye, Jean-Paul scolded
her. “Shame on you! What kind of husky are you? Amarok would not
have stopped!”

Sasha pricked up her ears,
but did not speak. Lise reached down and touched her head. “Poor
doggie, she’s so tired. Come on, Jean-Paul, let’s walk ... to the
top of the hill. Can’t be much farther, can it?” She moved out
ahead of him, and Jean-Paul hurried to help.

“From this hill to Aklavik is still
about five miles,” he said.

They were well ahead of Sasha and the sled,
almost to the top of the hill. They moved slowly. Jean-Paul and his
mother stopped again to rest before going on. Jean-Paul turned
around and looked back to Sasha. She was standing now, watching
them. Then she barked loudly three times. She whined. Her
brush-tail curved over her back, wagging gently.

“You’re a lazy dog, Sasha!” Jean-Paul
shouted. “You’re worthless!”

Jean-Paul was tired, too.
He wanted to cry. He had promised his father he would help his
mother. Now she was walking up a slippery hill with her baby ready
to be born. His father would never forgive him if anything
happened. And Jean-Paul would never forgive Sasha. Sadly, he turned
again to help Lise.

Suddenly, from behind them
came the sound of sleigh bells, and runners slishing over snow. They turned
together to see Sasha pulling the sled up the hill. Her belly was
low to the ground, her tail and ears down.

Jean-Paul dropped to his
knees and whistled. “Good girl! Come, Sasha, come!”

Pulling the sled to the top of the hill was
easier without a passenger. Sasha soon got her second wind and
pulled so fast that she passed Jean-Paul and his mother. Then she
stopped and waited for them to catch up. She sat down in the snow,
her pink tongue hanging out.

Lise struggled with
Jean-Paul to reach the sled. “If I didn’t feel so tired and
miserable,” she said, “this would be funny enough to laugh ... but
I can’t laugh…” Her
teeth chattered. She pulled her hood closer around her
face.

Jean-Paul helped her the last few feet. When
they reached the sled, she sat down on the side of it. Sasha
whined.

“I don’t s–see how I c–can go on,”
Lise said. “How much f–farther?”

Before Jean-Paul could
reply, she stiffened and groaned. He was terrified! “What can I
do?” he wailed. “We’ve got to go on! It isn’t far now, Ma. And the
trail’s flatter.” He reached out to touch her. But she looked so
strange that he yanked his hand away. Suppose she has the baby right now! he thought in a panic.
Could she have it without help?

After a while Lise sighed
and lifted her feet into the sled. She lay back against the bundle,
panting hard. “We have to find shelter very soon. I can’t give
birth in the cold, like a mother dog has pups.” She closed her
eyes. “I’m sorry to worry you so much, Jean-Paul.”

“It’s okay, Ma.”

But Jean-Paul wondered if that were true. He
knew he had to work fast. Time was running out. If anything went
wrong, it would be his fault. He went back to his position behind
the sled.

“Please, God!” Then he yelled to Sasha,
“No more fooling around now! Hah, Sasha, Hah!” He had never used a whip to make
the husky go. But if he had one right now, he would be tempted to
use it.

He shoved off with his good foot as Sasha
began pulling the sled again.
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The trail ran downhill into a valley. Jean-Paul knew the
sledding would be much easier. Sasha barked excitedly as she picked
up speed. She had run this same trail many times and knew the way
to Aklavik.

The descent into the valley
was over in no time. The trail leveled out again, and Sasha’s
“second wind” kept her running. A shadow loomed suddenly in the
distance. Sasha broke from the trail and ran directly toward it. At
first, Jean-Paul wasn’t sure what it was. But as they came closer,
he knew. He fought the husky and the sled, trying to steer them
back onto the trail.

“No, Sasha, no!”

Lise sat up. “What’s the
matter?”

But Jean-Paul’s mind was on
the thing that lay ahead, and he seemed not to hear. “No, Sasha!”
he screamed.

Then Lise saw it. “Oh! An
igloo! We must stop!”

Jean-Paul was frantic. His
stubborn husky was taking them directly to the haunted igloo. Old
fears rose up inside of him. Tears of anger gushed down his face,
perhaps to freeze there forever. “Not that one, Ma! Please, not
that igloo!”

He tried once more to turn the sled, but
Sasha came to a complete stop a few feet from the igloo. She turned
to Jean-Paul and wagged her tail. She barked loudly and danced
around in the snow. She had done her part to make up for lost
time.

Lise tried to stand. “Oh,
lovely Sasha! Jean-Paul, help me.”

But Jean-Paul was frozen to the spot. He did
not hear as he stared through his tears at the igloo. It was larger
now, more like a small hill, from all the drifted snow. Someone had
built a new entrance.

“Jean-Paul ... help me…”

Jean-Paul shook his head to clear his mind.
He looked with dismay at his mother. His voice shook when he
spoke.

“You can’t g go in
there!”

“Nonsense!” Blond hair stuck out in
all directions around his mother’s face. Her eyes were feverish and
wild. “It’s the answer to my prayers!”

“It’s the haunted igloo!” Jean-Paul
screamed.

Lise tugged the parka
closer to her throat. “There’s no such thing, Jean-Paul! I need to
get inside, at once!”

“But there are torngark in there!” he whimpered. “And
wolf spirits!”

Lise found her balance and
stepped up to Jean-Paul. She grabbed him firmly by the shoulders
and looked into his terrified face. “Listen to me, Jean-Paul! You
must forget evil spirits! The baby’s coming! This is no time for
foolishness!”

Jean-Paul’s heart lunged
into his throat. “No, Ma, no!”

“You must help me!” She gave him a little
shake. “Jean-Paul, you absolutely must! I’m counting on
you!”

“I can’t! Don’t ask me to. I
can’t!”

Lise shook him again, then
dropped her hands. “Very well. I’ll go in there alone. And you may
stand here and cry all you want!”

Jean-Paul was ashamed of
himself. He brushed at his tears with the back of his hand. Sasha
had brought them to this place for a reason. He knew that if the
baby was coming, there was no time to get to the village. His
father’s voice pounded inside his head: Help your mother, Jean-Paul!
Help your mother, eh?

“What do you want me to do?” he asked
in a small voice. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

His mother smiled. “Thank
you, Jean-Paul. Now, you must help me get inside that igloo. Bring
in the bundle and the lantern. I’ll need some heat and
light.”

Without another word Jean-Paul untied the
pack of robes and blankets. He picked up the lantern and found the
tin of wooden matches. The match lit with the first strike, and he
touched the flame to the wick of the lamp. The lamplight cast a
yellow glow on a circle of snow around them and filled the air with
the strong odor of kerosene. The orange and blue flame flickered as
a gust of air seeped through cracks in the lantern, but the fire
held.

Jean-Paul pushed thoughts of spirits from
his mind and dropped to his hands and knees before the opening.
Sasha barked as he entered the igloo with the lantern.

Inside, Jean-Paul stood up
and looked around. The igloo was really deserted. A shiver ran down
his spine, but he tried to ignore it. He set the lamp on the
snow-packed floor and turned to go after the bundle. Near his feet
lay a wolf pelt—shaggy and gray and probably full of
fleas.

“It’s the thing I felt that day,” he
said aloud.

For a moment he thought he
heard a wolf howl. But, no, Sasha had yelped again, outside. The
light from the lantern made scary shadows on the igloo’s cold white
wall—wavering shadows that made the round room close in on him. He
fought back the band of fear that tightened his chest, and he crept
back outside into the fresh air.

“Take the bundle,” Lise said. “I’ll
follow.” She got down on hands and knees, slowly and
gently.

“Can you do it?” Jean-Paul
asked.

His mother gave a little
cry. “I have to, don’t I? I can’t stay out here in the cold. You go
first.”

Jean-Paul crawled into the
igloo again. In the middle of the floor beside the lantern, he
dropped the pack and quickly untied the thongs, unrolled it, and
spread the robes on the floor. He heard movement and turned to see
his mother coming slowly through the opening. He reached out to
help her and she took his hand. Her breath came fast and hard as
Jean-Paul helped her to the bundle of robes, and she sat down. Lise
removed her parka and said, “You have to go on to the village.
Bring someone to help.”

Jean-Paul’s eyes widened
with fear. “Pa would skin me like a dead fox if I left you alone
here!”

Lise sighed. “You know
perfectly well that your father isn’t a monster. He’ll understand
when I explain what happened.” Her skin was shiny with sweat. “You
must go now. Sasha will run faster now that the sled’s empty and
she’s rested.”

“No, Ma,” Jean-Paul whimpered. “I
promised Pa—”

It was the last straw. Lise
angrily tossed the parka on the floor beside her. “This baby’s life
may depend on whether or not you obey! Go now, Jean-Paul!” Then her voice
softened. She blew him a kiss as she lay down upon the robes,
covering herself with an extra one. “I do love you, you know.
Godspeed!”

After one last pleading
look at his mother, Jean-Paul went back outside. He was very
afraid. How could he leave her out here alone? He fought the urge
to cry again. But tears were not going to help at this point. He
sat on the side of the sled, thinking. He looked at the big igloo.
It no longer seemed scary now that his mother was inside it. Sasha
whined, and he got up and went to her. He stroked her thick,
silvery muzzle, telling her what a wonderful dog she was. Then,
suddenly it came to him what he must do. He removed Sasha’s harness
and led her to the entrance of the igloo. “Stay!” he commanded.

As he moved away, Sasha
bounded after him. This time he was very harsh. He took her back
and scolded her. “No! I want you to STAY! STAY with Ma, Sasha! STAY
until I come back!”

The pup sat and looked up at him, studying
him with her pale-blue eyes.

Jean-Paul then spoke again,
and this time his voice was softer. He took the animal’s beautiful,
gentle face in his hands. “I’ll be back soon. You have to stay with
Ma. You must stay with my mother, Sasha. And someday, when you have
your puppies, I’ll stay with you, okay? You can rest while I’m
gone.”

Jean-Paul did not know if
she understood or not. He turned and hurried to the trail as fast
as his limp would allow. How strange that he hadn’t thought of
aches or pains since they had left the cabin. He turned once more
to look back at his beloved pet. She stood up and barked. Her tail
was a bushy flag of fur waving over her back. But instead of
following, she turned and entered the igloo.

Without his husky,
Jean-Paul’s walk to the village was lonely and cold. With every
step, he wanted to stop and lie down in the snow. He didn’t think
he could make it. But he had to! As long as his mother was alone in
that igloo, he would keep walking. He moved as quickly as he could
with his crooked walk. He thought it might not be a bad idea to be
an okalerk at that
moment. Then he could hop fast all the way to Aklavik.

Soft flakes of snow drifted
earthward from a calm gray sky. There were already about two inches
of new snow over the packed trail. His boots sank in, leaving
strange footprints—one large one and a smaller one that was more a
toe-print. An Inuit following his trail might wonder what sort of
strange animal he tracked.

In the bottom of
Jean-Paul’s mind were thoughts trying to bubble to the surface. But
on reaching the front of his brain, they burst into a million
pieces and sank again. What is it I’m
trying to remember? He shook the unfinished
thoughts away and plodded on.

The exercise warmed him. He
tossed back his hood, let the falling snow turn his hair silver,
like Kiakshuk’s. He unfastened his parka, stopped to get his
breath. Now his legs did ache, the more he thought about it. It had
been a long time since he had walked so far. Certainly, he had
never walked all the way to Aklavik. He wondered if anyone would
even be awake at such an early hour.

His heart jumped as he thought suddenly of
his mother in the igloo, with no other help than that of a dog. He
tried to hurry. The closer he got to the village, the lighter the
snow fell. Then, it stopped snowing altogether. The early morning
sky rushed out to greet him with rays of pink, violet, and
rose.

The settlement lay yet
another mile or two away. Jean-Paul would reach the native
dwellings long before he reached Aklavik. Oh! Now he knew what he
had been trying to recall: Chinook’s igloo was not far away, and
Chinook had a big, strong husky—Amarok. He would ask Chinook to
take him to the village for Dr. Morgan.

The air cooled his head and chest. Jean-Paul
closed his parka again and adjusted the hood over his head. This
was no time to get chilled and sick.

Sometime later, Jean-Paul
arrived at Chinook’s igloo. He caught his breath, then shouted,
“Chinook! Chinook! Are you in there?” He looked around for Amarok,
and a rattling chain told him the great dog was staked behind the
igloo. But the husky did not bark, for he knew it was Jean-Paul.
“Chinook! It’s me, Jean-Paul!”

This time Chinook’s
friendly smile and laughing eyes appeared at the opening of the
igloo. “Jean-Paul Ardoin!” he exclaimed, rubbing his eyes. “I must
still be dreaming! What are you doing here on Saturday? Where are
your husky and sled?” Chinook peered out beyond Jean-Paul. “Did you
fly from your igloo to mine? Come in, come in!”

Chinook moved back through
the entrance of the tunnel so Jean-Paul could enter. Jean-Paul
pushed his hood back and quickly looked around. Chinook’s mother,
Arnayak, stooped over a kettle on the fire, stirring something
thick and delicious-smelling with a long-handled spoon.

“Chinook!” Jean-Paul blurted, “I have
to go for Dr. Morgan! Ma’s in the haunted igloo having her baby! I
left Sasha with her—”

“What?”

“We were going to the hospital on the
sled, but we had to stop because the baby wouldn’t
wait—”

“The baby’s here already?”

“No, not yet. Ma’s all alone out
there, Chinook. I left Sasha with her for protection.”

Chinook tipped his head and
studied Jean-Paul. “I don’t believe you walked all the way from
that igloo.”

Jean-Paul nodded. “Well,
it’s true, Chinook. I’m on my way to get Dr. Morgan.” He took a
deep breath. “I’m afraid, Chinook! Pa didn’t come back yet, and the
baby’s coming early. I need your help.” Jean-Paul felt suddenly
shy.

Chinook punched him gently
on the shoulder. “Hey, that’s what friends are for! And I’m your
friend, right?”

Chinook spoke rapidly to
his mother and Arnayak asked Chinook many questions. She removed
the pot from the fire, found a small pail, and scooped some of the
food into it. After snapping a cover on, she pulled on her high fur
boots, lacing them tightly past her ankles. As she came to
Jean-Paul, speaking in Inuktitut, she pulled on a parka of
orange-flowered material from the trading post. There was a twinkle
in her snapping black eyes. Jean-Paul smiled, too, but he didn’t
know what she wanted him to say. Lichen came to her mother, and
Arnayak turned from Jean-Paul long enough to speak to her child.
Lichen stared at Jean-Paul for a moment, then toddled over to
Kiakshuk, who had appeared from the shadows, half-dressed. Kiakshuk
had been elected babysitter.

Chinook tapped Jean-Paul on
the shoulder. “My mother says, ‘Let’s go!’ She knows all about
having babies. She can help. She’ll go to your mother while we go
for the doctor.”

A few minutes later,
Jean-Paul sat on Chinook’s sled while Chinook harnessed Amarok. He
watched Chinook’s mother as she walked swiftly up the trail toward
the haunted igloo. Her round body bumped from side to side over the
newly fallen snow, and Jean-Paul could hardly keep from giggling.
She carried the food pail in one hand. A small bundle hugged her
back. In her parka, she looked like an orange bear going
camping.

When Chinook finished with
Amarok, he said to Jean-Paul, “I’m all set!”

Jean-Paul looked up the
trail. Arnayak was now much smaller than before.

Chinook said, “Feet were
made before sleds. My mother will be at the igloo long before we
reach Aklavik.”

Chinook stepped behind the
sled and kicked off, yelling to Amarok in Inuktitut. With a yelp of excitement,
the big husky threw his broad chest into the harness. The sled
moved swiftly over the snow, leaving Arnayak far behind. Chinook’s
mother was now just a small orange speck in the
distance.

The trip to the village did
not take long. Past the Mission school and Hudson’s Bay post they
raced. When they neared the small hospital, Chinook slowed Amarok
to a walk. Finally, they came to a complete stop. The two boys left
the sled in the road and went up to the door. The building was dark
and deserted looking.

Chinook rapped on the door,
but there was no sound from inside. They waited and waited. Then
Jean-Paul banged loudly several times. He looked with alarm at
Chinook.

“Nobody’s in there!” he cried. “What
kind of hospital is this?”

Chinook shrugged. “It’s
just a small hospital as you can see. And I guess no one’s sick
enough to be here.”

“But what am I going to do now?”
Jean-Paul cried. “My mother needs the doctor! And Pa will skin my
hide for leaving her alone! I didn’t want to, Chinook, but she made
me come for help ... and ... there isn’t any help!”

Chinook laughed. “It sounds
like Jean-Paul’s more worried about what Jean-Paul’s father will do
to him, than what
happens to his mother.”

“That’s not true, Chinook! I
am worried about Ma! I
don’t care what happens to me, but—”

Chinook put his arm around
his friend and found he was shaking. “Come on now, Jean-Paul
Okalerk. Maybe the doctor
had to see someone else. Maybe another mother is having a baby.
Maybe the doctor is sick. Doctors get sick, too, you know. There
are a lot of reasons for Dr. Morgan not being at the
hospital.”

“But there’s no reason to
close a hospital!” wailed
Jean-Paul. Tears ran freely down his cheeks. It was a childish
thing to do in front of his friend, but he just couldn’t help it.
For a long time, he couldn’t even speak, the pain was so
great.

But Chinook said brightly,
“Who needs a doctor anyway? Mothers have been having babies for
millions of years, right?” Jean-Paul nodded, and Chinook went on,
“So, who helped them when they didn’t have doctors? Other old
ladies, that’s who.”

Jean-Paul knew Chinook was
only trying to cheer him, but he felt he would never be happy
again. He had really messed things up good this time. If he hadn’t
stopped for Chinook, he might have gotten to the doctor before he
left ... or died or whatever.

“Have you ever seen a baby being born,
Chinook?” he asked suddenly, wiping his runny nose on his sleeve.
He brushed the salty tears from his lips.

Chinook laughed. “No, I
haven’t seen that! They always send me outdoors when a
baby’s being born. I only know about dogs. I’ve seen lots of dogs
having pups, so I guess there’s not much difference.”

Jean-Paul couldn’t tell
Chinook he had never even seen puppies born. His father had planned
to let him watch when Lishta had her pups, but she had surprised
everyone by having them in the middle of the night. Yet, he
couldn’t tell his best friend that. He would just let Chinook think
there were some things he knew.

Chinook led Jean-Paul back
to the waiting sled and pushed him into it. “I guess we have to go
to the igloo and see what’s happening. But at least Arnayak will be
there. I told you she will help.”

Jean-Paul leaned back and
moaned as Amarok began pulling the sled again. “I wish Pa was home,
Chinook. He’ll kill me when he finds out I couldn’t help
her.”

Chinook chuckled. “You wish
your pa was home so he can kill you?”

“That’s not what I meant, Chinook! You
quit making fun of me.”

“You worry too much!” Chinook called
from behind the sled. “I never knew a boy who worries like you do.
You’ve got to keep happy, Jean-Paul!”

“That’s easy for you to say!”
Jean-Paul retorted. “Your mother isn’t about to have a baby in an
igloo!”

Chinook’s laughter rang out
in the cold morning air. “Oh, Jean-Paul! My mother had all her
babies in an igloo!”

Jean-Paul shrank back
against the sled. He had said the wrong thing again. When would he
learn to keep his big mouth shut! He clamped his lips together
tightly, refusing to say another word to Chinook, who would
probably tell all the other kids how stupid Jean-Paul Ardoin
was.

Chinook swung Amarok around
in a wide circle to head back the way they had come.
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Amarok ran swiftly westward after leaving Aklavik. A few
minutes later he raced past Chinook’s igloo and left the tree area
for open country. The huge furry dog streaked on over the trail,
which had but a small dusting of new snow. From somewhere up ahead
came the howl of a wolf. Amarok answered his distant cousin in the
same manner. Jean-Paul shuddered, recalling the eyes he had seen in
the haunted igloo, the things he had imagined hearing. For now he
knew it had only been his imagination. Was his mother seeing and
hearing things like that?

The igloo came into sight.
Just a few more minutes and Jean-Paul would know what was happening
with his mother. What would she think when he didn’t bring the
doctor? Of course, Arnayak would be there. But Lise didn’t know her
that well. Maybe she wouldn’t let Arnayak come inside the
igloo.

When Amarok stopped the
sled near the big igloo, there was no one around, and there was no
sound in the still of the morning. Where was Sasha? Sasha would
have been aware if someone had come to the igloo. She would have
come out to greet them.

Jean-Paul’s knees shook as
he jumped from the sled and ran to the entrance of the igloo.
Chinook followed, and together they stopped and looked at the
ground: fresh blood! Chinook knelt and examined the snow.

“Something’s been here,” he whispered
to Jean-Paul. “Maybe a wolf or a fox. The tracks are too messed up
to tell.” He looked up at Jean-Paul, frowning.

Jean-Paul leaned over and
looked. “Well, that’s probably Sasha’s tracks right there, Chinook.
See? This one looks like hers.”

Chinook stood up and looked
around. “Maybe,” he said, shaking his head. “But where did all the
blood come from?” He gazed thoughtfully into the distance, then
pointed north. “The trail of bloody prints goes that
way!”

Jean-Paul shivered. There
was not only blood on the snow, but Arnayak’s pail lay nearby. Its
lid was off, the contents scattered over the ground in a fishy-wet
mess. “Your mother’s bucket of food,” said Jean-Paul, feeling sick.
“Something made her drop it.” His knees shook something awful. He
knew Sasha wouldn’t leave his mother alone at the igloo. He
was sure the dog
wouldn’t go off hunting after he had ordered her to stay. He didn’t
really know what to think. Now, a strange, soft sound came from
inside the igloo. Jean-Paul jerked around to listen.

“What is that?” he whispered, his eyes large
and scared. “Do you think something got in there after my
mother?”

“And my mother, too,” said Chinook.
“Look, here are her tracks going into the igloo.”

Both boys looked anxiously at each other as
a different sound met their ears. It was the same lonely cry of the
wolf they had heard earlier on the trail.

“That’s it, Chinook! A wolf was here!”
Jean-Paul looked down at the tracks again. He was very sure now.
These prints looked like a wolf’s. Sasha’s were smaller.

Chinook moved carefully
toward the entrance of the igloo. “There’s only one way to find
out. We have to go inside. Are you brave enough?”

Jean-Paul’s heart jumped.
If anything had gotten his mother and his dog! He got down on his
hands and knees and took a deep gulp of cold air. “I’ll go
first.”

Chinook squatted next to
Jean-Paul. “See anything yet?”

“Just a small light. But there was a
lamp going when I left.” He took another deep breath and let it out
slowly. “I’m going in now.”

Jean-Paul had no sooner stuck his head
inside the tunnel when something cold and damp touched his nose. He
jumped, and backed out faster than a fish on a hot griddle. He felt
the air sizzle out of his bravery.

“Something’s ... there’s something in
there!”

A black nose suddenly
appeared at the entrance, followed by a pure white muzzle and a
pair of cool blue eyes. Sasha wiggled through the opening and
trotted up to Jean-Paul, wagging her tail. He threw his arms around
her neck and buried his nose in her fur. He didn’t know whether to
laugh or to cry.

“It’s only Sasha!” exclaimed Chinook.
He tweaked her ears as Jean-Paul hugged her. “We were afraid of
your husky!”

A shrill cry came from
inside the igloo, a very angry-sounding cry. Jean-Paul released
Sasha and stood up. “What do you think that is?”

Chinook laughed, his dark
eyes crinkling with mischief at the corners. “I think maybe it’s
your baby brother or sister!”

Jean-Paul’s mouth fell
open. “You mean that’s what they sound like? It sounds like a pig
squealing. Do I have to listen to that for the rest of my
life?”

Chinook thumped him on the
shoulder. “Only till it learns to talk. Then you might settle for
the pig.”

“Gosh!” said Jean-Paul, turning toward
the igloo. “I’ve never been around a newborn baby
before.”

“And when it learns to walk,” said
Chinook with a chuckle, “then you’ll have bigger problems. Babies
tag around after you and get into your things. They never leave you
alone.”

They heard a loud grunting
noise and saw Arnayak squeezing through the tunnel opening. It was
so funny that Jean-Paul nearly burst out laughing. For a minute he
thought she was going to get stuck. If the haunted igloo was going
to be used as a birth place, someone should make the opening
bigger.

Chinook helped his mother
up. She held onto his arm till she got her balance. Her hood was
thrown back, her face happy. She spoke quickly to her son, and
Jean-Paul wished he could understand Inuktitut. When she had finished, she
came to Jean-Paul and spoke, pointing to the igloo.

“She wants you to go inside,” said
Chinook. “She says your mother hears your voice and wants to see
you.” Chinook pushed at Jean-Paul. “Go now! Hurry!”

Sasha went inside ahead of
Jean-Paul, barking for him to follow. And a moment later, he was
kneeling beside his mother. She smiled and held a small bundle
against her chest. For a moment Jean-Paul couldn’t speak. Then
finally the words tumble out. “I couldn’t find the doctor, Ma! You
sent me for Dr. Morgan, but he wasn’t there and ... and the
hospital was closed ... and ... and…”

Lise beckoned, and
Jean-Paul moved closer. Her face was flushed. Her voice was warm
and kind when she spoke. “Shhh, everything’s fine now, Jean-Paul. I
never needed the doctor, you see. A small miracle took place in
your haunted igloo.”

She began unwrapping the
blanket. A small head with fuzzy black hair appeared, then a tiny
red face with eyes screwed up tightly. A small round mouth made
sucking motions, and a pink little fist—no bigger than a pup’s
paw—shot into the air as if waving at Jean-Paul. Jean-Paul watched
in amazement as the infant cried out. How could anything so small
make such a loud noise? He looked at his mother and
smiled.

“Is—is it all right for me to touch
it?”

Lise held the baby closer to Jean-Paul. He
took a small fist into his bigger one. Tiny wrinkled fingers opened
and closed around his own. Suddenly, Jean-Paul was the happiest boy
on earth.

“It’s strong! See how it holds my
finger? And, look. It’s even got fingernails!”

“How do you like him?” asked his
mother.

“Him?”

Lise laughed softly. “Yes,
dear, your baby sister turned out to be a brother.” She covered the
baby again. “It’s cold in here. We must keep him warm.” She looked
at Jean-Paul with love in her eyes. “And do you know
what?”

“What?”

“Well, your beautiful Sasha helped
keep him warm until you came back. She lay down next to me and I
put your brother next to her warm fur. What a lifesaver she was!
You should be very proud of her.”

Jean-Paul looked at Sasha, who now lay next
to Lise. Her pointed ears came erect at mention of her name.

“I told her to stay by you,” Jean-Paul
said proudly. “She didn’t want to, but she did anyway. Now I’m glad
I walked all the way to Chinook’s.”

Lise touched Jean-Paul’s
soft, curly hair. “I’m sorry about that, honey. But you did the
right thing. And Chinook’s mother came to help.” She smiled. “I
couldn’t understand much of what Arnayak said, though.”

“Was she in time to help? Chinook said
she knows all about babies.”

Lise looked down at her
infant, who was sleeping again. “This child wouldn’t wait for
anyone. I was alone, except for Sasha.”

“Oh.”

“But it’s all right now,” she told him
brightly. “Do you know Sasha almost didn’t let Arnayak inside the
igloo? She was very protective.” Lise lay back and closed her eyes.
Jean-Paul thought she had gone to sleep. But after a moment she
opened them. “Something else happened. I’m not sure what—a fight or
something—outside. Sasha tangled with some other animal just before
Arnayak came. Of course, the poor woman couldn’t tell me what
happened.”

Jean-Paul leaned over and
watched the baby, although he couldn’t see much more than its nose.
He still could not believe he really did have a brother after all
those years. How long would it be before he could take the little
one for a ride in the sled? Then his mother’s voice cut off his
thoughts. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

“What? Oh, I was thinking about the
baby. And the fight. I think that must have been a wolf. Chinook
and I heard a wolf howling before we got here. There are bloody
tracks outside.”

Lise looked thoughtfully at
Sasha, who lay with her nose on her paws. “She didn’t have blood on
her,” she said.

“Then it must have been wolf blood.
Sasha must have bit the wolf to make it run away.”

Lise scratched Sasha’s ear.
“She saved your life once, now mine and the baby’s. I
hate to think what might have happened if she hadn’t been here and
the wolf had come inside.” She looked around the igloo, at the
shadows where the lamplight didn’t reach. “This place isn’t so bad,
Jean-Paul. I didn’t see a single evil spirit.”

Jean-Paul grinned, knowing
his mother was teasing. “Maybe there never were any. Maybe I was
just being a baby, like when I have to leave a light on all
night.”

His mother smiled. “Perhaps
it’s time to put some childish habits behind you. What do you
think?”

Jean-Paul didn’t answer the
question. But he had an idea what that answer might be. If there
was a new baby in the family, then he, Jean-Paul Ardoin, would have
to be the big brother. He would have to set a very good example.
Now he stood up.

“Is it all right if Chinook comes in
to see the baby?”

“Of course it is.”

In a moment Chinook and his
mother were squatting beside Lise and her new baby. Arnayak kept
speaking Inuktitut and pointing to the baby, then to Sasha.

“She’s telling us that Sasha almost
didn’t let her come near your mother and the nutaralak. I mean enfant!”
Chinook grinned at Lise. “And she threw the pail of hot seal stew
at the wolf. Then Sasha ate some of it. Only then would she let my
mother come inside.”

Lise brushed her hair away
from her forehead and beckoned for Arnayak to come closer. She
pointed to the baby, smiled at the woman, and said,
“Nakomik,
Arnayak, nakomik!”

Arnayak clapped her hands
and spoke rapidly, her face blooming with delight. She pointed to
Lise’s blond hair. Then she reached out to gently stroke
it.

Chinook laughed. “My mother
says she wants hair that color of mush. She says how do you make
yellow hair?” Everyone laughed. Chinook looked seriously at the
baby. “This one will have the hair of his brother.” He stood up and
wrapped his arm around Jean-Paul. “My best friend isn’t so tall,
but his heart is very big! He was concerned about his mother and
her new son.”

Lise smiled and took
Chinook’s hand. “I’m happy you’re Jean-Paul’s friend, Chinook. And
if you will teach me Inuktitut, your mother will be my
friend, too.”

Chinook repeated that to
his mother, then he said, “She will like that, Mother Ardoin.
There’s no word for Ardoin in Inuktitut, so she calls you ‘Yellow Mush’!”

“Oh, no!” cried Lise. “Wait till
Cordell hears that! He will never stop laughing!”

“She means it as a compliment,”
Chinook said.

Suddenly, Arnayak was
bustling around, picking things up and putting them in a pile. She
spoke to Chinook, who began to help.

“She says it’s time to take you home.
She says tiny baby can’t stay in a cold apudyak. Apudyaks are for Inuit
nutaralak, not
kablunak enfants.” Chinook
was quite pleased with himself for making such a funny mixture of
French and Inuktitut. “We’ll take you home, then my mother will come to your log apudyak
and help.”

Lise smiled at Arnayak, and
Arnayak squeezed her hand.

“How do you like my brother?”
Jean-Paul asked Chinook.

Chinook studied the
sleeping infant. “I think he is small. He won’t amount to much
until he gets on his feet and runs like the wind, and gets into his
brother’s stone collection.”

“His feet!” Jean-Paul turned to his
mother. “You didn’t show me his feet! I want to see if his feet are
normal.”

“Of course they’re normal.” She pulled
back the blanket. “See for yourself. His feet are
perfect.”

Jean-Paul stared at the
tiny pink feet. He could not imagine they might someday wear size
fourteen boots. His mother covered them again, saying, “We don’t
want them to freeze, do we?”

Jean-Paul was happy that
his brother would not have to walk like an okalerk. “You should put his new boots
on him, Ma. They’ll keep him warm.”

Lise agreed. “He’ll get
dressed after he has a bath.”

“What are we going to name him? Did
you and Pa think of a good name? Pa’s going to be very surprised
when he comes home.”

Lise’s eyes sparkled.
“We’re going to call him Pierre, after your Uncle
Pierre.”

Jean-Paul groaned. He did
not like that name. He liked the uncle, but thought the name was
terrible. “I think we should name him Chinook, after my
friend.”

Chinook stopped what he was
doing and grabbed his throat. “Ukk!” he cried, sticking out his
tongue. “That’s no good name for a French baby, Jean-Paul
Okalerk!
You better stick with Pierre! Chinook Ardoin? Ukk!”
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