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Chapter 1

 


It was on the northwestern coast of the United
States where the air is cold, and the water is colder. It was not
yet winter, but there was ice. And where there was no ice, it felt
as if there should be ice.

The boy was climbing along the rocks of the
rugged inlet. He liked to climb on the rocks, testing his skills as
he scrambled from one to another. The granite surface was often
slippery, often sharp, always hard.

He did not mind the wind that struck his face
with a harshness that might make others seek shelter. To him, the
autumn breeze was mild compared to the harsh winds of winter. And
he knew that winter would come soon, and it would stay long. Snow
would cover the rocks, giving them the appearance of being soft.
And chunks of ice would float in the near clear waters of the
majestic Alaskan coast.

Studying the sun carefully, the boy knew that
it was time to turn and head for home. He did not wear a watch. His
father always told him, nature had its own way of telling time, if
you paid close attention.

Today he turned toward home with time to
spare. He was late often enough, distracted by the schools of fish
or the sea mammals that he sometimes spotted just off shore. Today
he would be in time for supper. There were no mammals or fish to
catch his eye and absorb his attention.

When he reached the cottage, his father was
outside chopping firewood. He greeted his son with a nod and a
smile.

“Want some help, Pa?” the boy
offered.

“Almost done.” His father took one last swing
with his ax, splitting the log straight through the middle. The boy
looked on in admiration. He could never seem to place the ax in the
middle of a log, and when he did, it never went all the way
through. He would have to pick up the log with the ax attached and
hit it against the tree stump two or three times until it finished
splitting wide open.

Together the man and boy carried the freshly
chopped wood to the woodpile on the side of the cabin. The boy’s
father laid a gentle hand on his shoulder as they walked up the
steps and opened the door to the porch where they removed their
shoes and jackets before entering the house.

His father nodded toward the bathroom. It was
his way of telling him to wash up for supper. After scrubbing his
hands clean, he returned to the kitchen to serve himself a bowl of
the soup that was still simmering on the gas stove. On the nights
they didn’t eat fish, dinner was most always soup. Often it was
made from potatoes and onions and carrots. In summer his father put
in whatever vegetables had ripened in their garden. Sometimes he
mixed them with a can of tomato sauce or rice. It never seemed to
have much flavor other than the taste of onion, except when fresh
parsley was growing in the garden. But he did not complain. He knew
the meals his father made were nourishing. He knew too that they
were the best his father could do.

Next summer he thought he might help his
father with the cooking. He had checked out a book on herbs from
the school library and had picked a few that he would add to their
garden in the spring.

He settled himself at the homemade oak table
in the one small room that was used as a sitting room, dining room,
and kitchen. When the boy’s mother was alive, she had often talked
about moving to a larger cabin some day, with a separate living
room that could hold two couches and a chair so they could have
lots of company. There was no need for that now.

The boy’s father broke off a piece of bread
from the round loaf and handed it to him and then did the same for
himself. Although his mouth was watering from hunger more than
taste, the boy knew better than to take a bite of his food. His
father poured them each some milk from the pitcher. After he had
set it safely on the table, he said a soft and solemn thank you to
God. The boy did not need to hear the words to know it was a solemn
grace. His father’s tone of voice told him that.

The boy sat still, waiting for his father to
begin the meal. Once his father dipped his spoon into the soup, he
did the same. This was the only way he knew for certain that grace
was finished. His father’s voice was so soft that he rarely could
hear the Amen.

It hadn’t always been that way. There was a
time when he could hear his father’s voice easily. It was not loud,
but it was strong, and the tone was not solemn, but gentle. He knew
the change in his father’s voice had to do with his mother’s dying.
He did not know if it was because there was a sadness deep inside
his father that stopped him from speaking the words with joy, or if
it was because his father had trouble believing the words
now.

After a second serving of soup, he excused
himself from the dinner table, cleared and washed his dishes and
went to his room. It was a small room, maybe eight feet by ten. It
was all he needed. Everything he owned fit in his closet or
dresser. Only one of his desk drawers was used. That one was filled
with a sketching pad and art supplies. The other two sat empty
except when he put his school books away. His own books stood in a
row across the back of his desk. One was a dictionary, and two were
anthologies of animal stories.

The other one was a book his
mother had bought him when he was born, because she was so anxious
for him to have it. It was called, Lassie
Come Home, by Eric Knight. His mother had
read it to him when he was five, and again when he was six. He had
read the book alone every year after that.

His room might have looked cold and empty
except for the pictures that covered the walls. Some he had drawn
himself and some he had cut out of magazines. They were mostly of
animals: dogs pulling sleds, horses galloping across the snow,
dolphins flying out of the ocean waters, orcas sailing in the mist,
and a walrus lounging on an Arctic ice floe. That had always been
his favorite, except for the poster that was tacked on the ceiling
above his head. That one was a picture of a Siberian
husky.

Some day he would get a dog just like the one
in that picture. First he would have to convince his father that
dogs weren’t so loud and so dirty and so expensive to feed. And
that it might be nice to have someone in the house besides the two
of them.

 



Chapter 2

 


The following day, as soon as he got off the
school bus, the boy ran into the cabin, dropped his books on his
desk, grabbed a quick sip of water and an apple, and ran off toward
the rocks. It was more than likely the last time he would venture
out on the rocks until after winter was finished, and spring was
well on its way. It was an opportunity not to be missed, not when
there was a chance of spotting a pod of pilot whales or grays or
belugas or orcas or a school of porpoises migrating
south.

He scurried across the rocks to his favorite
spot where they jutted out from the coast, and he could get a good
view of the migrating mammals. He was hoping for porpoises because
they were so fun to watch, but he did not see any today. He did see
a colony of sea lions lounging on the rocks further up the coast,
but that was a common sight to the boy. He thought he spotted a
whale offshore, an orca perhaps with its tall dorsal fin in the
air, but it was too far to tell for sure.

He sat on the rocks a long time, his eyes
strained as they stared into the distance, watching and waiting for
another glimpse of a large black and white mammal. As the sky grew
darker, the boy knew that it was time to start for home. Before
heading back, he made his way as he always did along the circle of
rocks that bravely jutted out beyond the edge of the land, into the
ice blue waters.

This day, instead of making his loop and
turning for home, the boy stopped. Something was different. He
shivered, yet knew that it was not from the brisk, damp air for
that was all too familiar. He quickened his pace as he moved beyond
his usual turn-around point, slipping a bit on the rocks as he
moved. He did not fall. He was too sure-footed for that. Nor were
his feet planted on the ground long enough for him to
fall.

Suddenly his feet stopped and planted
themselves as if they had become part of the granite. His breath
caught and held, and only his eyes moved back and forth across the
length of the brown rough-skinned animal. As his breath returned,
his feet moved again, slowly and cautiously toward it. He had seen
walruses before, but never one so small and motionless, and never
one so close. It was a baby, he was certain. He felt the sweat
across his forehead even against the cold air. He did not know if
the fear was for his own safety or for that of the baby.

It was not moving, and he thought that it must
be dead. That thought made him shiver. The air seemed to be colder
now, pushing through his down jacket. Death was very frightening to
the boy, and very real.

His feet stepped cautiously, but his body
leaned toward the walrus with curiosity. Without his realizing it,
the boy’s path took a circle, as if the walrus had left the space
on the rocks for his benefit. He reached toward the mammal, wanting
to touch it, but fear would not let him, fear that the animal was
still alive. Even more than that, fear that it was not.

The boy took a step back so that he could
breathe more comfortably. He was far enough from the walrus now to
feel safe. He believed that it would not harm him, but respect for
the large creatures, even the smaller versions, reminded him to be
cautious. Large mammals were not strangers to him. He had lived on
the inlet all of his twelve years.

Feeling calmed by his deep breaths, he moved
once again in a circle until he reached the walrus’s head. He
jumped back, startled. Its eyes were wide open, bulging from their
sockets as walruses’ eyes do.

He shivered again. This time it was not from
fear, but relief. The baby was still alive. No longer frightened of
the animal, he stepped closer. The largest and darkest eyes he had
ever seen looked into his own as if they could see even his
thoughts.

“What’s the matter?” he whispered as if
expecting an answer. “Are you hurt? Stranded?” He knew that animals
sometimes hauled out onto the rocks and were not always able to get
themselves back into the water. He wondered how long the calf had
been there. He wondered too if she was waiting for her mother to
return.

He had decided the walrus was a she. She
seemed like a she.

“Where’s your mother, girl?”

The walrus stared softly at the boy. The fear
and loneliness in her eyes answered his question. Maybe it was
silly to believe he could read so much in an animal’s eyes, but
that was one of the reasons he wanted a dog. They would be able to
talk without words, the same way he still talked with his mother
even though he could not see her. He would close his eyes and
picture her face in front of him and stare into her eyes and
listen. Then he would see her smile in his mind and he would feel
comforted, the same way he had when she was alive.

Slowly he knelt down beside the baby walrus.
She let out a soft whimper as if that was all the energy she had.
Gently he stroked her back and felt the dampness. He turned to
watch the waves to see how high the tide was. Water swirled beneath
the walrus, but not high enough to touch her. There was little hope
of the water helping her back into the sea. There was also little
hope of fish washing ashore nearby for her to feed on.

The boy looked beyond the walrus to the edge
of the rocks. It was not far, perhaps six or seven feet was all.
Maybe he could help her get back in the water. But as he crouched
into position to push, a thought came to his mind. What if he was
wrong? What if her mother was coming back? What if she had gone to
collect food for the calf? What if she came back to the spot where
she had left her baby and the baby was gone? He did not know enough
about the habits and feeding practices of walruses to know. They
were not as common in these parts as were sea lions and porpoises
and whales.

The boy sat back on the rock behind him to
think. His sigh was heavy with tiredness and worry. “What do I do,
girl?”

The walrus’s eyes rolled upward to meet the
boy’s. No other part of her body moved, only her bulging eyes that
seemed to be begging him to help her.

“Don’t worry, I’ll help you, girl.” He moved
in closer so she wouldn’t strain her eyes looking at him. “I’ll
take care of you. I promise.”

There was no fear between them anymore.
Gently, he lay his hand on her back. Her skin was rough and
wrinkly. It was not like burrowing your hand into the thick fur of
a Siberian husky, but he didn’t mind. It was warm. She was
warm.

He sat on the damp granite surface, stroking
the walrus’s head. Then he glanced up at the darkening
sky.

“I’ll be back,” he said softly. “First thing
tomorrow morning, I’ll bring you some fish and try to get you back
in that water, okay? If you’re still here, that is. If you’re not .
. . well, if you’re not, that would be for the best, wouldn’t
it?”

 



Chapter 3

 


The boy moved quickly. The sun’s light would
be gone soon, and he would have trouble finding his way home. When
he saw a light from his cottage shining in the distance, relief
allowed him to slow his pace. He would be able to find his way by
moving toward the light even if the sky darkened suddenly which it
sometimes did when the clouds moved in front of the setting
sun.

“Where have you been, Daniel?” his father
asked when he opened the door to the inside porch.

He bent to remove his boots before stepping
inside the cottage. “Out on the rocks,” he answered, not meeting
his father’s gaze. “Guess I lost track of time.”

“Happens a lot, boy.”

He ran into the bathroom before his father
could say any more. He washed well but quickly, then returned to
the kitchen to serve himself a bowl of the same soup they had eaten
the night before. It would be better tonight. Soup was like that,
especially when it was full of onions and green beans.

The boy waited until they had nearly finished
their meal before he spoke. “Tell me about walruses, Pa.” His
father had taught him to get right to the point.

“Big. Ugly as can be.”

The boy disagreed with that, but did not say
so. “What else?”

“Irritable when you wake ‘em up. Bellow like
the dickens.”

“What about baby walruses?”

His father shrugged. “What about
‘em?”

“Can they survive without their
mothers?”

His father stiffened slightly and put down his
soupspoon. “Depends how young. They feed on mother’s milk for a
year at least.”

“Then can they fend for
themselves?”

“Not likely.”

“Why not?”

“Their mothers get food for them, protect
them, keep ‘em warm, eventually teach ‘em to take care of
themselves.”

“When’s that? How old are they when they’re
finally independent?”

“Tusks have to be long enough to dig and
protect them. Two years maybe. School assignment?”

“Just wondering.”

After supper, the boy went to his room to
read. But his eyes strayed from the words on the page to the
pictures on his wall. Soon he had his sketchpad out and was drawing
a series of large rocks, jutting out over the ocean waters. On top
of one of the rocks lay a brown animal, a walrus, a baby
walrus.

He leaned back against the wall behind his
bed. He stared at the picture in his lap for a long time, wondering
what he should do.

He thought about what his father had told him
at dinner. He was glad he had not tried to push the walrus back
into the water. If he had been able to, she probably would not have
survived. He did not know how old she was, but judging from her
size, she was most likely too young to fend for herself. That meant
if she was out there in the water on her own, she would starve to
death. He shivered and pulled his blanket up around his
shoulders.

Daniel was not sure why he had not told his
father about the walrus calf. It was unusual for him not to tell
his father something like this. The only reason he could figure was
that he wanted to handle it alone. He wanted to take care of the
walrus himself.

As much as he hoped to find her there the next
morning, before going to sleep that night, the boy said a prayer.
He asked for the baby’s mother to come back and look after her.
When he finished talking to God, he noticed that there was a little
stream of water running down his cheeks. He went back to the
bathroom to fetch a towel. He must have forgotten to dry his face
after washing up before bed.

His father tapped on the door before opening
it. “Daniel, old Sally called. I have to go over to her
cabin.”

“Why, Pa?”

“She’s worried about her wood stove, wants me
to check it for her. ‘Fraid it’ll start a fire. Shouldn’t be more
than an hour.”

“Okay, Pa.”

“You going to sleep?”

“Guess so.”

“Well, goodnight, then.”

His father had all but closed the door when
Daniel sat upright on his bed. “Pa?”

His father waited for him to go ahead with his
question.

“You said mother walruses protect their
babies, from what?”

“Predators. Killer whales for one. Man, for
another.”

Orcas? Like the one he thought he’d seen?
“Killer whales?”

“Yep. You be okay alone?”

“Sure, Pa.”

His father nodded.

But Daniel did not go to sleep. He sat in his
bed, staring at nothing in particular on the wall. His stomach was
twisting and turning, and he knew he was not going to get much
sleep that night. In fact, he might not get any.

When he made his decision, he shoved back his
covers, sprang out of bed and ran for the phone. He had to tell his
father. He would know what to do. He found Sally’s phone number on
the list in the kitchen and dialed. He announced who he was and
asked to speak to his father.

“Hullo, Daniel, I was just gonna call you.
Your pa had to drive into town to get some things for me. Having
trouble with my wood stove, you know.”

“Tonight?” Daniel asked.

“Yeah, lucky for me Mr. Thomas down at the
hardware store said he’d open up for him. Nice man, that Mr.
Thomas. Don’t you think?”

“Uh, yeah, sure, but when do you think my pa
will be home?”

“That’s why he wanted me to call you. Said it
would take him at least two, maybe three hours.”

“Oh. Well, thanks, Sally.”

“You want me to give him a
message?”

Daniel thought for a minute before answering.
“Naw, just tell him I’ll see him in the morning.” It wasn’t exactly
a lie. It was just not telling the whole truth. Still, it didn’t
sit well with Daniel.

He wanted to wait until his father got home,
but in two or three hours the baby walrus could be dead. He would
not have worried so much if she had been further up on the rocks,
but she was so close to the water’s edge, he thought a killer whale
might get her. He wished he had paid better attention in school
when his teacher talked about killer whales and their habits. He
was too busy drawing pictures of them to pay much attention to the
lessons.

What he did not remember was whether or not
they could lunge up onto rocks. He had seen pictures of orcas
taunting a seal on an ice floe and tipping it with their bodies,
and he was pretty sure he’d seen a picture of an orca that had
lunged at least part way onto an ice floe. He shivered at the
memory of the pictures. Then his mind flashed to the walrus’s big
dark eyes that had looked up at him, as if begging him to help her,
to save her.

He pulled on his warmest pair of fleece pants,
a nylon waterproof shirt, a wool sweater, wool socks, and his down
pants and parka. He grabbed his backpack from the closet, stuffed
it with a wool blanket and two pairs of gloves, some snacks from
the kitchen, made himself enough hot coffee to fill a thermos, and
went outside to the storage shed. The freezer was well stocked with
fish from their summer outings. He filled a bucket with shellfish.
Then he grabbed a couple of his father’s fishing nets and stuffed
them inside his backpack.

Dressed in the warmest clothes he owned, his
hands covered with gloves, he set off with a flashlight, his
backpack, and the pail of shellfish. But before he got off their
own property, he turned around. He went back to the cabin for one
more thing. His father’s rifle was hanging on a set of hooks in the
closet. He had shot it only a few times and that was at leaves and
tin cans. His father wanted him to know how it worked in case of an
emergency, like a bear trying to get in the cabin. It wasn’t a bear
he was worried about tonight. It was a killer whale, but it was
definitely an emergency.

 



Chapter 4

 


It seemed like a far longer walk than usual
for the boy since he was weighted down with the bucket, pack, and
rifle. It was hard to see where he was going with the flashlight
bobbing around every which way. Once he got to the rocks, he slowed
down even more. He did not risk spilling any of the fish. If the
bucket tipped even slightly, the fish could slide out onto the
rocks and slip between the crevices. They would not do the baby
walrus any good then.

The boy was cold when he had started out, but
he noticed as he approached the water’s edge that tiny beads of
sweat were forming on his forehead. There were no sun’s rays
pressing between the clouds to warm him, but whenever he was
anxious he warmed up quickly. He knew that from math and spelling
tests at school, and especially from the time when he’d had a part
in the class play. It was a small part, but he’d had to say, “Down
with the king!” out loud in front of all those parents. The boy
also knew that the sudden warmth he was feeling now would not
last.

As he neared the rocks where he had found the
walrus, he could not help quickening his pace. He hoped that when
he got there, he would not see her, that her mother had come back
for her. But he could not deny that part of him hoped she was still
there, waiting for his return.

With each step, he flashed his light in her
direction and stretched as high as he could to peer over the rocks.
But it was not until he was directly above her that he could spot
her small brown body still stretched out where he had left her. She
looked just as she had when he had found her, motionless and
silent.

She did not move as he approached, and fear
struck the boy like the freshly sharpened blade of a hunter’s
knife. He set down the bucket, pack, and rifle and scrambled across
the remaining rocks. There was no fear of danger as he encircled
her, only fear of death.

When Daniel saw that her eyes were open wide,
he could feel his own breath return to his body. This time he did
not hesitate to touch her. She whimpered softly, and he took it to
mean she was glad to see him. Her eyes moved with him, and they
seemed to brighten when his hand pressed against her
back.

Daniel shone his flashlight out into the
water. He could only hope that he was wrong this afternoon when he
thought he saw an orca. He had to be wrong. But the gnawing pain in
his stomach told him that he was right. And if he was right, then
he had a pretty good idea what had happened to the walrus’s mother.
If she had been attacked and killed by an orca, that meant it was
nearby. And even if it wasn’t, even if her mother had been shot by
a hunter, her blood would attract the orcas. And soon enough, they
would discover the calf. He may not remember everything about
orcas, but he knew that much.

He looked at the rock where the baby walrus
lay still and wished she were a little further away from the water.
The rocks were too heavy to move. All he could do was stand guard.
He hung his father’s nets between rocks in hopes that it would
discourage any whales, but considering their sizes, he wasn’t sure
a couple of fishing nets would do any good at all.

He stroked the walrus for a couple minutes
before running back to get the bucket that he had abandoned. He
spoke all the while to assure her that he was not leaving. This was
not an easy task for the boy who used few words other than in his
head.

He held up a still-frozen shellfish to the
walrus’s mouth. “Here you go, girl, eat up!”

She struggled to lift her head only slightly.
She nudged the fish with her rubbery whiskers as if to inspect it.
Then she let her head fall back against the rocks. The boy quickly
scrambled around behind her and squatted on the rock where her head
was resting. He reached under her head to raise it so that he could
slide his legs under it at the same time. The water was not so high
yet that it was splashing through the rocks.

Again he held the fish to her mouth. She did
not need to lift her head; he was doing that for her. For the
second time, she nudged the fish.

“Come on, girl. You have to eat. You have
to!”

But she didn’t.

As they sat together on the rocks, he stroked
her head, speaking softly. “It’s okay, girl. It’s okay,” he told
her over and over again.

But he knew it was not okay. If she did not
eat, she would not live.

Her head was warm against his legs. It
reminded him of when he was a young boy and his mother would sit on
the bed with his head in her lap. She would sing gentle songs to
him and stroke his hair. He didn’t know it then, but it was her way
of helping him fall asleep. He smiled, glad that he realized it
now.

The walrus stirred, her large dark eyes
bulging up at him. Lonely eyes, he thought. Lonely like his own
must have been.

He held up another fish to her but she ignored
it. She did not even want to smell it. Maybe it was the wrong kind
of fish, he thought. Maybe she preferred clams. Then he remembered
what his father had told him. Baby walruses feed on their mother’s
milk for the first year or more. She must have been too young to
eat fish.

He eased his legs out from under her head and
sat on the edge of a rock watching her for a long time. But as the
air turned cooler, he was drawn back to her. He took his blanket
out of the pack, lay it down beside her, and using the pack as a
pillow, he huddled up against the walrus for warmth. The gun was
sitting on a rock above them, at arm’s reach. It made him a little
bit nervous, knowing it was there, but he figured he’d be a lot
more nervous if it weren’t there.

Since he did not have the sun to tell him the
time, he listened carefully to the waves as they hit the rocks. He
could not risk falling asleep. They could creep higher and soak him
in a sudden movement. He had seen the tide get as high as thirty,
maybe forty feet in these parts.

Not only that, but it would be too dangerous
to fall asleep. He had to remain alert. He was, after all, on guard
duty.

He was grateful for the well-lit sky. He could
use the flashlight only when he needed it. He found comfort in the
moon and stars. They were on his side tonight. He needed
them.

The boy missed his father.

 



Chapter 5

 


The boy awoke to the sound of a high-pitched
cry. He sat upright and instantly remembered where he was. He
jumped to his feet and snatched his blanket up from the rock that
was fast becoming wet, all the while scolding himself for not being
a better guard.

He looked down at the baby walrus and realized
that she had let out the cry that awoke him. Perhaps she was trying
to warn him that he was about to get wet.

The cold air stung at his cheeks, and he
shivered, now that he did not have the warmth and protection of the
walrus. Grabbing his flashlight, he shone it on the water to see
the height of the rising tide. His body froze when he realized he
was as close to a killer whale as he had ever been.

He could not think. His brain, along with his
body, was frozen. He stared at the orca that must have been no more
than thirty feet from shore. His hand was shaking so hard that he
was afraid he would drop the flashlight. He inhaled a quick breath
and willed himself to move.

Snatching up his backpack, he scurried up the
rocks so that he was just above the walrus calf. From here, he
could keep an eye on her and the water at the same time, and stay
dry as well. He did not dare fall asleep again, but then there was
little chance of that, considering the fear that was spreading
through his body like a wildfire, a wildfire that provided no
warmth.

He wrapped the blanket around his shoulders
and held the gun across his lap. The flashlight was at his side for
when he wanted to see the orca in better light. Recalling that
orcas usually travel in groups, he shone the light in several
directions in the water and discovered that he was right. There
were at least three killer whales directly offshore. The walrus had
not cried out to warn him against the water. She had cried out in
fear of the killer whales.

He poured a small amount of coffee into the
lid of his thermos and sipped it slowly. It got cold fast so he
only poured what he could drink easily. Although he rarely drank
it, Daniel liked the taste of coffee. And he loved the smell,
especially in the morning, of hot coffee brewing in the kitchen. It
reminded him of his mother.
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