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About the book

In the heart of the Alaskan wilderness, a tale unfolds that delves deeply into

the human capacity for change, forgiveness, and redemption. "Touching

Spirit Bear" by Ben Mikaelsen is not just a story of survival against nature; it

is a profound journey of self-discovery for Cole Matthews, a troubled boy

who is sent to a remote island to avoid jail time. Haunted by his anger and

mistakes, Cole's encounter with the mystical Spirit Bear opens up a world of

introspection where he must confront his inner demons. This gripping

narrative not only captivates with its stunning depiction of the wild but also

challenges readers to explore the transformative power of empathy and

reconciliation. Will the pristine wilderness mend his broken spirit, or will it

break him further? Find your answer within this riveting exploration of the

human soul and the wonders of nature.
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About the author

Ben Mikaelsen, a distinguished and evocative author known for his

thought-provoking young adult novels, was born in Bolivia and relocated to

the United States at a young age. A multicultural upbringing profoundly

influenced his distinctive literary voice, infusing his narratives with rich

cultural insights and human empathy. Mikaelsen's writing often explores

themes of resilience, redemption, and the powerful interplay between

humans and nature, while encouraging empathy through gripping storylines.

His novel "Touching Spirit Bear" is an embodiment of these elements,

capturing readers with its raw honesty. An adventurer at heart, Mikaelsen

currently resides in Montana, where he continues to craft compelling stories

inspired by his love of nature and his beloved pet bear, Buffy. His works not

only entertain but also challenge readers to ponder significant social and

moral questions. Through each book, Mikaelsen strives to inspire young

minds toward understanding and compassion.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 

Chapter 1 Summary

In "Touching Spirit Bear," the protagonist Cole Matthews is a troubled youth

from Minneapolis, known for his long history of delinquency. The story

opens with Cole on a skiff, bound for a remote island in Southeast Alaska

where he is to serve a year-long banishment. This banishment is a result of a

decision made through a traditional Native American restorative justice

process known as Circle Justice. Circle Justice is a form of community

justice aimed at healing both the victim and the offender rather than mere

punishment.

Cole has been given this chance to avoid prison time after his vicious assault

on a fellow student, Peter Driscal. Although he agrees to the banishment, he

does so with no real intention of reforming himself. Accompanying him are

Garvey, his Tlingit Indian parole officer, and Edwin, a Tlingit elder who has

arranged for Cole's stay on the island. Cole's distrustful nature leads him to

contemptuously view both men as obstacles rather than helpers, interpreting

their attempts at guidance as weakness.

Throughout the chapter, it's clear that Cole is deeply troubled, harboring

anger towards everyone, including his absentee parents and those who have
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tried to help him in the past. His distrust is fueled by a lifetime of perceived

betrayals and neglect. His relationship with his parents is strained, especially

after their divorce. His father is abusive and aloof, while his mother is

depicted as submissive and disconnected.

Garvey, however, sees past Cole's façade and persistently offers him an

alternative through Circle Justice, emphasizing its goal of mutual healing

and forgiveness. While initially skeptical, Cole becomes interested when he

realizes it could reduce his jail time. Although outwardly compliant, Cole

views Circle Justice as just another game he can play to manipulate the

system. As the skiff approaches the island, Cole wears a smirk, still treating

the whole situation as a way to avoid real consequences for his actions.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of true change for personal redemption

Critical Interpretation: In the journey that Cole Matthews embarks on

through the Circle Justice system, you're reminded of the

transformative power of genuine change. This crucial point beckons

you to ponder how a shift from mere tactical compliance to an

authentic desire for positive transformation can alter your path in life.

As you navigate through feelings of anger, betrayal, or mistrust, just

like Cole, the chapter inspires you to consider the potential for healing

not through avoidance but through sincere self-reflection and

understanding. Circle Justice teaches you that redemption requires

more than surface-level change; it demands that you delve deeper into

your aspirations, acknowledge past wrongs, and foster forgiveness

towards yourself and others. By embracing this, you can go beyond

'playing the system' and create a foundation for actual growth and

improvement in your life.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 

In Chapter 2, the narrative continues with Cole Matthews, a troubled

 teenager facing banishment as part of Circle Justice, a rehabilitation process

derived from the Native American traditions that emphasizes healing over

punishment. Cole is on a skiff headed to a remote Alaskan island where he is

to be isolated for a year, a part of his sentence for assaulting a classmate

named Peter Driscal. 

As the boat struggles through the waves with the supplies on board, Cole

reflects on the items meant for his survival—food, gear, and even

schoolwork—and mocks the situation, intent on escaping as soon as

possible. Months prior, Edwin, a Tlingit elder, had constructed a primitive

shelter on the island for Cole, intended to be a site for reflection and healing.

However, Cole views it with disdain and considers the resources just another

ineffective attempt by his father to solve issues with money. He sees the

Circle Justice process as a joke, something he can manipulate until he can

run away.

During the journey, Cole remembers the conversation he had with Garvey, a

parole officer and personal mentor, explaining the strict criteria and potential

benefits of Circle Justice. Garvey warns Cole that requesting help is a

serious commitment and not just an act to avoid jail.
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Upon arrival, Edwin and Garvey unload supplies while ignoring Cole's

request to remove his handcuffs, staying focused on their tasks. They

provide Cole with crucial survival advice. Edwin warns about the dangers of

the environment, including harsh winters and the presence of Devil’s Club, a

treacherous plant. He emphasizes that Cole is now part of a bigger natural

circle and must learn humility, patience, and respect for life, or else he will

face dire consequences.

Cole's skepticism continues when Garvey presents him with a symbolic

at.óow, a traditional Tlingit woven blanket. By accepting it, Cole becomes a

caretaker with the promise to pass it on responsibly. Garvey urges Cole not

to waste this opportunity for change.

However, as Edwin and Garvey leave on the skiff, Cole's true intentions

become clear. Once alone, anger and defiance boil over. Cole recalls the

frustrating process of convincing the Circle Justice committee of his

sincerity while harboring violent thoughts. His rage peaks as he interprets

the whole arrangement as abandonment and a test of control.

In a fit of anger, Cole rebels against the intended rehabilitation, committing

a symbolic rejection of help and authority. He sets fire to the supplies and

the shelter, watching as the flames consume everything. This act of

destruction signifies his adamant refusal to accept the authority or assistance

of anyone, underscoring his deep-seated anger and the monumental task
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ahead of him if he is to find redemption.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Rejection of authority underscores one's deep-seated anger.

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, your resistance to accepting

help and authority is not just an isolated action. It echoes a profound

struggle against emotions like anger, defiance, and distrust. By

acknowledging these underlying feelings, you can begin to see the

importance of committing to transformative processes like Circle

Justice. True change begins when you open yourself to the guidance

and support of others. Allow this key moment to inspire you to

confront your emotions and actively participate in your growth

journey, moving beyond mere compliance towards genuine healing

and understanding.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 

In Chapter 3, Cole Matthews broods over a crackling fire, his outward anger

 reflecting the tumult within. The natural beauty surrounding him on the

island—a mother seal playing with her pups and golden sunlight glinting off

the waves—does little to ease his resentment. Feeling isolated,

misunderstood, and unloved, Cole reflects on his troubled family life and

toxic upbringing, which includes a history of parental neglect and abuse.

This cauldron of emotions has led him to seek revenge, but it leaves him

empty and unsatisfied.

Cole's thoughts drift back to an encounter at a detention center with Garvey,

his parole officer. Garvey, who is determined to penetrate Cole's tough

exterior, tries to engage him in a conversation about his life. In an attempt to

crack Cole’s shell, Garvey brings along a grocery bag filled with baking

ingredients, proposing an unusual exercise. He asks Cole to taste each raw

ingredient, which is predictably unpleasant. Then, Garvey gives him a piece

of cake made from those same components—an allegory for Cole's life

experiences needing to be mixed more constructively. Cole outwardly

mocks the exercise, not allowing himself to process the deeper message: that

life's bitter ingredients can blend into something palatable.

Feeling trapped and boiling over with frustration, Cole sets fire to his

supplies and shelter, symbolizing his anger and rebellion against his
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circumstances and everyone he blames for his misery. The laughter that

follows is manic and mocking, directed at the injustices he’s faced and the

perceived failures of those around him, especially his neglectful and abusive

parents. His laughter gradually turns to tears, revealing the profound hurt

that comes from feeling unwanted and alone.

Amidst the blaze, Cole catches sight of the at.óow—a meaningful, colorful

blanket Garvey gifted him, symbolizing trust and responsibility. In a defiant

act, he tosses it into the flames, signaling his rejection of the circle of

healing that has been extended to him. 

Cole's physical and emotional isolation compels him to seek escape into the

icy waters surrounding the island. His father, a man who pushed him into

joining the swim team, remains a haunting influence, criticising Cole’s every

move. Despite the cold, Cole resolves to swim away, aiming for the distant

shore without a solid plan, driven by a desire to flee both his physical

confines and emotional turmoil.

As he swims, Cole contemplates his entry into Circle Justice—a restorative

justice program that Garvey has advocated for. This system involves a

Healing Circle, drawing on voluntary community participation to help find

solutions to criminal behavior through reconciliation, rather than punitive

measures. Garvey reminds Cole that the forthcoming Circle and the eventual

forgiveness from his victim, Peter, are not simply about setting Cole free but
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rather about healing the wounds on all sides, illustrating that true justice is

not about forgetting but understanding and looking for ways to move

forward. Despite his bravado, Cole is yet to understand the real depth of

what healing and responsibility entail.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The transformative potential of understanding and

forgiveness.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the edge of your own

emotional wilderness, much like Cole Matthews on the island,

teetering between anger and understanding. Chapter 3 presents a

powerful takeaway—underneath raw and bitter experiences lies the

potential for something profoundly transformative, much like turning

individual ingredients into a cake. Garvey’s lesson invites reflection

on your own life; the adversities you face can, when perceived through

the lens of forgiveness and understanding, craft a more fulfilled

existence. The notion that true justice hinges not on avenging wrongs

but on the healing of wounds offers a new perspective. By embracing

this philosophy, you can transform bitterness into something

nourishing and move closer to personal wholeness and communal

harmony.
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Chapter 4: 

Chapter 4 depicts a significant moment for Cole Matthews as he navigates

 the justice system's unique approach referred to as Circle Justice. This

method focuses on healing and rehabilitation rather than mere punishment.

As the scene unfolds, Cole struggles with his own turmoil while facing the

consequences of his violent actions against Peter Driscal.

The narrative begins with Cole in a vulnerable state, physically spent and

emotionally strained from his experiences. This is mirrored in his turbulent

involvement with Circle Justice, a community-led restorative justice process.

The Circle Justice meetings, like Talking Circles and Peacemaking Circles,

aim to encourage communication, healing, and reconciliation among those

affected by crime and conflict.

Cole's mentor, Garvey, introduces him to the concept of these circles,

explaining the role of Keepers and their mission to foster dialogue. The

importance of forgiveness and community involvement is emphasized, as

they play a crucial role in deciding Cole's fate.

The first Hearing Circle takes place in a public library's basement,

demonstrating an inclusive but daunting setting for Cole. He's apprehensive

as he enters, noticing the array of community members, including Judge

Tanner, his parents, and Peter Driscal with his family. The Keeper, who
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facilitates the Circle, stresses the event's goal of seeking wellness and

healing, rather than victory or defeat.

Cole’s interaction with his parents is tense, highlighting the fractured

relationships that contribute to his troubled behavior. His mother's evident

fear and his father's domineering presence underline the lack of support and

understanding in Cole's life.

Throughout the Circle, the Keeper introduces a symbolic feather,

representing respect and responsibility. As the feather circulates, participants

express themselves, share personal reflections, and convey hopes for

resolution. When it comes to Cole, he attempts to appear remorseful and

plays into the Circle's expectations, recognizing the group's desire to believe

in his contrition. His father, however, focuses on the notion of control rather

than empathy, while their lawyer advocates for Cole's release into parental

care rather than detention.

Peter Driscal’s fearful and tentative demeanor during his introduction

intensifies the gravity of Cole’s actions. Peter’s vulnerability and ongoing

therapeutic needs underscore the harm inflicted upon him, contrasting

sharply with Cole’s attempts at manipulating perceptions for his benefit.

Ultimately, Chapter 4 illustrates the complex dynamics at play in Circle

Justice, as Cole contends with his actions, the community's response, and the
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intricate web of personal and social relationships that inform the path toward

healing and accountability.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 

In Chapter 5, we follow Cole as he attempts to escape by swimming away

 from the bay, battling harsh weather conditions and the incoming tide.

Despite his furious effort, Cole finds himself being pushed back to shore,

realizing too late that the tide overtakes his progress. He struggles against

the water, cramping and panicking, but eventually, the tide carries him back

to land. Exhausted and numb from the cold, he drags himself onto the rocky

shore and then into the grass above the tide line.

As night falls, Cole lies on the ground, his body in pain and mind clouded by

a mixture of fear and loneliness. He recalls burning the supplies and the

shelter in his anger before his unsuccessful escape attempt. Shivering and

desperate for warmth, he imagines flames but remembers that he destroyed

everything. As the cold night sinks in, Cole falls into a fitful sleep haunted

by the realization of his isolation.

When he wakes, Cole finds himself covered in ash, lying among the remains

of his burned shelter. Every joint in his body aches as he slowly rises,

feeling weak and disoriented. Dawn reveals billowy clouds and the distant

figures of the natural world, which all blur together in his groggy vision. In

this fragile state, Cole perceives a presence— a white bear standing solidly

against the shoreline. Recognizing it as a Spirit Bear, an animal his mentor

Edwin had mentioned, Cole feels both defiance and fear.
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In a futile display of anger, Cole throws a rock at the bear despite its

considerable distance and vows to make it fear him. The bear vanishes into

the shadows, leaving Cole puzzled and his rage unspent. However, he soon

finds the colorful blanket, At.óow, gifted by Garvey, surprisingly unscathed

by the fire. He wraps it around himself, feeling no remorse for the

destruction he caused or the people he hurt.

Cole's thoughts drift back to the events that led him to this isolated island—

the Circle Justice meetings, where members of the community discussed

how to deal with his assault on Peter Driscal, a younger boy. Memory of the

Circle stokes Cole’s anger once more, especially recalling how Peter's

lawyer and community members deemed him dangerous. His father's

hypocritical statements about being devoted infuriate him the most,

revealing a deep-seated resentment toward a parent he sees as both violent

and neglectful.

Despite the dire consequences of his actions, Cole is still gripped by a need

for revenge against those he blames for his predicament. As dawn breaks,

the white bear's appearance and the untouched At.óow hint at a greater

meaning, one Cole is yet to understand fully. The chapter closes on a note of

tension, with Cole caught between his unchecked anger and the haunting

solitude of the island.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Cole's realization of isolation

Critical Interpretation: Reflect upon how, like Cole, you too may find

moments in life where your impulsive decisions lead to consequences

that leave you feeling isolated and alone. Cole's attempt to swim away

from the island, only to be brought back by the powerful tide, serves

as a powerful metaphor for moments in life when your actions might

seem to propel you forward but, in reality, bring you back to the very

challenges you're trying to escape. The key lies in understanding that

battling forces beyond one's control might not yield progress but

rather create more significant barriers. Embrace Cole's moment of

realization as a lesson to confront your issues head-on and turn your

isolation into a space for introspection and growth. True

transformation begins within, not from a futile retreat from external

conditions.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 

Chapter 6 of the book delves into Cole's turbulent emotions and fractured

 family dynamics, highlighted by a particularly intense session of Circle

Justice meetings—a communal healing practice rooted in Indigenous

traditions meant to help offenders reflect on their actions and encourage

restitution and reconciliation rather than punishment.

The chapter opens with Cole recollecting the stark memories of his

explosive accusations against his father during the Circle Justice meeting.

Cole recalls how he called his father a liar, which prompted defensive

reactions from his father who denied abusing Cole, although his face,

flushed with anger, betrayed a deeper truth. The Keeper, who facilitates the

Circle meetings, urges calm and respect for the feather, a symbol that grants

the holder the right to speak honestly and be heard. The tension escalates as

Cole's mother, under the intimidating presence of her husband, remains

silent about the abuse, shifting attention to Garvey, Cole's parole officer,

who acknowledges that the community and family bear responsibility for

Cole's troubled state.

Garvey, a Tlingit and a proponent of traditional justice, emphasizes that the

issues with Cole run deeper than just his behavior—they are symptomatic of

a broken family and community. Confronting the Circle's challenge of what

to do with Cole, Garvey highlights the complexity of healing such deep
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emotional and physical scars.

Various participants of the Circle express their concerns and anger, including

Peter’s lawyer, who is determined to ensure that society is protected, and

Cole is fully accountable for his actions. Peter, the victim of Cole’s previous

violence, suggests a reciprocal act of violence might be a suitable way for

Cole to understand the damage inflicted, an indication of the raw, unresolved

emotions present.

The Circle ends without resolution but with the understanding that deeper

issues remain to be addressed. In his private thoughts, Cole’s resentment

towards the Circle justice system festers, recognizing his past manipulation

and lies, yet determined to find a way out of his predicament. He sneers at

Garvey's attempts to reach out and challenge Cole’s understanding of

responsibility.

A pivotal moment in the Circle meetings is the proposal from Garvey to

send Cole to a remote island, a traditional banishment meant for

self-reflection and self-improvement. Cole, arrogantly confident in his

survival skills and unconcerned about facing himself alone, agrees to this

alternative. It offers him an escape from immediate imprisonment but is

presented by Garvey as a sincere opportunity for Cole to confront his inner

turmoil and change without external interference.
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However, internally, Cole harbors a determination to escape the island by

any means necessary. He reflects on his father's hypocrisy and brutality—a

past full of violent beatings disguised as discipline—while simultaneously

planning his future departure from the island once given the chance. Despite

the sun warming his surroundings, Cole's inner storm rages on,

foreshadowing the arduous journey he faces towards genuine transformation

and redemption. 

The chapter encapsulates a moment of fracture and potential for change,

with Cole balancing on the precipice of self-destruction and opportunity for

healing. Through Garvey's insistence on the harsh truth of isolation as a

teacher and Cole’s fiery rebellion, the story positions itself for

transformation, questioning whether Cole will take responsibility and alter

the course of his anger and the cycle of violence ingrained in his

interactions.

Aspect Details

Chapter Focus Cole's turbulent emotions, fractured family dynamics, and a key
session of Circle Justice meetings.

Cole's
Accusations

Accuses his father of being a liar during Circle Justice; father denies
abuse.

Symbolic
Element The feather, representing the right to speak honestly and be heard.

Mother's Role Remains silent on the abuse issue, reflecting intimidation by her
husband.
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Aspect Details

Garvey's
Insights

Highlights the responsibility of Cole's family and community in his
condition.

Circle Justice
Tensions

Participants express diverse views on handling Cole; unresolved
tensions linger.

Victim's
Suggestion Peter suggests reciprocal violence, showing unresolved emotions.

Cole's Inner
Conflict

Resentment towards Circle Justice and an inward recognition of
manipulation and deceit.

Proposal for
Banishment

Garvey suggests remote island exile for self-reflection and
improvement.

Cole's Reaction Confident about surviving on the island; sees it as an escape from
imprisonment.

Family
Background Father's hypocrisy and brutality shrouded as discipline.

Future Plans Cole considers escaping the island, indicating an internal storm.

Chapter's Core
Theme

Balancing between self-destruction and potential for genuine
transformation.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Healing Through Self-Reflection

Critical Interpretation: Chapter 6 of 'Touching Spirit Bear' reveals how

engaging in self-reflection amidst isolation prompts profound personal

growth and understanding. This key point beckons you to consider a

moment of reflection in your own life. Imagine finding yourself in the

solitude of nature, far from the cacophony of daily life, tasked with

facing your own vulnerabilities. In this stillness, lies the opportunity to

explore the roots of your own emotional turmoil, to nurture

understanding, and envisage transformation. It's a reminder that

healing often requires distancing yourself from familiar chaos to

confront and overcome the shadows within.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 

Chapter 7 delves into the tension and struggle between Cole, a troubled

 youth isolated on a remote Alaskan island as part of a last-ditch

rehabilitation attempt, and the mysterious Spirit Bear, a symbolical creature

that captivates his attention. As Cole searches for dry wood and sustenance,

he reluctantly embraces the isolation and hardship of his environment. His

only companion, a blanket called the at.óow, offers a semblance of comfort,

but his mind remains consumed with anger and resentment. 

Amidst this tense atmosphere, Cole observes an orca whale and its calf in

the bay but remains indifferent, his thoughts preoccupied with his internal

strife. The sudden reappearance of the Spirit Bear reignites his fury.

Determined to confront the elusive creature, Cole crafts a makeshift spear,

preparing for a potential encounter. This confrontation is deeply intertwined

with Cole's burden of proving his strength and superiority, a central theme in

his struggle with authority and himself.

As darkness falls, Cole battles against the island's biting cold and the

relentless mosquitoes. His mind churns with plans of escape, and he

envisions leaving the island with the next tide. This decision, however,

hinges on his ability to gather enough strength and resources that day,

compelling him to scavenge for food. The fish he discovers, although not the

most appetizing, fuels his determination to escape, while the incoming rain
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challenges his resolve. 

Conflict comes to a head when Cole spots the Spirit Bear once more.

Engaging in a tense standoff, Cole approaches the bear, spear in hand, driven

by a mix of anger and fear. The Spirit Bear's calm demeanor stands in stark

contrast to Cole's interior turmoil, symbolizing a natural world indifferent to

human anger. As he edges closer, Cole's internal conflict crescendos into

violence, poised to lash out with the conviction that this moment will forever

alter his life. His confrontation with the bear represents not only a struggle

against an external adversary but also an internal battle against his own

demons, encapsulating the wider themes of transformation, control, and

redemption.
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Chapter 8: 

Chapter 8 of the story sees Cole Matthews, the troubled protagonist, facing a

 life-altering moment. Cole, a rebellious teenager who has been sent to a

remote Alaskan island as part of a rehabilitation program, encounters a

mystical and ominous Spirit Bear. Believing he can conquer anything, Cole

attempts to attack the bear, driven by anger and a desire to assert his

dominance.

As Cole closes in on the Spirit Bear, he impulsively hurls his spear with the

intention of killing it. However, the bear deflects the attack and turns on him

with swift, brutal force. The bear's attack is relentless, and Cole finds

himself utterly overpowered, enduring a series of crippling blows and bites.

The physical violence of the encounter is overwhelming, as Cole sustains

devastating injuries, including a broken pelvis and forearm. In a moment of

utter desperation, he clutches at the bear's throat, managing to pull out a

clump of its white fur. Yet, the bear's power is too much, and it eventually

leaves Cole severely battered and helpless on the ground.

Crippled by pain and enveloped in a chilling rain, Cole attempts to

comprehend his dire situation. He is on the brink of death, unable to move,

with seagulls audaciously feasting on the flesh torn from his body. Cole

reflects bitterly on his circumstances, lamenting his isolation and

helplessness, and condemning the bear for refusing to be intimidated by him.
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Despite his bravado, he is left feeling small and insignificant against the

vast, indifferent wilderness.

Cole's tortured thoughts cycle through the finality of his situation. He battles

with the haunting realization that he might die alone, vulnerable to the

elements and the wildlife around him. Struggling with consciousness, Cole

feels an even deeper agony as he considers how he has been stripped of

control and power—concepts that he has always clung to in the past. His

venom toward the world stands in stark contrast to his acute vulnerability. In

a pitiful gesture of defiance, he crushes a caterpillar, another manifestation

of his desire to exert control.

Caught in a realm of pain and self-pity, Cole vomits up remnants of fish he

had consumed, his body rebelling against him. He is left feeling defeated

and regretful, wishing he had chosen the predictable confines of a jail cell

over the raw, unforgiving unpredictability of the island. As Cole lies on the

desolate shore, he faces the harrowing understanding of his own

insignificance and helplessness against the greater universe, a realization that

begins to chip away at the once-defiant core of his being.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 

In Chapter 9, Cole is trapped on an isolated island, battling the relentless

 forces of nature. A seemingly ceaseless rain and gray skies blur time for

him, leaving him to grapple with the severe pain from his injuries. Cold and

weakened, his sense of hopelessness grows as gusts of wind deepen his chill.

As he contemplates his fate, thinking no one cares about him—or ever

did—his attention is drawn to a sparrow's nest high in a tree. The sight of a

mother bird feeding her babies irritates him; it makes him bitterly reflect on

his own life and his belief that he owes nothing to anyone, as nobody has

cared for him.

Through his pain and loneliness, Cole's anger provides a brief focus for him,

although it cannot stave off the harsh elements or the aching loneliness. As

exhaustion pulls him into a deep sleep, he dreams of the at.óow, a traditional

blanket representing trust and culture, offering him an imagined warmth and

security amid his dire circumstances. 

Waking in the middle of a fierce storm, Cole is temporarily blinded by the

night and the intensity of the weather. Lightning reveals a mysterious Spirit

Bear standing nearby, only to disappear when darkness returns. Cole,

frightened by the encounter, becomes convinced the bear is hunting him as

he battles his growing weakness in the storm. His fears escalate with the

relentless lightning and thunder, a wild and violent natural force both
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terrifying and awakening him to his vulnerability.

The storm's climax sees a lightning bolt striking a large spruce tree nearby,

splintering it and shaking Cole to his core. This elemental display of power

reminds him of his fragility and insignificance, challenging his previous

belief in his own control. When the storm finally subsides, Cole is left

physically weak but spiritually awakened to his own vulnerabilities and the

futility of his former resentments.

Deciding whether to fight or surrender becomes a central internal conflict for

Cole. As he ponders over his choices under the calming moonlit sky, he

remembers the circle wisdom shared by Edwin and Garvey—two figures

who have tried to guide him toward healing and understanding. This faint,

elusive memory compels him to hold on.

Finally, Cole recalls the baby sparrows and, with an unexpected sense of

empathy, weakly calls out to them. This simple act symbolizes the beginning

of a shift in Cole's mindset—a budding concern for others beyond himself.

In the uncertainty of the fallen branches, Cole's query into the night for the

safety of the birds demonstrates a nascent change in his hardened exterior,

hinting at the potential for growth and redemption.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Empathy Awakens Transformation

Critical Interpretation: Chapter 9 illustrates a poignant moment where,

despite his suffering and cynicism, Cole Briggs begins to shift from a

self-centered, angry young man into someone capable of empathy.

Witnessing the baby sparrows stir a dormant part of Cole's humanity,

prompting him to consider the lives and safety of beings other than

himself. In this moment of vulnerability and isolation, Cole perceives

the interconnectedness of all life. The storm, a symbol of nature's

uncontainable force, unravels his illusion of control and points him

toward a realization: his perceived invincibility is a façade masking

deep-seated wounds. Through this awakening, Cole takes a critical

step from resentment to empathy, showcasing how shifting one’s

attention outward towards caring for others can be a pivotal step in

personal transformation. This narrative invites readers to reflect on

their own lives, considering how acts of compassion, even in

seemingly dire circumstances, can ignite the profound journey towards

emotional and spiritual growth.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 10 Summary: 

Chapter 10 Summary:

Cole, a troubled youth struggling with the aftermath of a brutal bear attack,

finds himself grappling with both physical torment and existential musings

as he battles for survival on a remote island. Immobile and severely injured,

he is enveloped by pain and a gnawing sense of helplessness, likened in his

mind to a defenseless infant unable to escape its own filth. This prompts a

wave of self-reflection as he undergoes a moment of vulnerability, realizing

his anger and desire to blame others now require energy he no longer

possesses.

As Cole observes the aftermath of a fierce storm, he reflects on nature’s

cycle through the broken branches around him and a pair of sparrows who

died striving to reach their nest—symbolic of home and safety. This imagery

provokes thoughts about his own lack of a nurturing home, deepening his

introspection on the meaning and value of life. Finding tiny bodies of baby

sparrows killed by the storm, Cole draws parallels to his own life, feeling

inexplicably connected to the fragile creatures and envious of their inherent

innocence and familial bonds.

Facing the brink of death, Cole confronts the stark reality of his situation. He
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realizes that his life had been marked by a misuse of the power of choice,

squandering it on feelings of revenge and self-pity. In a crucial moment of

clarity, Cole decides he wants to live. Rejecting the passivity of death, he

recognizes a desire for genuine control over his life rather than the illusion

provided by fear and anger.

Desperately needing sustenance to survive, Cole first tries eating grass, only

to choke but perseveres, showing his resolve to live. He soon resorts to

eating worms and bugs, drawing strength from the baby sparrows who, in

his imagination, simply desired food for life.

As the elements persistently attack his body, including relentless mosquitoes

and biting horseflies, Cole reflects wistfully on an at.óow blanket he once

tried to destroy—a symbol of protection and warmth he now sorely misses.

This contemplation underscores a deeper regret and desire for change within

him.

His survival instincts heightened, Cole seizes an opportunity as a mouse

ventures onto his hand, signifying his deeply rooted will to survive against

the odds. Throughout this arduous test, Cole gains a profound understanding

of life’s cycles and his place within them, strengthening his resolve to forge

a different path going forward.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Desire for genuine control over life

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 10, you're presented with Cole's

critical realization that his previous life choices were overshadowed

by anger, revenge, and self-pity, leading him down a destructive path.

This moment of clarity germinates when he confronts the intrinsic

futility of blaming others and succumbing to resentment, which

ultimately saps his energy. By deciding to reclaim his life, Cole

inspires you to reflect on your own choices and confront any illusions

of power you might cling to. Just as he intends to seize genuine

control over his destiny, you realize that authentically steering your

life means letting go of negativity and making conscious, positive

choices. Emulating Cole's resolve to live with intention and purpose

can propel you toward a more fulfilling and growth-oriented existence.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 

In Chapter 11, Cole Matthews confronts the harsh realities of survival in the

 wilderness after a brutal encounter with the Spirit Bear, a mythical creature

representing nature's untamed force and Cole's inner demons. Injured and

famished, Cole faces a moral struggle and a physical fight for life. He

catches a mouse in a desperate attempt for sustenance, reflecting his

instinctual drive and the raw, unforgiving power of nature. Consuming the

mouse and regurgitated fish in his weakened state, he finds a determination

to survive, realizing that every bit of energy is vital to his existence. This

necessity for survival mirrors his internal battle with his aggressive nature

and the consequences of his actions, as he learns that life is about the

struggle and experience, not dominance.

Cole’s world, reduced to primitive instincts, pushes him to forage and adapt

like the animals around him. His gritty determination to live by eating

worms and rubbing mud to relieve his burning skin portrays a shift from

defiance to acceptance, acknowledging his place within a broader natural

order. The elements—rain, mud, and the relentless mosquitoes—both

challenge and sustain him, reinforcing his vulnerability and interdependence

with the environment.

As Cole licks his dry lips and contemplates his suffering, the Spirit Bear

reappears, presenting a profound moment of realization. The bear,
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undeterred by Cole's feeble attempt to assert defiance through spitting,

becomes a symbol of Cole's inner struggles—representing the confrontation

between his past anger and the possibility of change.

Faced with the silent, imposing presence of the Spirit Bear, Cole is

confronted with his powerlessness and the need for humility. His attempt to

spit at the bear embodies his resistance but also marks a pivotal shift—a

recognition that his life is part of something greater and beyond his control.

Cole’s confrontation with the Spirit Bear is a turning point. His physical

exhaustion and helplessness in the wilderness reflect his internal journey

toward self-awareness, setting the stage for a transformation driven by an

unexpected will to live and evolve. This chapter encapsulates the theme of

survival, not by conquering nature, but by becoming part of it,

acknowledging that true strength lies in humility and acceptance.

Aspect Details

Chapter Number Chapter 11

Main Character Cole Matthews

Setting Wilderness

Key Event Confrontation with the Spirit Bear

Theme Survival, acceptance, and transformation
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Aspect Details

Challenges Faced
Physical injury and hunger
Moral and physical struggle
Encounters with nature's elements

Survival Tactics
Catching a mouse
Eating worms and regurgitated fish
Adapting and foraging

Symbolism Spirit Bear represents inner demons and transformation
Nature as a force both challenging and sustaining

Character
Development

Shift from defiance to acceptance
Gains humility and self-awareness

Turning Point Realization of vulnerability and interconnectedness with
nature
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: True strength lies in humility and acceptance.

Critical Interpretation: Much like Cole in the wilderness, you may at

times find yourself grappling with life's chaotic forces, feeling

overwhelmed and powerless. The turning point comes not when you

rebel against these challenges, but rather when you embrace them with

humility. Recognizing that you're part of a larger tapestry and

realizing the limits of your control impels you to adapt and grow. By

accepting your vulnerabilities and learning to coexist with the

environment around you, you can tap into a profound inner strength

and resilience. This shift from fighting against to working with your

circumstances can transform daunting obstacles into opportunities for

personal evolution.
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Chapter 12: 

In Chapter 12, Cole Matthews, marooned on an Alaskan island as part of a

 rehabilitation program, faces a life-and-death moment with a Spirit Bear, a

mysterious creature that symbolizes raw nature and introspection. The Spirit

Bear approaches Cole with a casual curiosity, not as a predator, which

prompts Cole to confront his own vulnerability and insignificance. This

encounter reveals Cole’s inner transformation—from defiance to acceptance

of his mortality and powerlessness. In a surprising act of trust, Cole reaches

out and touches the bear, feeling not fear, but warmth and an unexpected

bond. 

As the Spirit Bear retreats into the ocean, signaling a peace of sorts, Cole

experiences a profound recognition of the beauty around him, realizing how

much he has missed and destroyed in his life. Facing imminent death from

his injuries, Cole finds a semblance of contentment as nature fills his senses.

The serenity, however, is abruptly disrupted as he is attacked by seagulls,

but it turns out to be Edwin and Garvey—his mentors in this

journey—rescuing and dragging him to safety.

Floating in and out of consciousness, Cole is reminded of his human

connections and receives life-saving care. In a haze, he is transported by boat

back to civilization. Garvey and Edwin, concerned yet relieved, watch over

him. As he stabilizes in a warm room away from the harsh island, it becomes
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evident that Cole has endured a brutal bear attack rather than a

storm-induced injury. Despite his dire condition, Cole insists that he is

okay—a declaration signaling a newfound acceptance and inner peace

stemming from his ordeal and moments of clarity on the island.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 

Chapter 13 of the story unfolds shortly after Cole’s encounter with a Spirit

 Bear, which left him gravely injured. As night falls, a small, stout man

informs Cole that a medivac plane from Ketchikan won't be available until

morning due to the onset of darkness and inclement weather. This means

Cole will spend the night at a rudimentary medical facility run by Rosey, the

only nurse in the remote Drake area. 

Despite his injuries—even clutching the damp symbolic at.óow blanket for

comfort—Cole is surrounded by supportive figures like Garvey and Edwin,

who ensure his immediate needs are met. Rosey attentively tends to Cole,

administering fluids, antibiotics, and pain medication while conveying a

sense of warmth and determination in her caregiving. Her cheerful demeanor

contrasts the gravity of Cole's injuries, which include broken bones and

hypothermia.

While Garvey and Edwin observe, Garvey indirectly apologizes to Cole,

expressing regret for the situation. However, Cole takes responsibility,

acknowledging his own fault in the events leading up to his mauling by the

bear. This incident exposes Cole's vulnerability, driving him to question

Garvey and Rosey about their motivations for helping him, which Garvey

answers by revealing his own troubled past—a desire to heal by helping

others, stemming from his experiences in prison.
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Cole continues to wrestle with troubling dreams where those who assist him

transform into entities that mock and belittle him. This dream intensifies his

insecurity, reinforcing the inner turmoil he faces as he questions the sincerity

of the help offered to him. After waking from one such nightmare, Cole

directly asks Garvey and Rosey about their motivations. Rosey highlights

the importance of helping others to make life worthwhile, while Garvey

shares a personal anecdote, providing Cole with insight into his own journey

through regret and redemption. 

Amidst these exchanges, Cole starts to comprehend the innate value in

helping and healing others as a means of healing oneself—a lesson reflected

in Rosey's remark that those who wish him harm are the ones most in need

of his help. As Rosey and Garvey continually emphasize that Cole’s

physical recovery pales in comparison to the healing of his mind and spirit,

echoes of Cole's own past actions and the potential for future change

resound within him.

When the weather clears, Edwin informs Cole that the medivac flight is on

its way. Preparations are made for Cole’s transport as they help him down to

the dock, demonstrating the community's support. Edwin takes a moment

alone with Cole, prompting him to speak about his experiences on the island,

including his interaction with the Spirit Bear. Cole’s candidness about his

reckless actions signifies his progress, both in accepting accountability and
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in his willingness to embrace truth over deceit.

With newfound resolve, Cole decides to abandon the cycle of lies that have

dominated his life, now committed to honesty, even at the cost of potential

incarceration. He symbolically releases a lock of white hair pulled from the

Spirit Bear into the water, a gesture signifying his pledge to live truthfully.

As the plane arrives to take him to a hospital, Cole rests assured that the

memory of the Spirit Bear—and the lessons it imparted—will remain with

him forever, guiding him towards a future of integrity and a renewed sense

of self.
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Chapter 14 Summary: 

Chapter 14 opens six months after the brutal mauling by the Spirit Bear,

 which left Cole physically and emotionally scarred. Cole, now with limited

use of his right arm and a limp to ease his hip pain, leaves the hospital with

Garvey—his parole officer and mentor—and his mother. His father is

noticeably absent, having been arrested for child abuse after Garvey urged

Cole’s mother to speak up against his father's actions. This arrest marks a

turning point for Cole’s mother, who begins to shed her silent complicity in

her husband’s abuse.

Cole's time in the hospital was punctuated by visits, although the nights were

lonely, forcing him to confront his nightmares and lingering anger.

However, memories of the Spirit Bear and its calming presence bring Cole

an unusual sense of peace. Cole's therapist advises him that while his

physical healing has begun, the true challenge lies in healing his inner

turmoil. Garvey echoes this, stressing that Cole must now face the

consequences of burning his bridges—a broken contract with the Circle of

Justice, which sought rehabilitation over incarceration.

Cole briefly reunites with his mother, who reveals her commitment to

change and sobriety—a stark contrast to the parent she once was. This

revelation opens a dialogue of forgiveness and accountability between them.

Cole learns that his parents’ struggles were rooted in unaddressed trauma,
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much like his own anger and violence.

Garvey informs Cole of an upcoming Justice Circle meeting to reassess his

future, as there is talk of sending his case back to the traditional court

system. With the Circle temporarily disillusioned by Cole’s actions, the

prospect of jail looms large. However, Garvey hints at a surprise for the

meeting.

At the Justice Circle, as members express disappointment in Cole’s actions,

Garvey and a surprise attendee, Edwin—a Tlingit elder who had previously

helped guide Cole during his island exile—add depth to the meeting.

Edwin’s presence in the city is unexpected, and his calm and wisdom offer

Cole a glimmer of hope. The Keeper invites Edwin to join the Circle, and

the focus turns to Cole, who is now tasked with explaining why he broke his

commitment to the Circle and why he should be given another chance rather

than face the full weight of the justice system.

This chapter delves into themes of redemption, the complexity of familial

relationships, and the personal accountability necessary for healing and

forgiveness.
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Chapter 15 Summary: 

Chapter 15 Summary:

In the emotionally charged Circle meeting, Cole Matthews confronted his

tumultuous past and the consequences of his actions during his time on the

island intended for rehabilitation. Cole admits that his initial motivation for

accepting banishment was simply to avoid jail time, and he misinterpreted

the collective effort to help him as an attempt to discard him. Despite his

acknowledgment of wrongdoing and change, skepticism pervaded the Circle,

as he had often deceived them before.

His mother, with newfound strength, shared her observations of a shift in

Cole's attitude since the attack, yet she too felt uncertain about his future.

Garvey, a staunch supporter of Cole, emphasized the noticeable change in

him, urging the Circle to allow this transformation to persist. However,

Peter's lawyer, voicing the sentiments of many, argued that society's welfare

should take priority, highlighting Peter Driscal's ongoing struggles and the

dubious claim that a mystical Spirit Bear attacked Cole.

Edwin, a Tlingit elder involved in the Circle Justice process, conducted a

demonstration to illustrate different paths of change: the gradual pressure of

life versus the impact of a single traumatic event. He believed that
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something significant happened to Cole on the island. The elder supported

Cole’s account of encountering a Spirit Bear, referencing a local fisherman’s

similar report. However, the Circle remained divided.

The Circle debated the efficacy of Circle Justice, with some, like Peter's

lawyer, calling for concrete consequences rather than further chances. Edwin

proposed if Cole were sent back to the island, he would bear the

responsibility of constructing his shelter and funding his sustenance,

suggesting a more challenging second chance. The Circle was reluctant,

given the uncertainty of Cole’s control over his anger.

Throughout subsequent weeks, Cole faced the reality of impending legal

consequences, preparing himself mentally for the possibility of prison.

During this time, he continued to work on his physical rehabilitation, finding

solace in the routine and exertion to manage his lingering anger. He also

reflected on his past, particularly the lack of love and trust that had shaped

his life. Cole acknowledged his flawed relationship with his father,

recognizing that his father's behavior was, in part, a cycle of abuse. Despite

his uncertainty about personal change, Cole expressed a strong desire not to

perpetuate this legacy of violence.

Garvey and Edwin, in a series of probing visits, encouraged Cole to

articulate and confront his feelings. They shared a quiet resolve, driven by

their belief in his potential for true change, despite his setbacks. Ultimately,
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they convinced the Circle to trust him again. Cole would have another

opportunity on the island, but this time, under Garvey and Edwin’s direct

supervision, symbolizing their deep investment in his journey toward

redemption.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embracing responsibility for personal change

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 15, you witness Cole Matthews

facing a pivotal moment in his transformative journey. He understands

that true redemption and growth hinge on taking responsibility for his

actions and committing to personal change. This realization,

illustrated through both his acknowledgment of past mistakes and his

willingness to rebuild his life, inspires a powerful lesson for you. In

your life, the ability to own up to your missteps and earnestly work

toward positive change can forge a path toward healing and growth.

By confronting your challenges head-on and recognizing the power in

change, you have the potential to break harmful cycles and foster a

more meaningful, fulfilled life.
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Chapter 16: 

Chapter 16: Return to Southeast Alaska

In this chapter, we witness Cole Matthews’ return to the desolate island in

Southeast Alaska, a place that holds a considerable weight in his personal

journey. The last time he was here, it was autumn, and he was shackled in

handcuffs, coming close to losing his life amid his court-ordered

banishment. It's spring now, marked by chilly air as Cole approaches the

island alongside Garvey—a parole officer—and Edwin, a Tlingit elder. The

purpose of this trip is part of a second banishment designed to help Cole find

healing and atonement for his troubled past.

The journey comes a month after Edwin had announced this return, and he

was adamant that Cole must fund every part of it. Cole’s possessions from

his hometown in Minneapolis were sold off to support this. What might have

once felt like an irksome loss to Cole is now viewed as necessary. His

perspective is maturing; he knows this opportunity is crucial and can't be

squandered.

As they near the island, Cole reflects on his pursuit of escape and survival

during his first stay. The thick-timbered slopes seem hauntingly familiar,

and he can't help but wonder about the Spirit Bear, a rare and mystical
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creature inhabiting the forest. The memory of the formidable animal sends a

shiver down his spine—a mix of awe and fear.

Upon landing, Cole obeys Edwin's instruction to keep the bow of the boat

off the rocks, recalling the icy waters of a failed escape attempt. Edwin and

Garvey make it clear—moving forward, Cole must prove his commitment

on his own. They will stay for a few days to ensure he sets up a shelter but

emphasize it's his responsibility.

When left alone, Cole is momentarily tempted to flee using the unguarded

skiff. However, he resolves to stay, understanding this chance is pivotal for

his redemption. As he works, Garvey and Edwin return after two hours to

find him still setting up camp. When questioned about supper, Cole offers

raw hot dogs, jesting about not escaping in the skiff for a meal ready. Edwin

reveals how he’s removed the spark plug, ensuring Cole couldn’t have taken

flight with the boat.

In a poignant lesson, Garvey shows Cole the importance of choice and intent

in how one approaches life's moments. He makes a ceremonial preparation

of a hot dog, contrasting with Cole's quick consumption. Through this

symbolic act, Garvey illustrates that a meal—and by extension, life

itself—can be a mere act of sustenance or an occasion to savor, celebrate,

and connect.
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The chapter ends with an open-ended challenge for Cole: to discover himself

and learn to celebrate being alive, much like Garvey had infused a simple

meal with such meaning. He’s encouraged to approach life on the island not

just as a survival experience but as a chance to truly examine and recreate

himself.
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Chapter 17 Summary: 

In Chapter 17 of "Touching Spirit Bear," we find protagonist Cole Matthews

 grappling with inner turmoil and a search for understanding amidst his

banishment on a remote Alaskan island. Before sleeping, his mentor, Edwin,

hints at an enigmatic dance they will perform the following night to express

their feelings, leaving Cole curious yet silent.

As the night unfolds, Cole lies awake plagued by thoughts of his family and

past transgressions. The harsh physical discomfort from sleeping on the

ground adds to his emotional distress, stirring both anger and worry about

his future on the island. Edwin's earlier insight that anger cannot simply be

forgotten haunts him.

Before dawn, Edwin urges a yawning Cole to quickly rise, leading him to a

chilly stream. Despite the frigid conditions, Edwin insists they wade into a

crystal-clear pond, presenting the act as a form of trust and self-discovery.

This unconventional exercise introduces Cole to an insightful lesson about

managing emotions. Edwin uses a stick to illustrate how focusing on either

happiness or anger shapes one’s reality. The stick metaphor symbolizes the

persistence of anger; no matter how much you break it, a piece remains.

Similarly, changing focus and habits can allow happiness to gradually

override anger.
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This lesson resonates with Cole, as he acknowledges his own habits of anger

instilled by past experiences. Edwin encourages Cole to change these

patterns deliberately, emphasizing that happiness is also a learned habit.

During this poignant exchange, Cole admits the clarity of Edwin’s teachings

over conventional advice, revealing a subtle progression in his healing

journey.

As Edwin and Cole return from the pond, Cole experiences a sense of relief

and musculoskeletal ease, underscoring the therapeutic potential of Edwin’s

methods. Despite skepticism from conventional counselors, Edwin’s lesson

reveals a path to self-realization—aided by nature and continuous, conscious

effort. The chapter closes with Cole’s acknowledgment of Edwin's wisdom,

laying a foundation for his ongoing transformation and offering hope for his

tumultuous path ahead.
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Chapter 18 Summary: 

In Chapter 18 of the book, Cole finds himself immersed in his rehabilitation

 journey on a remote island, guided by Edwin and Garvey. As the chapter

unfolds, Cole is introduced to the idea of self-reliance and personal growth,

emphasized through activities and rituals that foster introspection and

resilience.

The chapter begins with the serene imagery of whales breaching in the bay,

prompting a conversation between Edwin, Garvey, and Cole about nature's

instincts and migrations. This sets the stage for the "whale dance" later on,

encapsulating the theme of learning from nature and internalizing those

lessons.

Cole deals with the physical challenges of constructing his cabin, with

Edwin and Garvey providing guidance but insisting that the work must be

done by Cole alone. During the construction, Edwin reminds Cole that the

sturdiness of the cabin will determine his comfort and safety through the

harsh winter, symbolizing the broader message that the effort Cole puts into

his healing will dictate the success of his rehabilitation.

Even meals are a lesson in cooperation and pride as Cole initially refuses

help, showing his stubborn independence. However, hunger and fatigue

bring a reluctant collaboration, highlighting Cole's gradual acceptance of
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interdependence.

In the evening, the trio participates in the whale dance, a ceremonial activity

that connects them with their surroundings and each other, transcending

verbal communication and expressing introspective insights. Edwin

emphasizes the power of animals and elements around them and within

themselves. Through the dance, Cole reflects on the feeling of homelessness

and realizes he shares that with the whale, hinting at his ongoing struggle for

belonging and identity.

The morning routine involves another exercise in humility and connection

with the past—carrying a stone up a hill. Edwin presents this task as a

symbolic conversation with Cole's ancestors and the release of anger.

Though skeptical, Cole follows along, learning about responsibility to his

lineage and the catharsis of letting go of his anger.

Edwin's instruction to carry the stone daily reaffirms the idea that personal

growth is a continuous process, not a singular achievement. Despite Cole's

reluctance and humor in trivializing the exercise, the foundation is laid for

ongoing reflection and emotional release.

Throughout the chapter, Edwin and Garvey subtly teach Cole that healing

from anger and finding redemption, whether for oneself or others, requires

humility, patience, and consistency. Their mentoring is a blend of passive
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observation and active demonstration, helping Cole navigate the physical

and emotional landscapes of his transformation.
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Chapter 19 Summary: 

In Chapter 19 of the novel, we find Cole returning to camp with a reflective

 mindset after a swim. As he begins to work on construction, something

catches his eye—a wolf walking along the shoreline. This sighting prompts

Garvey, one of his mentors, to announce they’ll perform a wolf dance that

evening, a ritual that symbolizes drawing strength from a wolf pack’s unity.

Despite the physical challenges of building the cabin—his sore hands and

the slippery, muddy conditions—Cole works without complaint. However,

his weariness soon morphs into obstinance. When evening falls, instead of

joining Edwin and Garvey in the wolf dance, Cole opts to ignore their

request, wishing just to sleep. Garvey and Edwin, both aware of Cole’s

defiance, decide to confront him about his destructive attitude which

jeopardizes his rehabilitation on the island. They threaten to abandon him

unless his attitude changes, a gamble Cole isn’t willing to take.

Reluctantly, Cole agrees to prepare a meal for his mentors, though he feels

frustrated and misunderstood, reminiscent of when he felt abandoned after

being mauled by a bear earlier in the story. While contemplating the wolf he

saw, Cole realizes wolves are social animals that thrive in packs. He

understands the lesson he must learn: the value of community and support.

Under pressure to reflect on his behaviors, Cole performs a solo wolf dance
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by the fire, symbolizing his acceptance of interdependence. Even when met

by silence from his mentors, his connection to the animals reinforces his

epiphany about relying on others. He enters his tent, and Garvey

acknowledges the lesson he’s learned.

The following morning, Cole is instructed to soak in the icy water alone and

carry his “ancestor rock,” a task Edwin had taught him as a means to

symbolically let go of his anger and burdens. As he follows Edwin’s

exercises, Cole explores deeper introspection; his thoughts drift to the

journey that led him here, including his violent past and yearning for change.

The soaking ritual and carrying of the rock provide Cole with a meditative

experience. Through these physical and mental exercises, Cole sheds layers

of anger, coming to terms with his mistakes and seeking a path toward

personal growth.

Making his way back to camp, he spots a mysterious white shape moving

into the trees, reminding him of the presence of the Spirit Bear—a symbol of

healing and understanding, pivotal in his transformation. With renewed

purpose, Cole prepares to face Edwin and Garvey once more, feeling the

burdens of his past lift slightly.
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Chapter 20: 

Chapter 20 of the narrative revolves around Cole's evolving relationship

 with both himself and the two adults guiding him, Edwin and Garvey.

Standing at a turning point, Cole experiences an internal conflict regarding

the presence of the Spirit Bear, symbolic of his connection to the wild

landscape and his quest for personal growth. Initially hesitant to share his

experience for fear of disbelief or accusation, Cole instead confesses a

deeper realization about his anger. He acknowledges that blaming others has

been a way to dodge responsibility for his actions, and expresses a newfound

understanding: people, including his abusive father, often act out of fear and

ignorance rather than malicious intent.

His honesty compels Edwin and Garvey to question the sincerity and

permanence of his transformation. Cole, however, insists that his progress

isn't reliant on their belief in him, a sentiment underscored as he continues to

prepare the cabin, suggesting his commitment to staying on the island. This

mark of self-reliance is further demonstrated by his work ethic and initiative

in constructing the cabin and preparing supper, showcasing both skill and

creativity as he learns to fend for himself.

In a moment of camaraderie, the three of them share a meal, with Cole

striving to make it memorable despite limited resources. The simplicity of

this act, coupled with the ceremonial dances they perform around the fire,
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speaks to a communal bond and understanding developing between them.

Cole, Edwin, and Garvey each embody different aspects of the Spirit Bear

during their improvised dances, with Cole confronting his fears and the

past's pain vividly in his movements, while Garvey brings humor,

illustrating that healing can encompass joy as well as seriousness.

The following morning, Cole bravely leads Edwin and Garvey to the

pond—a ritual he has adopted to find peace within himself. Here, the

solitude Cole initially sought becomes a place for introspection and

acceptance. He learns from Edwin the importance of discovering the deeper

truths that reside within, equating this journey with carving a piece of wood,

which Garvey presents to him in the form of a knife—a dual symbol of

potential destruction or healing, urging Cole towards introspection and

personal discovery.

As Edwin and Garvey prepare to leave, this chapter culminates in Cole being

left alone on the island, metaphorically standing on the brink of true

autonomy. Edwin and Garvey's departure is bittersweet, filled with the

acknowledgment of Cole's fear yet tempered by the hope for redemption.

The solitude that once tormented him is now an opportunity, a vivid

reminder that change is both a privilege and a responsibility. Cole’s

realization that fear doesn't have to inhibit him signals a significant shift in

his character’s journey towards redemption and self-discovery.
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Chapter 21 Summary: 

In Chapter 21, Cole Matthews is determined to make the most of his

 year-long banishment on a remote Alaskan island. After parting from Edwin

and Garvey, who play crucial mentorship roles in his rehabilitation, Cole

immerses himself in daily tasks, focusing on self-improvement and survival

skills. He establishes a routine, starting each day with a meditative soak in a

pond—a practice encouraged by Edwin to help him manage his anger and

emotions. Cole also carries a symbolic "ancestor rock" uphill, an exercise

designed to help him reflect on his personal burdens and let go of anger.

Throughout these activities, Cole's transformation begins to take root as he

constructs furniture, gathers firewood, and prepares for upcoming Alaskan

winters.

During a visit from Edwin, Cole is reassured by the presence of someone

who believes in his capacity for change. Edwin acknowledges Cole's

progress but informs him that Garvey, his parole officer and friend, has

returned to Minneapolis, though he remains concerned for Cole's well-being.

Despite this remote lifestyle, Cole finds solace and a newfound belief in his

ability to survive independently.

While exploring the island, Cole discovers a large driftwood log that sparks

an idea of carving a totem pole, inspired by the totem designs he's seen in

the town of Drake and as depicted on an at.oow—a traditional Tlingit
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blanket entrusted to him by Garvey. Totem poles, significant in Native

American culture, often feature animal designs that convey stories and

ancestries. Cole is intrigued by the idea but is initially tempted to transform

the log into a dugout canoe for escape—a notion that unsettles him as it

conflicts with his commitment to change.

True to his decision to resist escaping, Cole instead decides to carve the log

into a totem pole, beginning with an eagle's head. This choice is symbolic, as

eagles represent strength and vision—qualities Cole wishes to embody.

While working on the totem, Cole experiences anger and frustration, notably

after skipping his morning pond ritual, which results in troubled sleep and

heightened emotions. His anger dissipates only when he channels it into

carving.

Cole practices an "eagle dance" that evening, emulating the bird's grace and

freedom around the fire. This dance helps him process his emotions and

ambition, bringing a sense of peace and clarity. Upon Edwin’s return, Cole

inquires about the Spirit Bear—a symbol of natural power and

mysticism—which he has seen less frequently since returning to the island.

Edwin suggests that invisibility—being in harmony rather than in conflict

with one's surroundings—might explain the bear's absence. He dismisses

Cole’s inquiries about his family’s situation in the outside world but

mentions Cole’s mother's concern for him, noting her regular calls to

Garvey.
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The conversation shifts to the topic of healing and self-discovery. Cole

expresses frustration with his healing journey, claiming he has yet to create a

meaningful personal story worthy of a totem. Edwin advises Cole that

totems serve to tell one's stories and ancestries, often using animals as

symbols. Encouraged, Cole realizes that his carvings and dances help him

craft his personal narrative. As the chapter concludes, Cole is left

contemplating his course towards healing, keen on understanding when he’ll

be ready to truly dance the dance of anger—a symbol for achieving

reconciliation with his past.
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Chapter 22 Summary: 

In Chapter 22, after Edwin's departure, Cole dedicates his time to carving,

 starting with an eagle and planning a wolf next. A downpour forces him to

move his project closer to his cabin, where he shields his work area with a

tarp. The following day is spent on chores like washing clothes and

attempting to dry them over a fire within his cabin.

Cole's primary objective is to achieve invisibility, a task he approaches by

washing extensively in the stream, dressing in clean clothes, and using

natural scents like cedar and ashes to mask his human smell. He positions

himself at the bay's mouth, hoping to witness the elusive Spirit Bear by

remaining motionless between two rocks. Despite his efforts, nothing

appears, and after a second attempt among the trees, Cole only sees common

wildlife.

He tries multiple strategies before Edwin's next visit but remains frustrated

by his failure to see the Spirit Bear again. A brief encounter with a beaver

highlights Cole's impulsiveness; reaching out to grab the animal breaks its

trust, reminding him of his previous betrayals with people. His dance

inspired by the beaver teaches him patience, persistence, and

ingenuity—traits he struggles to embody.

As the seasons shift, Cole busies himself with daily tasks on the island,
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dispelling his earlier notion that solitude would be leisurely. His routine

involves cooking, carving, engaging in schoolwork, and maintaining tools.

Despite these tasks, the Spirit Bear eludes him, and the blank space reserved

for an expression of his anger on his totem remains unsatisfied. In

discussions with Edwin during resupply visits, Cole reveals his frustrations

about his invisibility efforts and his inability to perform the dance of anger,

to which Edwin suggests that Cole might still not be truly invisible.

Despite his ongoing struggle with rage, which unpredictably flares up, Cole

focuses on positive thoughts to counter it. Efforts to manifest a dance of

anger fail, as the dance eludes him even by the fireside. One contemplative

day on a hill with his ancestor rock, Cole questions why the Spirit Bear, the

beaver, and the fish appeared closely when he was vulnerable in the past.

Puzzled by the lack of logic connecting these events, he returns to camp,

consumed by frustration. It is later, through a sudden realization, that Cole

discerns the secret to becoming invisible, a breakthrough that promises to

further his journey toward healing and self-understanding.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Realizing the value of patience and persistence

Critical Interpretation: Throughout Chapter 22 in 'Touching Spirit

Bear', Cole is confronted with the constant challenge of not only

maintaining balance in his solitude but also reconciling with the

underlying emotions that he struggles to control. His encounter with

the beaver encapsulates a profound lesson—the art of patience and

persistence. The beaver, in its natural demeanor, teaches Cole an

essential truth: trust and understanding are not forcefully achieved;

they are patiently earned. This seemingly small revelation acts as a

catalyst for change, emphasizing that patience, even amidst adversity,

breeds growth and transformation. By adopting the beaver's calm and

resilient spirit, you're encouraged to persist through trials with patient

determination, knowing that the seeds of your efforts will eventually

blossom into the change you seek.
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Chapter 23 Summary: 

In Chapter 23, Cole Matthews, a troubled teenager spending time on an

 Alaskan island as part of a restorative justice sentence, discovers the

concept of becoming "invisible." For Cole, invisibility is not about physical

concealment but rather about eliminating his presence and emotions to blend

seamlessly with his surroundings. This understanding stems from his past

encounters with nature on the island, particularly when he had approached

animals like the Spirit Bear without malicious intent. 

Cole contemplates how people, in their chaotic lives, miss out on the serene

and essential experiences of the world due to their inability to quiet their

minds. Motivated by this revelation, Cole sets out at dawn to experience

invisibility again. As he hikes to a spot by the bay, he immerses himself in

the natural rhythms of the island, focusing on the patterns and sounds around

him. By calming his mind and letting go of his ego, Cole perceives his

surroundings more clearly and eventually spots the Spirit Bear in the

distance. In that moment, he feels part of the landscape, transcending his

identity as a juvenile delinquent from Minneapolis.

Back at camp, inspired by his newfound clarity, Cole prepares an elaborate

meal, savoring each bite with gratitude. He recalls advice from Edwin, a

Tlingit elder guiding him through his journey, who taught him to treasure

every day and every meal. This leads Cole to prepare for a significant
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ritual— the "dance of anger." As the fire roars, Cole begins an intense and

emotional dance, an expression of his past rage and pain. He confronts

imaginary adversaries, revisiting his violent past and the anger he harbored

toward the Spirit Bear.

Cole's dance becomes a cathartic release, as he reenacts the bear attack and

the ensuing solitude he felt. He picks up a rock, symbolizing his ancestors,

and throws it into the water, seeking forgiveness for the harm he caused

Peter, a boy he had previously assaulted. As tears stream down his face, Cole

puts the scattered embers back together, symbolizing his efforts to piece his

life back together.

Despite hours of dancing, a residual anger lingers within Cole. He attacks a

cedar tree, and at the peak of his physical and emotional exhaustion, he

collapses, overcome with shame and remorse. In a moment of profound

self-realization, Cole acknowledges his guilt and asks for forgiveness.

Finally, sitting under the night sky, soothed by the gentle presence of the

Spirit Bear watching from the shadows, he embraces a new sense of hope

and healing.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace mindfulness to find peace

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 23 of 'Touching Spirit Bear,' Cole

Matthews learns the profound power of becoming 'invisible,' not as a

means to hide physically, but to harmonize with his environment by

quieting his mind. This pinnacle moment inspires a transformative

shift within Cole, where he understands that being present and

releasing the chaos of his internal world leads to clarity and a deeper

connection with life around him. In our own lives, this lesson

challenges us to embrace mindfulness, tuning into the natural rhythms

and quiet stillness that often elude us in our bustling routines. By

nurturing an attitude of stillness and intentional presence, just as Cole

does, you can transcend your immediate concerns, dissolve the

boundaries of self-centeredness, and open yourself to the serene

beauty and connections that exist all around. Through mindfulness,

you may find a path to healing, similar to Cole's, where shedding ego

and embracing vulnerability become the keystones to genuine peace

and personal growth."}]}
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Chapter 24: 

In Chapter 24, Cole embarks on a journey of self-reflection and healing,

 struggling to express his newfound understanding of anger through a totem

carving. After a realization from his anger dance, he learns that forgiveness

is key to regaining control over his emotions. He openly shares this insight

with Edwin during a visit, but acknowledges a crucial element is still

missing—helping Peter, the victim of his earlier violent actions. The chapter

explores themes of accountability and redemption, highlighting Cole's

internal struggle as he grapples with finding a way to truly make amends for

the harm he has caused.

As the short northern summer gives way to the harsh winter, Cole becomes

isolated on the island. His physical activities and encounters with nature,

such as carving totems and observing the Spirit Bear, diminish with the

changing seasons. The solitude forces him to confront his loneliness and

reflect more deeply on his past actions, especially towards Peter. Despite his

progress, the blank space on the totem remains, representing the unresolved

guilt and his inability to help Peter heal.

As winter sets in, Cole's routine becomes more monotonous, centered

around survival tasks, reading, and schoolwork. Despite his isolation, he

learns of Peter's deteriorating mental state through Edwin's visits, who

informs him that Peter has grown more depressed and withdrawn. This
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revelation intensifies Cole’s guilt and concern, fueling his determination to

find a way to help.

The turning point occurs when Edwin visits unexpectedly, bringing

devastating news that Peter attempted suicide. This event forces Cole to

confront the consequences of his actions more than ever. It underscores the

urgency of finding a way to help Peter heal and highlights Cole’s ongoing

struggle with redemption. Despite Edwin initially leaving in frustration, the

chapter closes with him returning to the island, willing to listen to Cole's

ideas for helping Peter, signifying a shift in possibility and hope for

reconciliation.

Chapter 24 is a poignant exploration of personal growth, responsibility, and

the arduous journey toward forgiveness and healing. It captures Cole’s

loneliness and determination while setting the stage for the potential

reconciliation and healing not just for Cole, but also for Peter.
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Chapter 25 Summary: 

In Chapter 25, Cole Matthews proposes an unexpected and challenging

 idea—to bring Peter Driscal, the boy he once brutally assaulted, to the

remote Alaskan island where he has been undergoing a journey of

self-discovery and healing. At first, Edwin, a Tlingit elder who has been

mentoring Cole, dismisses the idea as impossible due to Peter's parents'

protective instincts and the trauma Cole inflicted on Peter.

Cole argues passionately that it's imperative for Peter to experience the

island's healing environment, which includes rituals like soaking in a cold

pond, carrying an ancestor rock, and carving a totem. These activities have

helped Cole transform from a violent young man into someone seeking

forgiveness and healing. He's convinced that these practices could also aid

Peter.

Despite Edwin's skepticism, he and Garvey, another mentor figure and

Cole's parole officer, understand the depth of Cole's transformation. They

acknowledge Cole's growth but caution him that change and healing are

complex, especially when trying to mend past harms.

Several days later, after much deliberation and with significant persuasion

by Garvey and Edwin, Peter and his parents arrive on the island. This sets

the stage for a potentially profound and emotional journey for everyone
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involved. Peter is visibly cautious and frightened, a reminder of the damage

Cole's actions once caused.

Upon their arrival, Edwin charges Cole with recounting his experiences on

the island, from the moment of his arrival through his transformation

journey. Cole shares candidly about his initial rage, his failed attempts to

escape, and how the miraculous encounters with the Spirit Bear began his

path of introspection and change. He shows the group where he was mauled

by the bear, marking the beginning of a dramatic shift in his attitude towards

life and himself.

As Cole narrates, he emphasizes the lessons learned through his dance of

anger and his daily rituals that have brought him closer to understanding and

forgiveness. He expresses that true healing can only be realized when he

contributes to Peter's healing, acknowledging the deep regret for his initial

violent attack.

Throughout this chapter, the dialogue captures the complexities of

redemption and the hope for reconciliation. The people around Cole,

particularly Edwin and Garvey, are cautiously optimistic about the

possibility of Peter finding solace and perhaps forgiveness for Cole.

However, Peter remains reluctant, a visible reminder of the difficult and

emotional journey that lies ahead.
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Cole's struggle to decide what to carve in the blank space of his totem

reveals his understanding that his healing is intimately tied to helping Peter

heal. Despite Peter's vehement rebuttal to Cole's offer of help, Cole's

determination to mend the broken trust and the scars left by his past actions

showcase the ongoing struggle and hope for a better future within this

evolving storyline.
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Chapter 26 Summary: 

In Chapter 26, Cole Matthews, a troubled young man who is on a journey of

 redemption and healing, prepares a special meal for Garvey, Edwin, and the

Driscal family on the remote Alaskan island where he is serving his

sentence. Previously, Cole had committed a violent assault on Peter, the

Driscal’s son, leaving Peter traumatized. Cole shares a lesson he learned

from Garvey, likening life to a hot dog and insisting that they turn the simple

meal into a feast by treating it as such. As rain begins to fall, the group

gathers inside Cole’s modest cabin.

Cole's offer of hospitality is awkwardly interrupted by Peter’s reluctance to

share space with him, revealing Peter's lingering fear and trauma from the

past assault. In response, Edwin suggests a compromise where Cole sleeps

outside in a tent, giving Peter the space he needs. Peter's parents, worried

about their son's mental health after multiple suicide attempts, have been

convinced by Garvey that confronting Cole is essential for Peter’s healing.

Despite their reservations, they decide to leave Peter on the island in the care

of Garvey and Cole.

Throughout the evening and into the next day, Cole struggles with the reality

of Peter’s fear and his own responsibility in causing it. Meanwhile, Mr.

Driscal warns Cole sternly about his behavior towards Peter. Cole remains

committed to helping Peter, even extending small gestures like offering a
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candy bar, though Peter remains distant and scared.

Over the following weeks, Cole patiently persists with the healing activities

that have helped him, inviting Peter to witness them even though Peter keeps

his distance. The island exercises, such as soaking in the icy pond and

rolling the ancestor rock, symbolize letting go of anger and embracing

change. Cole bears the cold and discomfort, sleeping in the tent, showing

practical humility for Peter’s comfort.

Gradually, Peter begins to engage slightly, pushing the ancestor rock one

day, and even attempting a hesitant soak in the pond another day. Still, he

tests Cole’s resolve by almost hitting him with a stone and pushing him into

the stream. Despite these challenges, Cole maintains his composure and

understands Peter's actions as part of his healing process.

As time goes on, the weather on the island worsens, and Cole endures the

miserable conditions of a leaky tent. Despite the adversity, he remains there

out of consideration for Peter’s peace of mind. Finally, one stormy evening,

Peter extends a simple yet powerful invitation, breaking his isolation by

inviting Cole back into the warm cabin. This small act marks a hopeful turn

in their strained relationship, suggesting that healing for both of them may

be possible.
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Chapter 27 Summary: 

Chapter 27 Summary

Cole, eager to escape the cold rain, swiftly makes his way into the cabin

where he's met by Garvey and a distrustful Peter. Despite the tension, Cole

attempts to bridge the gap by offering hot chocolate, which Peter hesitantly

accepts. They discuss the elusive Spirit Bear, with Peter expressing

skepticism about its existence, doubting Cole's claims despite the scars from

Cole's encounter with it.

As the night progresses, Garvey arranges the sleeping spots, positioning

himself between Cole and Peter to maintain peace. Despite the chilly air and

open door pranks from Peter, Cole remains patient, silently enduring the

provocations. This escalates when Peter destroys Cole's bear carving on the

totem pole, a symbol of Cole's journey and growth. Cole offers a peaceful

resolution by suggesting they find another log for Peter to carve his own

totem, hoping the activity might foster reflection.

With Garvey's help, they retrieve the log, and Peter reluctantly agrees to

carve, dismissing Cole’s encouragement about the Spirit Bear. Despite

Peter’s initial reluctance, the act of carving begins to draw out a different

side of him. During a later gathering around the fire, Cole and Garvey
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perform a "mouse dance," illustrating the lessons animals can teach; Peter

eventually joins in, albeit with hesitation.

As days pass, both boys engage in carving, and Cole is impressed by Peter's

talent. Peter's carving of a mouse looks exceptionally real, hinting at his

hidden depth and potential. Through this shared activity, Peter begins to

tentatively open up. He inquires about Cole's encounter with the Spirit Bear,

unsure if Cole truly saw the mythical creature. Cole recounts his story,

mentioning how he discarded the bear's white hair, a symbol of his past need

to prove himself.

The bond between the two subtly shifts; however, Peter asks for solitude as

he continues his work, suggesting he needs space to process his emotions.

Later, Cole and Garvey leave to give Peter time alone. Upon their return,

they find Peter has completed another bear carving on Cole's totem, a

gesture of reconciliation and acknowledgment of Cole’s growth. This act

signifies a tentative step towards healing and hints at the potential for

friendship. The chapter closes on a hopeful note, with Cole asking Peter for

carving lessons, signaling a desire for connection and a shared path forward.
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Chapter 28: 

In Chapter 28, the evolving relationship between Cole and Peter, two young

 men with a troubled past, takes a pivotal turn. As summer arrives in the

North Country, a routine of visiting a pond every morning has been

established. However, this morning, Peter insists that only he and Cole

should visit, signaling his readiness to confront their shared history. Garvey,

their mentor, expresses concern but respects their decision, and the two boys

set out in silence.

The journey to the pond is tense, laden with unspoken resentment and pain.

At the core of their strained relationship is an incident from the past where

Cole, in a fit of anger and insecurity, violently attacked Peter, leaving him

with lasting physical and psychological scars. Peter is still deeply hurt and

distrustful, and this trip alone with Cole is fraught with unhealed wounds

and a potential for confrontation.

At the pond, the underlying tension erupts. Peter physically lashes out at

Cole, expressing his anger and frustration over the damage done to him.

Cole, however, does not retaliate, embodying a significant transformation he

has undergone through experiences with Garvey, the Spirit Bear, and his

time on the island. This restraint in the face of Peter’s provocation is an

outward testament to Cole’s internal change—his grappling with and

understanding of his anger, pain, and the cycle of violence he wishes to
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break.

In the midst of this emotional turmoil, the Spirit Bear, a symbol of healing

and forgiveness in the wilderness, appears, witnessing their vulnerable

moment. Its presence underscores the theme of the interconnectedness of life

and the possibility of redemption. Cole explains to Peter that being

'invisible'—a concept symbolizing self-awareness and harmony with the

world—allowed them both to see the bear, highlighting the shift in their

dynamic.

After the Spirit Bear leaves, a serene atmosphere envelops the boys. There’s

a silent acknowledgment of mutual forgiveness and understanding. They

find a second ancestor rock, using it as a way to metaphorically release their

anger, thus deepening their bond and commitment to moving forward.

Back at camp, Cole explains the symbolism of invisibility and integration

into the circle of life, tying it to their shared experience and growth. He

offers Peter the at.óow, a gift given to him by Garvey as a token of trust and

friendship. This gesture signifies Cole’s desire to mend their relationship and

his willingness to trust Peter.

The chapter concludes with the two carving a circle into the totem, a symbol

of unity, continuity, and the completion of a journey of forgiveness and

self-discovery. Garvey joins them, recognizing the significance of the circle
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and affirming their progress. The once contentious relationship between

Cole and Peter hints at a hopeful reconciliation, marked by mutual

understanding and a shared sense of belonging in the circle of life.
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