*One* 

1957

A cold spare February dawn crept over Loon Lake, momentarily stirring Cecelia Pitwoniquot.  The grating caws of a murder of crows brought her to wakefulness.  She groped for and found her eye glasses on the shelf next to the bed, then squinted at the dented over-sized alarm clock.  She hadn’t been able to afford a new eyeglass prescription in eight years, and one of the clock’s tiny legs had broken off so that it sat lopsided, making it trickier to decipher.   

Hazy light filtering through the window hinted it was well past dawn.  It was good thing no one was around to see her still in bed so late, yet she dreaded leaving her warm cocoon.  Judging by how icy the tip of her nose was, and by the frigid air against her face, she knew the house was cold as a grave.   Still, the sooner she got up, the sooner she could get the small propane furnace going before her old friend Marvin Big Shield showed up.  Marvin did his best to check on fellow reservation elders, especially during winter.  Sometimes the tribal chairman, Luther White Bear, did the checking if Marvin was ill or at a ceremony.  

Cecelia grunted as she tossed aside the blankets and extricated herself from the old army sleeping bag her nephew had given her.  After prolonged rest her bones protested any movement.  Her bursitis seemed to be getting worse.  Maybe she’d ask Marvin to doctor her again.  If it didn’t work, perhaps she’d ask him to drive her to the clinic for some of those pills the Chimook doctor gave out, though she didn’t have much confidence in him, or the pills.  Gingerly, she donned her “eyes”, being careful with the taped ear pieces.  After starting up the tiny furnace, she bundled up in her old sweater, coat and galoshes, gritted her teeth and opened the front door.  A frozen wind swept over her chilling her to the bone.  She made it to the outhouse and back in record time, thankful she didn’t have to visit the cistern, and pour hot water down the pump to thaw it.  She had left some fresh water standing in the sink before she went to bed.  Dipping her hands in the ice-cold water, she rinsed her face, then removed her dentures from the glass on the tiny window ledge.  Her fingers broke a paper-thin coat of ice that had formed on one side of the standing water.  “Hooo.”  She shivered with the insertion of the chilled “chompers”.  After clacking her teeth together a couple of times to set them, she ambled into the front room.   

By tradition, the front door faced east so she could welcome the morning sun.  She pushed aside frayed curtains and squinted at the heatless orb, still low in a lupine-blue sky.  Picking up her turtle shell, it’s inner surface charred from years of use, she lit the partially burned braid of sweet grass that laid within it.  She added a pinch of tobacco.  Then, wafting the sweet smoke over her face and head, she chanted her morning prayers.  

They were the old prayers, the nagamoon passed on to her from her parents, who had passed them on from their parents.  Cecelia didn’t know how old they were, but she knew they went back at least five generations, maybe more.  That’s why they were such good songs, why they had power.  She thanked Grandfather, Gitche-Manitou, for the warmth and light of Geesis the sun, for the blueness of the sky, for the trees, the birds, the animals, for the air she breathed.  She thanked Him for all the good things in life, for her family, and for the Anishinabeg, the Ojibwe people.  Last, she asked Him to watch over her daughter, Theresa, and “her girls” – Ruby and Susan; especially her little warrior, Ruby.   

“Watch over her, Grandfather.  Protect her.  Keep her safe and happy, Grandfather.  Keep her strong.”

Her morning prayers finished, Cecelia started the coffee.  Her attention drifted to the shelf on the wall crowded with family pictures.  She homed in on Ruby’s, touched it gently with her finger.  How she missed her, worried about her, wondered what she was doing this very moment.  She worried about what lay under those inked-out lines in Ruby’s infrequent letters.  Even so, she had saved them, tied them in a neat bundle with a piece of red yarn and kept them in a special drawer.  She read them over and over, though it was hard, what with her eyes and having little education.  Sometimes she’d have Marvin or Theresa help her.

Be strong Little Strong Heart.  

Little Strong Heart was one of Cecelia’s favorite names for Ruby, that and Ruby’s Indian name, Bineshee Ogichidaw.  Cecelia smiled, remembering chiding Theresa when she once worried that Ruby might not be big enough to defend herself against Betty Potter, a local bully.  “Theresa,” Cecelia, laughed, “that girl would fight a buzzsaw with a willow switch.  Be proud, my daughter.  Ruby is Martin clan!”

Cecelia was pleased that Ruby had inherited her own tenacity, coupled with the deep inward spirit of her grandfather, a man Ruby never got to know since he passed over when she was only three.  Ruby didn’t yet realize what she’d inherited from her grandfather, but she’d know when she came home this summer.  It was time her Ojibwe education went to the next level.  It was time she came into full Ojibwe womanhood, with all it’s power and mysteries.  Once she had this knowledge, her spirit would be fortified.  She would be prepared to stare life fully in the face and to respect and know the Creator the Anishinabe way.  Most of all, she would be protected from the robes.  

Cecelia felt a twinge of sadness as she thought about how she had failed to accomplish this task with Theresa.  Theresa had never shown much interest in the old ways, and she returned from boarding school an ardent Catholic.  “I’m finished with that old-fashioned stuff,” she had announced.

But Cecelia would not fail Ruby.  This thing had to be done now, Cecelia decided, before the White priests washed out the Indian in her.  Besides, there was the looming onus of the Ojibwe Prophecy of the Sixth Fire, when it will be evident that the promise of the Fifth Fire came in a false way. Those deceived by this promise will take their children away from the teachings of the elders.  Grandsons and granddaughters will turn against the elders.  In this way, the elders will lose their reason for living, their purpose in life.  At this time a new sickness will come among the people, the prophecy foretold.  The cup of life might well become the cup of grief.  

Well, the prophecy may indeed be in progress, as some of her fellow elders bemoaned, but she would be heard.  

There was a knock at the door.  Cecelia opened it, allowing again the frigid draft and a blue-lipped Marvin Big Shield into the front room.  He was a tall man, in his early seventies, slightly stooped.  He had a lean angular body honed down by years of hardship.  Most of the time his face presented a detached impassivity.  It wasn’t that he was without emotion.  He was old-school, raised by his grandfather in the old ways, where one didn’t wear his feelings on his face, but stowed them carefully.  But like most Cecelia’s fellows, his stoicism was really a mask for deep shyness around outsiders.

“Ahneen,” he piped.

“Ahneen.  Beendigin,” Cecelia replied, closing the door behind him.

Marvin continued in Ojibwe.  “How you feeling this morning, Cecelia?”

“Pretty good, just my bursitis a little.”  She hurried over to the stove and started making coffee for Marvin, Ojibwe tea* for herself.  “You?”

“Can’t complain,” he said as he removed his hat, coat and gloves.  Tiny crystals of ice sparkled in his white, braided hair. “Except for this cold snap coming.  Fifteen below.”  He shivered, looking about the room.  “It’s almost as cold in here as outside.”

Cecelia remained busy with her beverage makings.

“Now Cecelia, you can’t turn that old furnace off at night,” he scolded.  “That gas might leak into the house.”

She waved him off.  “Eh!  What’s so bad about that?  I’d be with my ancestors.  No need for gas up there.”  She peered at him over the rim of her glasses, a slight smile on her lips.  “And it’d be better than looking at your wrinkled old face so early in the morning, Eya?”

Marvin mumbled something to himself as he checked the furnace switch.

Cecelia turned and watched him.  “What can I say?  I prayed for more propane.  It didn’t come.  You got more influence with Him,” she said, pointing her finger toward the ceiling, “than I do.  You should pray for me.”  

Marvin was a sixth-degree Mide priest.  Though no one respected the holy man more (her husband had been a fifth), Cecelia liked to tease.  

“In fact,” she went on, “ I’ve been thinking the Lodge should come up with a gas ceremony.  Now there’s something useful the Mdewiwin could do for us old people, Eya?”

Satisfied the furnace was lit, Marvin took his usual place on the worn and faded couch under the front window.  He cupped his hands and blew on them as one white eyebrow raised in thoughtful expression.  “I’m all for that.  I’ll bring it up next meeting.”

He was still handsome, she thought.  He reminded her of her Calvin, or maybe it was just because Marvin and Calvin had been friends and colleagues, both respected holy men for all those years.  Both were quiet, deeply spiritual, with a dry wit with close friends or family.  What was within them was carefully retained, never spilled away.  Cecelia liked that in a man, an inner peace that bespoke self-assuredness and wisdom, yet tempered with a good sense of humor.  But most of all, she respected Marvin’s spiritual powers — his wealth of understanding of the Midewiwin, his keeping of the old ways. 

“So, how is your young nephew coming along?”  She was referring to the young man who Marvin hoped would be following in his footsteps.

Marvin’s frown accentuated the deeply carved lines in his weathered face.  Each line split into many tributaries, some deep and others shallow, like the knowing rivers and streams that had flowed through Ojibwe country for countless centuries.  “I think we will lose him.  Like the other young ones, he sees no use in the old ways.  He doesn’t want to work that hard, wants to drink and run around on his wife.”

Cecelia felt a sudden sadness.  She brought the coffee, tea, and a plate of  corn muffins she’d made yesterday to the rickety card table, and sat next to Marvin who now sat blowing warm breaths on his fingers.  “It is a shame.”  She sipped her tea thoughtfully.  “Isn’t there someone?  Someone you can teach?”

“It’s too late for Luther.”  He was referring to Loon Lake tribal chairman Luther White Bear, Marvin’s nephew.  Marvin pursed his lips and shrugged.  “Maybe Lester Mink, but I’m not sure.”

Cecelia sighed.  “We got to shake up these young people.  They come back from these schools and disrespect their parents and elders.  Don’t want to speak their language any more.  Don’t believe in our ways.”

Marvin studied his coffee cup and shrugged.  “What can you do?”  He made a half-smile.  “I remember my father saying the same thing when we were kids.”

Cecelia’s gaze drifted back to the window.  The sun shone brightly now, peeking through the tops of yellow birches.  She knew she was preaching to the choir, but she hated to see Marvin so dispirited.  She took on a more upbeat tone.  “Maybe you should talk about this at the next council meeting, Eya?  Maybe it’s time we had our own school.  An Anishinabe school — with Anishinabe teachers!”

Marvin gazed into her eyes with interest.

Cecelia felt a surge of excitement.  She had been thinking and praying about this school for some time, and was enthused about sharing it with Marvin.   “A place where we could  teach our language and traditions to our young.  Get them early on, I say, before them black robes get them.  Fill them full of Anishinabe pride, Eya?”

Marvin made a dry laugh.  “All you have to do is pray away the church and the BIA.”**
She waived away his remark.  “We could teach regular school, too.  We have to get our children out of those robe schools, where they are ruined.”

Marvin looked thoughtful.  “It is a good thought,” he said and he took a slug of coffee.  He stared at the cup wistfully.  “A good dream.”








* An herbal tea believed to have healing powers.  It has been found effective as a treatment for cancer, lupus, chronic fatigue syndrome, arthritis, diabetes, and many other illnesses. Also, part of a ritual intended to restore strength and balance





** Bureau of Indian Affairs





