Chapter Four
1942

The winter months were long and cold at the Keams Canyon Boarding School.  The buildings were in disrepair and there was a continual draft in the area where the children slept.  Many children were ill the majority of the winter.  There was little wood to fuel the stoves that were meant to warm the large rooms where they slept in bunks, and the food they were given was most often inedible.  Joaquin longed for the winter to be over so that he could welcome the warmth of summer in his grandmother’s pueblo.
On one particular morning the stove that was supposed to cast its warmth on the boys’ dormitory was cold.  All of the occupants of the room sat shivering in their beds.  One of the younger boys whimpered and gasped in a coughing fit.  He’d been sick for a week and no one seemed to care.
Joaquin became angry that there was no wood and no one who cared.  Some of the children were sick and no one seemed concerned.  He leaped from his bed and began slamming one of the rickety wooden chairs against the floor until the legs splayed out like a four pointed star.  At that point he grasped the legs and yanked them from where they attached to the seat before tossing them into the stove’s belly.
“We’ll have warmth!” he yelled, slamming the remainder of the chair like cracks of thunder against the floor until it fell apart in splintered pieces.
One of the older boys who smoked removed a box of forbidden matches he’d hidden from under his mattress and handed them to Joaquin.
“Yeah,” the boy said, his hand shaking from the shivering cold.  His breath misted into the air like steam from the coldness of the room.  “Now we’ll have fire!”
Joaquin grabbed the matches and struck one, tossing it into the stove.  Several boys wrapped in the blankets from their beds came up and handed Joaquin paper from their homework.  He wadded the sheets of paper up and threw them into the stove with the next match.
Soon several boys had commenced to breaking apart the slats that held up the mattresses on their bunks, casting the wooden pieces into the stove as well.  When the blaze finally caught and there was warmth coming from the previously cold metal of the stove, the children all gathered around, wrapped in their blankets, huddling together like a clutch of chicks under the wings of the hen.
That’s how the headmaster found the group of boys when he entered some minutes later.  When he saw the shambles that once had been beds the headmaster’s temper rose as high as his voice.
“Get dressed!” he yelled, kicking one of the broken bed slats to one side with his boot.  “Don’t any of you miserable Indians have a lick of common sense?  Who did this anyway, whose handiwork is this?”  He stooped and grasped one of the slats.  When he raised it over his head the boys scampered to get outside of his reach, but with the extension of his arm he brought the slat down across Joaquin’s shoulder before the boy could dodge the blow.
Joaquin hit the floor heavily with a thud.  The impact of the blow drove him to his knees and had knocked the wind from him.  The room spun and dimmed despite the flashes of tiny stars that exploded before his eyes.  He gasped for his breath and rolled to one side to avoid the headmaster’s boot as the man attempted to plant it in the boy’s side.
“Who’s going to replace the beds you heathens have destroyed?”   The headmaster turned toward the cowering group of boys who stood in the farthest corner of the room with their eyes wide while clutching their blankets.  “Get dressed, all of you!  Get dressed and go to the dining hall!”
The boys grabbed their clothing and began hastily dressing while dropping their blankets to the floor.  Soon the room was empty except for Joaquin who lay in a heap, clutching the back of his head in an attempt to protect it in the event the headmaster whacked him again with the board.  Instead the man turned to stride from the room with the group of boys scrambling out ahead of him.
It took a few moments for Joaquin to regain his balance once he stood up.  His lip was bleeding where he’d bitten it when he hit the floor, he could taste the salty blood.  Wiping the back of his hand across his mouth, he made his way to his bunk and retrieved his pants and shirt.  When he bent down to pull on his shoes he felt dizzy and his bruised shoulder gave off with a sharp complaint.
The entire room smelled of the buckets filled with urine and fecal matter that needed to be emptied after being filled throughout the night.  The boys were locked inside the dormitory at night to prevent them from sneaking off in the dark.  Several of the boys had suffered diarrhea throughout that week from the spoiled food they were fed, and they couldn’t hold it until morning when the headmaster would arrive to unlock their door.  The stink was at best overpowering as Joaquin tied his shoes and made his way from the room.  When he arrived in the dining hall, he was surprised to be told that as a punishment for his part in the dormitory thrashing he wouldn’t be allowed breakfast.  Instead of breakfast he was handed a bucket of sudsy water and told to go back to the dormitory and empty the chamber pots and mop the floors.
His stomach grumbled as he carried the chamber pots to the outhouse not far from the dormitory.  He couldn’t understand why the headmaster didn’t allow them to sleep behind unlocked doors so that they could walk to the outhouse during the night.  Surely if any of the boys happened to sneak off in the dark one of the school’s staff would be able to track them down on the desert floor on horseback.  After all, where would they go?  They would go back to their villages; that’s where they would go, and the school knew where each of the students lived.  They would merely have to wait long enough for the boys to arrive home in order to pick them up and bring them back to the school again.
When lunch time came Joaquin was famished.  He gobbled down the watery soup made from vegetables that were long past their prime, and the scant few shriveled potatoes that were tossed in.  He longed for a bowl of his grandmother’s Paatupsuki and piki bread.
Dinner at the school would be nothing short of bread and another serving of watered down soup.  Most of the food supplies, even the fresh vegetables from the garden, seemed to be reserved for the meals of the staff.
That night at least there was wood for the dormitory heating stove.  The parents of one of the boys had arrived at the school that afternoon with a truck load of firewood, following a request they’d received in their son’s last letter that the parents had the postmaster read to them because they hadn’t learned to read.
One of the older boys fed and stoked the fire until the stove’s belly turned a cherry red hue before they all climbed beneath their blankets and drifted off into a comfortable sleep that night.
Sometime during the night Joaquin awoke with a cough.  His head felt as though it was filled with cotton and his chest ached as though a mountain were sitting on it.  When he pulled in a deep breath he realized the room was filled with smoke!
“Eiiieeeee!” he yelled, throwing his blanket back and leaping to his feet in a single bound.  The stove pipe where it exited the roof was glowing red hot and flames were lapping out from the ceiling around it.
“Get up!  Fire!” he yelled, reaching out and shaking the nearest boy.  Soon the commotion had awakened all of the boys and they were coughing and running frantically around the room, trying to open the locked door.
“It’s locked!” the first boy to the door yelled.  “We can’t get out!  It’s locked!”
Hysteria overtook the group.
Joaquin’s bed was the one nearest the window.  Thinking quickly, he took a chair and slung it through the panes and then draped a blanket over the shards of broken glass.  “Come on!  Climb out!  Go out the window!” he yelled.
The smoke was getting so thick that he could barely breathe much less see.  A stampede of boys moved past him and they quickly climbed out through the shattered window’s opening.
When Joaquin turned toward the window to follow, somewhere in the veil of smoke he heard the small voice of Sikyatavo, the smallest of the boys, as the child cried out for him.
“Joaquin! Joaquin!  I cannot see you!  I cannot see the window!”  The boy coughed and whimpered.
Joaquin made his way through the thick smoke toward the choking sounds the boy made.
“I’m here,” Joaquin said, reaching out into the smoke toward the child’s coughing sounds.  “I’m here!”  His fingers came into contact with the small boy’s head and he grasped the child’s hair, pulling him toward him.  When he realized Sikyatavo was within his grasp, Joaquin reached out in front of him, feeling his way toward their escape, pulling the boy along with him toward where he knew the window would be.
“Come on, Sikyatavo!  Come with me and don’t cry!  We’re almost to the window!”  He could sense the coolness of the air as he reached out toward the opening where the window had once been.  Picking Sikyatavo up by the waist, he thrust him through the window.  The room was full of flames by now, licking at his exposed skin like a blow torch.  He was beginning to feel dizzy, light headed.
“Is everyone out?” he shouted, gasping for breath.  The noise of the flames was deafening.  If anyone had answered he couldn’t have heard them.
“Is everyone out?” he repeated, louder.  Timbers from the roof began to fall as he thrust his body through the window’s opening and out into the cold night air.  He landed on his chest on the hard ground.  Gathering himself up quickly to his feet, he scampered toward the building beyond the dormitory where he could see the boys huddled, illuminated by the flames that shot up into the night sky.
It wasn’t long before the staff appeared in their night clothes, frantic as to whether all of the boys had made it out of the dormitory.  When the headmaster counted heads and verified that all of the boys were present and accounted for, Joaquin breathed a sigh of relief.  The night air was growing colder and caused him to shiver as he stood staring at the flames that were consuming the entire building now.
“Get these kids inside the dining hall,” the headmaster instructed the staff.  “We’ll have to see if we have spare blankets to go around.”
The boys trailed into the dining hall where all of the tables were pushed against the wall with the chairs stacked up on top.  There would be enough room to sleep on the floor, if they could find enough blankets to cover each boy.  The staff contributed what blankets they could and several of the boys had to double up, huddled together under one blanket.
The cook built a fire in the wood stove at the end of the long room and soon it was warm enough that the boys drifted off to sleep.
The dormitory was a total loss and the boys would have to sleep in the dining hall for a year before the new dormitory building was constructed.  The state of Arizona had much to say about the dormitory door being locked thereby preventing the boys from getting out through it during the blaze.  The headmaster was promptly fired because of it.  He wasn’t popular with the students at the school, and they conceded that his expulsion was of no great loss.  Several staff members responsible for the spoiled vegetable soup were also expelled, thanks to the complaints by the cook.  Soon the meals had improved and when the new dormitory was constructed there were indoor toilets installed in both the boys’ and the girls’ dormitories.

