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The season’s first shiver comes on Thanksgiving morning, five days before the election.

It’s a passing shudder when I leave for work and see the dead leaves and pine needles standing defiantly through the soft snow that blankets the Passage Rouge Indian Reservation. The shudder becomes a shake as I scrape the frost glaze off my windshield and fumble with my car keys. I try to keep it together when I drive through what’s left of the Old Village, where my grandparents and ancestors once survived the harsh winters, but when I pass the blind corner outside the Chippewa Super, where ten years ago my mother eased her car onto Highway 92 and into the path of four high school kids with a handle of E&J brandy and a stolen 1994 Pontiac Grand Prix, the shiver is chattering my teeth together. But then it’s gone and I’m standing in the parking lot looking up at the log cabin facade of the Golden Eagle Casino and Resort, briefcase in hand, confused and thinking of a question my mother might have asked me had she lived to see this: Mitch Caddo, what, exactly, are you doing here?

I’m thirty years old, the youngest-ever tribal operations director for the Passage Rouge Nation of Lake Superior Anishinaabe, a tribe of about five thousand enrolled members. Our reservation is in the north woods of Wisconsin, nestled within a confluence of picturesque lakes and lush forest that has drawn the chimokomonaag, the whites, and their money for more than three centuries. We’re not huge like the Navajo nation, but we’re bigger than our neighbors in Bad River and Menominee, and we have federal recognition and a sovereign constitutional government. Its bureaucracy—legal, business development, education, safety, enrollment, health and family services, et al.—answers to me, and I’m also the chief operations officer of Passage Rouge Golden Eagle Enterprises, the limited-liability corporation that manages the day-to-day operations at the Golden Eagle Casino and Resort, the economic center of the reservation that rakes in $25 million a year, home of the loosest slots in the state.

I’m the suit and tie, the short haircut, the white-passing face of Passage Rouge when we have business with the chimokomonaag. On the top floor of the Golden Eagle, though, inside the Migizi Suite, presides the man I put up there just two years ago, Mack Beck, tribal president. While I take meetings with the state reps looking for outfield chatter for whatever Indian Country bills they’re moving through the legislature, or knuckle down with the governor’s office to discuss the compacts regulating our gaming operations, Mack Beck is the name at the top of the ticket, the ursine face smiling from the billboards and campaign signs staked along the highway. He represented us in the intertribal delegation to DC, where he grip-and-grinned with the president in the East Room of the White House, while I stayed in Passage Rouge for budget meetings, steering and development committees, and the granular minutiae that Mack Beck can’t be bothered with. He’s ceremonial in all senses of the word. He is the look. I’m the substance.

Does the unequal workload make me bitter? Not in the least. I’m a pragmatist. I’m too much of an outsider, a suburban Indian, to pull enough Passage Rouge votes to get anywhere near the council. Mack doesn’t have that problem. He looks the part and says the right words. Neither of us got here alone, and together we wield power not normally afforded to kids like us.

But what good is power if you can’t keep it? That’s the other part of my job. Over the last three months, I’ve handed over the bulk of my duties to the ancient order of aunties who run the tribal government so I can figure out how to get Mack reelected to another two-year term. In less than a week, the people of Passage Rouge will come down to the William R. Paulson Tribal Government Center on Peace Pipe Road to cast ballots for tribal president and council. Our election is too small for anything resembling scientific polling, but if you take the angry, misspelled all-caps posts on Facebook and the picketers loitering outside the Government Center as indicators of how our campaign is going, you might come to the reasonable conclusion that the president’s reelection prospects are in trouble. Or, in the words of our great orator and chief, straight-up fucked.

Is this the source of this morning’s shiver? The very real prospect of defeat? Nobody thinks that’s fun. And “fall guy” is in the unwritten job description of the operations director. I take the blame when everything goes wrong. His failure is my failure, and that’s the way it’s been from the jump.

But as I get myself correct in the lobby of the Eagle and swipe at the permanent sleeplessness in my reddened eyes, I suspect that this November shiver is bigger than just next week’s election. It’s an existential shiver. After all the sacrifices I’ve made, people I’ve disappointed, laws we may have broken, and maybe a lost election, is this all there is? Just what did I trade in my meager decency for?



On the morning of Thanksgiving, or rather, “Feast Day,” because Mack decided Passage Rouge would not honor the colonialist origins of the holiday, the people of our midsized reservation line up along Peace Pipe Road, the main drag in town. They’re in good spirits because we’re handing out the annual per capita checks—two G’s, double the usual amount, thanks to our last-minute raid on the general fund. Credit cards and overdue rents are about to be paid off, used cars and Christmas gifts are about to be bought, and on top of this, the first fifty tribal citizens in line get a free meal and a $20 casino voucher for a couple of spins inside. Are we buying votes or delivering on promises? Depends on whose camp you’re in.

I watch our constituents from the window of the Migizi Suite on the top floor of the four-story hotel, and Mack sees them too, a wary, contemptuous look clouding the usually ursine friendliness of his face. He’s going down there to dole out meals, hand out per capita checks, and remind them that in a week, they’re going to vote and they better make the right choice, although it’s possible—even probable—that these same people will vote for Gloria Hawkins, which has the president feeling morose this morning. He hasn’t said a word to me since I’ve come up to the suite, so I startle when he croaks, “Where the hell’s Bobby Lone Eagle?” He’s referring to our chief of police, who’s fetching the president’s ride, the Big Chief, from the car wash in town.

“He’s on his way. Wasn’t gonna make you walk your ass over there.”

“I just don’t want to be waiting on him at the valet stand with my hands in my pockets. Wouldn’t be a good look, right, Cuz?” We’re not really cousins in the literal sense. We are not related. Cuz is a name to keep me close, to make me feel like we are bound together by something other than our jobs, our office, our ambitions. We are family in our deeds. Our conspiracy. And maybe it’s his way of reminding me that if we’re going down, we’re going together.

I grunt in the affirmative and gently prod him over toward the door to get him moving. On our way out, he stops to check himself in the full-length mirror at the door, smooth down the whiskers, tug the front of his ribbon shirt to get it to drape just right. We get into the elevator, his breath whistling through the hairs in his nose. He’s white-knuckling a hangover, but when the elevator doors open up to the Golden Eagle’s gaming floor, he has willed himself sober, wearing a dreamy half-smile.

There’s a word for him, and that word is massive—he is a solid mass. Growing up, he was tall and skinny, but now he is tall and massive—not fat, not muscular, just massive. Covering this mass like a tarp is a satin shirt trimmed with blue and red ribbon, embroidered with flowers and vines. A beadwork thunderbird medallion as big as a teacup saucer dances a soft two-step along his massive chest as he walks through the casino. A flat-brimmed Washington Nationals hat sits on his head just a little off-center, and underneath, his hair is woven into a tight, long braid that lands in the middle of his massive back.

It doesn’t matter what they say about him in private—all the sniping, all the whispers. The gold-uniformed dealers and pit bosses stand at attention when they see him, and he nods at them as they tend to the twenty-four-hour churn of cards and chips. He can relax here. He can be himself. He lives upstairs.

His gravitational wake pulls me along with him into the casino. Bobby Lone Eagle, the chief of police and—let’s not forget, because I haven’t—one of my childhood tormentors, intercepts us at the mouth of the double row of blackjack tables in the grand atrium. Mack gives him a fist bump and Bobby falls in with us, and we set out for the golden doors that lead to the valet stand. That’s where our former tribal president and current shadow advisor Buzz Carlisle waits for us, making a big show of tapping the face of his Rolex to remind us that Indian time ain’t gonna cut it today. Our people are waiting in the cold for their checks. We see him, but that doesn’t make Mack walk any faster. We may have been good sports and kept him on as a consultant to preserve institutional knowledge, all that—no sense throwing out the pilot after hijacking the plane, right?—but he sure as hell acts like he’s still the boss. I guess after you’ve been tribal president for two decades, it’s hard to let go of the power. Get your asses in gear, he’s saying. He needs to teach us kids a few things, like the importance of punctuality.

But we’re fast learners, aren’t we? For instance, we learned in the last go-round that if you want to be chief and your name isn’t Arnault or Cota, you put on your piously traditional Indian persona and get your ass in front of the electorate and speak with a serious and measured tone about the need to go back to the old traditional ways, to rediscover the language of our ancestors, to build our nation to provide for the next seven generations of ancestors to come. You shake some hands and learn some names and make it rain for the right people at the right time.

This work doesn’t happen on the gaming floor. Sure, on this Feast Day morning, there’s no drought of gamblers leashed to their nine-line machines with their loyalty cards tracking their compulsions, inhaling Newports and exhaling gossip between slot spins. These are not our voters. The people most likely to actually vote await us outside the doors of the William R. Paulson Tribal Government Center, cold and hungry for their checks and free meals, which will be handed to them by their tribal president.

I may run the operation, but I’m meant to be invisible, to blend in. Mack, however, must dominate the room, and watching him never fails to fill my ears with that pleasing electric hum, the low-frequency rumble of power. Our grip on that power is shaky now, but we aren’t dead quite yet. Furtive glances shoot through our bones like gamma radiation as we parade across the gaming floor. He smiles at people who recognize him, his head tucked down in rehearsed humility. He is a head taller than anyone else, which is probably not true but feels true. Hands come out of nowhere and reach up and slap him on the shoulder. He turns his head slightly to acknowledge them.

We walk down the double row of blackjack tables underneath the ornate dome, its rim decorated with the silhouettes of our Anishinaabe ancestors and chimokomonaag traders meeting together in brotherhood to sign the treaty of La Pointe, and when one of those silhouettes moves, I realize I’m looking at a janitor with a vacuum cleaner strapped to his back. I know him. We paid for his mother’s wheelchair ramp because we look out for our people. With his free hand, the janitor waves at the president, but I’m the only one who catches it, and the sight of that silhouette cleaning up after the other silhouettes chills me like a blast of air-conditioning, and I lag after the entourage until the president turns around and notices I’m a few paces behind him. I can see him talking at me, but I don’t quite hear it over the electric dissonance of 250 video slot machines chiming at once, so he repeats himself: “You okay, Cuz? You got that look on your face.”

“Don’t worry about my face,” I say, more testily than I mean to. He pauses for a moment, takes too long to think of something smart to say, but he’s got nothing. He keeps moving down the aisle.

The casino is staffed by the recipients of the largesse we’ve bestowed on the people of Passage Rouge. There’s Tara Pochette, disinterestedly counting twenties behind the cashier’s cage in her gold uniform. Didn’t I grease the tribal housing authority to find her a new place after her husband almost ran her down in his truck outside the little HUD home she shared with her daughter? I did. And didn’t I lean on the head of personnel to get a sit-down job in the security room for Darrel “Petey” Pederson, who lost a chunk of his lower leg and his right foot in an ambush in the Anbar Province but now watches over all of us from the eyes in the sky? I did that too. I could go on. We’ve doled out these favors, hoping the word gets around that we’re here for the people. We care.

If Mack were running against a replacement-level candidate, some high school dropout with a big mouth and the ability to scribble their name on the tribal election form, reelection would be a slam dunk. But we’re running against Gloria Hawkins, Indian Country celebrity, or whatever passes as one. Perpetual granola party candidate, activist, best-selling memoirist, and go-to talking head pundit on Indian issues. This year, instead of running her usual stunt campaign for governor, she’s gotten it into her head that tribal president is less of a reach. She’s not wrong.

We arrive at the big golden doors of the casino and assemble next to the valet stand. The president needs to make an entrance, and he must come correct. A Ford Super Duty F-350—extended club cab, ice-white exterior, bulletproof tinted glass—idles in its haze of diesel exhaust.

The president does a walk-around. Bobby has just brought the Big Chief back from the car wash, but the ride from town has splattered the bumpers with sleet and road salt. Mack silently points them out, and Bobby kneels next to the truck like he’s whispering to it and rubs a chamois cloth over the white steel, stopping to give a last polish to the tribal license plate to make sure everyone can read the gleaming red letters: BGCHIEF.

Only then does the president heave open his door and climb into the passenger seat.

Buzz and Bobby and I get in after him, and Bobby guns the engine loud and whips out of the parking lot and onto the main road so we can cruise down Peace Pipe to be seen. It’s not far, just a minute of drive time over to the Government Center, where Bobby beep-beeps and the people in line all turn and wave as we drive by at ten miles an hour like we’re running a deer. The president sticks his paw through the half-open window to acknowledge our people as we pass.

When the Big Chief rolls to a stop at the front of the line, the president pushes open his armored door and steps down from the truck to a smattering of mitten-muffled applause. Buzz guides him to the folding tables under the tent near the front door. The president tries to smile in the sunlight, but it’s clearly blinding his raw eyes. He’s almost closing them to hide the redness. It’s hard to tell if people are happy to see him or if they know they’ll be getting their per capita checks shortly, but we’ll tamp down our doubts and ride any goodwill as far as it will take us.

There was a protest here as recently as an hour ago. I had to call up Bobby to move them along as politely as possible so they wouldn’t sour the good mood. It was nothing serious, just ten or so disgruntled Passage Rouge citizens shuffling listless circles around a drum. Bobby and his boys told them to take it on to the back of the Government Center, which they did. No blood was shed and no feelings were hurt, but we know they’re still there with their drum and their resentments. We just can’t hear them over the noise of our people, eagerly chatting and waiting on their per capita checks.

At the appointed time, just when that eager commotion threatens to turn salty, Bobby escorts the first people in line to the folding tables, and as they file past us, we hand out turkey dinners in Styrofoam clamshells to our people. The president, standing tall with his flat-brimmed cap askew, lording over the asphalt tundra like a mountain, beckons our people toward their bounty of dry turkey breast and wild rice stuffing. I work the back line, handing the president boxes. Birdie Johns—one of the aunties who runs the painstaking, mundane business of the tribe—sits at a folding table in her parka, marks off names on her list, and hands out checks from a metal cashbox.

This is the kind of event that brings out the best in the president. Face-to-face with our people. He likes playing the nice guy. I don’t know, maybe he really is nice. A little late in the game, sure, but we’re doing something unambiguously good, which is a goddamn miracle in tribal politics. Never mind the squad cars and the surplus armored vehicle, the MRAP, lined up on the street, or Bobby Lone Eagle and the rest of Passage Rouge’s finest in riot gear, checking IDs for bench warrants, hassling anybody who looks like they’ve drifted over from the sad protest going on in the back.

But just as I’m starting to feel good, a stiff wind whips up all the way over from Ogema Lake, blowing a glassy mist across the casino parking lot and lobbing tiny shards of ice over Peace Pipe, stinging my face. I turn my head away from the mist, and I see them, the people of Passage Rouge all lined up down Peace Pipe, laughing and happy, about to be flush with per cap money, and the sight makes me slump to the pavement and prop myself up against the brick wall of the Government Center. My arms and legs are seizing up. The voices and the laughter and holiday cheer fade as a tremor travels down my spine and settles in the area around my heart. Nobody seems to notice, though, and the gold-uniformed casino workers who have been dragooned into this volunteer work pick up my slack. But Mack knows. He glances at me and sees me sitting against the wall, with a slight look of—what? Contempt? Ridicule? But before anyone else notices, he quickly turns and beams that ursine friendly smile on the people in line, and I slowly reclaim my limbs and go back to handing him boxed meals and pretending that everything is fine. Weakness is a bad look this late in an election, especially one that we’re already losing, and if he senses my weakness, he will begin to doubt.

We jet when the line starts spacing out, a tactical retreat before we’re the last ones left in the parking lot. Mack waves both of his arms over his head to say good-bye to them, and there’s a muted applause as Bobby pulls the Big Chief up and beeps the truck horn. We all climb in. We’re going back to the Golden Eagle.

Buzz pats him on the shoulder from the back seat. “I tried to tell you, son,” he says, “the Santa suit would have been a big hit.”

But the president is not in the mood to joke around. He’s silent on the drive back, and I can’t tell if he’s fuming over the waste of his time and resources, or the pomposity of our entrance with the Chief. Either way, he’s blaming me. I told him to do it. I told him it was a good look. Now it feels ridiculous and foolish.

We drive around to the back of the hotel complex, park at the service doors, and climb down from the Chief. Mack resumes his early-morning hangover posture, carefully lurching forward to keep his head steady. Buzz gives me a wary look, and I follow him in. Sometimes taking the service route cheers up the president. Seeing the cashiers with their boxes going in and out of the cage, or soaking up the factory-like atmosphere of dealers and servers and pit bosses and shift supervisors reassures him of a reality that we’ve both invested time and resources in to ensure our political survival: that he and he alone is in command of this domain.

The truth is that in five days, Passage Rouge is going to vote. It’s my job to move a small but significant number of defectors back to our side. Checks and warm meals and goodwill might bring a few dozen back our way, but the rest will have to come from somewhere else, by means that he can’t be too aware of.

Things that only I can do.
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Two years ago, I was a tribal attorney working the sad, windowless courtroom in the Government Center. Like all other titles around here, calling myself a “tribal attorney” was a bit lofty. I was just a recent JD willing to do the shovel work in family court, mostly child welfare cases and executing protective orders. At first, it felt worthy and important, but after a year of writing suspension of parental rights petitions and dutifully submitting them to the court, a morbid train of thought started taking hold of me: If I wrote about fifty of these in a year, just how many traumatized, neglected kids were we talking about? How many families separated? How many tragedies were written into these neat and formal petitions I was taking to the family court judge? And how many more were in the offing in the thirty or so years ahead of me if I stayed?

My mother had given her life over to this kind of work—she was a social worker who ran the tribe’s family services department—but I suspected that I wasn’t as altruistic as she was. I wasn’t taking to being a tribal government bureaucrat, grinding away in a cinder block Government Center office while Buzz Carlisle and the council critters bought themselves new trucks and built additions to their houses and otherwise flaunted their corruption while the oxycontin and heroin flowed freely into the reservation. The whole system seemed designed to fill my caseload with a persistent onslaught of names that I couldn’t bear to learn, and with that president and that council, it didn’t seem likely that would change.

If that sounds like resentment bleeding from a wounded ego, I won’t argue. I’d graduated from Cornell Law and had spent a year interning on the Senate Indian Affairs Committee, where I drafted bills concerning Indian Country. One of them, concerning sovereignty and logging rights for a Ute band in Colorado, even became law. That led to a stint as a staffer in a senatorial office, but when that senator got beat in the midterms, I found I wasn’t as in demand as I’d thought.

So when Joe Beck, the tribe’s general counsel and one of my mother’s oldest friends, offered to set me up with a job in the family court, I took it. Just for a little while, he’d said. Just until you figure out your next move, brother. I took the job because I couldn’t say no to Joe and I figured I owed Passage Rouge for my education. And I owed Joe for so many other things.

But I was starting to feel trapped already, and went looking for ways to make my presence here in Passage Rouge matter. If I truly wanted to help my people, which is what I ostensibly came out here to do, I needed more power. The only problem was that I was a nonentity. I lived here when I was a kid, sure, but my mother moved us out long ago. I was enrolled, but people still use the term half-breed for people like me. I didn’t have family here anymore, much less family on council, nor did I have any connections other than Joe Beck, nor had I paid any dues.

But I did have my childhood buddy Mack Beck, who was everything I wasn’t. Mack was the director of the elder outreach program, a job in the government with none of the resentment or political baggage that came with my job as a prosecutor. He was married to Laurie, whom everybody on the reservation knew as Ms. Laurie, the second-grade teacher at Passage Rouge Elementary. Together they were raising a baby, CC. Mack was reservation-smart and armed with a degree in business and American Indian studies, he had a family, and all the elders loved him. And he looked the part: that long hair, that immovable mountain mass, the beadwork medallions and satin ribbon shirts. I was green, but even I could sense his potential. This was a candidate. All he needed was a little push.

He and I would hang out after work to bitch about our jobs, and one night, while we were having a beer in his living room, he told me the council was cutting the elder care program. He’d be out of a job at the end of the fiscal year. But he wasn’t scared, he said. He fed his baby from a bottle and took a swig from his own and looked up at me with that friendly ursine smile. “Was thinking of running for a council seat.”

To which I said, without thinking, “Why settle for a seat?” He laughed at that, but I was serious. “Yeah, you could get on the council. That’s easy. But you’d still be working for Buzz Carlisle.” He looked away. The baby cried, and as Mack put a bottle of milk to CC’s lips, I could see him dreaming past the limits of his imagination.

“You really think so, Cuz?”

I helped him file the paperwork the next day. The campaign signs went up around town. I booked his events, I wrote his talking points for when he debated Buzz in the Passage Rouge High School gym. I talked him out of quitting the race when he was feeling fatalistic about his chances, which happened often. I completely checked out of my job at family court, and Joe would send me concerned messages asking when I’d be done with “other pursuits,” not hiding his disappointment.

I didn’t expect Mack to win. Maybe we wouldn’t have if the reservation hadn’t had that blizzard a week before the election. Buzz hadn’t secured the propane contracts that kept the tanks full and the heat on in tribal housing. People were freezing in their living rooms, blaming Buzz as they shivered.

We came in on the Hope and Change election. Mack was the local boy with a fancy college degree, singing the old honor songs with the drum, saying the right words about treasuring the wisdom of our elders and ancestors but rejecting corruption and the tacit surrender to the drug trade. Sure, we squeaked out a victory on these promises two years ago, but then we learned that if you fail to fix the blight, you own it all: the drunk tank at full occupancy every weekend; shots fired in the HUD homes near the casino twice a month; and every day, the steady and persistent grumbling, barely audible from the safety of our offices but loud enough for us to know we’re failing our own people and doing absolutely fuck all to fix any of it.



Mack and I spend the rest of Feast Day in the casino buffet, watching the Patriots pile-driving the Lions on the big projection TV in the dining room. We eat a lukewarm feast of dry turkey and mashed potatoes from the buffet in silence, both of us brooding over the soundless glide of the election’s final week. We’re exhausted. The flat-brimmed cap on the president’s head no longer looks stylishly off-set; it just looks like he’d been whacked in the head and now he’s dazed and concussed. In the corridor just beyond the archway, a squad of tribal cops files by in their riot gear, military surplus M4s slung over their shoulders.

The president, warm Hennessy vapor wafting between us, breath whistling through his nose, puts his hand on my shoulder, brings me close to that ursine face, and says, “Did we do good, Cuz?”

There’s a sharp edge in this question. He’s mocking me. He’s gesturing to some hard truths that neither of us are ready to confront right now—not on Feast Day, anyway. He’s asking me, after all I’ve made him do for this job, did any of it matter?

“Yeah, Mack, I think we did,” I say, humoring him, which is something I’ve been doing for months now, attending to this dying campaign while also doing everything I can to keep it alive, stoking the fire in the blizzard. There is no benefit in telling him the truth. The truth is that we are novices who got lucky. His election was either a fluke or a setup to an awful joke.

He looks down at his half-eaten turkey dinner and pushes it across the table with a sour look on his face. He motions for a refill of his drink, and the waitress goes to the bar to fetch him a fresh pour of Hennessy.

“Do you remember,” he begins, leaning into me so his low voice can be heard above the scraping of forks on plates, “whenever we had Thanksgiving at the house, Joe always used to ask us what we were thankful for?”

My mother and I sometimes spent holidays at the Beck compound. The Becks weren’t family, but they were the closest we had to it, so we would go to that house and we would sit at the big dining table with Joe and his wife, Maureen, and their two adopted children—Mack and Layla, his younger sister—and for a night, I would have the fleeting feeling of not only being part of a larger family, but of a more powerful one, because Joe Beck was the tribe’s general counsel and had a hand in all of Passage Rouge’s business. Mack and Layla were the inheritors of his legacy. At least that’s what I thought when I was a kid.

“He used to make you do it. My mom and I got a pass. We were guests.”

“Yeah, and you did it anyway.”

“I thought it was appropriate.”

“ ‘I’m grateful for my mom,’ ” he says in a whiny imitation of me as a child. “ ‘I’m grateful for your family. Oh, you Becks are just swell.’ You were such a kiss-ass.”

“I meant what I said. I was grateful.”

I can see where he’s going with this, and it ain’t pretty. He continues what I’ve now realized is a monologue: “Big white man at the head of the table, surrounded by the hungry Indians. Me and Layla and Maureen. You and your moms. ‘What are you thankful for?’ And I’d get my turn and say, ‘I’m grateful for fuckin’ grub, chimokomon; now let’s eat.’ ” He smiles dreamily, not quite laughing at the thought but amused, while I struggle to remember a single Thanksgiving when he said anything like that. Maybe it was more of a feeling. This is his story, so I don’t know. “But you know him. You gotta be serious. All the time, serious. Solemn. Like an elder. He wanted us to be thankful for something, I don’t know, profound—like, ‘Oh, sir, I’m thankful to have this home, this reservation, where we live. Thank you, thank you, thank you for adopting me and taking me away from my moms. It’s a good day to be indigenous, yes sir.’ Big important chimokomon. Still needed us to sit up and perform for him. I never got it right. Not once. Because I wasn’t grateful in my heart, Cuz. Why would I be grateful?”

“I don’t know, Mack.”

“Guess I was supposed to be grateful to be living up in Joe Beck’s house and not in some Southside Chicago shooting gallery.”

“Right,” I say. Sure, I’ll placate his self-pity if that’s what he needs, but I will not talk shit about the Becks just to please him. That’s a red line. I’m suppressing the itch to say, Well, Mack, you owe Joe Beck too. If you hadn’t been burdened with his name, you never would have developed that ambition to get out from under its shadow. You would have never run for council, nor would you have the means to win. You grew up in their house, ate their food, and traded on your adopted father’s pull around here. A little Thanksgiving Day performing doesn’t seem like all that bad of a trade-off.

I could say this, but what good would that do? Or I could tell him that I was here eating this sad Feast Day dinner when I could have been with the Becks tonight. Yes, Maureen had called on Joe’s behalf and sounded like she was speaking through a bear-trap clenched jaw, but it was an invitation nonetheless, and I’d told her I’d think about it and then immediately blew it off. As much as I’d like to reconcile with the Becks, I’d rather do it from a position of strength. Mack has to win first. To do that, Mack and I have to be in perfect harmony for the next five days. So I keep my mouth shut and let him wallow around a little. No harm in that.

He puts a fresh toothpick to his lips and rolls it to the corner of his mouth. “So what are you grateful for, Cuz?”

“Grateful for the motherfuckin’ grub,” I say. “What else?”

“Heh.” Not quite a laugh, not quite a growl, just the guttural moan of the fatalism that he dives into when nobody’s looking. He rubs the sweat off his brow and worries the hairs of his neatly trimmed beard down and peers out at a half-empty buffet room, looking for things to burn. The day of thanks is over. We’ve moved from the subject of reelection on to retribution.

“Ain’t this some shit,” he says. “Ain’t this some shit, Cuz.”

It’s hard to disagree.
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I’m not from here. Not like Mack.

My mother, Rhonda Caddo, Ronnie to her friends, grew up in what’s known as the Old Village near Little Bow Lake, the original settlement of the Passage Rouge Anishinaabe (as opposed to the new village, centered around the casino, which was built around the Indian Agency and railway station and timber company town). She’d escaped—her words, not mine—and gone to college and graduate school in Milwaukee, where I was born. I have gauzy, incomplete memories of my mother and my father, just two kids trying in vain to love each other but failing. I remember the Saturday morning routine of waking my father, a blond white man with a handlebar mustache and a constant hangover, who slept off the previous night’s binges on the ratty couch in the living room of our little apartment. I remember him simpering at me from the porch late in the night, swaying and steadying himself on the doorjamb, begging me to open the latch. When I was six years old, he went to rehab, saw the Virgin Mary in a coffee stain or something, and took it as a sign to leave us for good. I came home from school one afternoon to find our things packed up in boxes in the back of our Chevy Citation. We drove to my grandparents’ house in the Old Village, and that’s where we lived for the next five years.

My grandparents looked after me when Mom was at work, but they were elderly and needed almost as much minding as I did. But they tried, in their way, and I would listen to my grandfather tell me his stories at the kitchen table, and my grandmother would try to teach me the few Anishinaabemowin words she remembered from her childhood. They were residential school survivors, World War II veterans—Navy and the WAC—reservation refugees in Chicago during the relocation years. My grandfather, the original Mitchell Caddo, was a fishing guide and a one-term council member, and my grandmother cleaned hotel rooms at the Northern Flame Lodge until it burned down in the eighties.

There was a constant, suffocating stillness inside the old house. My grandparents were never cruel to me, but I was afraid of their stern silence. I didn’t dare arouse the contempt they aimed at my mother. At night, I could hear them bicker at each other. My grandmother blamed my mother for driving away my father. She shamed her for moving back home. And at night, as I pretended to sleep, I’d listen helplessly to my mother’s muted weeping behind the thin walls.

I blamed myself for our exile in Passage Rouge. I sensed that my mother needed my help and that the best thing I could do for her was to be perfect. Never get in trouble in school. Bring back the best grades. I was determined to not add to her already long list of burdens.

My mother would always impress on me that no matter where we wandered on this earth (or at least in Wisconsin), Passage Rouge was the home of our ancestors. This place lived in my blood, she said. Passage Rouge would always be my home too. This may have been true for her, but I’d always suspected that for me, it would require some extra effort. So I went searching for ways to make it home.



Whenever my mother had to travel for work, she would leave me with her oldest friends, Maureen and Joe Beck. Their stately brick house on Ogema Lake was a world away from my grandparents’ clapboard shack in the Old Village. Up there, the water flowed clean from the taps and the house was always bright and warm and welcoming, resonating with the noise of a full and—I thought—happier family. Maureen reminded me of my mother; they could have been sisters, they looked so similar, and even though Joe was a white man like my absent father, he wore his hair in a single, thick, blond braid, and he was always interested in me and whatever I had to say. I lived for those pats on the head and kind words and sought out those morsels of fatherly affection whenever I could. I was starving for them and I could always rely on getting them at the Becks’.

Mack was my age. Layla was a couple of years younger. So of course I gravitated toward Mack. Layla was a pest, if for no other reason than she was a girl and she dared to be near us. Mack and I were young boys and we liked the same things—baseball cards, bikes, catching leeches and frogs out by the lake to put under Layla’s covers when she wasn’t looking, the usual kid stuff. Whenever we left the grounds of the Beck estate on his bike, Layla would chase after us and we would laugh at her as she receded from view.

I remember feeling, even then, that Mack needed to impress me with his superiority. He’d brag about the most outlandish things—he was the fastest runner in school, the richest, the smartest, the toughest boy in Passage Rouge. I believed that last one, if only because he was the biggest of all the boys around here. And he liked to fight.

The only place to play was a playground down Old Abe Street, overgrown with weeds, rusty tetherball poles, and a broken jungle gym with sharp metal burrs. This was territory that belonged to boys like Bobby Lone Eagle, whose father worked for the tribal police, and Franklin Carlisle, Buzz’s kid, who years later got popped with trafficking weight and is doing ten at FCI Leavenworth. They made my life miserable and their fathers were big men around here. But if I went up to that playground with Mack, riding on the back of his BMX, I was safe. Sure, they still came at us, but they couldn’t beat Mack, and when he was through pummeling them, he would put one of them in a headlock so I could take a free shot at them. It didn’t make me stronger and it didn’t inspire respect or fear, but that didn’t matter as much as winning, and little playground victories got us through those days.

As we grew older, we felt the rush of childish conspiracy, swiping candy cigarettes at the Ojibwe Super, stealing real cigarettes from aunties at the powwows, and laying waste to rez cars with M-80s and disappearing into the woods whenever our misadventures caught up with us. When I spent time with Mack Beck, I could almost believe what my mother said about this place. I almost felt like I could belong here. But that feeling dissipated if I was alone.

Wasn’t he the reservation Indian I wanted to be? If only I had the ease and comfort of never having to doubt where I came from. To wear that comfort around the dirty streets of downtown Passage Rouge, never bothered by the hard stares of those boys sitting out on the lawns and on the rusting husks of long-dead rez cars. To be secure in my own body and to know that I could take a beating and give one if I saw fit. If I couldn’t have that, I could borrow some of Mack’s, and he would let me because—well, I never quite knew why.

Maybe I was the only one around who would tolerate his boasting. Maybe he was just looking for a brother. I suppose I was too. I often wondered what it would be like to have siblings, and the truth was he may have been the closest I’d ever come to having one. But I kept that wondering secret, because I didn’t want my mother to know that I needed his friendship. I thought if she knew that I had some void inside me and the reason I had it was because of anything she’d done, it would break her heart. She must have sensed my need, though, and even though she disapproved of my spending time with him, she never forbade it.

So we continued to be best buds. On the surface, I’m sure I appeared to be his little subordinate. I was under his protection. He would fit check me before we’d take to the streets on our bikes. Untuck your shirts, dude, he’d say. The fuck are you wearing a Nirvana shirt up here? Ain’t nobody listen to that shit up here. Lose the glasses. If I was to be seen with him around the reservation, he wasn’t going to let me make him look bad. Mack and I would get into scraps, and I’d come away with blackened eyes and bruised ribs and bloody lips, but I could walk away from the fights with some semblance of dignity because I was with Mack, and Mack always won. He didn’t get black eyes because he was too tall to hit. He’d bloody his knuckles, he’d get his Jordans scuffed, but he always came away from these skirmishes a winner until we’d return to the Beck house, where Joe and Maureen would confine him to quarters while my mother wiped away the blood on my face with a rag. And she’d tell me, “You be careful around that Mack Beck,” but why would I have to watch out for Mack? It was those other boys who were pummeling me on the playground and in the streets. Mack was the only one protecting me out there. And didn’t she say to me, one of those times when I begged her to get us out of here, that we couldn’t run from our problems, and that I couldn’t rely on her to fight my battles for me? She was right—I could have Mack do the fighting. So what was the problem?

She was the one who needed protection, and I realize now that I was doing a lot of work keeping her from abject despair. My mother and I would dream together when she wasn’t sure where we’d be in six months, when money was tight, when her boss questioned her ability to do the work. She would concoct these grand escape plans and I’d listen to them and believe them with her. She clung to the belief that she could get a job doing similar work for more money in Madison any time she wanted. We could move into some magical old house with a big porch and settle in for good—really put down roots, she’d say. I wouldn’t have to switch schools every two years, and her work wouldn’t constantly remind her of the sadness of the reservation, as she had come to only see the tragedy, the unsolvable poverty, the dead ends.

I would help her get lost in these dreams. I’d fill in the details. I’d make so many friends and get on the debate team. I’d clean up my middling GPA and go to a good college, major in something that would get me a lucrative job, and take care of her in her old age. We’d forget these dreams the next day, out of embarrassment at their grandiosity. And I would be embarrassed because I’d left them incomplete. I couldn’t tell her I wanted a father or a brother—another person to depend on besides her—because she couldn’t be the one to give me everything I needed. I didn’t want her to feel like she’d failed, because even back then, I could sense that haunting her.

We lived in Passage Rouge for five years before she packed up our Chevy Citation again. After that, it seemed like every year we were moving to yet another small Wisconsin town, just long enough for me to settle in and make a few friends, only to start over a few miles down the road at the start of the next school year. But we never got away from Passage Rouge, not completely. We still had our obligations here.

Not long after we left, my grandmother had a stroke, paralyzing the left side of her body and robbing her of her ability to speak. We stayed for the summer, long enough to see her to the nursing home, where she died not long afterward. The next year, my grandfather, too proud to admit any physical or emotional pain, was diagnosed with stage 4 pancreatic cancer and died within three months.

After my grandfather died, my mother and I would stay over with the Becks, the house in the Old Village too haunted for us to enter. Maureen and Joe would take us into their home, and they would sit with my mother over the long night hours, drinking wine, playing endless games of cribbage, and when it was time, they would stand there next to her in the front pew at St. Mary’s for the Catholic ceremony, then on to the cemetery, where they would drop their handful of dirt into the grave, and Joe would put his hand on my shoulder and whisper, “Your grandfather was a proud, proud man.” And just a few years later, when we buried my mother in that same cemetery, he would say, “Brother, you’ll always have us,” and I would silently wonder what exactly that meant.



Ten years have passed since my mother’s accident, but this is still Passage Rouge. The intersection by the Chippewa Super is still blind to the traffic coming from Birchtree. The runoff still pools in the dip in the road next to the inlet, where it freezes black, indistinguishable from the asphalt.

As the last block in town, before brick and mortar and asphalt recede into forest, it’s the most visible place to put up campaign signs. There’s a picket of Gloria Hawkins campaign signs standing crooked in the snow. Gloria! Those navy blue and white Gloria! signs are everywhere now. I’ve been paying bounties to a couple of rez kids, five bucks a sign, more than she pays to have them made. How many of these damned Gloria! signs do I have piled in my garage?

I pull over to the side of the road, my car idling as the latest shiver makes my hands clutch the wheel and squeeze grooves into the fake leather covering. Fuck Feast Day—there’s nobody coming on the road and I’m right here. I get out and yank the signs from the snow one by one until I’m flinging them into the trees, and after the last one is uprooted and sent into the woods, the shiver subsides. Not entirely. Just enough so that I can calmly get back into my car and drive away, only to see more of them down the road, at the corner near the cemetery. Like the spirit of my mother in political placard form, waging her own campaign against me.



I drive back to the old house in the woods. I grab a Sam Adams from the otherwise bare refrigerator and open my laptop and get on the boards. The old gossip networks have migrated online now on social networking, where I have three burner accounts working a Facebook group called Passage Rouge Development and Rebuilding, a somewhat generic name. Among the notices for language classes and job postings for the new call center, among general shit-talking about the do-nothing council and the out-of-pocket police force, a curious citizen going by the name of “PR Shinnob” has a few simple, innocent questions: “Anybody look into Gloria’s enrollment? She enrolled? Heard she don’t have the blood quantum. Anybody know anything bout this?”

I log out and come back with another burner, who’s a little more certain: “Yah, I heard from someone up at enrollment that they might disenroll her. Total fraud.”

The third voice, who doesn’t have much to add except for noise, only says, “Whaaaat?” I don’t wait for the replies.

It’s funny how nobody’s ever questioned the identities of these burners over the past few months. Passage Rouge is a small world, but it’s still a world where you might not have met every cabin hermit or misanthrope with a dial-up connection. People don’t seem to care about who’s asking the question as much as the question itself: Just who the hell is Gloria Hawkins? Posed at the right time, the question raises doubts that are essential when a dozen or so voters could decide the whole thing, and you better believe a fair share of this electorate will graze over these posts and replies tonight and in a few days, with their pens poised and hovering between the little bubbles by the names, a small voice will remind them that they really know very little about this Gloria Hawkins person.

It’s not exactly artful, or clever. I wouldn’t put it on my CV. It’s the electronic equivalent of defacing her campaign signs. But we need all the help we can get, and if a few malevolent internet spirits can move a few votes our way, we’ll take it. I shut the laptop and call it a night. I sleep fitfully and dream about my mother.
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Black Friday morning finds us at the Senior Center, serving the elders breakfast. After all our elders have their plates and our clothes stink of frybread oil and sausage link grease, Mack sits among the gray heads at the tables and leans in so he can hear what they’re saying. He calls everyone Uncle or Auntie and plays that nice boy who still has lots and lots of ideas to get our people back to the old traditional ways, to the medicine that will heal our people. Winter, or biboon in Anishinaabemowin, is the time for stories—we tell them when the world outside is sleeping—and old Bill Johnson, known around here as one of those old-school storytellers, sits there in the middle of the common room telling a story where the Creator makes the people, sees his creations fall into vice and calamity, and just lays waste to whole generations, Old Testament style, rinsing and repeating until he gets it right. The story inspires a quick, almost guilty glance between me and Mack. What vice are we guilty of that will cause our getting flushed away for a better generation? We listen and hmm and laugh with old Bill when we’re supposed to, and Mack puts on that quiet, respectful face and at the end, thanks them for coming out (even though they live here at the home, but nobody dares correct him) and reminds them that Zella from the election committee will come by on Tuesday morning to pick up their ballots. He’s banking on carryover goodwill for when he was running the elder care programs, the meals on wheels, the socials, the storyteller sessions, but it’s difficult to tell if it makes any difference now.



Our next stop is our preelection rally at the high school gym. School’s out for the holiday, and the basketball hoops are hoisted up out of the way. The bleachers shake as a four-man drum beats time and sings preelection war songs at center court. We’ve invited the council critters, but only Pop Arnault is here and he’s making a point of not talking to Mack, hanging around the front of the bleachers and talking to his cronies, furtively looking at us as Mack tries to make nice with the scant crowd that’s shown up to pay tribute. I don’t have to see Mack’s face to know that he expects me to go over to Pop and remind him that he’s still on our ticket and that Gloria’s not his friend. But Pop’s already a lost cause. He’s telling people around the reservation that he’s embarrassed to be on the fliers with Mack and wants everyone to know that he’s a free agent this round. No, I will not cross this basketball court just so Pop can smirk in my face and say, Well, kid, I really would like to go up there and say hi, but the thing is…

“Comes to my rally and eye-fucks me,” Mack says to me as he glares across the basketball court. “We ought to get Bobby and kick his ass on out of here.”

“This ain’t high school,” I tell him, even though we’re currently sitting in one. “Don’t get snippy at him just because he’s playing smart.”

“And this ain’t some fuckin’ Ivy League a capella club, either, Cuz. You gotta show out if you want people to take you seriously. I reserve the right to use force.” He keeps mean-mugging at Pop and chewing on the toothpick in his mouth until a middle-aged man in a faded jean jacket staggers up the bleachers toward us, smelling like he’s had a couple of beers in the parking lot, and the president gives the man that phalange-crusher handshake and holds it for a moment and leans in to be heard. “How’s your boy?” Mack asks him.

“Aw, you know, he beat the state charges, but they’re still going after him on the federal stuff. He’s got the sentencing hearing next week.”

The president fills his lungs, lets out a long sigh, and shakes his head. “They went at him hard, hennit?” There’s that code switch in Mack’s voice, that “isn’t it?” with an H sound thrown in there to emphasize his rez accent. It’s not put on—it’s real—but I’m struck by how quickly he can change his voices, just fall into them depending on who he’s talking to. I have one voice, it seems to me, and it definitely ain’t rez.

“They did. He said he ain’t done nothing, but you know…” He appears startled by the last four beats of the drum and the silence afterward.

A faint smile. “I do know. I do.” The president puts his arm around the man’s shoulders, meaning to comfort a grieving father, but the glacial mass moving toward him makes the man shrink back until he is wholly subsumed in the president’s embrace. “Tell your boy to stay proud. Tell him to keep his dick up.” The man laughs and looks away in quiet shame, but the president gets close to his face and stares him in the eyes, because what he said was serious and needed to be taken seriously. “All of you. All of you stay proud. Them feds ain’t shit. You hear me?”

The man goes on even though it’s well past time to leave. “Yeah, I know, I know. We’re proud. He said he’s taking classes up there, reading a lot. He’s a good kid. I was thinking maybe you could write a letter for him. Something like that.”

A look of displeasure tightens the president’s face, but he recovers before the man notices. “A letter? What do you mean?” Mack glances in my direction with a bemused smile.

“You know, one of them letters you bring up to the court? Like at the sentencing hearing?”

The president looks to me again, as though he expects that I’d anticipated this unexpected request already. He gives me this look often lately, as recent events have challenged his illusions of complete control over his expansive domain. There’s an inconvenient though unassailable fact that keeps shitting on the president’s head: He might be Indian Country powerful, but anywhere outside of this reservation, he’s just another Indian without a law degree.

“Better be going on now,” the president tells him, and the man clumsily puts a cigarette up to his lips and almost lights it before he realizes he’s standing in the middle of a high school gym. When the man stumbles out of earshot, I can feel the president’s hot breath all the way to my eardrums: “Know a good drug lawyer?”

“Just bad ones,” I tell him. “Maybe we ought to keep out of this one.”

While that wide politician’s grin indicates fleeting amusement, he says, “I get it. Bad look. But that’s an Ellison, you feel? You know how many of them Ellisons live on this reservation?”

“I don’t know. How many?”

“Enough to matter. His boy’s got himself a county lawyer. Public defender. Let’s get him a good one.” He’s in an audible favor-doing kind of mood today, making sure he is heard in the immediate vicinity so the legend of the Great Mack Beck can circulate among the people. And I nod, sure, I’ll put that on the sched and maybe it’ll matter in the next couple of days and maybe not.

Mack, for his part, maintains that put-on serenity for a while, but he’s still contemplating Pop Arnault over there, who’s talking louder and gesticulating, playing for the cheap seats where we’re sitting. We don’t have to kick Pop out, because Pop slips out the side door after he’s made his point. Without anybody else on our ticket showing up, we have to act like we haven’t just thrown together our own funeral, and when the drummers hit the last beats and the scattered applause dies down so low you can hear the overhead lights buzz, Mack mumbles into the mic pressed right against his lips, his heavy breathing punctuating what has become his stock campaign speech: “Miigwich, thank you, all of you, for all the good work we done here—” This isn’t the barn burner it aspires to be, though. It’s more of a eulogy for the Mack Beck years and the die-hards who’ve bothered to show up seem to understand that they’ve shown up for the wake.

Afterward, as we leave in the Big Chief, he leans his head against the window and rubs at his jaw like someone’s hit him there. His mind is elsewhere. He has custody of his kid today, and when we stride into the lobby of the Golden Eagle, Laurie’s sitting in a club chair with their son wriggling in her lap. CC is bigger than I remembered—they grow fast. CC wrests free of his mother and runs headlong into Mack’s shins, and the president seems to forget the whole awful campaign and the losing and the responsibilities when he hoists that little boy up in his massive paws, presses his child’s face into his shoulder, and whispers something that I can’t hear into the boy’s ear. Laurie gets up and wordlessly hands Mack a baby bag and gives me a contemptuous look. Mack is oblivious to this. He’s babytalking, cooing. CC’s eyes are dark like black cherries, same as his father’s.

“I got somewhere I gotta be,” I say to him, but he doesn’t hear me, enthralled with his exit plan from all of this. If he loses next week, he goes back to being a dad. Who knows? Maybe he can fix things with Laurie and move back in with his family. Anything’s possible for the outgoing president. But what do I have? The next campaign event, that’s what. I hightail it on out of there to make the drive down Highway 92.



What I don’t tell Mack is that I’m going to the enemy camp to get a look-see at what Gloria’s up to, gather some intelligence, or, rather, conjure up some indignation by watching her campaign competently. Listen in to see if the online mudslinging about her enrollment is getting any traction. But the real reason I’m making this trip: an unexpected phone call late last night. I was asked to be here.

Gloria’s put together a late-afternoon “listening session” in a conference room at the Indian Health Service building, a new clinic that was planned during Buzz’s time and finished in Mack’s, and her presence there feels like a not-so-subtle rebuke. Where else is she supposed to campaign, I guess. It’s standing room only when I get there, so I post up at the exit and look over the crowd of gray heads in front of me. Gloria’s seated in a semicircle with Rose Paulson and Dolly Morrow, and she’s listening to one of them softly talk story about childhood in the boarding school, lots of eyes being dabbed in the audience while Gloria leans her head on her hands and nods sagely, angling her head downward as if in prayer, as when Rose talks about shivering in bed at night, abused by the nuns whenever she spoke Anishinaabemowin, thrust into an unknown and unknowable world hundreds of miles from her parents in Passage Rouge. In my heart, I feel a tinge of the shiver she must have felt. Don’t you dare compare yourself to that woman’s suffering. It’s not a comparison—it’s empathy. Do you hear yourself? Yes, I do. I shivered the same way in the cold and dark ten years ago, but you weren’t around to see it.

With a tight-lipped smile, Gloria cries dignified, sorrowful tears that read all the way in the back of the room. It’s a story I know from listening to my own grandparents—not exactly the same story, of course, but, I suppose, one of those stories that feels immediate and distant at the same time, and in spite of knowing who I am and why I’m here, I join in the collective solemnity as she recalls that hard bed and those cold tears, my eyes fixing on the figure seated next to her, so impossibly small up there, the familiar face, the flowy shawl with the same subtle flower and vine motif running along the wall behind her.

Whenever I see Gloria, I remember a dusty summer years ago, knocking on doors with my mother in her hiking boots and “Gloria!” T-shirt. Long hours of canvassing for a doomed campaign for Congress. My mother was used to approaching unfriendly houses and did it with a sort of manic enthusiasm that I was convinced would get us shot as trespassers. My mother and Gloria were college friends, or so my mother claimed, although it didn’t seem like they were very close at all. My mother and I pounded that pavement for her, hours upon hours, but although I barely knew anything about politics, I could tell from the mean stares and the slammed doors that she’d lose handily in the fall. In the motel room where my mother and I rested after those long canvasses, where she watched her movies from the eighties on TV and Vaselined the blisters on her feet, where I stared into the screen of my Game Boy, I asked her, casually, why we were doing this all for a loser. Why get those blisters, why sweat through our clothes, why suffer the backwoods hicks who hated us so for a candidate who sure didn’t act all that friendly to my mother, even though they supposedly went way back? I realized my mistake immediately. My mother’s manically friendly demeanor disappeared and she became grave. “I’m not friends with any losers,” my mother said. “And winning is beside the point.” Gloria lost by fifteen points in that election, and I felt humiliated—for Gloria, for my mother, for me. I didn’t want to make any points. I didn’t care about moral victories. I wanted to win.

Well, now Gloria’s playing to win, isn’t she? Her face is the same, even fifteen years later. There’s grim certainty in her eyes even when she affects breezy sophistication or respectful piousness (whenever the occasion calls for it). She’s running a real campaign this time.

After Dolly ends her story, the applause leaves my ears ringing, and through tears, Gloria smiles at her and reaches for her hand and says, “Miigwich for that. You are such a wonder.” The audience hmms together, politely agreeing with Gloria that Dolly is, in fact, a wonder. “And let me say, also, broadly, with all our hearts, miigwich to our mothers. To all our ancestors and relations.” And as the room applauds her gratitude, she turns over the mic to a younger woman who I can only see in silhouette but whose movements are familiar to me. The silhouette puts her hand over her eyes like she’s in the crow’s nest scanning the shore, searching the room for raised hands and toting the mic to people in the audience.

Someone asks her about how the tribe plans on addressing the wave of overdoses on the reservation. “As you know,” she says, “the health board has been instrumental in keeping those numbers lower, but we desperately need more treatment options. Pure and simple. The current president and council don’t seem to understand this at all. We need to put our revenue to better use than just handing out checks and hoping people will spend their money correctly.” An answer that sounds good but leaves the audience uneasy. The addiction crisis is concerning and pernicious, yes, but they like those per cap checks. And I would ask—if I only had that mic—how comfortable she would be putting the hammer down on the dealers and the wholesalers who’ve set up shop in the tribe-assisted housing in town. The guys with the guns aren’t exactly cowed by feel-good social programs.

The next questioner asks about closing the snowmobile trails off to the chimokomonaag, and that one gets a little more enthusiasm because Gloria’s all about sticking it to the sportsmen. The woman with the mic stumbles her way across the room to the next questioner, who asks Gloria if she would continue our policy of banishing drug trafficking suspects from the reservation boundaries.

“I’m not going to outright reject one of our most potent options,” Gloria says after some careful thought. “It’s certainly one way to exercise our sovereignty, but we should consider whether that policy tramples civil rights more than it helps the crime rate. The current administration has used this option quite a bit, yet they haven’t done anything to protect our rights either. We need balance.” There are people in this audience who are likely related to some of those banished people, so there’s some more hmming and some clapping for that one.

I put my hand up. Gloria squints into the lights, shields her eyes with her hand. “Mitchell!” she says, outwardly brightening, marveling that I’ve decided to show my face at her event. “Everyone, this is Mitch Caddo. If I’m not mistaken, he works for the current tribal president.” I see darkened heads turn toward me, their disgust palpable even in silhouette.

Layla comes my way and holds the mic up to my face. “Why won’t you debate?” I say into the mic. The gray heads turn to me, shake their heads.

Here, I am just Ronnie’s precocious but utterly clueless son. Those disapproving faces turn back to Gloria, and she considers her words for a long moment. “A while back, I was consulting on my friend Bill’s campaign as his Indian Country liaison. Imagine that. And we would talk and talk—he’s as charming as he looks on TV, you know. He knew I’d run for office before, and he gave me a good piece of advice. He said, ‘Gloria, you can always tell who’s losing an election by the people who are demanding a debate.’ And that’s my answer.” The righteous applause that fills the room has a mean edge. It takes forever to die down.

When it does, Layla gives me a satisfied look before she heads over to the next questioner, who asks about how a Gloria presidency would support our local artisans, which apparently will be a priority for business development over what she dares to call “rackets” like the payday loans and the casino.

Gloria does this effortlessly, untroubled by self-doubt, all with a look of serenity on her face—the same one I knew when my mother and I knocked on doors for her so many years ago. And I think, Why is this so irritating? What is my case against her? She’s so genial up there, so at ease, but if you count the years, I’ve lived here longer than she has and yet she claims this place as her own when even I wouldn’t go that far.

Is this simply about time served? my mother asks. No, just worth considering that it’s arrogant to believe she can just drop in whenever she feels like it, whenever convenient to her ambitions. Careful there, kiddo. Someone’s liable to say the same thing about you.

It’s something else then. It’s the simple fact that Gloria’s here in this room, while my mother is not.

When the meeting breaks, I wait out the line of people seeking an audience with her, and after she’s glad-handed her last admirer, I approach her as she starts packing up her notes and spill-proof coffee mug into her bag. “Boozhoo, Mitchell,” she says, not looking up from her packing until she’s done, but when she does, she brightens. We’re old friends again. “I think you set me up for my best line of the night.” A girl in a jingle dress sidles up to her and puts her arm around her waist. This must be Ada, Gloria’s daughter. Gloria kisses the top of her head and returns to beaming at me.

“Don’t mention it,” I say. “But I meant it. Let’s have it out in public. We can set it up. Any time this week.”

She smiles at me. “I wouldn’t want you to go through the trouble. And besides—” This time she makes me wait for what she’s going to say. “There’s no need for things to get nastier than they already are.” There’s a clipped politeness in her words, which, in the nicest, most respectful way possible, suggests this discussion is over.

I sense someone sidling up to us, and I look away from Gloria and see Layla Beck standing beside me. She playfully jabs me on the shoulder with the dead mic in her hand. “Be nice,” she says.

Gloria pretends she doesn’t hear this, even though she’s giving that pained smile and pulling the little girl’s hair back and running her fingers through it.

“I am being nice,” I say. “My question was sincere.”

“This is Mitch Caddo being sincere?” I realize she’s dressed like Gloria, swaddled in flowy navy cashmere with turquoise-beaded dream catchers dangling from her ears. I turn to talk to Gloria again, but Layla’s executed the screen and Gloria’s already juked away from us, already headed for the exit, towing her overstuffed bag and the little girl behind her, and when I look back at Layla, she’s got that satisfied smile. She’s done her job.

I’m not sure what I want to say to Layla. I’m finding words suddenly elusive. “How long you staying?”

“Just for Thanksgiving,” she says. “I’m leaving tomorrow. Work’s been super busy.”

“I bet.”

She’s smiling at me, maybe still surprised that I’d taken her up on coming out here. That I’d even taken her call. I suppose I’m just as surprised. “So.”

“So.”

“Yeah, so. You wanted me to come down for this?”

“Oh relax. There’s no agenda. I just didn’t get a chance to see you this whole time I’ve been down here. I didn’t think you were going to actually ask her anything. I mean, you did it to yourself, you know.”

“I think you still owe me a drink.”

“A drink?” She draws it out. “Mitch Caddo, mingling with the enemy.”

“Come on. How long has it been?”

She considers it a moment, looks around the meeting room. “I have to put the chairs back and pack up. How about in an hour? Six o’clock. Outside town.”
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The Hideout is miles away from Passage Rouge, far from anyone—let’s just say Mack or Bobby or Buzz—who would, for their own reasons, find this meeting between Layla Beck and me curious. The Hideout was a fishing resort where the Depression-era bank robbers and members of the Chicago Outfit would lam it whenever things got heavy in the Windy City. Hence the name. Now it’s just another white people bar. The lights are soft over the log cabin walls, decorated with framed black- and-white mug shots of gangsters, and now that we’re past Thanksgiving, Christmas tinsel and garlands line the liquor shelves and the TV. It’s also the end of deer season, and tonight the bar mostly serves up post-hunting Buds and Coors for white sportsmen wearing camo caps and orange vests.

Layla lives in Madison these days, where she’s been working as a paralegal for a nonprofit legal aid firm as she marks time before the LSATs and law school somewhere nice. Before she called last night, we hadn’t spoken to each other since Mack’s election, so I’m a little anxious.

She comes through the door fifteen minutes past six, brushing the light powder of snow off the sleeves of a houndstooth overcoat and carefully unknotting a crimson cashmere scarf. She’s wearing Gloria Hawkins campaign buttons on both lapels, and I can’t tell if the buttons are supposed to needle me or if she’s wearing them ironically (although that’s just wishful thinking, because her dad’s backing the Gloria campaign with his money and contacts). Her hair is up in a messy winter-battered bun, and she brushes a stray lock out of her face before she hugs me. She takes a long time looking over the bar menu as I surreptitiously contemplate her profile—the soft chin, the big eyes that never seem to close all the way, the ears half-hidden behind the copper and black hair. She snaps the menu shut and orders a wine that’s probably been sitting on the shelf since gangster times. While the bartender searches the shelves for the bottle, she’s already judged that this is not her type of place.

“Must we sit at the bar, Mr. Caddo?” she says in a low drawl, the formality an old inside joke from our lost summer together. She rubs at her temple, careful not to smear her cat’s-eye eyeliner, and feigns a disinterested look surveying the bar. “I feel a little on display for these dipshits.” She’s the only woman under the age of fifty in here. The hunters have noticed her and aren’t being subtle with their leering. We ferry our drinks over to a booth in the back, where we sit on opposite sides of a pitted and worn oak table, realizing too late that the table puts us at barely audible distance from each other. A portrait of Sam Giancana in his trilby and sunglasses hangs on the wall above us. He used to own a cabin nearby.

“He elected Kennedy,” I say, nodding at the picture. That’s me, purveyor of useless facts, deploying little tidbits for God-knows-what reason. “Momo Giancana.”

“Did he now?” She looks into the screen of her Motorola and glances up at the door as though she expects to see someone there. “And then somebody shot him in his kitchen.” She makes a finger gun and her thumb comes down like the hammer, and she mouths the “pow.” “Right in the head.”

She tries to appear casual, but she’s glancing at the door again. I reposition to get in her eyeline. “Bobby’s babysitting the president tonight. If that’s why you keep looking over there.”

“Mack and Bobby. What a duo.”

“I’ll never understand why you married Bobby.”

“You and I will not be talking about Bobby,” she says. “I know you like to joke, but we’re just not going there, okay?”

“Okay, okay. No Bobby talk.” I point at the Gloria Hawkins campaign buttons on her coat and ask, “All in on Gloria, aren’t you? You running her campaign now?”

“I’m door-knocking. Volunteering. And I babysat her daughter. I don’t know shit about running campaigns.”

“You babysat her kid? Does that count as volunteering?”

“I was paid a fair wage, thank you.”

“Did she pay you in campaign buttons?”

“I knew you’d have something smart to say about them.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to send me a message.”

“The message is I believe in her cause.”

“Her cause? It’s just another campaign. Just like us. Nothing more inherently noble in it.”

“Is banishing people from the reservation your idea of campaigning?” she says. “Or disenrollments? How many people have you kicked off the rolls now? You and Mack must really love getting to pick who’s Indian and who’s not.”

“All I know is that Gloria’s just looking for a photo op and a title so she can run for governor with the Hemp and Patchouli party and split the Democratic vote. Again. You know it’s true.”

“No, it’s not.” She laughs uncomfortably, probing to see if we’re just bantering or straight-up fighting. I’m not sure, either. I’m horrified by what’s coming out of my mouth but powerless to stop it. “This the debate you were looking for back there?”

“You’d be overqualified,” I say, vainly hoping a compliment might ease this unanticipated but very real tension. “Running her campaign.”

“Tribal politics are so gross. I mean, just look what happened to you.” She tsk-tsk-tsks, making her eyes wide in exaggerated pity for what she sees: an election-addled half-corpse slouching lifelessly in the seat across from her. “Oh my God, I’m kidding, Mitch. Don’t be sensitive. You look fine. Really. You look good.”

“So good you had to say it twice.”

“Just take the compliment already,” she says, and she picks up my beer by the bottleneck and pushes it across the table like she’s moving a chess piece. “This one’s on me, by the way.”

“Look at you. Rolling in legal aid money.” I don’t mean to be mean. It just comes out that way.

“I was going to order bottle service in the VIP room, but I didn’t want to intimidate you.”

Whether or not she knows it, she has an advantage: I miss her. And she seems intent on showing me that she has not spent the last few years pining after the likes of Mitch Caddo. She may be down for a quick drink and some light sparring, but she’s summoned me for other reasons, one of them becoming suddenly clear as she tucks her hair behind her ear and looks up at the tin-tiled ceiling.

“You want to talk about your dad,” I say. “Might as well get it out of the way.”

“More like he wants to talk about you,” she says. Her eyes shift away from me and down at the salt and pepper shakers and the napkins on our table. She picks up her wineglass but doesn’t sip from it. “He worries about you. His words: ‘I worry about Mitch.’ ” She says this last bit in an uncanny imitation of Joe’s mild and sagacious monotone. She’s just like Mack sometimes. Good with the voices.

“He sent you to talk some sense in me, huh.”

“I sent myself. I had this—morbid curiosity to see if he was right. If you were this whole other person. I mean, working for Mack, living out here. You never seemed like the type.”

“What type is that?” I try to laugh this off, but once it’s clear she’s not teasing, I ask, “Why does it matter to you?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I get why Mack’s being shitty. Whatever. Mack is Mack. But what are you worried about? You know, Gloria wants to keep you around. If you wanted to stay on.”

“How considerate of her.”

“She remembers when you were a nice little boy. She was asking about you at Thanksgiving.”

Ah, well played. Making a point of how isolated I am. Everyone sitting around the dining room at the Beck estate—Joe, Maureen, Gloria, herself—with their Feast Day dinner served on the good china with perfectly paired white wine, cozy and happy and lamenting the less fortunate Mitch Caddos of the world, while I stewed in an empty casino buffet, watching a game I didn’t care about as Mack drank himself silent before driving back to my ice-dam-prone house in the woods.

“I have a job already. And she hasn’t won yet.”

“Small detail. Guess we’ll know in a week.” She sucks on her teeth.

“Guess so.”

We both take a pause to wonder why we thought it would be good to meet in some chimokomon bar miles from the reservation. Now where’s that nostalgic rush I had when she came in? She puts her face in her hands and lets out a groan, exaggerated to be heard over the clinking glasses and the Bucks game blaring on the TVs. “I come back and everybody’s crazy sauce over here. Over some stupid little election. It’s all they were talking about at Thanksgiving dinner. Feast Day, I mean.” She’s trying to cover her very real frustration. I feel as twisted up as she is. But there’s no profit in letting her know that. It would only prove that she’s right.

“You wouldn’t think it’s so stupid if you lived up here.”

“Oh, please explain it all to little old me,” she says, putting her chin on her hands and leaning forward. “Why, gosh, you’ve lived among the Indians for two whole years. Multiple years! You’re a real elder now. Tell me the wisdom of why a little election matters so much that you’d be such a dick to my dad.”

“I’m not being a dick,” I say, a little too quickly. “We’re just not talking right now.”

“Sorry,” she says. “I don’t really see the difference.” She looks down at her glass as though she’s just realizing it’s a cup of poison, an expression that doesn’t change when she looks up at me.

“Always so good to see you,” I say. I toast her with my half-finished beer. “Thanks for this, by the way.”

“Yeah, you’re welcome,” she says.

Outside, we’re awkward and unsure of how this parting is supposed to go, deciding at last to hug and mumble our good-byes and flee to our cars in the parking lot. Before leaving, though, she gives me an uncertain but subtly distasteful look, enough to let me know that I’m in for another long span of years until I see her again. As I wait for the car to warm up, I breathe on my palm and sniff it for alcohol fumes. Her Mercedes rolls by and slips on the ice at the edge of the lot. I can’t help feeling like I’m looking at the taillights of some lost opportunity disappearing down 92.

I give her a head start so I won’t have to chase her bumper back into town. Once she’s gone, the answers to her implications suddenly come to me: Yes, I’ll grant that I’m a different person, Layla. I have a channel for all those abstract wishes and desires you claimed to admire in me way back when. I execute the decisions of a multimillion-dollar corporation that also happens to be a sovereign nation. Instead of sitting in a seminar room full of grad students talking treaty rights, I take the government to court and make that shit happen. Instead of wishing away the poverty on this reservation, I make the decisions that keep people employed and fed. For all her books and TV appearances and famous friends, Gloria’s 0-4 in elections and has never held the accountability that Mack and I live with every day. And I fully understand something that sometimes gives me a little three-o’clock-in-the-morning shiver: I like the power.

Yes, I’ve been directing the tribal president’s banishment policies against Passage Rouge’s pill pushers and dope dealers. They don’t deserve to be here and nobody’s shedding any tears for them. As tribal operations director, I make those banishments happen, and I’m proud to do it. Why should we allow felons to take up valuable tribal housing? Why should we expect anything different from the same players on the same field? Why should we let people like the teenagers who killed my mother just go about their business and keep reoffending until someone else winds up dead? Banishment—while distasteful—at least sends a message that we don’t want that shit here.

I don’t feel the need to apologize for any of this.

She’s right about something, though: my relationship with Joe, whatever’s left of it. That’s what stings the most. Joe isn’t icing me out. No, I’d iced him out so I could ignore an inconvenient fact about myself that I’d rather not cop to: I want to feel like I matter around here, and if mattering meant defying him, well, I’d made that decision already, hadn’t I? You better believe I matter around here.
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On November 21, 2000, shortly after my mother pulled out of the parking lot of the Chippewa Super on Highway 92 into the path of that stolen Pontiac Grand Prix, Joe Beck flew his Cessna down to Madison to swoop me back to Passage Rouge. He was doing that thing where you pretend that death is just a part of life, just another milestone, a marker of time. She didn’t die horribly in a senseless and random car accident—no, she’d walked on to the spirit world. I wasn’t going to witness the aftermath of her violent death—I was going to say bye-bye. Euphemisms weren’t making it any easier, and when he picked me up from my dorm, I’d worked up a good head of anger that I dared him to poke at.

But when I got into the car and felt the air blowing from the heater and saw the redness in his eyes, that spark died and my anger seemed pitiably small and petty. He gave me a weak attempt at a reassuring smile and said, “Hop on in, brother.” He was wearing court pinstripes, a starched white shirt, and a satin black tie that was probably expensive but looked cheap. His long hair, now silver, was woven into a tight braid and lay over his shoulder like a metallic snake. He didn’t try to defuse my grief with that death-is-a-part-of-life business. He didn’t say anything. We drove to the airport in stunned silence. We passed through a chain-link gate and crept past a row of single-engine prop planes parked on the taxiway outside the hangar. The wings on all the planes glittered with frost under the glow of a single, blue-tinged streetlight. He stopped the car in front of the nose of his Cessna, got out, and ran his hand along the leading edge of the wing. He came back to the car, shaking his head.

“Can’t fly like that,” he said. “Come on inside. We’ll defrost a little.” I followed him into a cavernous hangar. He set down a pair of folding chairs in the middle of the tarmac, and together we watched a couple of teenagers from the private airport tow the plane inside with a tractor. When they were done, he got up to file the flight plan inside the terminal while I sat alone in the center of that gray expanse, feeling a deep chill take hold in my hands while the Cessna’s wings wept the tears that refused to come from my eyes.

My mother was forty-two years old. She’d just moved back to Passage Rouge, a new beginning for her now that I’d moved out. She’d left the dead-end job with the state, and now she was running the tribe’s Department of Family Services. She’d stopped dyeing her grays, she’d said. She’d even quit smoking. She was embarking on this new life, all those ideas and dreams she’d had for years were materializing before her, and now I was just supposed to believe that it was over? That she was gone?

Joe and I waited silently in that hangar for an hour, between the bright white skin of the Cessna and the naked, disembodied engine from another plane on a block, its cowling laid out on an oil-stained tarp, and when the frost had melted and dripped onto the concrete, Joe handed me a towel. He set a folding stepladder next to the plane and told me to mop up the trailing edges of the Cessna’s wings. He took one side, and I took the other.

When we finally strapped in, he handed me a clunky metal box with an orange screen, a handheld GPS unit. “See that number?” he said, gently tapping the screen with his well-manicured finger. “That’s how many miles we got to go, brother. Just keep calling me numbers while we’re up there. Okay?” It gave me something to do instead of thinking of the last time I saw my mother. I kept my head down and my eyes on that orange LCD screen as we taxied to the runway that ran us into the night, and when I looked up, there was only darkness, nets of streetlights passing underneath us, the soft glow of the instrument panel lighting up Joe’s face, always looking through the matte sky ahead of us. Every twenty or so miles I mumbled the numbers into the headset: A hundred miles. Eighty. Sixty. Joe spoke only to the air traffic controllers following our flight over the distant orange constellations of the tiny towns and suburbs until we touched down on the airstrip twenty miles from Passage Rouge.

His voice in the headset—crackling electrically and loud—spoke words that would never sound quite like truth: “Welcome home, brother.”



At Joe’s house, a trio of older men were digging the fire pit next to a pile of cedar boughs. One of them was Waabizh Paulson, a medicine man I’d met before. The two other men were strangers to me. In my disorientation, I thought they were digging a grave for her there in Joe and Maureen’s backyard, which was crazy but something I was primed to believe possible. Joe said something to them in Anishinaabemowin. When he was done, Waabizh grunted an acknowledgment of my presence, looked up at me with pitying, half-lidded eyes, and went back to working on the pit.

“This is your mom’s fire,” Joe told me. “It’s supposed to light her way into the spirit world.” He said it with such self-seriousness that I must have blanched or looked at him skeptically, so he added, “You don’t have to believe it now. But I’m telling you, brother, she did. Wholeheartedly. That’s all that matters right now.” He handed me a soft pack of Lucky Strikes—not to smoke but to burn in the flames as an offer to the Creator. I nearly crushed the pack in my fist as I watched the elders spark the birch logs, their heat radiating into the night. They set down a lawn chair for me, and I spent hours prodding listlessly at the heart of the flames with a long, crooked stick and tried to feel anything besides what I felt.

I tended that fire for three days and nights. Visitors came and went from the Beck estate the whole time, distant voices, shapes moving in my peripheral vision, but when I’d taken my seat in the circle, I’d crossed into someplace where it didn’t matter who was out there or what was being said. There was a warm, flickering center and everything outside the circle was cold and dark, and for long stretches of time, that was the only thing I could think of. Joe would come down and sit for a few minutes and make sure I ate whatever warm food he’d brought down to me, but he left me alone to my thoughts and he’d creep back up to the house. I would jam my hands into my pockets and watch that fire for any sign of it going out. I was afraid to take my eyes off it, and when I fell asleep, I would jerk myself awake, terrified that it was gone.

But was that true fear of my mother’s spirit being left in the dark? Or was it the more immediate fear of disappointing Joe and the elders who made the fire? I told myself that I was tending to my mom’s spirit, sure, but since then, every time I’ve tried to will that belief in the spirit back into reality, I come up short. I can’t feel it. All I feel is the cold. The real fear those nights, the real pain, came from looking into the face of those elders—people I’d met before but had never felt close to—and seeing not compassion but impassivity. I felt like they were ignoring me. I feared that they thought I was just some white boy. They held a knowledge that they would never share with me, might even feel the need to protect from me, and because I didn’t have my mother anymore to escort me into this world, I’d lost not only her but a place that was supposed to be a home. I was being turned away.

Even Buzz Carlisle came to the fire that first morning to pay his respects. He told me about all the good work that my mother had done for the Passage Rouge Housing Authority. She’s one of your department heads, I wanted to say to him, and she was Family Services, not Housing. I would’ve corrected him if he wasn’t already nattering on about how proud he was that I was in college and how getting an education was important and I should go back and do well in school and—I tuned him out. He didn’t know her. He didn’t know me, either, and never would.

That first night, I passed out in the chair and awoke into the blue hours before dawn. The fire was out, the smoke now a fine haze, barely perceptible except for the smell and the burn in my eyes. The fear of leaving my mother’s spirit in that darkness sent me into a dreadful panic, and I tossed another log into the center and hoped that I hadn’t failed her. This felt urgently real to me, and I was in a sort of frenzy about it until I could see the first yellow flames licking up the birchbark.

I stood up and staggered into the woods, exhausted yet chasing something. I didn’t know what it was, but I followed its invisible tracks all the way down the path to the lake, where there was the shell of an old wooden canoe in a nest of overgrowth and rotted spars. I walked up to the edge of the water. The lily pads glittered with November frost, taking on the first ice of the year. Here I tried to recall the sound of my mother’s voice. The last time we talked was over the phone, and we’d argued because I’d burned through my per cap check too fast. She had tuition and room and board to pay for, but she’d taken a pay cut to work here in Passage Rouge. What’ll you do when I’m gone? An accusation of unseriousness. That question had stung and humiliated me, but now that she was gone, I strained to hear her voice but couldn’t. This was another thing that was being taken from me, and I was certain that I was to blame. I’d fallen asleep on my watch and let her spirit go blindly into a dark and unknowable world, and now everything about her was gone.

I must have been standing by the lake for a long time, just going through permutations, scenarios. What if she hadn’t left work early? What if she’d never moved to Passage Rouge? The sky turned pink over Ogema. I waited for a voice to come. There was only the faint lapping of the lake and then the sound of footsteps behind me.

“What’s out there, brother?” I could hear Joe walking through the snow, but I didn’t turn around. He must have been watching me all night from the house.

“Nothing,” I said.

“She is,” he said. “Can you hear her?” As though he knew just what I’d been struggling with here on the shore.

“I don’t hear anything,” I said.

Joe put his hand on my shoulder and a cold arrow shot through my body, a light trembling like the feeling of gravity failing, a cold, red sun promising warmth but not delivering, a car pulling into the wrong intersection at the wrong time, a sudden feeling that I couldn’t trust the world or anyone or any place anymore. I didn’t hear my mother’s spirit, just a shift in the wind, a groan of swaying timber, a shiver.
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Joe and Maureen’s house sits hidden off the main highway, unseen and unheard but sensed, a black hole in the middle of the woods. But from muscle memory, I know where to turn off the road. I key in the code to the gate in front, and it opens up soundlessly to a driveway that meanders through a stand of squat pine trees, first to the left, then the right, ending at a neat, plaza-tiled courtyard. There’s a redbrick house, a similarly appointed guesthouse across the courtyard, and a heated garage with spaces for his and hers Mercedes. Sometimes I fool myself into thinking that I grew up here, but in the winter light of my estrangement from the Becks, it feels like crude parody of my childhood memories of this place.

Joe’s in the garage, wearing a sort of Wyoming rancher getup: shearling coat with a Navajo geometric design, dark jeans, a pair of stylish but sturdy leather work boots. And that old silver hair, soft and translucent with age, tied in a braid down his back. My mother, who knew him from when she was in college in Milwaukee, where he was a prelaw adjunct, was never fooled by his pretensions. Joe’s a good egg, she’d say, but he likes his costumes. The costume is meant to conceal his Harvard and Cornell Law education. That Beck family money. The family firm back in Boston. My mother didn’t resent him for this, but she maintained a guarded suspicion of his motives, even after knowing him for years.

He’s inspecting the sides of a birchbark canoe, stalking it with a wood plane, looking for burrs or other slight imperfections and shaving them off, sliver by sliver.

I’m not sure what to say to him, so I’m reticent, edging closer to the garage so I won’t startle him. He must have been out here since daybreak. He’s working under a pair of bare bulbs in cages hanging from the rafters, a long shadow cast over the heated concrete floor. I feel like I’m entering an interrogation room and my shiver acts accordingly, bracing me into a defensive position.

“Looks done to me,” I say to him cautiously. He doesn’t startle. He heard my footsteps dragging across the driveway.

“Not quite there yet,” he says. He’s taken on the long stare and meaningful pause of an elder. He can’t help himself. He puts the plane down on the workbench and stands a little taller. “Not until it gets out on the water. The bark swells, closes the gaps in the seams. Makes it watertight. The final step is use. Those ancestors of yours were some clever engineers.”

Joe’s been working on this canoe with Waabizh Paulson for a while now, going back to when he and I were still talking. I tagged along when he and Waabizh went out into the deepest woods of the reservation for just the right tree, the three of us wandering farther into the woods until there was no road noise, nothing except for our ragged winter breathing and the loon calls over the lake. Waabizh picked out the tree, just pointed with his lips and grunted, and I slit the bark with Joe’s jackknife, peeled it off the trunk and hauled it back like a rolled-up carpet in quiet triumph. It’s my last good memory with Joe. A few weeks later, Mack and I jump-started the campaign, and that put an end to all that.

“Bet you can’t wait to get that out on Ogema,” I say.

“Well, it’s not for me,” he says, but he doesn’t elaborate. He takes a long, admiring look, as though his gaze will smooth down the sides of the canoe. “Waabizh will bless it in the spring. Then the maiden voyage. You should come.”

Yes, let’s pretend that I’ll still have a job then. That I won’t be fleeing from an outraged mob of Passage Rouge voters, hanging from the skids of the last helicopter out. Let’s dream. “I’ll be there.” It feels good, if only for a moment, to carry on like normal. But I’m uncomfortable with this closeness. We’re supposed to be fighting.

“I saw Layla yesterday,” I say.

“Oh, yes, Layla,” he says, as though she’s just an associate at his firm and, yes, he’s heard of her and likes her work. “She missed you at Thanksgiving.”

“She said you did too.”

“Maybe it’s because you’ve been missing.”

I make a strangled noise, a smooth rejoinder getting lost somewhere between brain and mouth, from which he seems to take some mild satisfaction. “I’ve been here the whole time, Joe.”

“Oh?” He circles around the canoe on its sawhorses. He brushes birchbark shavings off the sleeves of his Navajo coat. From his pallor, from the thinness of his neck, I can’t help but wonder if he’s sick and I haven’t noticed. We talk business on the phone every week or so, send a few terse but professional emails to each other, but I don’t see him anymore.

I should mention that these days, Joe supposedly answers to me. He’s still general counsel, appointed by the president, same as he was under Buzz Carlisle. In his time, Joe had helped to get the casino built and had wrested back control of thousands of acres of stolen land. Mack had wanted to fire him the day he took office, but I’d calmed him down with assurances that we’d hold the sword over his head and drop it on him when the time was right. What I couldn’t say was that we needed him, just like we needed Buzz. But more than that, I had those inconvenient pangs of guilt when I remembered how Joe had looked after me after my mother died. He’d helped me get my Anishinaabe name. He’d counseled me and mentored me and molded me into what he thought I should be.

But my affection for him is always tempered, isn’t it? Remembering what my mother thought of him. And the distance he’s always imposed on us. When he arranged a job for me, it wasn’t with his private practice, the land tenure work. No, he thought it was better if I started in family court, prosecuting Indian Child Welfare Act cases, domestic disputes, the quiet, permanent tragedy of Passage Rouge. I should have been grateful for this work, but I’d projected a future in the larger-scale political world outside Passage Rouge. I wasn’t meant to sit in a windowless courtroom, misery upon misery with no foreseeable end. And I resented that my impatience and the resentments I had made me feel like a brat.

“Big week,” he says. He presses his lips together and waits for my reaction.

“It is.”

“I thought it might be nice to clear the air before—well, all the smoke and fire.” But does “clearing the air” mean promising to do what he thinks is best? He might say the opposite—some variation of “you’re in the driver’s seat here, brother”—but there will always be something withheld, approval or actual sentiment. I will have to guess what it is.

“I’m listening,” I say.

“Someone’s spreading rumors online about Gloria. Nasty ones.”

“Rumors? What are they saying?” That was fast. Only a couple of days.

“Mitch,” he says, his disappointment palpable in his tone. “I know what you boys have been up to. You’re not being clever. Or subtle.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say. It always surprises me how fast I can lie, especially to Joe Beck. “Subtle isn’t good politics these days.”

“Brother, you’ve known Gloria all your life,” he says. “You know it’s not true.”

“She can always come down to the Government Center and have a real debate. That would put those questions to bed, wouldn’t it?”

“Mitch,” he says, but he can’t seem to get to the point he was trying to raise. He turns away and starts putting away some tools he’d left out. “I always think about you this time of year, brother. It’s hard for me too.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean I miss her. Your mother.”

“I’d rather not get into it,” I say, because what else are you supposed to say when confronted like this? I’d rather not examine what my mother would think of this whole situation. The voice of self-reproach sounds an awful lot like her voice. Sometimes it feels like I can’t miss her, because her spirit, lost in the woods, follows me everywhere I go, giving me that kind of motherly love that tells me that I’m doing something wrong, that I’ve lost my way like she has, that I’m just as much of a ghost as she is. Or I might as well be.

But he’s found himself a nice angle and he’s not about to give it up. “Gloria was good friends with her,” he says. “And your mother never would have questioned whether Gloria was from here.”

“If Gloria was such good friends with her, why did she skip the funeral?”

“She had her reasons. Let’s be fair.”

“No, you’re right. Reasons. She lost the governor’s race that year. She was sad.”

“Mitch.”

“Did she really think she was going to win? Was she that devastated?”

“That ain’t it, brother,” he says. He presses his lips together again, pained by how I’ve turned out. “I’m just saying this time of year is hard for everybody. And maybe we can get back to being friends again after we have the election in the rearview. How does that sound?”

He gives me a moment to think about it. I’m beginning to feel the wet, November cold in the garage. I never seem to dress for it. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk politics,” I say. I try to hide the tremble in my voice.

He nods and goes back to admiring the birchbark canoe as though it’s just appeared in the garage. “Okay,” he says with not a little resignation. “That sounds like a start.”

We have to leave it at that. What else is there to do? I’ve paid my visit. I turn from him and head down the driveway, looking back once to see him tracing one of the carvings with his finger to flick off the sawdust. I watch him like this for a moment, and he doesn’t seem to take any notice of me, lost inside the maze of that carved-in vine that runs along the side of the hull.



On my way back to the car, I hear my name coming from the house. Maureen Beck is striding out to my car. She’s calling my name begrudgingly, and she’s carrying a large tinfoil tray that she thrusts into my arms.

“This is for you,” she says. There’s distrust in her eyes, but still, she’s come out and she’s trying to feed me, which activates some hidden gratitude that I didn’t know was there. “My fridge is bursting. You need to take it.”

“Miigwich,” I say, looking down at the dented and wrinkled lid, hefting it as if the weight will tell me what’s in it.

She rolls her eyes when I use the Anishinaabemowin word. “You’re welcome,” she says pointedly. “It was a shame you couldn’t come out for Thanksgiving. Layla wanted to see you, you know.”

“I know. She told me.”

“She did. Good.”

“And I told her why I didn’t come.”

“I’m sure.” She looks down at the tray in my hands. “Heat that in the oven. Don’t nuke it.”

She turns and leaves me and I get into my car, feeling maybe a little humiliated, a little small with my tray of scraps, and I angrily think, Isn’t this what they’ve always given me? Scraps? Things that resemble the bigger things? Gestures to suggest that I’m close but not that close? I listen. I hear them. I’ve been trying to show them that I don’t need them.
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At Peace Pipe Road and 92, the tribal police have parked their cruisers at the crossroads and lit up their roof lights. The MRAP is parked in the middle of the road, choking the traffic as far as the causeway. Tribal cops are checking IDs, inspecting undercarriages with mirrors, cradling rifles, grimly reveling in acting out their military operation. The eyes of one of the cops squint at me behind a visor. “You really need my ID, Randy?” I ask him.

“Gotta check everybody. Sorry, boss.”

“The hell’s going on?”

He pulls down his balaclava to smile at me and then waves me through.

The front of the Government Center is thick with picket signs and the swelling ranks of protesters. I park in the back lot and sneak into the building through the service door. Bobby has his platoon assembled in the main hallway, all wearing full riot kits: bulletproof vests, ballistic helmets, faces shielded with plexiglass visors.

“Bad vibes,” Bobby says to me. “The natives are restless.”

“They’re still being friendly,” I say to him, but that doesn’t placate him. I go to the glass door to get a look outside, but he keeps his hand on my shoulder as though he’ll yank me backward if things get live out there. “Tell your guys to keep cool, you hear?”

Bobby’s officers are putting heavy chains on the front doors and shuttering the windows with plywood sheets. The chanting outside echoes throughout the empty cinder block halls. Bobby has four of his guys posted up in the front. They stand just inside the door, holding their riot shields as a phalanx, bracing for those doors to come crashing inward.

Which seems ridiculous, of course. There’s a line of tents along the road, not quite an act of civil disobedience, more like a campground. That’s all they’re doing, really. Camping. There’s more menace in the Ogema Lake Summer Powwow. The protesters have built a pine-bough lodge in the center of the lot, next to a fire tended by a couple of elders in snowmobile suits. A group of singers are standing and talking beside a drum, and any sound of discord is so muted that I can almost hear the buckskin heads humming with the noise of passing traffic. Standing at the edges of the lot, a gaggle of Passage Rouge High School kids hold up signs saying, “Honor the Elderly, Listen to Youth,” and they pass out bottles of water from a Chippewa Super shopping bag.

Then the plywood goes up over the window I’m looking out of, and the last of the daylight is blocked and I’m standing dumbly next to Bobby in the fluorescent bulbs in the hallway. He looks at me as though he’s startled I’m still here, like I’ve been invisible to him this whole time.

“We got this,” he tells me. He bumps his fist against his Kevlar vest. “I got this.”

It’s Saturday, so it’s just the skeleton crew working at the Government Center. The tribal operations department is open all weekend for licenses and other paperwork. The janitors are deep-cleaning the building, preemptively—and prematurely, if you ask me—scrubbing and scraping away the grime of the Mack Beck administration. People like Birdie Johns and Geraldine at the window there, looking out over the gathering protest outside, are ready for the new boss.

“Oh, lookie who Deb’s with,” Geraldine says, pointing into the crowd swelling in the lot. “She was all up on that one at the Nest the other night.”

“Pshhh,” Birdie says. “Did she really bring the new snag to hold up her sign for the old snag?”

“Shit, she did.” They laugh together, prodding each other’s arms, but after they notice me, they go quiet. I smile at them, and they begrudgingly make room for me to get a better look at the crowd.

The people of Passage Rouge protest for sport. What else is there to do around here? Last year we had an angry contingent complaining about the size of the per capita payments. The year before, it was about the bonds the tribe had to take out to keep the casino out of receivership. Before that, it was about unionizing the casino staff. These protests were all small and relatively well behaved, just some sign carriers walking in circles and chanting their slogans. They made their point and faded out on their own, the natural order of things around here.

So what brings the noise this time? Well, officially, they’re mad about the disenrollments and banishments. If I’m being honest, I get it. But it’s not like we invented banishment—the tribe banished people from the village since time immemorial, and if you look at it with some admittedly warped logic, you could argue it’s a traditional practice. Sure, Buzz kicked it into high gear, taking whole families off the rolls to free up already scarce spots in tribal housing. It wasn’t merely coincidence that some of those disenrolled were potential political rivals, or parties to whatever ancient family feuds gnawed at Buzz’s secret insecurities. And sure, we continued and maybe amplified the use of this policy, but I would argue that we haven’t used it corruptly, like Buzz had. We’re trying to make a difference, but nobody wants to see that. Our good intentions don’t seem to matter very much to this crowd of protesters.

The policy is simple but effective. If a nonenrolled resident—or a previously enrolled member, wink wink—catches a charge in the county, we can exile them from the reservation, no conviction necessary. Just a unanimous vote at the council meeting. Boom, they’re persona non grata. The vote is always unanimous. We’ve banished about fifty low-level dealers, domestic abusers, general disturbers of the peace, and while this option hasn’t brought down the numbers as much as we’d like, we keep using it because we’re exercising sovereignty and self-determination. We couldn’t depend on the higher powers with this. Indian Country issues don’t get the US attorney any attention. So we kick a few noncitizens out. Big deal. This land belongs to us, and we say who’s welcome here.

As I watch from above, there’s a barely perceptible lift in the energy. They’re crowding around the edge of the lot, picket signs and puffy coats obscuring my view of the new arrival, but I glimpse her through the signs: Gloria Hawkins making her rounds. She’s very popular down there. She moves determinedly through the crowd, wrapped inside a loose black overcoat, and though her expression looks annoyed at the wind blowing her hair sideways, she graciously receives the people and takes their hands in hers and looks them in the eyes from the great beyond where she comes from. And, yep, trailing a few steps behind, her daughter wearing that same jingle dress from the other night and Layla. She’s a head taller than Gloria, and though I might be imagining it, she’s peering up at the windows of the Government Center, craning her neck, until she settles on my glowering face. She smiles, satisfied that I’ve seen her, and she catches up to Gloria and hands her a bullhorn.

The applause is muffled behind the glass. She takes up the bullhorn, one connected to a handset. I can’t make out the electronically garbled random bits of Anishinaabemowin and activist jargon, but whatever she’s saying, she’s hitting all her marks and looking good, and they’re eating it up down there while I lose sight of Layla behind the thicket of protest signs.



By the time I get downstairs and past the police cordon, the traveling Gloria show—and Layla with it—has already pulled up stakes and blown town, with the leftover cotton-candy high of Gloria’s speech still wending its way between the picket signs. Some of these protesters look at me like they know me. Some of them stood with Mack last election.

I reach for my phone, pull up Layla’s number, let my finger hover over the send button long enough to play out the conversation we’re about to have before I work up the nerve to press the button and wait for her to pick up.

“Hey, I’m on the road and my cell reception is shitty. You keep going in and out.”

“You left already?” I can’t hide the disappointment in my voice. “I’m down in the lot. Didn’t I just see you down here?”

“You’re downstairs at the protest? How brave of you!”

“Come on. I just wanted to catch you before you left.” One more chance to not leave it the way we did last night, I do not say. “I wanted to tell you that I went out to see him this morning. You happy?”

“Oh?” Her voice is fuzzed with electronic crackle. “Sure, happy as a clam.”

“Why do people say that?”

“It’s called a figure of speech,” she says. “Mitch, it’s good you went out to see my dad. I’m sure he was glad to see you.”

“I’m not so sure he was. Look, I get why—”

“You’re cutting in and out,” she says. “Really, Mitch, it’s good.”

Before she can get rid of me, I tell her, without quite believing that it will ever happen now, “It’d be nice to see you after all this is done. We never talk anymore.”

“And whose fault is that?” She laughs, which is an encouraging sign, and I’m struck by how good it makes me feel to hear that tone in her voice.

“Not mine. Not all mine, anyway.”

I can almost hear her rolling her eyes. “Okay, Mitch Caddo. Don’t get hurt down there. Bye-bye, now.”

Then the line beeps twice and she’s gone. Next time, I’ll know what to say to her. If there is a next time.

I feel exposed and unprotected after she hangs up, as though she were accompanying me just by being on the phone. There’s no real purpose for me to be down here besides to see her. Yet I feel myself drawn to the wigwam they’re putting up in the center of the lot. I try not to look anybody in the eye as I make my way through the crowd of protesters. They’re holding placards with pictures of banished friends or relatives with their dates on them like they’re dead, all on the same blue background, same font. This is a coordinated, branded protest, more organized than the stragglers we had just yesterday. And the pictures aren’t the mean mug shots displayed on the tribe’s website; they’re family pictures, candid shots taken with children or wives or husbands, smiles in the sun.

Laurie Hope is one of those sign carriers. She’s got CC bundled up in a little Pendleton coat, and he’s wriggling and crying and pressing his face into her shoulder as she tries to wrangle him. The sign she’s balancing on her other shoulder is a photo of her banished cousin. She’s never confused me for a friend—I am the personification of her ex-husband’s indiscretions and shortcomings—so when she sees me, she’s deploying that sarcastic edge when she calls out my name and challenging me: “You gonna rat me out to Mack?” Laurie is born and raised rez and has a natural distrust of city Indians like me. Her makeup is thick and claylike in the daylight, ferocity drawn into her sharp eyebrows and cheekbones.

“Do you want me to?”

“Tell him whatever you want.”

Laurie’s always been able to see through me. She was suspicious when I started hanging out with Mack, when I was intruding into the life they shared together. She knew I was swelling Mack’s head with delusions of grandeur, and her suspicions were justified. He would have been better off listening to her instead of me because Ms. Laurie of the second grade is a much more substantive person than I am. Laurie is a living reminder that impatient ambition, misplaced resentment, or just a moment of garden-variety boneheadedness at an exact life-ruining instant can truly fuck over your life. If Mack only knew what he’d truly lost.

I know she’s never liked me, yet I’ve always felt a certain deference to her judgments of character. I can see her logic, even though she’s taken it to such an extreme that she seems to think I’ve stolen Mack away from her, and in turn, she’s focused her wrath and hurt feelings—well, whatever resentment’s left over after Mack gets his share—on me instead of the women on the powwow circuit he was messing around with. I understand her jealousy. I avoid her as much as possible.

I angle my head to try to get a look at CC, but she reflexively turns and holds him tighter to protect him from my sight.

“How are you doing?” I ask.

She sniffs and looks around at the protest. “The checks are on time. Do you send the payoffs, or does he do it?”

“That’s all him. He just wants to make sure you and CC are taken care of.”

“Oh, I’m sure. Taken care of. Paid off.” Her sharp laugh rouses CC, who starts beating her shoulders with tiny, balled-up fists. “Do you like your work? Cleaning up his messes? Because I’m sure as hell glad I don’t have to do that nonsense anymore.”

Satisfied, she hoists her placard up with one arm, the other mama-bear crushing CC, who’s wriggling even harder now, and she turns toward the ring of signs, mouthing along to a chant that I can’t make out.

When I finally get to the wigwam, I see Waabizh Paulson holding one of the lodge poles in place, and without thinking too hard about it, I go over and kneel at his feet to hold the bottom of the lodge pole as he and a couple of other elders I recognize lash the ends together at the top. I can smell the boughs as they put it over the skeletal birch frame, and like that night ten years ago, I’m watching them build another fire while I shiver to myself. When the flames really get going, I warm my hands over them.

There’s a sorrow in this work, a certain grimness on his part, just as it was when my mother died, and I try to put that memory out of my mind as I stand next to him. He nods at my shaking hand.

“Cold?”

One of the other guys says, “Boy’s shaking like a rez dog shitting a peach pit,” which prompts a round of laughter from the assembled elders.

This is where Buzz finds me. He’s holding a shot-sized cup of coffee from the smoke shop across the street. His eyes survey the protest. He doesn’t seem to mind the reproachful glances aimed his way. He knows he’s unwelcome here, but Buzz likes playing the heel in this electoral wrestling match. His self-satisfied presence, his dainty sips from the tiny coffee cup, and the smirk on his lips say, You know, all you kids had a good thing going with old Buzz Carlisle. Wasn’t nobody protesting then, was there?

He gestures at the fire, not caring if the elders hear him. “Open flame on public property. They’re gonna be getting their pitchforks and torches soon.”

“It’s a sacred fire,” I say. “They’re praying over it.”

“We’ll see how sacred it is when the sun goes down and the freeze comes in. People are liable to get very unsacred, real quick.”

The cops at the door dodge something thrown in their direction. A plastic water bottle, thrown lazily, more of a compulsory gesture of protest rather than a righteous outburst of anger. One of the cops regards it curiously and then rolls it back with his toe.

Waabizh and the other elders around the lodge and the fire are taking interest in our loitering. Buzz taps my arm and leads me away from their gaze. “Let’s walk.” After we’re out of earshot, he says, “This never happened in my time. But if it did, you know what I’d do?” I shake my head, and I know I’m not going to like whatever he says. He conducts a symphony of chaos with his hand: “First, I’d call up a backhoe, dump a load of dirt on that fire there. Get us a bulldozer too. Clear out that lodge. You make sure there ain’t no pipes or medicines in there, knock that little shanty down. All mopped up in an hour’s time. Everybody home for supper.”

“Brute force,” I say. “Hennit.”

He wheezes when he laughs, then pumps his fist in the air in mock protest. “How many of them do you think are enrolled? I don’t recognize half of ’em. You can bet Gloria promised she’d get ’em all Indian cards. Open the books. Pshhh.”

“What about the high school kids over there? The elders? You saw Waabizh.”

He lets out a flustered sigh, which condenses as a cloud of vapor hanging between us. The college boy’s naivete is working his last nerve. “I ain’t worried about no Waabizh Paulson. You think he’s some kind of leader out here. I known me some real medicine men in my time. And I don’t want to think about where our people are at if he’s the last of ’em.”

“Well,” I say, hoping to reestablish who’s in charge here, “it ain’t your time, is it?”

“Ain’t yours either,” he says. “That boy up in the Migizi Suite is calling the shots. And he wants a motion in to the council by sundown to get Gloria off the rolls. That part about the sundown, that’s how he put it. O-la. Cowboy talk. That’s what the old ones used to call dramatic sensibility.”

“He disenrolls anybody else, we’ll be out of members.”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t matter to him. Wants to squash her good. By any means necessary.”

“It’s a really bad look. And right before the election.”

“Sure,” he says. “If there is an election.” He gives me a little side-eye, that look of amusement still there. He tilts back his ball cap until it almost falls off his head.

“Jesus.”

“Just kidding,” Buzz says. “But he’s real sweet on this idea of disenrolling Gloria. I tried to talk some sense into him, I did. I told him good luck doing that before Election Day. Ain’t happening. Got stacks and stacks of ballots with her name printed on ’em. You want the election committee to just throw ’em all in the trash?” He sighs again. “Disenrollment takes time. You know how long it takes to disenroll someone and make it stick? That boy’s got some big feelings, though. I mean, what do you think? You know him as well as anybody.”

This here’s some sort of trap. Then again, I always suspect that when I’m talking to Buzz. Yes, if only he can get a little daylight between Mack and me. How convenient for the old man. We fought him hard two years ago, and we’d beaten him, but Buzz Carlisle is wily, ain’t he? He’s embedded himself into the works as deeply as a wood tick. Deep enough to think he’s still in charge, and while I’d love to put him in his place, the last thing I need before an election—besides last-minute disenrollments and civil disturbance, of course—is Buzz going all subversive on us. So I humor him. Nod along with his faux wisdom and the wizened elder act. Let him forget that sword hanging above his head.

He takes another long look at the crowd. They’ve started a listless circle around the wigwam, a sad simulacrum of a powwow, lofting their Gloria signs and chanting “No justice, no peace!” to a smattering of cheering and whistling. They’re just stretching. Warming up their jeering muscles.

“I keep telling you, Mitch. These people out here? They ain’t voting. They ain’t anybody. Half-breeds and outsiders. Stop worrying about them so much.” With this, Buzz affects that soulful, silent stare that graced his official portrait, the one that ran in the paper next to his monthly communiqué to the people of Passage Rouge.

I feel a change in the barometric pressure, an attention vacuum. Everyone else senses it, too. There’s something jumping off in the middle of the lot. The officers have cornered Waabizh, who ignores them as he kindles the fire. The guys from the drum have set down their beaters and are trying to run defense and get in between the officers and Waabizh, but the police keep moving and pushing forward and telling everyone to make some room for them.

Bobby emerges from behind the glass doors of the Government Center and stalks the growing discord in the lot. Once he’s got a read on the situation, he comes up behind Waabizh, still down on his haunches in front of the fire, and grabs the old man’s wrists and yanks his arms back. Waabizh looks like he’s tumbling over, but Bobby hauls him up before he can face-plant into the flames. His watch cap slips off and falls to the pavement, leaving his sparse white hair floating in the breeze. It takes only a few seconds for Bobby to zip-tie his wrists behind his back and hand him off to one of the other officers, who kicks at Waabizh’s leg and pushes him toward Peace Pipe and the police wagon parked on the shoulder. There’s jeering from the crowd, and the officers assume their defensive posture, plexiglass riot shields up and nightsticks out.

This is when Waabizh’s son, Reed Paulson, storms up to the front of the Government Center. He’s not scared of the skirmish line, or Bobby’s psycho-with-a-badge look. Even behind the visor, I can see the bulging veins around his temples, the slight cross in his eyes. Reed leans his face into that visor, spittle flying between them. “You leave this fire alone!” The picket signs are closing ranks, encircling the officers in a palisade of sawed-off hockey sticks and cardboard. “Are you all seeing this?” Reed says, and he’s appealing to all of us now. “Are you all seeing this?” He fastens on me: “You see this? Are you watching? You! J.Crew Indian! You see what they’re doing? Are you going to do something about this? What about you, old man?”

Buzz points at himself. “Who, me?”

“Yeah, you! I know who you are. You seeing this? You see what they’re doing?”

“Yeah, I see it,” Buzz says. “I got eyes.”

Reed whirls around, takes an awkward half-step when he sees Bobby has advanced on him. With both hands, he shoves Bobby by the bulletproof vest, but Bobby doesn’t move. The wind off Ogema dies down, and it’s suddenly quiet. Bobby unhooks a can of mace from his belt and sprays noxious yellow into Reed’s face as though he were watering a plant.

Reed goes down onto the salty asphalt, his nose and eyes and sparsely whiskered cheeks red with tears and snot. There’s a communal deliberation of whether to jump the few officers out here, uncertain glances exchanged but nobody taking the initiative. Bobby looks down at Reed curiously, as though he was truly wondering why Reed’s taken so badly to a spray of mace, and after he gets a good look, he backs away toward the shelter of the Government Center, leaving the body lying there while another officer finishes the zip-ties and drags Reed across the pavement by the epaulets of his jacket.

I can’t be sure if anything has happened at all, as though it all played out in my head. But another water bottle sails through the air and explodes on the sidewalk at the officer’s feet.

“You hate to see it,” Buzz says. He winks at me. “You really do.”

I walk up to Bobby, who doesn’t recognize me at first and puts his hand on the can of mace hooked onto his belt. “You want some of this?” he says in a slow and lazy rez accent. It occurs to me, belatedly, that I could get a blast too, but then he pulls down his balaclava.

“The hell was that?” I say.

Bobby looks around, as if dazed, as though he’s just coming to his senses. As though this were a dream. “We’re supposed to hold the Center,” he says. “He ran at me, bro. You saw it.”

“Mack said watch the Center,” I say. “Did he tell you to mace anybody? The Channel 5 van is parked down on Peace Pipe. You’re lucky they still got their lens caps on.”

“They’re throwing water bottles at us.”

“You can’t duck a goddamned water bottle?”

The other officers are either too embarrassed or too pissed off at me to say anything. They try to keep their faces blank, but they can’t look at me, so they look down at their combat boots or out toward the protest or anywhere but my face. Bobby leans in closer to speak lower: “Bro, not in front of my guys.” He pulls the balaclava over his nose.

Buzz has witnessed this entire exchange, half-smiling with his hands in his jacket pockets. When it’s clear the danger has passed, he comes over and pats me on the back. “Can’t put out all the fires yourself,” he says. “Let the experts do their thing.”

“And we’re the ones who have to answer for all this.”

“What you mean we, paleface?” he says, and he laughs that under-his-breath laugh of his and walks back to his truck. “Just joshing.”

The protesters left standing gather around the sacred fire to huddle, to dissect what just happened. The wind is shifting my way, bringing with it the heavy smoke from the fire. I cough into my sleeve at first, and then I inhale a lungful.



This is an inopportune time for my scheduled sit-down with Special Agent Mike Osterholm, the FBI liaison to the tribe, but he’s already waiting inside the Government Center lobby and he’s not about to go back to the Milwaukee field office empty-handed. He’s sitting by himself while Bobby’s officers keep their distance, taking furtive, suspicious glances at the fed in their midst. Osterholm pretends to ignore them, but when he sees me, he’s a little too quick to spring up from his chair to greet me.

Osterholm and I know each other from law school. He was a gunner back then, one of those go-getters on track for a spot in a white-shoe firm or a Supreme Court clerkship. Instead, he’s here, representing the Indian Country Task Force, wearing a miniature FBI badge pin tacked to the lapel of his suit jacket. His hair is thinner than it used to be, making his forehead prominent, and his face still has that unlined, gee-whiz Mormon obsequiousness—a man with a colonialist plan on a mission in strange, foreign territory. Of course, his first concern is for my well-being. “Looking a little ragged, Mitchell.”

I can see the bulge of his pistol underneath his suit jacket, which is fastened with both buttons. He gives me a tight, manly handshake, the kind that’s always a competition of who crushes harder, who lets go first. I let him have this one.

“I’m fine,” I tell him, trying to push ahead and elide the reasons I already look disheveled at ten in the morning. He must have seen the incident outside, and I’m sure he has opinions about it, but so far he’s pretending like he’s just dropped out of the sky and has seen nothing.

My office door is ajar, and I spy the salt-stained soles of Mack’s Timberland boots resting in a V on my desk. I give Osterholm a preemptively apologetic look and brace myself for whatever shitstorm Mack has come here to summon. I was already nervous enough about the meeting: the upcoming election is the pretext. This is supposed to be a friendly chat about various issues we have in common with our partners in the Department of Justice—enforcement initiatives, memoranda of understanding, information sharing—which is how we’ll put it in the press release, yet I maintain a healthy suspicion of any federal agency. They’re not here to help.

Osterholm, for his part, takes Mack’s presence in stride and sits in the chair across from my desk and takes out a leather portfolio that he lays on his lap as he crosses his legs. I lean against the windowsill and try to act like this little ledge is a seat. They’ve taken both of my chairs.

Mack says, “What’s good, Mike? How you been?”

Osterholm smiles and shuts his binder. He arches his eyebrows at me, then turns his attention back on the massive pair of Timberlands resting on my desk. “Oh, I’m fine. You guys seem to have your hands full out there. I had to sneak in the back way to get in.”

Despite the circumstances, Mack seems to find this funny. “Just a little noisier than usual is all. But what about you? You find a way to get out of the sticks yet? Back to civilization?”

They share a fake laugh together, and I join along with them nervously. “No,” the agent says. “Just interested in current events around here.”

“Oh? Where you getting your news?” He puts his massive hands behind his head and leans back farther in my chair, threatening the integrity of the base.

“The wind,” Osterholm says.

Mack looks at me. “The wind? Mitch, you hear this white man?”

“The wind’s been saying that you’ve been making a lot of people frustrated.”

“People.”

“State DOJ, county sheriff. They say you don’t play nice.”

“Who’s playing over here?”

Osterholm’s smile eases, and he casts his eyes down at the desk. “I’m just telling you what I’ve heard. In the wind.”

“Of course. In the wind.”

“Mack,” I say, trying to reinsert myself into this meeting taking place in an office that, last I checked, had my name on the door. “He’s a guest.”

“You guys making any progress with the Daryl Johnson murder?” Mack asks. “Marie Cloutier? Don’t see you coming around whenever a citizen gets killed out here.”

“The state’s supposed to take the initiative, though. Indian Country Task Force just backs them up.”

“So you ain’t here about that. Lemme guess. You’re here for some election shit.”

Mack looks to me. Here he is again, on the rusty playground on Peace Pipe, holding some kid up for me to hit him. So I say, “Mike, last time you were here, we had the US attorney up in front of our council. Remember? He mentioned you were going to open your databases to our PD. He also promised us that we were in line for some DOJ grants.”

Osterholm scoffs like he’s still joking around with us. “This really about money? I saw that truck outside. It’s nice. Who’s that for?”

I can see Mack’s patience straining as much as the chair he’s sitting on. “People out there—some of them, anyway—got a problem with what we do. It’s a safety issue.”

“We get threats,” I say. “You go after the bad guys, they start talking tough. Bobby thought some of those threats were credible.”

“Yeah, so I got a ride with a little protection and some giddy-up.”

“I bet people who get banished or disenrolled tend to hold grudges,” Osterholm says. “And if you want to talk about resources, well, I’ll be blunt, Mack. We can’t make cases if you’re banishing the players before we can indict them. I’ll have you know that the DEA had a good case going last fall.”

“Oh, they did?”

“Wiretaps, street buys, informants. Months of work. And by the time they saddled up, all our targets were scattered in the wind. All you did was open market share. Am I wrong?”

“Maybe the right people got the message.”

“Guess we’ll never know. They didn’t stick around long enough for us to ask them.” Osterholm shuts his eyes as though he’s just been stricken with a sudden migraine. “Now I get that you have your own thing going on here, but you guys need help. That’s just me being honest.”

“We don’t want your kind of help,” Mack says.

“We’re on the same side, guys,” I say. Osterholm lets out a nervous laugh. Mack gives him the dead-eyes. Sometimes I think, of all the duties and responsibilities of high office, this is his favorite. Browbeating the low-level feds. Exercising a little sovereignty, Cuz.

But Osterholm doesn’t scare. He’s got too much self-regard for that. He says, “To be clear, the US attorney just wants to know who we’ll be partnering with.”

“He thinking Gloria’s gonna be easier to work with?” Mack says. “Good luck.”

“That’s up to the people, not DOJ. We’re just making sure there aren’t any hurt feelings after the dust settles. And that there isn’t violence. More of it, I mean.”

I wave my hand in their eyelines to get their attention, but they’re locked onto each other, just staring and waiting for the other to say something. Then Mack says, “Man says they’re worried about our feelings. What do you think, Mitch? You feel as warm and fuzzy as I do? All that concern making you feel the love?” He doesn’t wait for my answer. He sets his feet back on the ground, and I’d swear I can feel the floor tremble when he pushes himself up off my chair. “Good talk, G-Man,” he says, offering his fist to bump, which Osterholm does reluctantly.

Mack leaves the door open on his way out.

“Sorry.” I poke my head into the hallway, look both ways, and when I’m sure he’s gone, I shut the door. “He didn’t tell me he was coming.”

Osterholm nods his head a little too fast. “He’s like your id. You without your filter.”

“I don’t need him for that. I have my own id.”

“Oh, I know,” he says. “It’s down there somewhere. I remember you. First year, contracts. All the way in the back of the lecture hall, laying in the cut. Always knew the answers when the con law professor called you out, didn’t you?”

“Not always.”

“I always thought there was an edge in your voice. Like you had something more to say. There you were, back row, sitting there all smug with all the answers. And angry because the professor was challenging your brilliance. Underestimating you. I bet it wasn’t easy.”

“Why are you here?” I ask, to get him off the subject.

“Your boy’s got a lot of heart and a lot of opinions. That isn’t going to help him next week.”

“You’re here to give advice?”

He lets out another nervous chuckle and wags a finger at me, punctuating. “Ah, ah, ah. Point is, right now it looks like if nothing dramatic happens between now and Tuesday, he’s on his way out. I’ll bet money that you’ve figured out a way to stay in. Mr. Lay-in-the-Cut. What’s the November surprise? Rumors about Gloria’s blood quantum?”

I give him an exaggerated shrug. “Ratfucking’s not my style.”

“Of course not,” he says. Osterholm’s a good boy. He blanches when he hears bad words. “Look, I’m here for you. But my bosses don’t take you guys seriously. Neither does anyone at the BIA. Sorry to say that, but it’s true. But I tell them, wait, guys, there’s this Mitch Caddo character. My boy Mitchell. He’s pretending to be a consultant or director or whatever title he goes by, but you know, he worked in DC once. He was at the Western District of Wisconsin for a cup of coffee. Nothing high level but he’s had a peek at the works and he knows a little about a lot. And Mack? Big guy throws his weight around, talks street, but if you’re dealing with the tribe, you’re dealing with Mitch. That’s someone we can all work with.”

“Mack’s the boss.”

“Right,” he says. He takes out a manila envelope from his binder and puts it down on the desk like he’s inviting me to open it. “Mack talks about sovereignty and Red Power and all that stuff, but Mitch is more—for the lack of a better term—pragmatic. Practical. And I thought, I don’t know. How can we help Mitch?”

“Have any good gossip on Gloria? That’d be helpful.”

No confirmation, no denial. “I have something more nuanced than that. Better than gossip.” Now he comes forward again. His eyes look from side to side, and he grins like I want to hear what he’s about to say, but I have the creeping feeling, the subtle shiver, that I’d rather not know. “I’m wondering how well you know Joe Beck.” He stops to read my reaction, opening his mouth a little like he’s just told a joke.

“He’s the general counsel. Hired hand.”

“He’s worked for the tribe for twenty-five years. He’s got his name on a lot of tribal business. And he’s funding Gloria’s campaign.”

“He’s allowed to back anybody he wants to,” I say. “As long as he does his job.”

He eyes the briefcase again. “Endorsing a candidate is one thing. Funding them is another. Don’t you want to know where she’s getting the money? I warn you, though. You won’t be able to unsee what I have here.”

“Oh, come on.”

“You’re careful. I get that. And I’ll be on the level about this: I have a case here, but there are a lot of gaps. Nothing actionable. Yet.”

“You want us to burn Joe,” I say. “Turn over our books.”

“Burn him? That’s not how I would characterize it. I mean, weren’t we just talking about more cooperation between the tribe and the DOJ? Like I said, Mitchell Caddo’s concrete. Doesn’t work in the abstract. This is cooperation. A gesture of good faith. Meanwhile, you put out word that Gloria’s into something seedy, you maybe move a few votes your way, we get what we need—”

“Information.”

“Background. Stuff that corroborates what we already have.” Like he’s doing us a favor. Like he hasn’t just asked me to betray a mentor and the confidence of the Passage Rouge Nation to save his own foundering hopes of getting out of Indian Country.

But I’m not giving up Joe Beck for a few votes. I feel that tickle of pride that comes from knowing I’m not a completely craven piece of shit. “Sounds like you’d get what you want,” I say, “and we might get what we want. But no guarantees on your end.”

“I can tell you this much,” he says, and his face turns grim. It doesn’t feel so much like we’re buddies anymore. “Federal corruption case coming down the pike. Big players about to get target letters. Maybe you get a letter. Not saying you will. But if you got one, chances are you and Mack will be looking for an out. Maybe it’s right here in my briefcase.”

“I don’t want it,” I tell him. “We can be scummy all by ourselves.”

He purses his lips. “Forget I asked. I just don’t want you to get into next week wishing that you’d done something differently. Just think about it.” He reaches over to shake my hand, then holds up the folder so I can get a last look before it goes bye-bye. He makes it dance in the air, but then at the door, he puts his game face back on.

“Mitch, just remember who’s really looking out for you. It ain’t Joe Beck.”

And with that he leaves.

I take out the big leather schedule of doom and open it up to that ominous page that lays out the next week, the one I’ve been dreading for months. I stare into it. Through it. But Osterholm’s seedy propositioning has ruined my concentration. There’s a part of me that wants to call Layla again, to tell her about my conversation with Osterholm and warn her about the legal shitstorm headed Joe’s way. But then there’s also that competing urge to hold on to that information in my back pocket. No sense in tipping off Joe if I need to draw that card. And what good would it do to tell Layla all of this? She won’t make any meaningful distinctions between me and the people after her father. Why would she?

Instead, I find myself irritated when I call her number and it immediately goes to voicemail. I hang up before it beeps.

I know what you boys have been up to, Joe had said. But does he know what I’m capable of? I open my laptop and log on to Facebook with my own bare-bones account—I never log on to a burner from a Government Center IP address—and scroll down the replies from last night. There are fifty-three comments on the original post already:


SMH.

I always knew it, just looking at her. She don’t even look NDN.

Anybody know somebody at enrollment who can look her up?



And so on.

From the number of replies and the anger in them, I feel the faint hope that maybe we can pull this thing off. The voters of Passage Rouge will look away at a bit of graft or the occasional gaffe, but they will not tolerate a fake. But there’s a lone voice on the board, a familiar name: Reed Paulson. His profile pic is of a man in hunter’s orange standing over a deer carcass, holding the deer’s head and bending its neck backward. Sometime late last night, he typed a four-word response to our November surprise: this here’s some bullshit.

If I wasn’t feeling the shiver, I might marvel at his commitment to his cause. Here’s someone putting his own safety at risk at a protest, rabble-rousing online, finding the time to field-dress a deer in between. Reed Paulson seems to be everywhere, even if I know he’s currently handcuffed to a gurney at the ER in Birchtree awaiting disturbing-the-peace and assault-on-an-officer charges and getting treated for chemical burns.

Throughout the rest of the afternoon, as I keep looking out the window to make sure the protest doesn’t become some police brutality free-for-all, I’m troubled by a disturbing thought: I’m getting an unsavory satisfaction from my power over someone like Reed Paulson. He’s one of the hectoring phantoms in my mind sprung to life, the only one who can see through the smoke screen. All he had to do was glance at me out in the parking lot and he knew. Yet I’m the one holding the high cards here, aren’t I? My shivering says otherwise. So I call up my guy at the county attorney’s office and tell him to spring Reed as soon as he can see straight. It costs a little pull with the county, but it helps the shiver and anything that gets me out of the office seems worth it.
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On the second night of my mother’s fire, Layla came down to the house to sit with me. It was the first time I knew her as an almost adult, maybe the first time it occurred to me to take her seriously. She was hurting too, in as much pain and shock and as indignant about the randomness of death as I was. She wasn’t out there just for me. She came down to have her own time with the fire.

That night, she didn’t say anything as she set a lawn chair next to mine, sat down, and leaned her head against my shoulder until she dozed off, murmuring softly in her sleep. I’ve spent years wondering whether we talked about love, because someone who lives through this world without their blood relations knows a thing or two about replacing that love with whatever alternative fits best (or not), and I figured I would have to learn. Layla might have something to tell me. But it didn’t happen that night. I wasn’t ready for that wisdom yet, so now I’m chasing it. I’m chasing her. And like those answers I seek, she’s elusive to the point I don’t know if the Layla I know is even real. But she was out there that second night, just the two of us in that hot center of our world, praying in our way.

Years later, I was between leases in that postgraduation period before law school at Cornell. The Becks put me up in the ramshackle cottage next to their house. It had a cool, subterranean humidity, an earthy smell, and a crooked screen door covered in a layer of mayflies. I felt exposed to the elements, but I didn’t mind roughing it because Joe didn’t charge me rent. I did chores for my keep, a little landscaping, lawn mowing, whatever Joe needed, while I daydreamed about my vaguely defined future career. I had a few options, fantastical, even grandiose: K Street lobbyist, assistant US attorney. Or go the other way: passionate public defender of the disaffected. Whatever option I chose was in service of a dark, secret fantasy of running for office. Nothing too lofty. Something attainable. Assemblyman. State senator. If that led to something higher, well, I didn’t dare dream that far, but whatever that destination was, it wasn’t to be found here in Passage Rouge. It would be in Washington, or New York, or Chicago—anywhere but here. This was just a pit stop.

Most nights, I’d go up to the main house to eat dinner with the Becks—Maureen and Joe cooked, and I watched them together, Maureen stirring the pot with a glass of white wine in her hand, Joe cutting and dicing vegetables from the garden. I was on dish duty and cleaned up the kitchen and played the good son. It was quiet up there, except for the phantom presence of Mack and Layla. It felt good being around the Becks. Maybe they felt the same. They were empty nesting and felt like they had one of the kids back. Even Maureen and I got along.

We lived in this almost familial harmony for two weeks before Layla came home from her freshman year at UW–River Falls. One of those evenings before dinner, Joe casually mentioned that Layla would be joining us, and right on cue, she came into the kitchen, disregarding both of us, and rummaged around the fridge like she owned the place and had never left. She wore cutoffs and hiking boots that left dirty footprints on the tile, and when she looked up at me, I was startled at a new certainty in her eyes. The change was shocking. I was too paralyzed to speak until dinner, when it became clear, as she sipped Maureen’s wine—pointedly, wasn’t it, just to accentuate how grown she was now—and bragged about prelaw or premed or whatever current escape from unseriousness she’d discovered at UW–River Falls, that she was also charged with defiant conviction that she too would do something great, Mitch Caddo. “We get it,” she said to me after I’d talked about my plans a little too long, rolling her eyes at the last mention of the Ivy League school I was bound for. “You’re going to Cornell. Cool.” And I felt shamed, knowing how good the name felt in my mouth and how that meant she had correctly assessed me as a pretentious bore. She wanted me to know, or needed me to know, that I wasn’t the only overachiever around these parts. As Joe and Maureen looked on, we worked ourselves into a frenzy of dreaming, almost like we were trying to top each other, like we were competing for most outlandish fantasy. It was, I’m sure, insufferable, but Joe and Maureen seemed pleased that the kids were grown and getting along.

A new fantasy was settling in, one that I was not prepared for but welcomed, kindled by the long, insistent eye contact and playful back-and-forth from across the table that suggested that Layla was feeling the same attraction. It took only a few days before she was no longer shy or cagey about wanting to be around me. She knew what she wanted, and I suspected I did too. But I also knew she had an old high school boyfriend with a pickup truck with bullet holes in the flanks, someone who never dared the drive up to the main house, and that boyfriend happened to be Bobby Lone Eagle, the police chief’s son, the boy with the rattail on the playground. Every other night, she would meet his truck down by the gate, and I would see her go and know where she was going, and I’d sit in the stale air of the house, swatting at gnats and mayflies and nursing a jealous, lonely resentment. How did someone like Layla, who grew up in this house, who dreamed about getting off this reservation, get attached to Bobby Lone Eagle? Why did I care so much, anyway? I was going to law school. I didn’t have to dream about getting away from here because I was already gone and above all this petty rez nonsense.

But she wasn’t done with me. Late afternoons, she’d come down to the cottage to hang out. We mocked each other over our very real shared privilege, speaking in adolescent parody of polite society: “Mr. Caddo,” she would call me, dragging the honorific as long as she could in her lowest register, “would you honor me with your company at our local fine dining establishment?” “Of course, Ms. Beck,” and we’d get in her beat-up BMW and drive down to the greasy spoon in Birchtree, followed by a movie at the moldy two-dollar “cinema.” Yeah, we were insufferable, but nobody had to suffer our flirtations, our loaded glances. We went on like this for weeks, careful not to let anyone see us. She didn’t talk about Bobby and I didn’t talk about Joe and Maureen, and together we avoided anything that threatened whatever was happening between us. And soon, she stopped going down to the gate. The pickup truck didn’t pick her up anymore.

We took long walks down the ruts of the logging roads together, two college kids temporarily waylaid on the reservation but destined for grander places. We dreamed together, afraid to admit to ourselves that we were also testing each other. But there was a fundamental difference between the two of us—my rigid determination to be a lawyer and her openness to whatever future just happened to pop up and present itself to her. She could see herself as prelaw or premed or some completely random field that she’d never considered before. Geology. Architecture. She could do anything because she’d committed to nothing.

But I was going to be a lawyer. She teased me about it. Gee, golly, a fancy lawyer! “But to what end, Mr. Caddo?” she asked me during one of our walks into the woods. “To what end?”

“Isn’t that an end? Be a lawyer, law around. I don’t know. I think I’d be good at it.” It was an awkward moment because I was just realizing that the last three years of college were following an arc that Joe had determined for me. My mother died and something about being on my own had sharpened my ambitions, and law school had seemed like the logical form to those ambitions. But absent no specific reasons for the whole process of LSATs and applications and all the considerations, where was the logic? I couldn’t even lie to her and say that I wanted to study Indian law and help the tribe because it hadn’t even occurred to me. So I tried to fake it. “It’s a perfectly respectable career choice, Ms. Beck.”

“Yeah, I get that,” she said, her serious tone returning, not following along with the playacting. She was thinking hard about this. “But I mean, do you just want to make a lot of money? To have a house that needs its own guesthouse? Or do you want to do something with your fancy law degree?”

I thought about it for a moment, then told her the most honest answer I could come up with: “Do you remember how I felt after my mother died?” She nodded and slowed her pace, and from the stricken look that befell her, I realized that night by my mother’s fire had meant more to her than I could have imagined. I treaded carefully. “I don’t ever want to feel powerlessness like that.” She pressed her lips together like she wanted to hold back whatever she wanted to say. It wasn’t a good answer, I guess, or it wasn’t very mature of me to live my life by vague and ultimately stupid pronouncements like the one I made right afterward: “I wished I mattered. I want to matter.”

“You wish you mattered, Mr. Caddo?” she said. “That’s so sad I want to drown myself in the lake.”

“It’s not sad.”

“Seriously. Like Virginia Woolf sad. That sad.”

“Stop it.”

“No, seriously. I’m going to go fill up my pockets with stones and…” She let up and grew quiet as we kept walking down the road, but after she’d had some time to think about it, she said, “You already matter. But you’re too scared to admit it. It would mean you have responsibility.”

“To who?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Anybody who loves you?”

And I said, adding to the pile of regrettable things I’ve said, “I haven’t heard anyone say ‘I love you’ since before my mom died. Did you know that?”

Immediately, I could see she was taking this as a denial while foreclosing the possibility of it happening again. I tried to remember that night by the fire, what was said or unsaid, whether she had told me something essential, like, I don’t know, that she loved me? Not in the romantic sense, but as one human being looking out for another? And I’d just told her that it didn’t matter.

It was an excruciatingly quiet walk back to the house. We barely said good night to each other, and I got to ruminate on it all night long in the guest cottage. But in the morning, passing in the kitchen, we acted as though it hadn’t happened, and over the next few days, we kept going out to bad movies in town. We wandered around the casino drinking free coffee. We went to the summer powwows held at the old Indian Bowl in the early evenings and sat on the concrete amphitheater, watching the slow and pulsating rotation of two-stepping grass dancers and jingle dresses until the lights came on. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was that invisible barrier between us, something intolerable, irritating. The summer would be ending soon and maybe we’d wasted it.

We’d take Joe’s canoe onto Ogema, and I watched the soft muscles in her arms and her back flex and pull as she paddled us to nowhere in particular, and when those muscles relaxed and the droplets at the end of her paddle fell back into the lake and the canoe cut through the reeds and pulled the lily pads in its wake, I asked, “Where are you taking me?” Can you hear someone smile? I’m pretty sure that I could. It was all the answer I needed.

I mistakenly believed that Joe hadn’t noticed any of this until he cornered me one afternoon as we cleared brush by the pier. “Brother,” he said, “when the two of you leave the canoe by the shore, make sure you turn it upside down.” My denials would have been useless. Sound carries over the water with uncanny clarity, and our quiet voices and whatever confidences they revealed easily wended around the doglegs of the lake. He was trying to suppress a smile. I must have looked terrified. But he didn’t try to determine the outcome. He just wanted me to know that he saw us.

In the heat of early August, we saw the horizon coming for us and tried to deny it. We hid from the end of summer in the guesthouse, half-sunburned, half-undressed, and bone-tired after another quiet summer outing on Ogema, the lights off and the TV turned on to some garbage movie that we weren’t really watching.

“Mr. Caddo,” she said, her voice irresistible with playful fatigue, “they can’t see us here.” She glanced at the cushion next to her on the couch, and I smiled at her and sat there, and she leaned into me and the light sheen of sweat on our bare arms tacked us together. When the moment was unmistakable, all it took was to turn our heads in the right direction, and the force field that had kept us appropriately distanced from each other throughout the summer disappeared under a dusty crocheted quilt. This was where she’d been taking me, where our boat had drifted after setting out at the beginning of this sweltering summer, and we were all alone, floating on that calm wake, anyone who would have cared miles away. We did what felt right and what we thought we wanted from each other.

After she stole back into the main house that night, I wondered if we’d made a mistake. I didn’t see her the next day. She told Maureen she was moving some things down to her new apartment in River Falls, a trip she hadn’t mentioned before. I had ample time to sit on the front step of the guesthouse, away from the stifling heat inside, and think about what had happened between us. She didn’t come back until the day before I left, and she didn’t come to see me until after dinner, when we said our awkward good-byes on the front step of the guesthouse. On her way out, she kissed me hard, aggressive enough to hurt, and she looked at me like my leaving was an affront to her somehow, a repudiation.

“You be careful out there, Mr. Caddo,” she said. “Don’t turn into an asshole.”

A few weeks after I moved to Ithaca, she called to let me know her period was late and the home pregnancy test she’d taken was a faint positive, and she was going to an OB/GYN to make sure. The next few days were tense and not especially proud. I went to my lectures, the welcoming receptions, the mixers, but at night, there were the constellations in the low popcorn ceiling of my studio apartment in Ithaca, and I would stare into them and replay that last night together in my head to think of how it could’ve been different. I despaired for my imminent washout of law school. Yeah, we were privileged, but we were still reservation Indians living out reservation lives, destined to drop out of school, to get pregnant at nineteen, to inevitably fail ourselves.

When she called to assure me that we hadn’t set our futures on fire after all, I could barely hide my relief.

“So good, right?” she said, as though she were trying to please me with this news.

“Yeah. No, no, it’s good.”

“Maybe we should cool it awhile, you think?”

Cooling it was inevitable anyway. We were already living a thousand miles away from each other, and all the secrecy and tiptoeing around Maureen had left me feeling paranoid and unsettled. After some time, though, I began to feel a vague sense of grief for a baby who never was, an apparition in the summer fever dream we’d shared.

I saw her at Thanksgiving that year (and what is it about this time of year for me, anyway?), just the four of us. We sat on opposite sides of the dinner table, Joe and Maureen watching from the sidelines, but we were two perfectly polite strangers, the act so convincing that I found it hard to believe that our summer together had really happened. No Mr. Caddo and Ms. Beck. Just Mitch and Layla, home for the holidays before going back to our separate lives.

Or so I’d thought, but as Maureen and I washed dishes after dinner, she said casually, to catch me unaware: “Do you take yourself seriously, Mitch?”

I answered a little too quickly, thinking that contrary to everything I knew about Maureen Beck, she was kidding: “I think I do.” I attempted a smile. She had not asked for a glib answer, evidenced by her bloodless, impassive face. She already knew all the details of what happened that summer.

I avoided the Becks after that. With the distance, I began to doubt that I really knew Layla Beck. She and Bobby Lone Eagle resumed their incomprehensible—to me, anyway—relationship after she graduated. They got married. I moved on with my life. And I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d broken up not only with Layla, but with the entire Beck family.

Do I take myself seriously? I do now. I have to. I think if Layla could only see that seriousness, maybe that would close this distance we have between each other. Or not. Maybe it doesn’t make any difference at all.
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The fireplace of the Migizi Suite of the Golden Eagle Casino and Resort burns with a flickering blue and red. The fire is artificial—you flip a light switch and the gas whooshes from vents underneath the fake ceramic logs and the flame ignites, and you sit next to it in an overstuffed club chair and open your briefcase and your planner like it’s just a normal one out here on the rez, while the tribal president sits on the leather couch with legs stretched out in front of him, filling up the space with his mass, making you feel very small. There’s the crackle, but it’s lost underneath the steady hiss of gas feeding the flame and the faint sound of discord outside—squalls of electronic siren, shouting, the weak heartbeat of a buckskin drum counting down to the election. But right now, you’re above the noise of the protest outside and the gaming floor downstairs, warm next to the artificial fire behind glass, and you wonder just how far the president will go to stay up here. Pretty far, it turns out.

There’s a manila envelope on the coffee table next to his foot thrumming with an electrical pulse that powers the president’s good mood. He’s stretching his legs and putting his hands behind his head to show just how relaxed he is, but he’s giddy, isn’t he? It’s been so long since he’s been like this. It scares me a little. He’s pleased with himself. In the hours since I’ve seen him, he’s blundered his way into some sort of victory. He nudges the envelope toward me with the tip of his size 14 boot.

“I already know what’s in that,” I tell him. “And I know who it came from.”

“The hell you do.”

“You don’t think Osterholm came to me with this first? I told him no.”

“Was that your call to make?” he says. “Last I checked, I’m chief executive here. I make the call.”

So I tread carefully, because we seem to be drifting toward a frank discussion about what our dynamic really is. “True. But I have to warn you—advise you—that you don’t want to owe the feds anything.”

He glances at the envelope, then back at me. “Read it, Cuz. I already did.”

Fuck it, let’s keep him happy. There’s a ream of paper inside the envelope, cheap photocopy-grade bond. Whoever assembled it has helpfully arranged it to make sense even to a layman like Mack. It’s the paperwork on a land deal, made on behalf of the Passage Rouge tribe by Joe Beck, for Chokecherry Island, the rocky island in the midpoint of Ogema Lake. It’s unsuitable for development but so iconic that its silhouette is the tribe’s logo. It was a landmark deal, made just last year after almost a decade of negotiations with the brewing company heirs who ostensibly owned it for three generations.

There are title company documents, bank statements, printouts of emails between the parties—all very dry stuff until you see the scam hidden in the rows and columns. Between the valuation of the parcel and the final outlays, there’s a yawning chasm of money that’s circled in frantic black Sharpie. The tribe paid almost five times the assessed value on it, with the balance disappearing into the black box of Passage Rouge Land Trust LLC, a pass-through that Joe incorporated years ago to handle all the other reclamation deals, impervious to oversight because—well, why? Because nobody bothered to ask any questions, least of all Buzz Carlisle, who signed off on the deal.

Osterholm was right. I can’t unsee this. Neither can Mack.

I toss the papers back onto the table, and he leans forward to straighten the stack. I’m shaking a little because I haven’t seen him this animated in weeks. It feels dangerous to let any air out of his inflated sense of purpose now. Osterholm gave him a lifeline, and if we have any hope of winning, I’m going to have to let him grab onto it. “I told you. He offered me the same deal this morning, Mack. I told him to fuck off.”

“Yeah, well, I guess he wanted to speak to the manager,” he says.

“All they have is a whole lot of innuendo and circumstance. If it were real, they would have rolled him up by now. No way a federal prosecutor would bring this to a grand jury. They’re nowhere near that.”

“Maybe. But it’s enough to run his ass out of town.”

“Banish him.”

“Hell, yeah. And then spend the rest of the weekend telling people that Gloria’s connected to the biggest embezzlement scheme we’ve ever had around here.”

“Mack, I told you I got the same pitch. Word for word. You believe him? You think it’s that easy?”

“Yeah, Cuz, I do, because it is.” He’s artificially tuned up on this fever-dream fantasy that Osterholm’s sold him. He’s having a hard time sitting still.

“Maybe one day I’ll figure out why you want to go after him so bad.”

“One day.”

“I’m sure you have your reasons. But this—why can’t you work out your issues with him on your own time? I mean, is this how you want to win?”

There’s a frightening clarity in his eyes now. It was a foolish question.

“This fool just ask me—” he mutters to himself, and then he gives me the doll’s eye stare. “I want to win. How don’t matter.” Someone’s knocking on the door of the suite, and without turning to look who it is, Mack says, “It’s open.”

Buzz can sense the need to tread carefully. He has some delicate explaining to do. Mack hands him the envelope. Buzz takes out his reading glasses and gives them the once-over, moving his lips as he reads.

“Had no idea,” he mumbles when he’s done. He already knew damn well what was in that packet. “We did a lot of these deals together. I always thought Joe was a straight shooter.”

“I bet you did,” I say. “And I can see how you might have overlooked something. Like a couple million dollars, give or take.”

Buzz squints at me, sizing me up as he mulls over what this all exactly means for him. “Well, you got all the ingredients for some good slime in here, boys. Where did it come from?”

“Never you mind,” I say. “I mean, this was your big project, Buzz. Your legacy. Get the land back. At all costs, I guess. These valuations—”

“Valuation don’t mean nothing. The land costs what the tribe is willing to pay to get it back. That’s really the long and short of it.”

“So half a million becomes two and a half,” I say.

“Hindsight’s 20-20,” Buzz says. “It didn’t seem excessive at the time. But Joe—”

“White man speaks with a forked tongue,” Mack says in his fake Hollywood Indian voice, but he’s the only one who finds this funny.

Buzz stares into the papers as though he’s dazed. He licks his index finger and peels up pages, shaking his head and muttering to himself. “Don’t put on a show for our benefit,” I tell him, and he puts the paper back down on the desk and gives me that peevish look again. I am an inconvenience for him, always have been.

Maybe we can get back to being friends again, Joe said to me this morning. I don’t feel like being very friendly right now. I’ve seen the evidence. Mack and I may have overreached, sure. We’re not innocent. But we’ve never stolen from the tribe. Not like this. And maybe Mack’s right. Maybe we have to let Joe know how it’s going to be.

“Who you with, old man?” Mack says. He gives Buzz a long moment to think on it, and when he looks up at us, Mack has his answer. “Then you use whatever pull you have left with the council and get their asses on down here. Tonight.”

Buzz and I get out our phones and start calling down the roster of council critters. Mack pores over the papers again, shaking his head in mock disbelief. While he relishes the salacious details, I get three of the council members on the line and leave a message for the last one. When I’m done, I call Bobby and tell him to get his guys to saddle up. Full gear. Fetch the MRAP.

Outside the Government Center, the drum hits four big beats and there’s a smattering of applause.

“Howah,” Mack says, like a powwow emcee after the intertribal dance. He checks the time on his flip phone, looks up, and sees something in my face that he doesn’t like—some reticence, some disgust, some fear, maybe all those things. He slaps me hard on the knee with his heavy hand. “Time to eat, Cuz,” he says. “Time to feed.”
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We’re seated in the back of the dining room, out of sight of the Saturday-night faithful mobbing the blackjack tables and the white sportsmen in their camo caps shouting over the noise. A waitress comes out of the kitchen balancing plates of beer-battered walleye. She sets them on the table, but we hardly notice her or the food. The pungent scent of beer batter has my stomach squirming. I pick up a fork but my hand trembles, so I put it down and hide it under the table.

Hardball tonight. Every one of the council critters has some sort of criminal conspiracy going. If they’re not implicated in this land tenure mess, they’re guilty of something. Whether it’s Pop Arnault expensing his pontoon boat, Myron Cota steering tribal money into his junk business, or Tammy Thompson taking shopping trips down to Chicago and Milwaukee on council time, we know their dirt. So what should we do with this knowledge? Alert the feds? This is when we lean in confidentially and say: Don’t you worry about a thing. Nobody has to know. Just do what we tell you. Mack has brought his envelope, and he will not mention it, but it will be seen, and each councilperson will wonder what’s in it, how many times their name is mentioned, how long their sentences will be if they plead out.

Buzz looks at his Rolex, bigger than the buttermilk biscuit on his plate. Any minute now. Mack is the only one who wants to eat, so he digs in as Buzz and I wait for the council to come to us.

The first critter arrives: Betty LaGrange, meandering around the tables between the door and the back booth like Mr. Magoo. Betty’s old school. She’d won a seat on the council back in the eighties; she was useful to some forgotten chief, but nobody can remember why. Now she’s treasurer, a real Passage Rouge success story. Tenth-grade education, twenty grandkids, sitting on top of millions of dollars in the tribe’s general fund. But like any good auntie, she’s got good shit-slinging game, and when she finally bumps into our table, she wastes no time telling us all about something she read on the internet: “They’re saying on the Facebook that Gloria ain’t even Indian.”

“I don’t get mixed up with any Facebooks,” Mack says. “Seems like a lot of people just shooting their mouths off over some nonsense. So who’s saying this?”

“People.”

“People,” Mack says. He looks at me sadly. “ ‘People’ get their hands on a little bit of high tech and what do they do with it? Rezzy shit. Jibber jabber.”

“Ain’t just talk,” Betty says. “I always said you can’t trust nobody if you don’t know who their people are. That’s what I always said. Nobody knows her people. I been here all my life, and I don’t know any Hawkinses. She’s a fake.” She spits out the word, and she leans forward, eyes wide like she’s just discovered this deception herself and rushed here to tell us. “And she comes in here like she’s going to walk right in and everyone’s gonna fall at her feet because she’s famous. Like she can just put one over on a bunch of stupid Indians.”

The president leans forward and speaks low, just barely audible over the clamor of the Golden Eagle, and it draws Betty closer to the table so she can hear him.

“Is she all that famous?” he asks, all innocent-like. “She been on TV a couple of times. That don’t make somebody famous.”

“Speaking of gossip,” I say to her with a flat affect in my voice and a dead stare to go along with it, “Tweetie Arnault said just last week that you were telling people Gloria’s going to pull this off and you’re trying to get on her good side.”

She looks at me with a hint of panic in those glittering grandma’s eyes of hers.

“You said that?” the president asks. “Oh, Betty.”

Betty shakes her head, her big beadwork earrings trembling and swinging against her neck. “No, no, no. Tweetie don’t know what the hell she’s talking about.”

“Tweetie’s my auntie,” the president says.

“Oh please,” she says. “She’s your auntie as much as I am.”

“She probably is.”

“Look, Betty,” I say to her, “if you want off the ticket so bad, we can Sharpie a big old X over your face on the fliers.” A shriek from the gaming floor makes her flinch, followed by an electronic air horn. Big winners all around tonight. “Gloria says she’s going to clean house if she gets in. What do you think that means for you?”

“Oh, the hell do you know, anyway? You ain’t from around here, neither.” She knows I won’t help her, so she pleads directly to the president. “You know Tweetie and her goddamned stories. I’m with you. Always have been.”

Her panic is fucking delicious. Yeah, she’s somebody’s little old grandma. Thick bifocals, hunchback posture, tufted white hair. Shops at the Chippewa Super in a motorized scooter, squinting at price stickers. Does her beadwork in her cubicle at the Government Center, Pendleton blanket over her knobby knees. But she’s a shark, hennit? Always hungry, always feeding, and she’s gotten away with her pilfering and her shit slinging for too long. I’d like nothing more than to keep this up, but I’m supposed to lay off as soon as things get hot. We need her vote. “If you’re with us, maybe you ought to prove it.”

“You know how I know you’re not from around here?” She jabs a turquoise-ringed finger at me. “We honor our elders. It’s the Midewewin code. Bet you don’t even know what that is.”

“Oh shit,” the president says, stifling his laughter with his fist and playfully dodging. “Ease up, Cuz. Damn. Respect your elder.”

Betty sits there triumphantly, stroking her temporary victory. But she doesn’t realize the wind has shifted until it’s too late. Now Mack’s staring down his nose at her. “Seriously, though, I been meaning to talk to you about all those land deals Joe was making. Just found out that the tribe was paying out triple for all that reclaimed land. All that extra zhooniya adds up, hennit? And all those checks got your signature on ’em.”

“I had nothing to do with any of that,” she says reflexively. “I don’t know what the land was supposed to cost. They say it costs this much, that’s what it costs. They just said sign the checks. I don’t even really sign, you know. I have a stamp.”

“Who’s ‘they,’ dear?” Buzz asks.

Her back stiffens her almost straight as she suddenly recalls the real crook around here. “Just Joe,” she says. “I only dealt with Joe. Mack, please.”

“You don’t gotta beg.” He gives her the reassuring smile and reaches across the table to pat her hand. “Remember what you said? You might as well be my auntie.”

She takes little comfort in this. She’s mulling over the implied threat: pledge allegiance or we throw her ass to the feds along with Joe. “People like him don’t belong here, neither,” she mutters. “Taking advantage of good people.”

“Well, whatever happens,” the president says, “I’m sure you’ll know what to do when the time comes.”

“Yes, anything. I mean it.”

There’s someone new at the door. Pop Arnault, with the same sheepish look on his face. Bobby, stationed at the threshold, stands in his way. Betty gets up, stoops over the table to land a grandmotherly caress on his cheek. “Please, Mack. I’m so damned proud of you. Of everything you’ve done. I’ve always believed in you.”

Don’t press it, Betty, I think. But she knows. She has the virtue of knowing when to disappear. That’s how she’s held on these many years. So off she goes to spend a sleepless night fretting over whether she’s saved herself from some worse fate.

“Bank that one,” the president says to me. “Fuckin’ next.”

He beckons Pop in for his ritual browbeating, and Pop comes up to us, swear-to-god, hat in hand.

“Saw you at the rally,” I begin. “You left before we got a chance to say hi.” Pop pushes his thick glasses up the bridge of his nose and glances around the dining room like he’s looking for help, an ally, an escape route, but nobody’s there. “Right here, Pop,” I say. “We’re right here.”



They come one after the other, sometimes overlapping outside, murmuring to each other, getting their stories straight and talking shit about Gloria a little too loud and making big shows of their laughter. Beanie Davis, the Cotas, Myron and Darrel, Tweetie Thompson. We’re calling roll. We’re making a list. They all get their turn, but the president will entertain only so much flattery and groveling and big stupid smiles and big stupid handshakes before he becomes bored. Prolonged exposure to this level of corruption can leave you with a hatred, a deep disappointment with humanity in general, existential in nature. That’s natural, but it’s not a good look three days away from the election.

I can see the president ruminating as he turns over a toothpick in his mouth from one side to the other while listening to the white noise of sycophantic council critters begging for their jobs. After the last of them leaves, he takes the soggy toothpick out of his mouth and drops it onto the plate in front of him. “Let’s see it,” he says to Bobby.

It’s the boilerplate target letter we send out whenever we banish someone from the rez, short and snippy, but this one feels heavy because Joe’s name is at the top and I wasn’t expecting to feel anything about it, yet it hurts, this one, down all the way:


Attn: Joseph Beck

The Passage Rouge Tribal Council has determined your conduct has created an unnecessary danger for the health, well-being, and overall peace of the Passage Rouge tribal community. In light of this, you are hereby required to vacate reservation boundaries within twenty-four hours or risk arrest. You will not be permitted to reenter the Passage Rouge Indian Reservation until the terms of your banishment expire, or unless you provide the tribal council with documentation of your…



Mack takes it, gives the copy a once-over. His voice goes quiet. “Just a piece of paper.”

“It’s not, though,” I say. “It’s game over.”

“Yeah, Cuz, I know that,” he says peevishly. He hovers the tip of the pen over the words, then hesitates in the blank space over his name and title. “This here—this here’s some magic shit.”

He flicks his pen over the line and it’s done, and when he hands it to me, I hesitate. I read over the words. It’s just boilerplate legal posturing, but Joe’s name is on it, and seeing the name printed makes me shudder. Before that shudder becomes a noticeable shiver, I tuck the letter into my briefcase. Mack’s right: if it can make me want to leap outside my own body to escape the freeze wrapping my heart in ice, it really is some magic shit.

“Just waiting on your word,” Bobby says. He’s wearing a bulletproof vest underneath his black uniform, swelling his chest. He looks solid and invincible.

This is when I hesitate and try to pull up on the stick. A flinch, just enough. “You know, we don’t have to do this tonight,” I say. “Wouldn’t be a bad idea to sleep on it.”

“I don’t sleep anymore, Cuz.” Mack gets up, brushes a grain of lint off his brim, and pulls the cap down on his head until it shades his eyes. “What’s that old Midewewin proverb? Never put off to tomorrow what you can do today.”

He takes a step in my direction at a speed that suggests he doesn’t intend to let me get in his way, and I step back to avoid a trampling. We head out across the gaming floor, to the grand entryway and the valet stand, where the Big Chief purrs ominously.
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The Big Chief blows past the searing electronic light of the video board flickering high above the half-empty casino parking lot. The sign promises Rick Springfield and Todd Rundgren coming soon to the Ogema Amphitheater. I have a strange thought in my shiver: by the time they come to rock the faces off the Passage Rouge people, the election will be over, and we’ll know the outcome. Maybe I’ll even be here to see them. I’m not even a fan.

Buzz says, “Got ’em all puckered up there. Whole council. Yes, sirree. That was a world-class ass-kissing session. Shameless.”

“Pshhh. You get off on that a little, Old Man?”

“My council respected me. They didn’t need to be all, what’s the word?”

“Obsequious,” I say, four syllables when the two-syllable “kiss-ass” would do, and Buzz never misses an opportunity to take the piss out of the College Boy.

“They knew not to obsequious me. Am I using that right, counselor?”

“Close enough, Buzz.”

“Wait, you saying they don’t respect me?” the president asks, turning slightly toward Buzz.

“Well, son, you’re about to banish the general counsel. If nothing else, they respect the terrible and destructive power of crazy shit.”

In the orange streetlight of the Government Center lot, the cancerous mass of protesters seems to have grown. We pass them in fuming silence. We know they’re there. We’d rather they weren’t. And because the Big Chief isn’t exactly incognito, they recognize us and wield their signs like war clubs, yell not very nice things at us, though their noise is muted on the other side of the bulletproof glass of the ridiculous truck. The rush of blood in my ears completely drowns them out.

Two years ago, we were out in that parking lot with our signs and self-righteousness. We were the opposition. Yes, we were the ones making noise about the council and the president and their abuses of power. Was it all a pose, a look, a mask that we easily threw away as soon as Mack was sworn in? Were we better than these sign wielders and bottle throwers? Some of them probably stood with us at our protests.

Bobby doesn’t even bother with the red light at Peace Pipe Road and 92. He guns the V8, and the terrible wind-up of the engine overpowers the jeering. The armored truck snarls into the darkness of the woods, kicking up road salt and gravel. The president absently scans through the weak radio signals before turning it off.

We’re tearing down Highway 92, pocked and pitted, the yellow divider faded white. Iridescent eyes in the woods track our speed, and though the law caps us at 55 mph, we’re well over that. The easy low-end purr of the engine makes it feel more like 100 careening around the bends as the thicket of birch trees gets denser and lower to the road, skeletal branches clutching at the Big Chief’s darkened windows and bulletproof steel skin. But the Big Chief can cut its own row through the trees if it desired; the Chief regards the road as only a suggestion, not a rule.

I’m shaking in my overcoat, like we’re on our way to a bank robbery. The shiver’s sharp and cutting tonight. In the seat in front of me, Mack bounces on his own springy shocks as we run the bends of the old logging road. An ear-splitting electronic rendition of “Für Elise” jolts me. Buzz takes a cell phone out of his coat pocket, puts on his reading glasses, and squints at it.

“Laurie,” he says, looking over at Mack. “What’d you do now, boy?”

“Shit, I don’t know.” Mack takes the phone and puts it to his ear and tries to speak quietly. “Yeah,” he breathes. “I know. I know. I know. I know.” The rest of us pretend we’re not hearing this, but it’s the only other noise in the cab. “I know. Yeah. Put him on.” The pause. The silence. I glance at Bobby’s face in the rearview and at Buzz sitting next to me, but we know it’s best to mind our business and let the president tend to his. “He just went to sleep. Just go get his ass up.” Another pause, and he takes a furtive look around the cab to see if we’ve been listening in, if we’ve taken note that she’s hung up on him again. He hands the phone back to Buzz.

“Custody’s a bitch, hennit,” Buzz says. The president has no comment.

These roads belong to us. And damned if Bobby Lone Eagle isn’t going to prove it as he bends the corners to the will of the Big Chief. The darkness is unceasing now that we’re farther into the woods. The Big Chief’s bluish-white xenon headlights illuminate the trees and bullet-riddled road signs. A frozen fog rolls off Lakes Little Bow and Ogema on either side of the Highway 92 causeway.

Outside Joe’s gate, we rendezvous with the MRAP, a piece of surplus military hardware carrying four of Passage Rouge’s finest, all decked out in battle armor, toting M4 carbines decorated with all kinds of deadly looking tubes and laser sights. They’re just here for the show, which is probably for the best because they’re more likely to shoot each other than anyone else. Bobby gives them a hand signal, and the MRAP’s diesel gurgles to life. The trucks pass the swinging gate by the highway and wind around the circular driveway leading up to the house, stopping and idling in the floodlights above the front door.

“All right, Cuz,” the president says. “Ring his ass up.”

Bobby turns to me from the driver’s seat, his face blank and shadowy in the low light. The radio crackles on his shoulder. “Heyah, Chief,” the voice on the other end of the radio says. “You want us to light up the roof?”

Bobby turns to the president. “You want roof lights, boss?”

The president shakes his head gravely and holds up one large hand, and everyone in the truck awaits what he’ll say next. There’s no shuffling back into the night. The house has already seen us and the floods light us up. “He already knows we’re here,” the president says to Bobby. “Don’t need no special effects show.”

I reach for the handle, but the door doesn’t give. Bobby unlocks it for me, and I nearly tumble from the height of the truck. I look up at that big house, and the voice from the truck startles me. “Forgetting something?” the president says, and he hands me my briefcase through his open window. It’s a relatively warm November night, but the humidity in the air aggravates the shiver and that shiver is untamable by the time I reach the front door.

It takes for-fucking-ever for the dead bolt to turn. It’s not Joe but Maureen, wearing glasses so thick they magnify her small eyes and a large white terrycloth bathrobe that she clutches at her neck to keep out the early winter chill that I’m letting into her house. She looks down at my feet, and then out at the two trucks idling in her courtyard and the men cradling their M4 carbines, watching impassively in a tactical perimeter. But there’s no fear in her voice when she finally speaks, only an air of slight annoyance at the late hour.

“Mitch,” she says, and my name is vapor dissipating in the November freeze. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

“I’m sorry, Maureen,” I say, but am I? It’s just something to say when you have nothing, or when you have nothing else on your mind besides what you really mean to say to someone and you know it will upset them.

“You have some business with Joe,” she says, goading me along. “Something important.”

“That’s what I’m here for, yes,” I say, quickly amending, “that’s what we’re here for.”

She regards me behind those thick glasses, hating me for catching her unaware, for seeing her like this with the bathrobe and the bags under her eyes. “Do you take yourself seriously?” she’d once asked me. “Think hard,” she’d told me.

Well, I’m sure as hell serious tonight, and her eyes betray a recognition that, yes, this is true. She will not stand in the way for long. Just enough time for her to remind me that she already knew the answer to her question when she asked it, like any good lawyer.

Still, she’s acting as casual as she can manage, if only to emphasize how formal and ridiculous I look right now. “You couldn’t have called?” she asks evenly.

“This isn’t a phone call kind of talk.”

“Oh, I can see that all right.” She glances over my shoulder at the tribal cops. “Should I ask you if you have a warrant? Maybe you boys should’ve gotten one before showing up here with all of—this.” She clutches the robe tighter around her throat.

“It’s not like that. I’m just here to talk, Maureen.”

“Just you and my husband and the goddamned 82nd Airborne standing guard outside. Right.” She rolls her eyes, and then leans in to say softly: “You don’t sound like yourself, you know. Are they holding you hostage? Blink twice and I’ll call for help.”

“Don’t do that,” I say, and she purses her lips at me, takes another good appraisal because she will not have another chance at examining a living sample of her precise judgment. “Just here to talk.”

“Is he out there?” she says peevishly. “In that ridiculous truck?”

“He?”

Her mouth tightens in the corners. She’d slap the smarm out of my face if she had a free hand. “Mack. Is Mack in that ridiculous truck?”

“He is.”

I’m suddenly aware of another presence behind the door. “Maureen. They came all this way.”

Maureen doesn’t take her eyes off me as she steps backward into the house, and the door opens wide and there’s Joe, in a pair of jeans and oil-slick cowboy boots with little silver toe boxes at the end, a button-up shirt open to his lightly stubbled Adam’s apple.

“Good to see you again, brother,” he says. “Twice in one day. I’m getting used to your visits all over again.”

He takes an uneasy look at the trucks, and he regards them like the deer on its shaking legs sensing the hunter in the blind. As soon as he notices them, though, he puts them out of his mind and gives me all his attention. My eyes are finding everything but his—the tile at his silver-toed feet, the newel post at the bottom of the stairs, shoes neatly arranged on a mud mat. I’m starting to think that maybe I’m not as grown as I thought. I’m not serious enough to stand and speak in front of this man, and we both know it.

“Come on in,” he says, opening the door just enough for me to step inside. He leads me to the kitchen, the room where he laid out my future years ago. It’s coldly spare inside—brushed steel appliances, onyx black marble countertops, everything leeching the warmth and leaving only cold air. “I always have time for you, but maybe you boys can come by tomorrow. I’m flying to Cedar Rapids tonight if I can beat the weather coming. Full docket down there on the Meskwaki rez.”

“It can’t wait until tomorrow,” I say.

“It must be important then.” Calm as always, cool as the marble. He takes a seat at the breakfast counter, and he smiles wearily as he runs his hand over the surface: “We decided where you’d go to law school here. We spread out all the brochures, all the literature. Filled out the applications. Do you remember what I said to you?”

“I don’t remember,” I say, but I do in terrible, vivid clarity. I can see everything.

“I said you were a master of your own destiny, and I also remember telling you that you were a good guy. There was always a goodness in you. Your spirit. Do you remember? I told you to make damn sure it’s what you truly wanted to do. Because I said that law school was going to put some sharp edges on you. I said I hoped you’d still be a good guy after you got out.”

That’s when I put the briefcase on the counter and open it and take out the letter, set it down in front of him. “We need to talk about the future.”

There’s no concern in his face. His posture stays the same. He just seems disappointed that I don’t want to talk about my supposed goodness now that it’s in doubt. “Okay, brother, sure.” There’s a hopeful smile, a wink, but when he reads the letter, soundlessly mouthing the words of the first line, his demeanor turns grave. He lets it drop onto the counter. “So this is what couldn’t wait.”

I give him a moment to process what he’s just read. “Mack’s talking banishment.”

“Banishment,” he says. He lets the word hang between us for a moment just so I can take in its grandiosity. Its absurdity. “It has such a biblical sound to it, doesn’t it?”

“Administrative exclusion, if you prefer,” I say.

“No, I prefer the term banishment to administrative exclusion. Bureaucratic jargon doesn’t hide what it is. But you already know that, brother.”

This trips me up for a moment, and I can feel his stare, daring me to say whatever I’m about to tell him. He’s right. I do know what it means. “Mack’s called the council to vote on it tomorrow. It’s going to pass.”

“Convicted by seven instead of twelve.”

“Or you go on your own. That way the FBI doesn’t get involved.”

His eyes narrow at me in sudden recognition. The corners of his mouth turn, pulling down the rest of his face with them. “If I didn’t know you were a good guy, I might say that someone I’m very fond of has just blackmailed me.” He smooths his rumpled shirt and sits a little stiffer now that I’ve taken my shot. “But that can’t be true. Because you’re a good guy.”

“It’s the best deal you’re going to get.”

“Unless they’re already onto me. Then where’s your leverage? But don’t listen to me. I’m sure you boys have this all figured out.” As my fear burrows even deeper into my lower intestine, he puts on a pair of pince-nez reading glasses and looks over the president’s letter again, to what end, I don’t know. Maybe he missed something in the first read-through. “Look, brother, I could explain all of this to you if you wanted. It’s all much more complex than you boys seem to think.”

“Okay, shoot. I’m ready for it.”

“It isn’t the time.”

“It’s the only time.”

“Mitch,” he says. It sounds strange because he never calls me by my name. Just “brother.” Everybody’s his brother. “I always told you to be your own man. Carry out your duties, your obligations, yes, but whatever it is, be your own man. If you tell me that I’m no longer welcome here, I’m not going to argue with you. But it has to be something you want. Nobody else. So let me ask you: Do you think I should go?”

He blinks up at me for a long moment, steeling himself for my answer, and it scares me. He suddenly doesn’t know what I’m going to say. He always knew before I did. So I ask, “Why’d you do it?” But Joe’s sharp enough to sense a trap. Or maybe his silence means he doesn’t have a good reason. Maybe he’s ashamed.

A thunderous knock on the front door makes both of us flinch. For a moment, I’m afraid that the cops outside weren’t for show, that they’re taking the ram to the door and Mack’s decided to turn this into a raid after all. But when we turn to look at who has darkened the doorway, I see the president in his ribbon shirt and oversized jeans and Timberland boots gently pushing past Maureen, tracking the early-winter muck onto that fine cream tile. In a mock gesture of respect for the house, he has taken off the flat-brimmed baseball cap, which he holds over his heart.

“Hey, Joe,” he says.

“I didn’t invite you in,” Maureen tells him. “You have no right to be in here.”

“Damn, this is how you do me? Thought you’d be happy to see me.”

“Where’d you get that idea,” Maureen asks, and the president winces at the sharpness of her voice, but it doesn’t bother him.

Joe receives him without protest. “It’s been a minute, hasn’t it, Mack?” he says. “Take a load off.”

The president walks past him to the breakfast nook. He sits down heavily and drops his hat onto the table. “Who did the kitchen? Donnie Cota? Them Cota brothers are dumb as rocks, but you can’t beat that craftsmanship.”

Maureen glares at him. “I simply can’t with you.”

The president is unfazed. He picks his cap back up to brush some lint off the brim. “You know, it has been a minute, hennit.”

“It has,” Joe says. “How’s the baby?”

This makes the president wince. Joe knows the president’s domestic situation. Everybody in Passage Rouge knows. “He ain’t a baby no more.”

“Ah,” Joe says thoughtfully. “Wish I could see how big he’s grown.”

“He’s two years old now.”

“Clarence, is it? A strong name. A good name.”

“CC,” the president says. “Named after his grandpa. The real one.” He lets out an exaggerated cough to clear his throat, which startles Joe. “How about a little water?”

Maureen opens a cupboard and thrusts a glass underneath the tap and walks it over to him, where she bangs it against the table. A splash of water runs down his satin shirt. The president lets her walk away before he grips the glass, looking like he’s deciding whether to crush it inside his fist.

He takes a dainty sip from it and clucks his tongue. “You know, it’s taken me years to figure out why I never liked you, Joe. I mean, I knew it way back when I was a kid, even before my mom died. But I got it now: it all comes down to the water. You know what I always liked about the water up here? The taste. It tastes like the water up here, know what I’m saying? You can’t get it anywhere else. It’s that well taste. You know. Tastes like the earth. Like minerals and shit. It tastes like Passage Rouge.”

Where is he going with this, talking about the taste of the damned water?

“What’s that look, Maureen? You think I’m crazy? Joe always talked spooky Indian shit like that. He just didn’t think I was listening. See, he can talk Indian, but he don’t live it like I do. Joe, you told me that my ancestors drank this water, the same water. All those warriors before me. All those chiefs. You told me this when I was a kid. They drank it, pissed it out, and it went back underground, filtered back into the lake, back into the clouds, the rain. The cycle of life. Point is this water has always been here. It comes out of your tap, you bring it to me, and I drink the same water as my ancestors. That shit’s amazing to me. But you can’t say the same thing, Joe. That’s what makes us different.”

“I don’t disagree, Mack.”

“See, I don’t have to pretend. I know I belong here. And you don’t.”

“The hell are you talking about?” Maureen’s voice has taken on more heat, and I jump a little as it echoes off the hard surfaces in the kitchen. “Water?”

“So what was the haul, Joe?”

“The haul?”

“Passage Rouge Land Trust LLC. Seems like a lot of money comes out of the general fund and makes its way to your pockets. Those bullshit consulting fees. But you ain’t consulting, are you? You’re just stealing.” The accusation hangs out there, and we all know that there is no way Joe can answer this question, or protest his innocence, or claim ignorance. All he can do is sit there with that sad, disappointed look on his face. “That’s okay. Don’t say anything, Joe. I ain’t gonna make you incriminate yourself. Mitch already knows the answer anyway.”

Joe says, “You didn’t come all the way to the house to talk about money.”

“Why not? I see you’ve been spending it. Brand-new kitchen. Those Benzes you got out there. It’s not what I would have done with the money, but I ain’t the one stealing it.”

“I think you’re working under the wrong premise, Mack.”

“There’s that lawyer talk,” the president says in singsong. “Premise. We get it already. You talk in your language. You don’t use words like stealing. Misappropriating? How about that one? Yeah, you know that one.”

“Boys,” Joe says. “Let’s all just—let’s all just take a belly breath here. Let’s talk to each other like we know each other.”

“Do we, though?”

Joe’s face resets, a quick reappraisal, a new set of unassailable facts. He is in the room with chaos and must speak accordingly. “I know you’re angry with me. I grieve that, Mack.”

“Oh, you grieve it.”

“Any father would.”

The president retrains his attention toward the old man and says slowly, “I ain’t your son, Joe. I ain’t nothing to you.”

Inside, I’m trembling as I watch the two of them stare each other down. Mack knows why he’s here. I’m not quite there yet. I’m having some frenzied thoughts telling me that I have control. I am in control of my reactions. The candidate. This very odd situation.

“We took you into this home, do you understand?” Maureen says. “We gave you a home. And you come in here with this nonsense. I ought to kick your ungrateful ass.”

“Maureen,” Joe says to her. He tries to take her hand, but hers stays limp at her side. “He’s made up his mind. And I’m going to respect that.”

“That’s right,” the president says. “And it’s going to stay made up tonight, tomorrow, next week.”

“Plain as day, Mack.”

I take a tentative step toward the counter and put my hands on it and hold on to that fine onyx marble, and I get a good look at my dark reflection, just a shadow with the suggestion of human features, eyes not quite here in the room but elsewhere. Afraid of contemplating that specter, I look up at Joe. I’m close enough to see how much his silver hair has thinned, and the pallor in his sagging skin, and the slight discoloration around the whites of his eyes. I could knock him over his chair by looking at him sideways.

“Joe,” I say, “it’s a done deal.”

Those eyes are not the right color, and that incorrect color is mottled and uneven, and the wrinkled skin closes around them as he blinks back at me. He’d put in too much time and trouble for it all to end like this. That’s what the eyes say. “Well, I’ll respect the council’s decision if that’s what you boys were worried about.”

“That’s not it,” I say. “There hasn’t been a vote yet.”

“Oh? Seems like the deal isn’t done, then.”

“This is a courtesy. We’re trying to do you a favor.”

“That doesn’t sound like much of a favor at all, brother. And I know you’re smarter than that.”

“We have the votes,” I say. “And when it’s official? Game over, Joe. You never come back from that.”

“Then I’ll wait for the council to banish me. Everything out in the daylight.”

Maureen stands in the doorway, looking down on the floor while her hand clasps her robe closed at her throat. She cuts her eyes up at me.

At the table, the president has a satisfied smile on his face. He hasn’t had to do any heavy lifting here, and isn’t that the case throughout this whole administration? He’s had me to do things like this, and he can get up from the table and leave us after getting what he’s always wanted. He only has to say, “Twenty-four hours” when he walks by Joe, and then he doesn’t close the door, letting the cold into the house. Maureen won’t look at me. Joe hasn’t gotten up from his chair.

“I gave you a chance,” I say.

And then I go. As I’m leaving, I feel like I’m running underwater, everything in slow motion, a rush of shameful blood drowning out all other noises. I don’t even hear him walking behind me, and I flinch when his hand takes hold of my shoulder when I get to the front door.

“What I said earlier,” he says. He turns me around to face him square so he can really give it to me. “I still think you’re a good guy, brother. You’re still a good one.” The skin around his eyes crinkles and folds into itself. He’s waiting to see if what he’s saying is landing, and when he gets the reaction he wanted, he nods at me. Do I understand? Not really. But as I puzzle over what he’s trying to tell me, he shuts the door in my face.



Nothing is said the whole drive back into town. It’s hard to say why there’s silence—it could be elation, shame, or exhaustion, or a mix of all of them. The Big Chief pushes through that darkness.

When we return to the casino, Mack gets out first and takes the service elevator up to the Migizi Suite. Before I can sneak out of the grand entrance and avoid facing my co-conspirators, Bobby puts a heavy hand on my shoulder and says into my ear, “Wait, bro.” He takes me aside in the hallway, which is quiet this time of night. He turns around and looks authoritatively at the door, habitually on guard duty, but his eyes are uncertain, a little panicked. “You okay with all that?”

I’m not about to confide in Bobby Lone Eagle, so I say, “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

He nods slowly, chewing on it. “Straight up. I was just thinking, though.”

“What?”

He smiles as though it’s funny. “That used to be my father-in-law. You think he even recognized me?” I shrug at him. How the hell would I know? But before I can turn to leave him, he says, “Mack wants you upstairs. Told me to send you up right away.”

“He couldn’t have told me himself?”

Bobby gives me a pained look. “Take it up with him, bro.”

Oh, I have every intention of taking it up with him, Bobby Lone Eagle. I look at the elevator doors closing on the massive, hulking shape in the service elevator ahead of us.
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Every time I go up to the suite, there’s always another coat of decline layered over the last. His dirty jerseys and shorts are draped over the chairs. There are sticky, fingerprint-smudged highball glasses on the coffee table. Papers fanned out on the writing desk in the corner in disarray, the various overdue contracts and budget sheets and official correspondence awaiting his signature. I have an uncomfortable intimacy with his private chaos, and sometimes I wonder if I’m to blame for it, so I deflect and tease him about it. I once told him that it gives off a Saddam Hussein crossed with Howard Hughes sort of vibe, but the references were lost on him. “You mean Scarface,” he said, and I suppose we go with that.

He’s been living here since Laurie kicked him out last summer. I don’t think he ever properly realized that a second-grade teacher who herded rez kids all day long wasn’t about to take any juvenile shit from him. Certainly not the liberties he took on our visits to the intertribal powwows on other reservations—Bad River, Fond du Lac, Prairie Island. I’d lose him after the final dance, and I’d find myself alone on the flattened grass, discarded paper plates at my feet, the rustle of jingle dresses fading as the crowds went home. We’d drive back the next day, and I’d tell him I wasn’t up to cleaning these types of messes. That one of these times, he was going to meet up with a jealous boyfriend or husband. “The only problem,” he’d say, without mentioning anything specific about his latest conquest, “is when you try to take that shit home with you.” But it came home, didn’t it? The girl in Red Lake. Late-night, desperate phone calls and text messages. Laurie, bless her, that nice, pleasant second-grade teacher, took the scissors to his collection of throwback jerseys, gathered up the scraps into a peeling ball of clothes and shoes, and left his shit in the middle of the road for Bobby Lone Eagle to rescue.

It stung him that people knew his business. But he’d done the right thing and had kept up his payments on the house they’d shared. They’d arranged a monthly rendezvous where he would hand her a check and she would let him hold CC. We avoided outright political fallout, but not the whisper wind. Even so, you have to let the people talk. Mack could keep up the gentle giant, young elder facade, and people could gossip about his affairs and the fact that he and Laurie were on the outs, but that was just the proof that he was powerful enough to be both people, didn’t it?

It all comes down to the look. Mack and I need each other—neither of us disputes that. I’m the substance, he’s the look, but sometime in the intervening two years between election and now, he got confused. Look has become substance, and if the look’s gone bad, so has the substance. Or both were always bad to begin with.

The Migizi Suite is just one example. I’ve been trying to tell him commandeering a whole floor of the hotel in an election year was not a good look, but now he’s so accustomed to the space that he may need to be ejected by force—like Scarface, I suppose, without the mountain of coke or the M-16. He keeps the blackout shades drawn and runs the firm from up on high, which is also not a good look. But I have to admit, the blatant grabs—the suite in the casino, the Big Chief, the one-night stands at the 49s—counteract the bad looks with something more potent: a projection of power, which might be the only thing that we have left. Projection.

When Mack answers the door, he’s already loose, squinty-eyed, and swaying on the airflow from the heating vents. He takes my hand to his chest and brings me close, batters my back hard enough to draw the air out of my lungs. This is him showing his gratitude. It’s not much, but it’s a start.

We sit by the fireplace. I’m not sure what he sees in the flicker, if anything, but the hiss of the gas reminds me that the tribe hasn’t finalized the propane contracts for the winter and the cold front is coming just in time for the polls to open. The granular details of the office are the furthest thing from his mind, though. “You gonna be sore at me?”

“I had it in hand before you came in.”

“Sure you did. I heard you stammering in there. ‘You-you-you got to leave, J-j-j-Joe.’ ” He wheezes out a laugh and slaps his knee.

“I was trying to be delicate.”

“So then why are you acting like I fucked up?”

“You made it personal. It was unnecessary.”

“Unnecessary?” he says, enunciating each syllable in a way that I can only understand as not-so-gentle mockery. “It was already personal. You trying to say it wasn’t personal for you?”

“Of course it was,” I say. “Which is why we needed to be careful. Now I have to go and unfuck everything because you needed to get your licks in.”

“Pshhhh.” He puts his tumbler up to his forehead and sinks lower in his chair. He lets out a sad, choked laugh and rubs his bare feet into the fake bearskin rug. “You need to get over yourself there. Keep in mind this is about bigger things than you or me or fuckin’ Joe Beck.”

“Bigger things.”

“Yeah. Like sovereignty.”

“Oh, really. Now it’s about sovereignty.”

“It is! What good is it if you don’t exercise it? We ain’t sovereign if we don’t exercise sovereign rights of self-determination. We ain’t a nation if we don’t control our borders. We ain’t a nation if we can’t enforce basic fuckin’ black-and-white, right-and-wrong laws. You want some smarmy bitch like Osterholm and his friends at the task force handling this? You wanna throw him to the feds so some assistant US attorney can air out our dirt in a jury trial? No, Cuz. We put in our own work up here.”

“This is more delicate than you realize,” I say, which sends him leaning back in his chair, his hand covering his eyes as he groans. “And going in there like that just complicates everything. You don’t think people on this reservation are going to have opinions about this? All that pro bono work he put in defending people around here? All the reclamation deals? He has a high profile. He’s their favorite white man. You better give them more concrete reasons than some weak shit about sovereignty. They’re going to know why we did it.”

“Good. Then they’ll know who’s boss. What’s the problem?”

I put up my hands in surrender. “In a few more weeks they’ll have a new boss. Won’t be you.”

“Well it won’t be Mitch Caddo, either, that’s for damn sure. You know, I think you’re mad because you wanted to go in there all by yourself.” He just tosses it out there, this accusation. It must have been festering there in his mind all this time.

“I did this for you,” I say. “I just wish you would have let me do it the right way.”

He shakes his head. He’s not about to let me dampen his triumph tonight. “Did you see Maureen in there? Damn, Cuz. She wanted to skin me.”

“She was madder at me. She never liked me.”

“Yeah, Cuz, why does she hate on you so much?” I’m not sure what he knows about Layla and me, and I’ve never really found the right time to tell him, You know your adopted sister? The one you refuse to talk to? Well, years ago, when we were all in college, before she married your top cop, me and her… I’m sure he’d have an opinion about that, and I’m equally sure I don’t need to hear it. I press my lips together, shake my head, and he doesn’t ask anything more about it. Which just gives me time to allow more unpleasant thoughts in: that invocation of that name—Layla—and how that name might come to mean something else for me now. How I hadn’t considered that whatever residual affection she’d had for me was part of this bargain. I can feel her slipping away from me if she hasn’t already.

If this is playing out in my face, he doesn’t seem to pick up on it. He says, “Forget who did what. Who said whatever. We knocked that shit out. Had to be done.” He pulls out a lighter and absently flicks it with his massive thumb, not lighting it but putting out tiny sparks. His eyes, dulled by liquor and sleep deprivation, look into mine. He blows a raspberry.

“So that’s it? Mission accomplished?”

“For whatever that’s worth. I mean, maybe we’re still roadkill.”

“Don’t.”

“I mean it, Cuz. I’ve been sleeping on everything else. You don’t gotta tell me. And Laurie? While I wasn’t looking, she moved way out to the county to get us in white man court. She ain’t playing. Maybe it’s better to take care of some real shit.”

I won’t indulge his brooding. My job is to keep him thinking positive. Lay out good exit scenarios for the candidate in case we lose. But the hard sell, I’ve found, is still necessary with a personality like Mack Beck. “You need to get your head out of your ass and figure out what you really want. Stop with the self-pity. And you don’t have to lose this election to take care of your family shit. Just do it.”

He puts his face in his hands, muffling a throaty and drawn-out growl. “She got her mind made up, Cuz. I’m telling you: ain’t nothing there for me no more.”

“You can’t fix anything by hiding up here.”

Sirens from outside. I get up and look out the window to see the lot in front of the Government Center is awash in red strobes and flickering orange. The events of this morning haven’t exactly discouraged further confrontations. No, the business between Reed Paulson and Bobby was just a nibble. Now they all want the meal.

“Word is they’re gonna burn me in effigy tomorrow afternoon. Those Pretendians. Like, that’s supposed to get you back on the rolls? Get outta here with that bullshit.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about people who can’t vote.”

“Ain’t worried. I take it as a compliment. They don’t just burn anybody in effigy. Must be important for a bunch of out-of-town, fake-ass Indians to put down their bongs and make an effigy. Gotta go buy some gas, then make something that looks like me.” He laughs and knocks the rest of his drink back. The empty glass catches the firelight. We’re about fifteen or twenty minutes until he’s completely unreachable, maybe less considering the size of the pour, and I don’t intend on seeing him up to the edge of reason. He doesn’t seem to notice that I’ve gotten up to leave him on his own.

I’m shaking leaving the suite, shaking in the glass elevator. In the few seconds it takes for me to descend onto the gaming floor, I’m bracing against the handrail. Nobody notices me when I step out. The Golden Eagle is mostly empty now, and the gamblers still manning their machines are in that one-in-the-goddamn-morning trance, their nickels and dimes in free fall, steadily dripping into the general fund.
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My mother’s old house is haunted. In the morning, when I’m pulling on my cleanest shirt, I see a shadow move across the light that can only be an avenging specter, or just a shadow. I don’t know. As I clear empty Sam Adams bottles from the coffee table, the noises of the house, the groan of the timbers, the subaudible buzz of the glowing filament in the space heater take on supernatural importance.

I sit heavily and pick up my cell phone and shake a little in the cold—the first shiver of the morning. I flip my phone open and page down to his number, my thumb resting against the call button. I owe him an explanation. No accusations, no justifications. An explanation. I’m sitting in this house that he minded after my mother died. I’m here because of him. Just call him. Don’t perseverate on what you might say to him. Just get him on the damned phone. I shut my eyes, press the call button, and put the phone up to my ear. The line clicks on, and I say, “Joe, it’s me,” but there’s only a loud, unsettling electronic hiss like rushing water.

I’ve already been summoned—Mack and Buzz have called a meeting and I’m late. I leave the house and stagger into a crisp day, the sky unnaturally blue after the storm from last night, which has left a fresh coat of white on the roads. I drive slowly, the radio off, the crunch of snow under the tires as I cut into the blankness of the morning.



The tribal council has been meeting in the convention hall at the casino since the protest started at the Government Center. Imagine ostensibly grown-up adults cowering at a few human signposts. As soon as the first stragglers appeared in the lot, the council worried about getting their pristine trucks keyed in the parking lot or being called nasty names and whatever else their paranoid imaginations conjured up. So now we preside in this makeshift chamber, with its folding tables and chairs and coffee cups and tension and fear of the outside, lending a bunker feel to our proceedings. Technically, this Sunday morning we’re convening as the board of Golden Eagle Enterprises LLC, meaning the public isn’t invited and the minutes are kept secret.

The council critters are already milling around the hall that joins the hotel with the casino. What few hotel guests there are pass us on their way to the gaming floor, looking at us curiously and wondering why all the Indians are gathering and looking ominously solemn.

Betty is already posted at the double doors, giving me the evil eye, and I try to ignore her glare as I grab a cup of coffee from the sad continental breakfast–style spread that’s laid out for us VIPs. When the president arrives, Betty and the other council members keep their distance. Mack looks a good deal better than he did when I left him last night. I can see the whites of his eyes, and there is no trace of bleariness. I suppose his kid-on-Christmas-morning excitement of banishing Joe has counteracted any hangover he might have woken up to. I, however, don’t feel as rejuvenated after my sleepless night. At least I’ve changed my shirt and splashed water on my face.

He walks right up to the doors of the convention room and heaves them open, sheepish council members filing behind him and taking their spots at the folding table dais. Their gloom is palpable, and I wonder if Mack feels it too. They were so close to getting rid of him. As much as they distrust Gloria, they’d already adjusted to the idea that she’d be in charge, and now they get to contemplate another two years of Mack Beck. They move listlessly to their seats. The disheartening reality has slowed their blood.

Before he can sit down, I take him aside, out of earshot of the assembling council.

“Don’t,” I say, and he knows exactly what I’m saying: pull Joe’s file from the docket. We have four alleged drug traffickers about to be kicked off the reservation. Joe’s vote will come right after.

“Don’t?” He smiles and pats my shoulder. “There’s those second thoughts. I knew they were coming.”

“I was thinking—”

“You were thinking what? Last-minute reprieves? That ship has sailed, Cuz. The council knows what’s up. They know we’re not just hitting some fiends. You want to call off the dogs now?” He peeks into the room and nods at Betty, who has already set up camp at her seat next to Mack’s. She has her Tupperware plastic full of beads open and she’s stringing them into something. “She’s primed, man. Look at her. Beading furiously. Ever seen someone bead angry?”

“We gave him the day. Push it off.”

“Speak of the white devil, you hear from him yet? Is he gone?”

“I tried calling him twice. No answer.”

He’s exasperated despite the front he’s trying to maintain. Maybe he’s not as high on life as I thought. “Bobby’s going back to roust his ass tonight. This time we won’t be there to keep it friendly.” He claps me on the back and takes his seat. The big smile returns to his face.

As usual, Mack bangs the meat of his fist on the tabletop to bring the meeting to order, shaking the cups of coffee and water bottles in front of our assembled council. Their murmuring ceases. We call roll, Betty says some nonsense about the budget for next year and the upcoming audit that nobody really cares about right now. After we’re done performing these acts of normality, Mack calls me up with the files for the administrative exclusions agenda item. Banishment time. Mack has always taken a special pleasure in this performance because it’s the only time he can feel like he’s clearing the blight, meting out justice. It’s always fleeting, this rush, always followed by the depressive letdown. I can only imagine the roller coaster Joe’s banishment promises. Add that to the pile of reasons to dread the next few days.

He reads the names and looks sternly at the council, fuming, whistling through his nose, as they silently raise their hands for each name. After we get through the prepared docket, Betty pipes up: “I’d like to introduce another potential banishment order.”

I’m bracing myself. Mack seems to be too. “Meeting honors the distinguished treasurer,” he says, with a hint of irony.

Betty is riding high on the recognition and hearing her title, and she drops the formality: “We gotta get that Reed Paulson out of here. He tried to start a goddamned riot out there.” I don’t know who put her up to this or when they did it, but there’s no way she came up with his name by herself.

So as chief operations officer, I interject, “Are we sure we can banish him? He’s a citizen, isn’t he?”

“He ain’t in the tribe,” she says. “Hasn’t been for a couple of years now.”

“I think it’s a longer discussion,” I say. “Propose the council put it on the next agenda.”

I look at Mack, and he shrugs. He’s going to throw her this one. “All in favor?” They all put up their hands.

And when it comes time for the supposed main event, when the council critters furtively glance around the dais while they await the final name to be entered into the record, Mack hesitates. We wait for those two easy syllables, but instead he cuts my way and bangs on the table with his open hand. Meeting adjourned. A sort of confused stupor descends on the convention room. They all seem to be waiting for him to change his mind and call them back for an encore. He neatens the pile of papers in front of him, gives them a glance to dare them into saying something. When they don’t, he puts on his baseball cap and angles it just so.

“He’s gone tonight,” he says to me on his way out the door. “And he goes because I said so, not because of some council shit. That’s what’s up.” He jams the pile of papers into my chest, and without waiting for me to clap back at him, he heads to the hotel and disappears into the elevator.

This is how it always had to be, I guess. Nothing about this election has been clean or satisfying for any of us, but that’s just politics. I can see a possible future as I wander out of the convention room and suffer the expressions of subtle disapproval on our council critters: Mack will get what he wants, and I’ll get another two years on the job.

And Joe? He’s got his own problems with the government to worry about. Osterholm’s going to poke around Golden Eagle LLC and Passage Rouge Land Trust. He’ll find more evidence and leverage it until Joe flips on Buzz or whoever he’s really after. And maybe, once the dust settles and we have time to forgive each other, Joe and I will get to talking again. Hadn’t he told me last night that he still thought I was a good guy, brother? Didn’t that mean he hadn’t given up on me? His banishment remains unofficial. I can undo it any time I feel like it.

None of this is irrevocable. It’s all just part of a game. And thus I’ve talked myself into feeling good again. Well, good enough to get me to the next hour or so, anyway.



Though the stand of protest signs outside the Government Center has thickened, nobody stops me from getting up to the door. Bobby Lone Eagle is posted out front, thumbs tugging on the loops on his vest as he watches the picketers warily through those mirrored, wraparound shades, cocked and ready to rock. It gives me no small amount of pleasure to order him upstairs to my office.

Bobby has always had an uncomfortable familiarity with me that I don’t like. I will always see him as that kid on the playground, short but lean and powerful, shaking me down for my loose change and my dignity. He will always be that shadow in the pickup truck down at the gate, waiting for Layla to come by so they could go wherever my jealous imagination would take them. He’s more than that, I suppose, but the depth of Bobby’s character, the multitudes of his unique personality and so forth, comes to me secondhand. I know he dropped out of college after two years and joined the army, fought in Mosul as part of the surge just three years ago, and when he was discharged, came back and got hired on his dad’s reputation and the combat infantryman badge he earned in Iraq. Bobby has done enough to prove himself by any normal measures. He’s ogitchidaa, a veteran. He’s got roots here. He’s got the title. But to the department and perhaps the reservation at large, he’s Cyrus Lone Eagle’s snotty kid.

Mack knew when we came in that he wanted a new police department, which meant elevating someone he trusted to chief of police. Bobby has taken to the job. Two years in, he has his boys decked out in surplus tactical gear and body armor. He has them taking doors and rousting undesirables. They are not making cases. Why bother if they have to step aside for state PD or the FBI whenever something real happens?

Right now, he’s just waiting for names, and as soon as he has them, his guys will be on the hunt. It’s distasteful, yes, but it’s a good show for our older voters. Rev up the MRAP, zip-tie a few red mafia boys loitering outside the decomposing HUD houses on Peace Pipe, kick out a few chimokomonaag dealers. It almost looks like we’re doing something.

Bobby drops himself into the chair in front of my desk and splays his feet out and leans back, his bulletproof vest giving him a sort of vibe of turtle on his back. He takes off his sunglasses and hooks them over the neckline of the vest.

“What’s good, bro?”

I hand him the files on the four people the council has just voted out, and he looks them over, even though he’s already got a working familiarity with the names and the rap sheets. “Bad dudes,” he says. He flips through them again, and when he sees that Joe isn’t on the list, he shoots me a quizzical look. “We’re not—”

“Not this time.”

His eyes bulge. “All right, boss.”

“Mack wants it done yesterday.”

“You want ’em to take the walk?” he says. A sick joke. I make a face to remind him that he and I do not banter.

“I want you to drive them to the Greyhound station in Birchtree,” I say. “All the way.”

“No Joe.”

“He wasn’t discussed.”

He brushes his nose with his finger, gives me an exaggerated wink. He seems to be relieved that he won’t be rounding up his ex-wife’s father, which he somehow takes to mean that everything is back to normal, and that we didn’t just go out there last night threatening to banish him.

“You seen Layla around?” he asks. “Heard she’s been back.”

“How would I know?”

“You still talk to those Becks,” he says. He looks back down at the folders in front of him.

“If she wanted to see you, she’d let you know.”

“Yeah, but we still got each other in our systems, you know?” There’s a wry grin to go along with that bit of unpleasantness. I’m suddenly aware of the sickly sweet aroma of overapplied cologne in the air. I might feel sorry for his pitiable yearning if I could forget being pummeled by his twelve-year-old fists.

“I ain’t seen her.”

“Come on, bro,” he says. “I know you talk to her.”

“Do I?”

That fake-ass Indian got change in his pocket. That look. “Holler if you do,” he says. He presses his lips together, slaps the folders against my desk twice, and stands up, gun belt and tac boots creaking and squealing.

“Happy hunting.”

There he goes, the hammer looking for some nails. I’m always relieved after he’s gone, happy to give him something to do that doesn’t involve beating up the protesters outside or insinuating—maybe correctly—that I’m sweet on his ex-wife. Go forth, Bobby Lone Eagle. Work all that aggression out of your system.

As soon as he’s gone, I get on my office phone and call Joe’s number again. The same sound of rushing water comes through on the line.

I’m still keyed up after that meeting—full of shiver after psyching myself up for Bobby’s visit. I’m restless. There’s housekeeping that I’ve neglected—unanswered voicemails from the business committee, contracts with the gas company to sign, an inbox with an impossibly high number of unread emails. Things that need to be done regardless of who wins. All the chores I’ve delegated away for too long. This hands-on stuff is what made me feel powerful these past two years. It’s a nice reprieve, even if fleeting.

My office phone rings. It must be Joe, calling me back finally, and there’s a feeling of relief when I pick it up. But it’s not his voice, it’s Layla’s, and she’s not happy about something, which can only mean that she’s found out about our visit last night. “You’re in the office?” she says, an accusation of something that I can’t quite determine right now.

“Yeah, I’m here,” I say. “There something you need from me?”

“Stay there,” she says, in a way that doesn’t exactly encourage me to stay here at all. I should be running as fast as I can. But this was always a possibility.

“Look, Bobby was just here—”

She doesn’t care about Bobby. She’s already hung up on me, and now I get to brace myself for her to come here and argue and accuse me of betrayal, and I can tell her everything I know about Joe and the missing money and the years of misconduct that it indicates. I’m not unarmed in this matchup. This goes beyond questions of my loyalty or what I owe to him and the rest of the Becks, and I can easily tell her, Layla, I did everything I could to make this go as smoothly as possible, but at a certain point, it’s out of my hands. Out of hers too.

I don’t get a lot of time to game it out. She’s knocking on my office door just a few minutes later.

“Jesus Christ, Mitch,” Layla says from behind the door, her voice a cracked, blown speaker. I get up and open it for her. She shoves me, the blow softened by her thick gloves. Her face is pale and whipped red and dry from the wind chill. Her hair is tied back; stray strands of black and copper bangs fall in a spray. Once I’m out of her way, she comes in, takes in a long, deep breath as she sorts out what she wants to say and how she wants to say it. “You need to sit.”

“Okay. Before you start, can I just say something?”

She takes off her gloves and stuffs them into her pockets, then glances around the office. She looks confused by my question. “What?”

“I just want you to listen to what I have to say,” I tell her. “I know what he told you, but you should hear our side too.”

Her glasses have cleared of the fog, and now I can see her eyes are red and glassy with tears. She sniffles and says, “My father was in an accident.”

“Accident,” I repeat automatically. “What do you mean, an accident?” That word again, a loud bang, a deafening rumble of blood in my eardrum. Accident. “Where is he now?”

She takes in a stuttering breath. “The state troopers went to my mom’s this morning.” She lets out a sad, ghastly laugh. “Two of them. They came to my mother’s house. And they told her his plane went down in a field. They knew it was him from the registration number on the tail.”

“No.”

It’s been so long since I’ve encountered an unassailable fact so impervious to spin. Wreckage smoldering in a frozen cornfield. A still-burning husk of the fuselage. The wave of—whatever the hell it is—overwhelms the breakers, and when it recedes, I get up from the desk and reach across to hold her hand, but she hasn’t come here for comfort. “Jesus, why did he—” I begin to say, but I stop myself. Why did he what? There are several scenarios I can imagine in the moment, and one of them is that this was no accident. This had everything to do with last night.

“My mom said you came by the house last night.”

“We did.”

“You went there to arrest him.”

“No. No. Not to arrest him. We were just—I don’t know—giving him a chance to do the right thing.”

“The right thing? What the fuck, Mitch?”

“He was stealing!”

Her already wide eyes go wider, and she freezes where she stands.

“It didn’t look good. We were there to clear things up. I don’t know what your mother told you, but please just listen to me for a second here, okay? I was trying to protect him. I was there to make sure nothing bad happened to him. And he was fine when we left. Safe.” The words come out faster than I want them to. I’m pleading with her. Begging. “An accident? And he’s—”

“Yes,” she says. “Yes, Mitch. He’s dead.” Her burning eyes are fixed onto me, making sure the finality of the word dead is getting through. “So you went out there to protect him? My mom said you gave him twenty-four hours to get out of town like you’re the fucking sheriff of Passage Rouge. Jesus, who do you think you are?”

She looks away from me and swipes at her reddened nose with a tissue she produces from her coat pocket, and then her face crumples in pain so deep she bares her teeth. “He loved you. Loved. Did you know that?”

“I loved him too, Layla.”

“Well, that didn’t stop you, did it?”

I attempt to traverse the tundra between us, just about five feet or so, but she holds her hands out to push me away. She buttons her coat, inhales a deep and resolute breath, and says, to match the formality of the office we’re standing in, “I just thought you’d want to know. You were always so close to him.” She’s speaking in my direction but looking at the door, so I move into her eyeline so she can’t avoid me.

“Wait,” I say. There’s a tremolo in my voice. I’ll shake myself to pieces any moment now. “Why are you here?” My hand is on her arm, I now realize. She looks down, and then up at me, so I take my hand back and get out of her way.

“I’m sure someone will call you to tell you about the service. But maybe you should think about whether it’s a good idea for you to come.”

“Layla. Stay. Please. Let me help.”

“I can’t,” she says. “I just came to see your face when I told you the news. I needed to see it.” She shrugs. “And that’s all.” Still, she hesitates, to recognize that her parting shot is directed not at some phantom in her mind but at a real person, in shock and in grief, blinking back at her. It’s a brief hesitation, enough to notice, but she turns around and walks out of the office.



My fingers still trembling, I call Osterholm’s cell. It has to be a mistake. Someone jumped the gun and wrote down the wrong registration number and upset Layla. That must be it. It takes forever for him to answer his damned phone, and just about when it gets to his voicemail, he picks up. “Go for Osterholm,” he says.

“You hear anything about a plane crash?”

“Hey, buddy,” he says. “I was just about to call you.” He doesn’t sound pleased to hear from me. In fact, he sounds a little angry.

“Okay, I’m calling you now. What’s happening?”

“Well, just like you heard. Plane went down in a field. We got state troopers and fire swarming up on 92 near the line. You’re probably going to want to get down here. Pronto.”

“Is it Joe Beck?” I say, realizing that my voice is uncontrollably loud.

“Just come down,” he says. “There are some reporters sniffing around the site. They haven’t made the reservation connection yet, but they will soon. You’re going to want to have some answers ready.”



I don’t even realize I’ve driven all the way out until I see the plume of smoke towering over the treetops. I pull into the ditch near the circus that’s popped up in a barren cornfield. It’s near the reservation boundary, just like Osterholm said, maybe a hundred yards from the highway.

The Cessna is broken into two main pieces, the tail augured in at a 45-degree angle, the burned-out cabin sitting flat, the nose gear a broken matchstick. The wings lay in pieces a few hundred yards behind the fuselage. The whole thing is sprayed lime green with foam fire retardant. Figures in white overalls are taking measurements and conferring with each other near the lone fire truck parked out on the plain.

I feel a queasy urge to wade into the snow and trudge all the way out there to get a good look. I need to see him myself. But as I take a stumbling step into the plowed snowbank, I hear a voice calling out to me, a voice that doesn’t sound all that different from Joe’s voice, but that couldn’t be, could it? That he somehow walked away from that burning wreckage? That he had time?

“Mitch,” the voice says, and for a moment I turn and expect to see Joe up there, maybe bruised and battered from a rough landing, but alive and reassuring me that everything’s okay, but it’s not. It’s Osterholm. “What are you doing down there?”

I look down and see that I’m knee-deep in a concrete-heavy snowdrift, and I don’t quite remember stepping into it. Somehow I haven’t found solid ground—I keep sinking and don’t stop until the snow has reached my upper thighs. I reach down and my arm disappears into the powder. Which is when I feel myself being pulled upward and out, and when I realize that my legs aren’t working and the owner of that Joe-like voice is dragging me backward, my heels scraping along the asphalt.



“Is he still out there?” I ask Osterholm. We’re sitting in his unmarked Crown Vic, watching the investigators picking over the crash site and taking their measurements and photos, harvesting the barren cornfield for gruesome, unimpeachable facts.

“No,” he says evenly. I guess he’s figured that Joe’s not just the general counsel to me, so he’s careful. He tongues each word, as though careful enunciation will blunt the unpleasant details. “They took the remains to the medical examiner’s in Birchtree.”

Try as I might, I can’t avoid thinking about the silver hair, the braid. The remains, Osterholm said. The remains.

“And they’re sure it’s him.”

“As sure as they could be,” he says, letting that euphemism linger between us. “There were some personal effects. The NTSB guys are saying they’re pretty darned sure it was Joe.” He squeezes my shoulder even though I’ve never even considered that he had human feelings before.

The shiver seizes my hands, gripping them closed into tight, arthritic fists, straining the forearms before traveling up my arms into my torso and down to my legs. And suddenly I can’t hide it, I’m doubled over in the seat, and I’m distantly aware that Osterholm is a little panicked by my sudden incapacitation.

“I’m fine,” I tell him, but it comes out strangled.

He weakly pats my back as my tears blur my vision. I’m looking down on the floor and see he has a squash racket in a zippered bag. For some reason, this just makes me shiver harder. I wish my only witness to this wasn’t Mike Osterholm, but it can’t be helped. I inhale and slowly return to upright. Down the road, a pair of satellite trucks pull alongside in the ditch.

“Something you want to talk about?” Mike asks.

Like did we go out to his house last night to kick him off the reservation? “Not with you.”

“Okay, that’s fine,” he says. “But I have to wonder: Where was he going in the middle of the night?”

“Iowa,” I say. “He serves as a judge on the Meskwaki reservation every month.”

“Iowa. At two o’clock in the morning. Who does that?”

“I don’t know. He had a full docket.”

“Sure,” he says. “Full docket. Well, from what I’m hearing, the flight plan said he was heading to Rochester. So I guess he was going to fly there and drive down? That sound right?”

“I don’t know.”

“And he had to leave in the middle of the night.”

“I told you I don’t know. Maybe he thought he could beat the weather.”

“Apparently not,” he says. “Mitchell, if I find out he was tipped off—”

“You shouldn’t have gone over my head with this,” I say, and the suddenness of my reply startles him. “You fucking try-hard.”

This time he meets my eyes. He’s formal now. He has a new target. “Whatever game you were playing before,” he says, “it’s over now. Done. I need you to tell me what happened last night.”

I get out of the car. I find my footing and I’m walking down the road, trying to will myself into ignoring the investigators and the smoldering wreckage and the still-developing understanding that Joe is really gone. But he’s not there, I tell myself. He’s not out there in that field. It’s just a plane wreck and scattered personal effects he left behind but could conceivably come back and get them at a more convenient time. I know it’s not true, but it’s enough to get me back to my car and driving back to the Eagle.
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A voice in my head, distant and clinical but clear, tells me I’m in shock. I turn that over a few times. You’re in shock. I’m encased inside that same numbness I had when my mother died, and as I drive back to the casino, the car ride is just as soundless—no, senseless—as it was then. Nothing’s getting past that numbness. You’re in shock, the voice says as I turn off the car. And again as I stumble my way in through the Golden Eagle’s employee entrance.

I find Mack and Buzz in Mack’s office in the basement acting like we’ve won already, huddled over Mack’s metal desk, making postelection moves as I knock lightly on the door. They give me a cursory glance when I come in, oblivious to whatever’s playing out on my face.

“You sure you want George Brown running the cage?” Buzz asks. “Past his sell-by, hennit? Thought we’d give Denny a shot.”

The president lets out a long, flustered sigh. “I don’t got love for George. I just don’t want Denny Cota anywhere near any currency. You see that new nine-line machine they got on the floor? ‘BC’ or some shit? Denny looks like the caveman on that machine. Like, you pull it and it’s one Denny, two Denny, Caveman Club, Rock, three Denny.”

“Then the machine asks you if it can hold twenty,” Buzz says. They laugh big stupid laughter together, until Buzz notices the neutral expression on my face. He says, “Lord Mitch will not abide this chicanery. Dignity and decorum, please.”

Mack clears his throat and resets his hangover crouch over the desk. “You can’t be serious about putting that Cro-Magnon motherfucker in charge of the cage. You’re getting soft up in the head.”

“Son, if we got rid of every dumbass here…” He trails off, and the president lets out a noise that sounds like a chuckle but only serves to acknowledge that Buzz has told half a joke and the president has half the patience for the old man since Buzz has gone full-court press to keep his favorites. “Denny’s loyal. And so is Howard. Birdie. Even old Betty, God bless her. Loyalty is the highest virtue.”

“Loyal?” Mack says. “Loyal to who, old man?”

“Loyal to the tribe, son. Loyal.”

Mack whistles through his teeth. “I’m putting George in the cage. You’re going to have to live with him.”

“Well, ain’t your usual magnanibus self today, are you?” He looks over at me, awaiting my correction.

There’s an ashen pallor in Mack’s face. He sits with his eyes half-lidded and chin resting on his hands. On the wall past his massive head are two photos: Mack in the grip-and-grin line at the White House reception for Indian Country leaders and Mack standing tall with the Republican governor of the state of Wisconsin. He has that folksy ursine—yet unmistakably victorious—grin in both pictures, happily aware that he could crush their hands into powder if he wanted.

Buzz is sitting in the chair across from the president’s desk, leaning back with his ankle hooked over his knee and his leather portfolio in his lap. He sucks at a water bottle, a baseball cap shading his eyes. His striped polo shirt strains across his happy belly.

“Joe’s dead,” I say. “His plane crashed.”

Mack takes a breath, but nothing wants to come out. He’s having as much trouble processing this abstraction as I did. “Crashed? The hell you talking about?”

“He crashed his plane. Like, fell out of the sky crashed.”

“Naw, Cuz. No way.”

“I just came from the site. He’s gone.”

After the shock jumps between them, they look at each other solemnly. “Damn,” Mack says.

Buzz caps his pen and puts it into his shirt pocket and lets out a moan through his closed mouth. “Damn shame,” he says. “Damn shame.” His chair squeals as he shifts in it and crosses his leg at the knee.

Mack says, “Guess we don’t have to go through the trouble of kicking him out of town now.”

“The old ones say that the Creator works in mysterious ways,” Buzz says to him, nodding at his own wisdom. The two of them cast gloomy looks at the president’s small desk, and Buzz clicks his tongue a couple of times. “Well, I don’t envy you boys. Have to figure out how you’re going to play this.”

Mack’s staring me down as though I’d caused this. He’s a deuce and a half of coiled potential energy, the heavy government-issue metal desk the only thing keeping him back. “Well, Cuz, you heard the old man. What are we gonna do? Counsel us.”

“What are we going to do?” I say. “We’re going to act like normal fucking human beings and go over to Maureen and offer her our unconditional support in her time of grief.”

“Fuck Maureen,” the president says, which leaves Buzz and me speechless for an agonizing moment. Mack notices, so he softens it up a bit. “She’s a tough lady. I’ll give her that. She don’t need our help. Besides, it looks guilty, like we had something to do with it.”

“We did,” I say. “And if you don’t think it’s getting out eventually—”

“All we did was give him a choice. That was mighty big of me. Choice is a valuable fucking commodity up here. And I said okay, let’s give him a choice. We don’t have to run him down like a dog. He’ll do the right thing. Mitch said he would! But shit, I don’t know, maybe we should’ve banished him outright. Driven him out in a police car. He might be alive now.”

“Amen,” Buzz says.

“Nobody told him to get in that tiny little plane and fly his dumb ass into the middle of a winter storm. He didn’t have to do that.” The words are coming faster now, in what counts as panic for him. “That was what he chose, and now we gotta grovel and make nice with Maureen and Gloria just because he did something stupid? I don’t give a fuck about Maureen right now. Or Joe.” He drops his heavy hand on the desk and rolls his chair back, and then he looks up at the ceiling. “Still fucking us up, even when he’s dead.”

Buzz reaches over and gives him a meaty slap on the back. “You don’t mean that.” But the look that Mack cuts at him suggests that yeah, he does mean that, and Buzz sees it and backs off. “Best thing to do,” he says to both of us, “is to keep moving forward. Just barrel on through. Keep hammering at Gloria and win this thing. But Mitch is right. Go look like a statesman.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He’s nodding. His neck is loose, unsure. He can barely keep himself upright in his chair.

“I’ll do it then,” I tell them. I turn and leave before they can say anything, but Mack stops me in the corridor outside the office. He looms over me, that heavy weight suspended in the air, just waiting to crush me in front of the third-shift dealers as they pass us in their golden uniforms and look at us curiously. “You’re just gonna walk away like that?”

“Yeah.” Though he spends a long moment eyeballing me from his superior height, he deflates and backs his mass up against the wall. I join him to get out of the way. The shift change is happening all around us.

“Let me ask you something, Cuz. Who’s the fucking chief?” But when it comes out, it sounds desperate, like he’s not quite convincing himself that this is true, that he is his title, but the ground is not solid underneath his size 14s.

“You are,” I say. “And you oughta know better.”

“Will you stop being all dramatical?” he says. “I didn’t want it to go this way.”

“Well, it did,” I say. The mass can drop on me at any moment. But then where would he be? I’m putting an awful lot of faith in our unspoken codependence. “And I’ll tell you that our intent doesn’t matter very much right now.”

“Okay. Then why didn’t you do anything to stop us? I don’t remember you exactly objecting.”

“Do you know why I didn’t stop you?” But I can’t tell him the real reason why: I wanted to hurt Joe too. “Because you’ve been dragging ass this whole campaign. I didn’t even think you wanted to win. And you’ve had this obsession with burning Joe—”

“Really? You did it so I’d shut up about Joe?”

“I gave you what you wanted most. And now I have to go clean up your mess. As usual.”

He shuts his eyes and slaps his own face. “Fine. You’re right. About all of it. Is that what you want to hear? I fucked up a little, you fucked up a little. We’re in a delicate spot, like you said.”

“We—I—have to put in an appearance over at the house. And we need to put out a statement ASAP. Push the narrative that we’re doing the right thing. We need to beat Gloria to the messaging.”

“Okay,” he says, nodding. It’s not something he necessarily wants to do, but he’s humoring me. “A statement. Something like, ‘The tribe is sorry’—”

“It needs to come from you. Not the tribe.”

“Okay, me. Yeah. Better if they hear it from my mouth. My words.”

“And you have to make it personal. He’s your father.”

“Adopted. He ain’t my real dad.”

“You really want to make that distinction now?”

“Okay, okay. You do it. Write it up. I’ll put my name on whatever you come up with. You’re so much better at the words than I am. Just hit your marks but don’t make me sound like a bitch. And hit Gloria somehow.”

“How the hell am I supposed to do that?”

“You’re supposed to be the ideas man here, hennit? There’s still an election happening Tuesday. We might be going down, but I’m going down shooting.”

“Like Scarface.”

“Yeah. Say hello to my little friend. With the fuckin’ grenade launcher.” Stray hairs are falling out of his braid.

The countroom custodians walk by, and he gives them that friendly ursine smile and a nod to let them know all is normal and nothing is wrong. When he’s confident that nobody’s in earshot, he turns back to me. “Okay, Cuz. Bang that shit out.”

He comes in for an awkward hug, and it’s strange because he holds it for a long moment. He even squeezes the breath out of me. Before it gets too weird, he lets up and slaps me on the back, and lumbers back into the office in what looks to me like defeat. What happens when the rez dog finally catches up with the car? I lean against the cinder block wall to steady myself.
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There’s a gravel path bound by twin lines of chalk-white boulders that leads from the backyard of the Beck estate down to a long metal pier jutting into Ogema Lake. Joe wasn’t a sportsman. He quietly disapproved of all the white tourists who came with their speedboats in the summer and their ATVs in the winter. He had a thing for the unspoiled solitude of the smaller lakes, and he liked to be out there in a slow, heavy canoe, the silver skin patched in the spots where it had run aground in the shallow waters.

In ziigwan, springtime, the Passage Rouge Anishinaabe shine thousand-candle power lights into the murk and spear muskies with tridents. In the late summer, or niibin, they knock wild rice into fat-bellied birchbark canoes. In the winter, biboon, they lie face down in icehouses, peering into the bottomless abyss of an augured pit, beckoning walleyes with hand-carved lures. But if you were Joe and me, you didn’t live the history of this place; you dreamed it, and you started from that long pier at the end of the pathway, and you followed the shoreline until you reached the Highway 92 causeway. You pass underneath the highway through a reverberating concrete tunnel, emerging onto Big Bow Lake, the second largest lake in Passage Rouge, after Ogema. The town of Passage Rouge sits on the isthmus between the two, but as Joe would point out, the Old Village was on the other side of Big Bow, nearer the smaller lakes and the passageway to the network of streams and rivers that once served as a hub of the fur trade in the nineteenth century. Big Bow is quieter, wilder. There’s no marina, and there are fewer jet skis or pontoon boat flotillas. From Big Bow, you can portage to roughly forty smaller lakes, and the streams and rivulets that feed into them, or you can keep going on to the choice fishing spots on Little Bow, or Long Knife Lake, so named after the sabers carried by the English.

Often my mother and I would make the drive out to the Becks’, through that big, modern automatic gate, then onto the courtyard in front of the redbrick Federal-style house. We’d walk down a landscaped path to the veranda overlooking the lake, a glossy magazine picture. Joe and Maureen would be sitting in their matching Adirondack chairs, this fantasy version of a stable, wealthy family, in my mind at least. There was Maureen, with her big movie star sunglasses, looking slightly out of place in the middle of the woods. They didn’t swill beer; they drank wine, and neither of them did anything as profane as smoking cigarettes or drinking wine out of a box. He wore pressed white Western-style shirts with pearl buttons, tailored jeans, polished boots, a genteel, courtroom cowboy living among the Indians.

I didn’t know anyone else like him, as accomplished and refined (though he tried to hide it, didn’t he—another point of fascination). He was unfailingly generous, and every time I saw him, I fell a little bit more in love with him. There’s no other way to describe it. There was the reservation, but there was also the even smaller reservation entirely confined to the grounds of the Beck estate, and whenever my mother would remind me that this land was my home, I always wished she was talking about this house. This grand driveway. This view of the setting sun over a sheet of glass. This family.

I loved my mother, but we were just a duo, a partnership. My own father was a stranger to me. I couldn’t understand how Mack could have a father like Joe and choose to reject him, or how Layla could take him for granted. I envied them even if they didn’t understand—or resented—their fortune in falling into this family. They had everything I wanted and they just couldn’t see it.

Joe and I would paddle out in the dark, the fog still hanging lazily over the gently rippling water, and we’d return to the pier in the heat of the afternoon. He knew the best spots. He was as good as any of the fishing guides on the rez. I didn’t even like fishing. I never caught a walleye or a muskie or anything bigger than a sunfish or a rock bass, which was fine by me, as I hated when their dorsal fins opened up like serrated switchblades whenever I tried to grab one and rip it off my hook. Sometimes I’d just toss in a bare hook and watch the bobber float along the glassy surface, and when the fish didn’t bite, Joe would say, “Reel it in slow—you have to lead them to the boat, brother.” And he would give me that smile that was already lined and wrinkled, a premature old age, and I would reel the line in slow and trust in his wisdom.

I would pretend I was captain of a great ship. He would stop paddling and pull up his oar as we approached the island, and that canoe would drift in the shadow of history while we watched our bobbers. Chokecherry Island was a sacred place, the last stand of the Sioux before the Anishinaabeg drove them out of here—a siege that starved out the last of their raiding parties. It was a site for Midewewin society ceremonies, hidden from the Indian agents and the chimokomonaag.

Not far from Chokecherry, there’s a monolithic stone jutting out of the water, not unlike a headstone, called Turtle Rock. You are quiet around it. You don’t speak around it. You certainly don’t touch it with your hand. The Anishinaabeg knew the rock, and all this country around it was sacred. The whites also believed in the power of this otherwise unremarkable sliver of shallow lake. The nature and method of that power was a mystery, but it was undeniable, that feeling, that coursing whenever the boat slid into the inescapable orbit, and I knew immediately even then why someone like Joe Beck would be so in thrall of it. I suppose, also, someone like me.

From Turtle Rock, you can see the site of the Old Village, where the council of elders used to sit under the birch canopy and debate and decide and govern. “Does this place feel powerful?” Joe would ask as our bobbers floated in the still water of the inlet. “It does,” I would say, not quite feeling it but wanting to. Do you believe in spirits? I didn’t know, still don’t. But when our canoe passed Turtle Rock, the sun would be high, my arms would ache from paddling, and we would be heading back to shore, where Joe and I would take the strings of walleyes he’d caught and scale and fillet them on a driftwood table down by the shore. I would watch his knife halve the fish and wrap my supposed legacy in butcher paper, and I would feel like there were people who made absolute sense of this world and one of those people was Joe Beck.

So, tell me, if Joe is really gone, what am I going to do now?



The sun is setting over Ogema when I get to the Becks’. The gate’s wide open, and when I get to the end of the driveway, there’s no place to park my car. A sheriff’s department cruiser is parked in the middle of the driveway, accompanied by a pair of unmarked Crown Vics. The deputy gives me a wary look but doesn’t confront me. I’m guessing the suits are from the NTSB.

All three garage doors are open. Maureen’s wagon is parked in her spot, but Joe’s is empty. Inside the garage, the jigs and mallets of Joe’s woodworking shop are all tucked away nice and neat, no trace of the disarray and messiness of his work. The canoe lies in situ on its sawhorses. There’s a finality here. It feels like a wake already.

Maureen skulks the plaza tile in front of the garage, her arms crossed as she glowers at the BlackBerry in her hand, which is also holding a lit cigarette with a long head of ash drooping downward. She’s wearing one of Joe’s shawl-collared cardigans, which makes her look smaller than she really is.

“You’re not welcome here,” she says as I approach. I try not to make any sudden movement, as though I’ll scare her away. As if I could. Maureen doesn’t scare.

“I know.” I hold my hands up in surrender, patting the air between us to keep things calm.

She clutches the phone tighter in her hand. She would like very much to throw it at my head. “Did you come here for a victory lap? Did you boys get what you wanted?”

“Jesus, no. I—I came out for you. I came to say that I’m sorry. For everything.” I can’t hide the shiver in my voice. It was a mistake to come out here tonight. I see this now.

“And what’s ‘everything,’ Mitch?” She remembers her still-burning cigarette, frowns at it, and drops it onto those finely laid plaza tiles, smearing ash with her slipper and pulverizing it. “Look, you can do me a favor and not talk to me like I’m an asshole.” For the moment, she’s aware of the investigators milling around the front door. She’s keeping her voice down.

“I’m not trying to talk to you like you’re an asshole. I’m the asshole. I know. One hundred percent.”

“I refuse to feel sorry for you,” she whispers. She glances up at the deputy, who doesn’t seem interested.

“I just want to help. Please. Please. What can I do?”

“Oh,” she says, and stares impassively as I plead with her. “Then from the very bottom of my heart, thank you. But we don’t need your kind of help here, Mitch.”

I thrust my hands deeper into my coat, ripping some threads in the silk lining.

She digs into the front pocket of that cardigan and finds a pack of Virginia Slims, holding it back-to-back against the phone without taking one out. Her shoulders slump as the fight goes out of her. The wind off Ogema tousles her short hair, and she pushes it out of the way. She says, not as an accusation but as a piece of coolly detached objectivity: “He thought better of you, you know that? He thought you were better.”

“I know he did.” For the moment, I can believe she’ll let up. She’ll let me in and we can grieve together.

But she knows how to really clobber me, doesn’t she? “Your mother never raised you this way. To turn on the people who love you the most. If she could have only seen—”

“I didn’t want this,” I say. “This isn’t what we wanted.”

“You didn’t want this,” she mutters. She scoffs and cuts her eyes away from me. The phone in her hand is buzzing, but she’s letting it ring and ring because she’s waiting for the next lie, the next damning self-incrimination, but I’m smart enough to know better, aren’t I? I’m not about to give it to her. I’ve done my part here. Nothing more needs to be said.

There’s the sound of another car winding through the hedgerow. An olive-green Prius breezes past us with an electrical hum, coming to a neat stop alongside my car. As we wait for the driver to emerge, Maureen and I exchange a knowing look to acknowledge an absurdity, that even now, on a night like this, we will be visited by the eminence of Gloria Hawkins and we will act accordingly. So we stand in the silence, waiting for Gloria to get out and unfrazzle herself and throw herself into this whole sad scene. Her first concern is Maureen, of course, who puts her arms down to her sides and allows herself to be yanked into Gloria’s aggressive embrace. This is when Maureen’s face goes rigid in excruciating pain. Her eyes shut tight and her mouth opens to a silent scream.

“Oh, M, just what are you doing in the cold?” she says to Maureen, holding her cheek against Maureen’s shoulder. She tries to nick the pack of cigarettes out of Maureen’s loose fist, but Maureen snatches it away from her. “Please, give me the asemaa. Smoking it won’t help at all.”

“I’ll smoke if I want to,” Maureen says. Gloria holds her again, and when she does, she looks over Maureen’s shoulder and notices me for the first time, and gives a wan, thin-lipped smile.

“Oh, Mitch, it’s horrible, isn’t it?” Gloria says to me.

“Mitch is very sorry,” Maureen says in a tone that can’t be mistaken for anything other than sarcasm, although Gloria doesn’t catch the vinegar. She’s aware of me again, and the pained face has eased back into bitter irritation at my presence. “So he says. He was just on his way out.”

“I’m here for the tribe, Maureen,” I say. I stand a little straighter now that I’m not here for just me. “Whatever support you need from us.”

We’re lit up in headlights again, and a satellite van from the Rhinelander TV station swerves to avoid hitting us right here in Maureen’s driveway before screeching to a stop. Gloria gives the driver a withering look, offended on behalf of Maureen, who has gone quiet and distant to everything and everyone.

“Let’s get out of this cold then,” Gloria says, lingering on me as though she can see the shiver inside. My options are not good. I can loiter outside and mush mouth at the newspeople, or flee from the cameras and look guilty, or venture into the house with Maureen’s intent to murder me with whatever blunt weapon of opportunity is within reach. I go with the third option. At least it’s warm in there.

Gloria guides Maureen by the shoulders toward the side door, away from the troopers and the news van. We enter through the kitchen door into an undisturbed crime scene. It hasn’t been twenty-four hours since I sat at the counter and laid it all out for Joe. The dishes from last night sit unwashed in the sink. I still think you’re a good guy, brother, he’d said to me.

We pass through the kitchen into the great room overlooking the sunset over Ogema. Maureen lands on the big, overstuffed couch, and even though I’m uninvited, I feel obligated to sit in the chair across from her. Gloria goes to all the light switches and turns on every lamp and overhead light, even in the bathrooms, and then she heads back into the kitchen. Her footsteps echo off the high ceilings. Maureen and I have found ourselves hostage to Gloria’s insistent nurturing.

Maureen, her eyes red, her arms crossed, looks at me. She’s not crying anymore, but she’s still not okay with me sitting here. She’s holding back her contempt for the moment.

“They had questions,” she says, pointing with her lips at the door. I can still hear them talking out there. “They wanted a time line.”

I nod, accepting this information as coolly as possible.

“And their questions—was he drinking? Was he depressed? Sick?”

“Was he?” I say.

“You know, Mitch, the way they rolled up here, I thought they were Passage Rouge cops. Isn’t that funny? Saw the lights, first thing I thought was, ‘Is he coming for me, too?’ ”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“You came out with storm troopers last night. You might understand why I thought so.”

She’s flicking the cigarette over a square, bone-colored plate in place of an ashtray. I’m positive nobody has ever smoked inside this house until now.

“Mack killed him, didn’t he?” she says, no dramatic pause, no big emotional statement. Just the presentation of an unassailable fact.

I shake my head. “I don’t even know where to begin with that. That’s crazy.”

“You know what I mean. Mack was trying to break his heart. It worked.”

“He wanted Joe gone. He didn’t want him dead.”

“Sure about that? Does he even know what he wants anymore?”

I’m realizing now that I’ve never seen her frightened before. That’s what this is: fear. She’s unaccustomed to it, so she’s making up things to be afraid of to distract herself from the fact that her life was more fragile than she’d thought. She reaches for the pack of cigarettes on the coffee table and lights one, then blows the smoke out of her nostrils.

We’re stuck here together, just me and Maureen and her addled imagination, in the cavernous great room, amid the items of Joe’s curations in their glass display cases: a young girl’s yellowed and faded powwow regalia, an eagle-feather bonnet, an ancient war club that looks like an oversized charred matchstick. Maureen and I are just a couple of relics in this museum that Joe built, snarling at each other and futilely beating our fists on the glass that separates us.

Gloria brings a mug of tea for Maureen. “I think I hear them clearing out. For now.” She perches on the armrest of Maureen’s chair. She looks up at me, blinking in the dim light as if she’s only now recognizing who I am and why I matter to this current disaster.

“He looks just like Ronnie, hennit?” she says to Maureen. “Do you see it?”

Maureen says, “I don’t know what I’m looking at.”

“It’s his eyes. Don’t you remember—” But Maureen’s already tuned her out, and she doesn’t bother with finishing the thought. “Joe called me, you know. Before he left.”

“What?” Maureen says. “When?”

“Oh, it was late. A little after midnight, I’d say. I was still up. I’ve been keeping such late hours these days.”

“After midnight?”

“He didn’t sound upset or anything. He told me to stay the course. With the campaign. He wanted me to play it out all the way to the end. ‘Ain’t over until the last out.’ He used to say things like that. Right, Maureen? And he said that we’d figure it all out as soon as he got back.”

“That was it?” I say. “Nothing else?”

“That’s it. He just said that it would all work out in the end.”

“You should have told us,” Maureen says. She shifts her body away from Gloria, away from her hands. “You should have told us right away.”

“I just remembered now,” Gloria says. “I’m sorry. I’m still dealing with the shock of it. I don’t even know if it really happened.”

“What the hell do you mean by that?” Maureen says. “Did he call you or not?”

Gloria hesitates, her eyes narrowing in concentration, careful about what she’ll say next. “I had a passing thought, perhaps, that maybe it wasn’t him but his spirit. It was very late last night. It feels like it could have been a dream. But something happened. He spoke to me. He did, or his spirit.”

I’m too stunned to speak. Maureen isn’t. “Jesus,” she says. “His spirit, Gloria?”

“It’s been known to happen,” Gloria says. “It was either him or his spirit. Or both. They thought I needed to hear what he had to say.”

Maureen reaches out in front of her and strangles an invisible neck. “You didn’t know how to tell us? You do it by telling us! Just tell us!”

Gloria purses her lips and puts her arm around Maureen again, pulling her close as the squall passes. “I just thought he was reaching out. Things have been so fraught.”

Maureen swallows hard and pushes Gloria’s hand away. She says in my direction, “So, why don’t you tell me how the tribe can help little old me? Please. Mitch. How are they going to make this right? How are they going to fix everything?”

“Can we just drop the hostility here? Just for a second? Please?”

“You think I’m hostile? You’ll know when I’m hostile, Mitch.”

“Will I? Hard to tell when that’s all I get from you.”

“Oh, grow up.”

My jaw is clenched tight, which is probably good because otherwise my teeth would be chattering with the shiver. My eyes are shut just as tight as my jaw, and my ears are so deafened by the rush of blood that I hardly make out Gloria’s tremulous voice from across the coffee table: “He’s hurting, Maureen.”

Maureen says, much more quietly than before, “I know. I know he is. And he can come out from behind Ronnie’s skirt and tell us himself. Unless he’s here for the tribe, and not himself.”

She waits for me to answer that, and because I don’t rightly know, I get up to leave. I feel their gaze on the way out—and isn’t it funny that there’s some comfort in the familiarity? That I’m not crazy to feel the presence of my mother, who would have stood with them and judged from their distance? For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, I’m gliding out of the house, no ground underneath my feet.



Outside, skitter-stepping over the ice to my car, I hear Gloria call my name from the front door: “Wait!” She steps carefully onto the tiled driveway like a deer, her hands aloft for balance. “She’s in shock.”

“Shock? She hates me.”

“Gahween,” she says, emphasizing the Anishinaabemowin word when “no” would have sufficed. “Maureen doesn’t hate anybody. The things she said about your mother, she just—I wish you could have seen how much she loved your mother. She cares about you, really.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I say.

She looks up at me, and those sad eyes are insistently kind, demanding my acceptance of that kindness. She breaks eye contact and looks down at the melting ice and trickle of water at our feet. “Joe always said you were good. A special presence. Joe was good at reading people.”

Why do they keep saying this? What evidence is there of any goodness whatsoever? We seem to be at this stage where we’re hollowing each other out and forming spirits into whatever shape we need them to be. She presses her lips together tightly, gives my hands a light squeeze. I pull them away.

“Our team’s putting out a statement,” I say, and the mention of campaigns and all the things that matter seems to make her recoil and disengage. “I’m assuming you will too.”

“Mitch, I’m not thinking about that right now. Maybe you should take a little time yourself.”

“There’s still an election on Tuesday,” I say. Do I really have to remind her that we’re still in a fight?

She mulls that over for a second but then shifts her attention down the driveway, toward the guest cottage: “There’s a light on down there,” she says. Then she does a strange thing: she smiles like she’s happy. “Go,” she says, pointing the way with her lips. “Go.”



I walk down the path to the old cottage. I halfway expect to see clapboard and peeling paint, but Joe renovated the cottage with polycarbonate siding years ago, rusty-hinged doors and drafty windows torn out for tempered, double-paned windows and sleek sliding glass. If he was going to be exiled from the Government Center after Mack took over, he would have a proper office. When I get to the sliding door, I see Layla at his desk, her back to the window, her hair tied up in that messy spray of black and deep copper. I knock gently on the glass. Even though she doesn’t turn to acknowledge me, I slide open the door and step inside.

She’s rummaging through a filing cabinet behind the desk, but she freezes when she sees me. Her face is flushed, and when she looks up, I can see her eyes are red and rubbed raw.

“Layla,” I whisper, and before she can stop me, I edge through the door.

She looks at me skeptically for a moment. There’s a stack of manila files haphazardly fanned on the desk, and when she sees that I notice them, she says, “If you need to know, I’m looking for his estate plan. But nothing’s where it should be.” The implication is that I might know where it is, as though I’ve ever been inside his home office, which I haven’t. But she’s casting around for anything right now. She’s more lost than I am.

“Layla, you don’t have to do this.”

“Yes, Mitch, I do. I just have to keep moving, okay? I’ve been moving since this morning and I haven’t stopped.”

“I know.” I do. If she slowed down, she’d have enough time to consider the reality of Joe’s death. She keeps up her search, and I watch her for a moment. She’s acting like I’m not in the room with her. She’s straining to keep this up.

“You can’t outrun it,” I tell her. This gets her attention.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I’m pretty fucking fast.”

I edge closer to her so I can help. I start scanning the bookshelves, open his unlocked desk drawers, take a cursory look around the rest of the office. I don’t know what I’m looking for, of course. It’s surprising to me that he’d be careless about contingencies—no, certainties—but then again, he’s been challenging our assumptions all morning, hasn’t he? I think I can see it—the thing would be bound in leather, thick with sheaves of paper weighty enough to communicate their importance: the will, the arrangements, the final dispensation of whatever earthly remains left from the crash.

But they’re not here. She’s frantically flinging paper around the room and cursing his name under her breath. And then she falls into his leather chair and her glazed eyes settle into a wide-eyed stare into nothing.

“He really did this place up, didn’t he?” I take in the cream walls of the office, the watercolor of Chokecherry Island, the teak furniture glowing warm in the lamplights. “He built it himself?”

“You know he did,” she says. “That was him. Always liked to get his hands dirty.” She sits heavily into his leather chair. “You haven’t been inside?”

“Nope. Last time I was inside this room was when—” I don’t need to finish the sentence, because we both know the last time I was here. She lets out what could be a short laugh, more of a snort.

“That old couch was right where you’re standing.” But as soon as she remembers, the darkness settles over her face again. “Did you see my mom yet?”

“I did. She had a few words for me.”

“Oh,” she says, and turns back to the filing cabinet. “Probably best you stay out of her way for a while. She hasn’t had time to herself to really sit with it.”

“Neither have you.”

“No,” she says evenly, and slams a filing cabinet drawer shut. “He left a little bit of a mess if you haven’t noticed. Funny how people like him and you and Mack go and make the mess, and people like my mother and me get to clean it up.”

“I want to help,” I say, aware of my weak and half-hearted undertone. I want to believe this, and her tolerance of my presence suggests that she does too. It’s just that neither of us have figured out what it would mean to help. I’m afraid of what it could mean. “Gloria’s up at the house talking about spirits.”

She frowns and tucks her stray hair behind her ear. “Sounds like her. She’s from the spirit world.”

I take a seat in the chair across the desk from her. I can feel the weight of those filing cabinets behind her, anchored and unmovable with the damning evidence of what led us to sifting through his wreckage. It’s aggressively warm inside the office, and I feel sweat at the cuffs of my coat. My eyes drift over to the desk, strewn with stray papers, manila folders, nonsense, and signal noise. I doubt she knows what she’s really looking for, just listlessly moving piles of paper from one part of the office to the other. She seems to realize this, and after letting a final handful of papers fall to the desk, she closes the filing cabinet drawer, which takes a second to slide back into place. She looks down at her chapped, raw hands.

“It’s funny how something like this clarifies things, isn’t it?” I silently disagree with her. I used to have clarity, but that clarity crashed into a field near Rhinelander sometime in the early morning. She tries to finish her thought, but whatever she’s about to say comes out as a small, painful cry—a sound so small that I would have missed it if I wasn’t so intently staring into her face. It’s the sound of lungs compressed by the weight of sudden horror. She says, “We were fighting. Oh, God, we were fighting before he left.”

“It doesn’t matter. He loved you.”

“But what if it—”

“Don’t do that to yourself,” I say, remembering certain sharp memories. Unproud moments. “You’ll drive yourself crazy with questions like that. What-ifs.”

“Mitch, Mitch,” she says under her breath, and shakes her head. “You know what he told me?”

“No. And you don’t have to go there. Really, Layla.”

“You know, he waited until Thanksgiving. He wanted to have one of his daddy-daughter summits, you know, state of the Layla address. You know what he said? He said I wasn’t serious enough about my life. That I’m just treading water. And I told him—I told him, uh, no. I’m helping with Gloria’s campaign while I’m here. I have a good job. I’m going to law school soon. I was doing all the things he thought I should do. But then he said, ‘Layla, I never raised you to do things in half-measures.’ Do you think he meant that I should be more like you? Mitch commits, doesn’t he? Does everything he’s told.”

“That’s not true,” I say, and it should be self-evident, but certain truths are in the process of being warped inside this office and it doesn’t matter what I say. “He loved you. No matter what. He said it out of love.”

“He loved you,” she says. “That’s what I was trying to tell you the other day. He’s been so miserable lately. You did that to him. He loved you, and you acted like you didn’t love him back. So then we all had to suffer. He had to fix all of us. He had to fix me.” She’s worked up a good bit of rage now. I remember this feeling very well.

“I’m sorry,” I say, because what else is there to say that’ll allow me to escape without absorbing the radioactive fallout of that rage?

“Don’t be,” she says. She puts a piece of paper on the desk between us and slides it my way. DOJ letterhead. “You don’t have to tell me what this is. I can read.” It’s a target letter. It’s dated last week. “Do you think it’s why he—” She doesn’t finish the question, but it’s not really a question now, is it? She’s been alone in his office, just her and the blossoming horror at an act of violence he’s committed against everyone he ever loved. These past few hours, there hasn’t been anyone around to convince her otherwise. She’s been busy building this airtight case of his guilt, and she’s just found a scrap of damning evidence. She reaches over and takes it away from me, reads it over again as though the words have magically changed since they were in my possession.

“He didn’t.” I can’t quite say “commit suicide” or “kill himself.” We know what we mean. They had him dead to rights and he would have known it—maybe even expected it. Banishment was the least of his worries. “It was just an accident, Layla. That’s all.”

She says, “Yeah, but he also believed people put themselves in circumstances where bad things happen.”

I get up and while I feel a powerful urge to come around the desk and hold her, I don’t want her to feel the shake inside me, as though the shiver would scare her away and confirm her worst fears about Joe. I’m starting to believe that this was a suicide. She doesn’t need help believing it too.

We can sense this from each other. It’s exuding from us like a sour smell. We’ve run out of anything else to talk about, so she turns back to practical matters and says, “Maybe you could go out and break the news to Waabizh. Don’t you live right next to him?”

That’s a simple yes or no, but I still hesitate. I do live near him, but that also means I’ll run into his son, Reed, who I’m sure has certain opinions about me. “I can do that,” I say, swallowing hard, the words catching in my throat. “Anything to help. I mean it.”

“He’ll want to know.”

I turn to leave, but before I do, I point at the target letter in her hand and tell her, “The FBI’s always fishing. I know the point guy on it. Thought he was going to make a career on a big corruption case. Take down a tribal government.”

She looks around his office, pricing the furnishings, the house, the cars. Joe’s life wasn’t cheap. But the worst part is he’s not here and never will be here to answer the questions she has, questions I can’t answer. Questions where I can only stonewall her and temporarily forestall conclusions she’s about to draw from hard figures on paper and memories that are warping by the minute.

“Doesn’t really matter now, does it?” she says. She crumples the letter in both of her fists, squeezes, then lets go and it rolls off the desk onto the rug. Her fists clench again, and she rears back and yells, “Fuck!” The volume and suddenness send a shock down my legs.

“Layla,” I say. She opens her eyes. What, Mitch? It’ll be okay? Time heals all wounds?

Where are the words? Where’s the correct voice? Joe would have known, but he’s gone and I’m not him. I turn away from her now, to walk out into the cold and shut the door behind me, entombing her with the evidence of Joe’s real work here in Passage Rouge. Because you made it that way, the voice tells me. Because this is the only way it was going to be.



I don’t usually drink at the casino—it’s a bad look and people know me here—but tonight calls for an observance. Raise a glass to Joe. At the Nest, the local news comes on the big-screen TV above my seat, and yep, they’re covering the crash and I get a good traffic-copter view of debris in the cornfield taken in the waning light of this afternoon, cutting back to the live feed, a reporter lit up in klieg lights. A couple of locals sitting a few stools away from me at the bar are pointing at the TV excitedly, very glad that they recognize the road and the field, their knowledge affirmed by the footage of Joe’s burning plane. “That’s just up the road, hennit?” one says to the other. I call over the bartender and tap the coaster in front of me like I’m hitting on a winning hand. He gives me an uncertain look, but he comes back with the drink.

The news cuts back to the footage from earlier today, another shot of the firefighters spraying down the smoldering fuselage, and then a clip from a hastily assembled, roadside press conference. I hold up my shot glass to eye level, blocking my view. You’d think the burn in my throat would counteract that shiver, that they balance or cancel each other out, but that’s not how the shiver works. The burn just makes it worse.



No going back to the house in the woods tonight. I grab a room at the hotel—the same ground-floor view of the parking lot room I usually get whenever I don’t feel like driving home. I take out my laptop when I get there and plug in to the port. I open a blank document and write:


FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE



But that’s as far as I get. What are we immediately releasing?


FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

I’ve been informed of the passing of Joe Beck and I’m heartbroken about the news. Joe Beck was my father and—



What? I’m already making shit up—


an invaluable ally to our nation. Although he wasn’t an enrolled member, he—



Delete the last sentence. Immaterial.


Joe Beck made things happen here in Passage Rouge. Without his lobbying efforts in Madison and Washington DC, the tribe would never have built the Golden Eagle Casino, thus growing our economy into what it is today. Without his pro bono legal representation, hundreds of our citizens would have been voiceless in the county and state court cases. Without his dedication to land reclamation efforts—



And this is where I stumble again. He was getting rich from these efforts. That’s the truth, and it will come out someday, but not in this press release.


Without Joe Beck, the tribe would not have regained thousands of acres of stolen land, guaranteed to us by treaties violated by the United States government. We mourn his loss and will keep his memory alive. Sincerely, Mack Beck, Tribal President



It’s as bloodless as I can manage. And maybe it preserves some of Mack’s fragile dignity, what with the one reference to the defining relationship in his life. I send it out to the communications department and copy it to Mack so he can read it, even though I already know he’ll hate that his name is attached to this formality. He’ll hate it because it must be said. But I’ve already decided that he will have to live with it, because I will not get to deliver any other eulogy. I might not even be invited to the funeral. This will be my final word on Joe Beck.

I log on to Facebook with the “PR Shinnob” burner account. There’s a message waiting for me from Reed Paulson.


hey. who the fuck RU



My hands begin to tremble and sweat. I look around the room like he’s there with me. This doesn’t require a response. It’s not even technically a question without the mark. But here’s someone reaching out, a challenge, sure, but it’s funny because I never even considered letting the burner interact with anyone else, and I feel compelled to type “lol.”

After running the burners, I feel fluent enough in troll-speak to frustrate Reed Paulson. Annoy him as much as he’s annoying me. But he’s not put off at all. He’s already replied:


no, really. who RU

whats this bullshit your posting about Gloria



I close the browser window, but that seems insufficient, so I yank the ethernet cable from the wall, sending the plug flying across the room, and the sound of the plastic clicking off the wall brings me back to reality. I close my laptop and slip it into my briefcase. I fall onto the bed, pressing my face into the top sheet and inhaling the smell of chlorine bleach. This is how I pass into desperate, dreamless sleep, if you can call it sleep. But before all goes black, I still feel that phantom presence at the other end of the room, infiltrating through the now broken ethernet port. Someone out there knows. Someone who matters.
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The third night of my mother’s fire, I drifted in and out of consciousness, exhausted but fighting sleep. It was in this state that I felt a change inside me. It was vague and indefinable but no less terrifying than the waking dream I was stuck inside. A memory occurred to me, a piece of information I had from long ago: A young man sets out into the woods, leaving the village behind him. He sees nobody and talks only to the Creator for guidance. He doesn’t return to the village until he falls into the dream world and lives in it. The elders say that there’s sacred knowledge in it, essential for life. He prays, sings his people’s songs, fasts, and awaits the manidoo, the spirit that will guide him.

One might assume that I learned this from one of those tradish elders out in the Old Village, but my understanding of the vision quest came from Joe Beck, for what that’s worth.

I don’t claim that I received such a vision on the third night of the fire. I don’t know if I fell into any otherworldly realms or communed with any spirits, but I was desperate, and that night I prayed for the vision. It didn’t come. But if it had, would I have known? What would I have done with such knowledge?

For an outsider like me, it’s easy to discount the importance of a vision, to dismiss it as a hallucination caused by going without food or sleep for days on end. Regardless of my doubts, that woodsmoke blackened my lungs, the sparks burned pinpoint holes in my hoodie, the blood flowing through the veins and capillaries in my hands throbbed along with the orange glow of the ash stirred by the November breeze. Was this the vision? I was outside of my body, looking from above, and I felt the first creep of the shiver steadily climbing up my hands, through the tendons of my elbow, my shoulders, stopping to rest in the frozen niche I kept in my heart.

I lived inside that niche while the people who came to pay their respects shuffled in and out of my periphery. They murmured about what a shame it was, my mother. What was shameful about getting into a car accident? It was horrible, yes. Tragic. Morbidly unfair. But shameful?

I didn’t pay any mind to the noise outside of me, not with the promise of warmth from feeding logs into the orange and white heart of my suffering. When I heard heavy steps shuffling from the courtyard, I fell out of the waking dream and looked up, expecting to see Joe, but instead it was that purple blur ambling out of the darkness. The blur came into focus and became Layla. She pulled her lawn chair next to mine again and settled into another night with me. We would continue our vigil together.

“You have to come inside, Mitch,” she said. “Please. You’re freezing into a Mitchcicle. I won’t have it.”

“I can’t,” I said.

“Why not?” She shifted the lawn chair closer to mine, our knees touching. “Do you think you’re the only one who’s sad?” I’d been thinking just that. Nobody seemed to understand the significance of the yawning abyss of my grief. As though she sensed an implicit harshness in her words, she tried to soften it: “We’re all feeling it. You don’t have to carry it alone.”

“I don’t want to talk,” I said. “And I don’t have anything better to do but sit out here. If you don’t mind.”

She leaned into my arm, awkwardly, because she stayed in the chair, and while it felt good, I acted aloof. She tugged her white stocking cap lower down her head and hugged herself tightly, just to show me that she could be as dismissive as I was. “I don’t have anything better to do, either, I guess.”

“Fine, then,” I said, and as soon as I said it, I could hear how snide and unkind it was, but it was the truth: I didn’t feel like being kind to anyone, even Layla.

“Fine, then,” she said in her lowest register, mocking me. But she stayed, and just like the night before, she fell asleep sitting up in the chair as I listlessly stabbed at the embers in the fire. It did feel better, having her out there with me. The sound of her breathing, the sound of her coughing whenever the smoke kicked up, whenever she flinched when the knots in the firewood exploded, I thought were nice little reminders that we were still alive.

Deep into the morning, my lungs were heavy with woodsmoke thickened with the cold humidity of the lake. My jeans were frozen to the plastic fabric of the lawn chair. I stirred, and a light dusting of snow sloughed off my arms.

There was someone lurking by the house. I looked into the heart of the fire, pretending to ignore that someone until they thought better of approaching me.

“What’s good, Cuz?”

It was Mack. His baseball cap sideways, his oversized Saints Starter jacket buttoned all the way up to his neck to keep out the chill. I hadn’t seen him for years. He’d grown a wispy beard and was taller than I’d remembered.

Layla woke up to the sound of his voice, yawned, and rubbed her eyes. It took her a moment to recognize him too, and when she did, she straightened up and gripped the sides of her chair. The sharpness in her voice startled me: “Does Dad know you’re here?”

“Who do you think opened the gate?” he said. “You think I climbed over it?”

“You could have,” she said.

“I ain’t gonna Spider-Man that fence just to get in here,” he said, and he seemed to take a little satisfaction in Layla’s discomfort. But I guess the sight of me slumped in my lawn chair chastened him into that serious register he could find whenever it suited him to be serious. He could switch it on quick. “My respects.”

“I’m going to tell Dad you’re here,” she said pointedly.

“She thinks I care, Cuz.”

“Oh, fuck off.”

“She’s getting mad. I can hear it.”

She put her hand on my knee and used it to push herself up to standing, gave me one last look, and eyeballed Mack on her way up to the house. Maybe that was the time to go with her, to follow her up there, to accept her kindness and leave Mack here to tend the fire and prove he was here for the right reasons. Maybe we all would have been better off.

Mack dropped heavily into the lawn chair next to me, grunting as he leaned back. He looked around the darkness, pointing his lips to the murmuring near the house, and spoke conspiratorially: “She’s such a tattletale. She’s still mad at me because I told her she’s adopted. Some people are just allergic to the truth, you feel? Like, so the fuck what? I am too. Big deal.”

“She was six,” I said.

“Old enough to know the truth, you ask me.”

I hadn’t expected him to come out. He was in college too—Loyola in New Orleans, as far away from Passage Rouge as he could get—and he hadn’t been back to the Beck house since he’d left for school. I wasn’t even sure how he’d heard the news. But here he was, three days after my mother died, leaning in that chair, throwing another split log into the fire and staring into it. The sparks landed on my damp shoes and the tops of my hands.

“I know the boys who did this,” he said. “You probably do too.”

Now we shared something new: he’d lost his mother too. He was also looking for a spirit, but it had eluded him as much as mine eluded me.

“This fuckin’ place,” he’d said. “This fuckin’ place.”

He took one of the Lucky Strikes from the pack, lit it with the glowing end of the fire stick, and took a long drag. He looked toward the house. “How long you think I got?” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean how long before Joe comes down here. ‘Okay, son, maybe we should let Mitch cry all by himself here in the cold if that’s what he feels like doing. Okay, Mack, run along now.’ ” He scoffed and took another drag off the cigarette. “She was a good lady, your moms. I know that much. This place just chews up good people like that.”

“Could have happened anywhere.”

“You really think that, Cuz?” He kept on as though I hadn’t said anything. “This place is poison. It’s full of poisonous-ass people.” He pointed again at the house, so warm in the winter snow, so smug with the soft yellow light in the windows. It felt deranged to think this way. Joe had dropped everything to come down to Madison to get me, and he was handling all the arrangements. Yet I was finding a rage that I hadn’t realized was there, and that rage had no other channel except that warmly glowing house.

“I already told you,” I said, my voice shaking with the cold. “I don’t blame anyone. Not even those boys.” It was unconvincing, even to me, but he kept on about it. I didn’t understand why he needed my anger. He needed me to be vengeful.

“Don’t you want to do something other than sit here and poke a fire and cry?” He jammed the fire stick into the embers. “I mean, not like revenge or anything like that. Just something. Something.” Now I knew what I’d been cautious about. I could feel myself losing control of the situation. I was being challenged. I was wasting something—myself, my life. But before he made me implicate myself, before I could affirm my own futility before a witness, he backed off: “Forget I said anything. Sorry, Cuz.”

I didn’t know him very well, but I knew his poses. I knew that he’d shown up here out of that love because why the fuck else would he bother to make the trip for five minutes of face time? We were both lost. We were two boys who wanted our anger and dispossession to mean something when it clearly meant so little. All we could do was breathe the smoke and swallow the fire and sit inside our own weaknesses.

A few minutes later, Joe emerged from the house with a grave look on his face. Right on time. “Okay, Mack,” he said, and he stood and waited there while Mack straightened his hat, brushed the ash off his jeans, and got up from the chair.

“What’d I tell you?” Mack said. He walked up to Joe and tried to make himself look big. By now, he was a foot taller than Joe, and he was trying to make that matter, but Joe wasn’t shrinking away from him. Mack turned back to me and said, “I did what I came here to do,” and then passed him by.

When he was gone, Joe sat in the chair next to me, reached for my hand, and gave it a squeeze. “You okay, brother?” he asked.

I nodded weakly. I couldn’t say anything because the smoke had gummed up my throat. He inhaled, hesitated, waiting to see if I really was okay, but a boy on a vision quest has to go it alone, although I didn’t want to hear that. I wanted him to stay and guide me through it, even though that’s not how it works.
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It’s Mack who wakes me up at six in the morning. He doesn’t sound happy about being up so early. “The G-men are banging down my door,” he says, his voice croaking. “They got questions.” I roll off the bed, check my face in the mirror—no better than yesterday—and agree to meet him up at the suite.

I’m not sure what he means. Going by his account, I half expect to see the double doors of the Migizi Suite busted into splinters and Mack hog-tied and wriggling under an FBI agent’s boot. Instead, I find a pair of standard-issue, middle-aged chimokomonaag in funeral-black suits calmly but determinedly waiting in the hallway. They show me their badges and say they’re from the Milwaukee field office. Osterholm’s not tagging along with them, and I don’t ask why.

“You Mitch Caddo?” the corn-fed-looking one says to me. The other one looks like an old soft-haired Republican. I admit that I am.

“Could you go inside to see if Mr. Beck can give us a bit of his time? He’s been keeping us waiting here for a little while now. Is he all right in there?”

These guys don’t have a warrant and I’m not about to invite them in. I’m priming myself to give them the full defense attorney act when Mack opens the door for us. He’s dressed in his ribbon shirt, and he’s wearing the red Nationals cap, neatly shaven around the edges of his beard, but the eyes betray him. They’re not bloodshot, baggy, anything obvious to strangers like these FBI guys. Still, there’s some weariness and dread there that only I can pick up on.

“Why don’t you fellas come on in,” he says, not exactly jovially but cordial enough to not arouse suspicion. He ushers them inside, and I give him a look as I follow them.

The Migizi Suite is spotless. There’s no trace of him anywhere in the room. The bed is made. There are no scraps of laundry or empty bottles anywhere. When I glance into the bathroom, I can see the glasses have the sanitary paper caps and the mini–shampoo bottles are lined up where they’re supposed to go. This is the act of a guilty man, one terrified of consequence. The guilty man invites us to sit in the club chairs next to the fireplace, burning hot and smokeless.

They put a recorder on the coffee table in between us, and they take notes. They address their questions to the president, but I answer them as Mack looks off at the daylight creeping through the sheer curtain.

They understand that we were at the Beck house on Saturday night, Cornfed tells us.

“What was the nature of this visit?” Old Republican asks.

“Tribal business,” I tell them. “It’s privileged.”

“Privileged?”

“Mr. Beck was our general counsel,” I say. Mack clears his throat as if to speak but thinks better of it. “He was advising us in an official legal capacity.”

“That’s the thing,” Old Republican says. “We heard he was fired.”

Where the hell did he get that from? A council critter? Gloria?

“We won’t be commenting on internal matters. But Mr. Beck was still acting as the tribe’s attorney during our meeting.”

“Did Mr. Beck seem upset by the subject of your discussion?” Cornfed asks. “Morose? Incapacitated in any way? Did you witness him consume any alcohol, drugs, anything like that?” They were working that angle with Maureen last night.

“The president and I visited Mr. Beck at his home at around eleven o’clock at night. We left about a half hour later. I can’t comment on his disposition or what was discussed.”

They write on their notepads. Mack and I glance at each other. He rolls his eyes.

“You went out to his residence with a contingent of police officers,” Old Republican asks. “Is that standard procedure when talking with the general counsel?”

“The president often travels with a police escort,” I say. “We’ve had some credible threats, and we’re about to have an election. We just had this conversation with our liaison. Have you talked to him?”

“Agent Osterholm?” Cornfed says. The two of them exchange a look. “Look, Mr. Caddo, we’re just trying to establish the circumstances around what happened. For our benefit.”

“No,” I say, voice rising a notch as I channel my defense counsel indignation. “You guys wanted a time line. We gave you one. We arrived at eleven—”

Cornfed puts up his hand and nods with his eyes closed. “It’s fine. Thank you for giving us a little of your time. I know you’re very busy.”

I keep looking at those notebooks they’re writing in. What else is written in those pages? What details are they sitting on, what inconsistencies are they ready to deploy to trip us up? Mack’s done his part—shutting up and looking formidable—and I’ve managed the talking part as best I can. Yet I can’t forget about those notebooks, that chicken scratch sealing our fates.

They’re nice enough on the way out. They give no indication of what they think. They’re good at their jobs. When they close the door behind them, the string keeping Mack upright snaps, and he falls into the chair with the stony look of excruciating, sudden sobriety on his face. “Is this out of hand, Cuz?”

“It’s not good,” I tell him. But that’s as far as I’m willing to go. I don’t need to explain to him why it’s not good. He already knows, and I’m sure he’s feeling something that resembles regret, which is probably new and confusing to him. But my job hasn’t changed in the last twenty-four hours. He’s still my candidate. So to buck him up, I say, “Nothing that we can’t handle.”



We’re under investigation now. We’re being watched. Gloria isn’t. That is a less-than-ideal angle of attack the day before the election. Our calendar is blown. What were we supposed to be doing? Doesn’t matter now. Mack needs to stay out of sight until the polls open tomorrow. No last-minute questions, no stand-ups, no statements except for ones that make it look like he’s in charge. No appearance of grandstanding. I hope the radio silence implies action: we’re too busy assisting the investigation to do something as crass as campaigning.

Birdie Johns calls me to say she’s been getting calls from the papers and local news stations in Wausau and Rhinelander. I call Bobby and tell him to put on his Sunday-best bulletproof vest and get his ass in front of the cameras at the press conference at the county sheriff’s office. Say nothing, deny everything. Remind the press that the feds are taking the lead on this. Say we have no knowledge or opinion about whether this is a criminal investigation. We need someone from the tribe in the mix here, but I will not put my candidate in front of any cameras.

Then I call down to the casino buffet and have them send up two Ogema Sunrise combos. “Sit,” I tell Mack, and he sits in the club chair nearest the fireplace and looks up at me with the blank eyes of a bear in hibernation. It’s important to carb-load the president. Make sure he gets his proteins too. And maybe a nap. And a good twenty-minute shower and a change of clothes. “Yeah, yeah,” he says. “That sounds good, Cuz.”

Squint hard enough, and maybe we can see a way through this. If he can maintain the look of competence, we might be able to hold on to those dozen votes and that might be all we need. This is a delirious thought. It has little basis in reality.
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Meanwhile, I have a promise to keep.

I drive out to Waabizh’s place, still smarting from having to talk to the FBI at seven in the goddamn morning. I’m trying to figure out what they already seem to know, which is why Joe was stealing from the tribe. It’s not as though he needed it, but then that lays bare my assumptions. Joe’s always the grown-up in my mind. Always upright, always solvent, not a credit or debt anywhere to be found, that house in the woods with its dock and detached garage and guesthouse and finely paved tiles. There are the invisible costs: the speculations, the money problems that come from having too much money in the first place.

But it isn’t about the money. That’s not the cause of the injury. It wasn’t just the money he was stealing, it was the trust, and what would have made him break that trust? Buzz and his councils gave him the tribal checkbook and a pen and told him to get those parcels. And I’m to believe that the first thing he did was raid it? The feds seem to think so.

Osterholm once told me, to flex his ace investigative prowess, I guess, that most crimes and trespasses boiled down to three essential causes: drugs, money, or love. Joe Beck didn’t do drugs. Joe Beck had money: he came from money and made plenty of it. And one might assume that Joe Beck, with so many allies out here in Passage Rouge, with his wife and daughter and no known extramarital affairs or anything not comporting with that tall, upright bearing, didn’t lack for feeling loved.

I feel my grasp on Joe Beck slipping away, because if my assumptions are wrong, it means I never knew who this person was. And consequently I have no idea if his crimes and trespasses—real or perceived—were formidable enough for him to submit himself to the mercy of whatever the world or God or the Creator felt he deserved. The thing is, I truly believe that’s what he would have done if it meant some absolution: he’d known he’d done wrong. He’d admitted to the wrongdoing in his kitchen, and he knew he’d have to offer himself up for some sort of retribution. Joe was fascinated with Anishinaabe ways, but he was still a Catholic, wasn’t he?

These are things best kept to myself. No, Layla; the FBI was just trying to scare him. No; he loved us all and wouldn’t have consciously inflicted this pain on us by killing himself. He was the giant you thought he was, the great man I wished he was.

At the intersection of 92 and Highway H, I catch a glimpse of an unmarked burgundy Malibu, government plates, the windshield dark and opaque. Seeing ghosts again. I realize I’m squeezing grooves into the soft leather of the wheel. I pull over onto the shoulder and let the car pass, and it picks up speed as it rushes by me.



I’ve lived in the Old Village for three years, but there’s still an otherworldliness here that I’ve never entirely understood. The trees and underbrush are thick and impassable, walls of tangled bare branches and birchbark concealing something that feels sinister even in the morning light. The road signs are splinters of wood painted in peeling white, like ancient grave markers. Years ago, the council of elders commissioned a replica of the original village, a mise-en-scène of how we used to live. The elders out here maintain it as a sort of community project of the original community project, consisting of a wigwam lodge, a roundhouse, and a fire pit, but with no people populating the space, it’s a village for ghosts.

Half of the roads out here are just gravel, and I can barely make them out in the melting snow. Waabizh’s place is far down one of these gravel roads, about three miles from my mother’s house. His place looks similar: a clapboard house in a clearing of pine trees with a garage with tar-paper walls. A scary fence corrals a pair of snarling rottweilers. On top of the house, there’s a satellite dish that says, Yeah, they’re traditional, not Amish.

I get out of the car, holding onto a paper bag with two pouches of Red Man tobacco inside that I picked up from the smoke shop on my way out of the casino. Joe always said you bring a gift to an elder if you want to know something, and I came prepared with the usual offering of asemaa. But I’m intercepted on my way to the front door by maybe the last person I want to see right now: Reed Paulson, Waabizh’s son.

Now that I see him up close and not playing as a revolutionary at the front of a protest, I notice he’s about my age, maybe a few years older. He’s whippet-thin with a gaunt face and a wispy beard that ends in a point on his chin. He’s wearing a fatigue jacket with AIM patches. He’s leaning against the clapboard side of the house, next to a pile of Gloria! placards that are bound for the protest in town. A blue and sickly yellow bruise is covering the side of his face, almost half of it, and his eyes are still red from the rally on Saturday.

“Didn’t know November was still tourist season,” he says. The confidence in his tone gives me a jolt of shiver. He knows me. PR Shinnob. I’m so fucking obvious, aren’t I?

“Is Waabizh here?” I ask him, voice a little shaky already.

He points at the front door with his lips. “In the back there.”

I’m not surprised that he’s not inviting me in or asking what I want. Instead, he says, “Hey, am I supposed to thank you or something? That why you’re here?”

“For what?”

“I don’t know. Fuckin’ cops just dropped my ass off at the ER in Birchtree. Barely even stopped the van. No charges. Am I supposed to be grateful?” He leers down his nose at me, the point of his beard settling in my direction.

I don’t take the bait. I could say, “Yes, Reed, they had you dead to rights on an assault charge, but I told Bobby to cut you loose, and yes, a little respect for the power I have here would be in order.” But maybe we have enough of an understanding to avoid the confrontation neither of us really wants to commit to. Instead, I ask, “Can I see him?”

“You think he wants to talk to you? Cops knocked his ass around too. We’re ’bout to lawyer up.”

“I have some news for him,” I say. I hand him the bag. “Can you give him this?”

He looks inside it and back at me with a smirk. He goes inside the house and disappears for a good ten minutes, which I spend pacing in the wet gravel, muddying my shoes, the cold creeping through my toes and up my legs, but a warmth too. The scary dogs at the fence get a good look at me, long enough to acquire and lock onto my scent. Just as I’m about to give up, he reappears at the door and beckons me inside. He seems disappointed, sullen even, that his father wants to talk to me.

Waabizh is sitting in a big La-Z-Boy recliner, watching a bass fishing show on an old color TV. Morning light filters into the room through the gauzy curtain that covers a window overlooking Ogema Lake. The old man is wearing his stocking cap and snowmobile overalls, drinking coffee from a tin cup. There’s a bandage on his hand, which might be from the fall he took at the protest. The bag of tobacco is sitting on the coffee table in front of him, next to half of a venison sausage and a buck knife smeared with grease.

I’m not sure if he recognizes me. When I was done with law school, Joe thought I should get an Anishinaabemowin name. That’s what you’ll be called when you enter the spirit world, he explained to me, and while I’d wanted to believe in it, it seemed like another graduation exercise, just like walking at the ceremony or getting the eagle feather that is currently packed away in one of those boxes that never gets unpacked. I had treated the old man like that in a way—stored medicine, back-pocket spirituality that atrophied with neglect. But back then, we’d given Waabizh a gift, and he prayed for the vision that would tell him my name. We’d had the ceremony right here in the woods next to the house. My memory of that ceremony brings an honest, painful truth, which is now making itself heard inside my exhausted thoughts: I’ve spent no time contemplating the name he’d given me. Strong Standing. Mishkigabo. Not so strong-standing as I sit wearily onto the plastic-covered couch.

I look around the room, suddenly uncomfortable and out of place. I can only see myself the way Reed Paulson does: some city asshole sitting here in a wool overcoat and button-down Oxford. But Waabizh doesn’t seem to mind. He shifts his eyes from the television over to me, and he says in a low, gravelly voice, “Mishkigabo.”

“Yes,” I say, shocked, but also quietly elated that he remembered my name. “Can I just say, on behalf of the tribe, that we’re sorry—”

“You came out here,” he says, holding his smile, his eyes almost shining. “Reed was going to get that .30-.30 of his and shoot at your feet. Make you dance.” He laughs until he coughs. “I told him you’re the reason he ain’t in the pokey. That you might listen.”

I look down in the kind of shame that only an elder like Waabizh can conjure in me. “It didn’t have to go that way. It was uncalled for.”

“He wants to get a lawyer,” he says. “I say to him that you all got the tribal immunity.”

“Well, it’s more complicated than that.”

But he doesn’t let me elaborate. He cuts right to it: “Damned shame about Joe.”

“You heard already.”

“Aneen,” he says, nodding his head. He presses his lips together, then offers me a lozenge of venison sausage. I know better than to refuse. It’s gamey and coats the inside of my mouth in gritty fat. “Saw it on the news.”

“He finished that canoe you were building with him,” I say to him. “He left it ready for you.”

“He was a good man, Joe Beck. For a chimokomon.” The last word, for some reason, wracks him with a spasmic wheezing, and for a moment I consider yelling for Reed to come in and help him out, but he recovers and pretends it didn’t happen.

“Did he seem—I don’t know—off to you?” I ask him, realizing I’m parroting the FBI agents’ questions but unable to help myself. “Lately, I mean. I haven’t really spoken to him all that much. I guess I was wondering if there was something I missed.”

I’m talking too much. Nervous about what he thinks of me as he narrows his eyes until they’re almost closed, as though we’re talking from opposite sides of Ogema Lake.

He looks at me quizzically and pushes his cap farther back on his head. “I don’t know nothin’ about that. I don’t understand white men most of the time.”

“Did he—” But I don’t know what I’m asking him. I must look rougher than I thought, because he’s giving me a despairing look, breaking eye contact with me. I don’t know what I’m asking anymore or why, but it feels like I should know. He knows secrets and history and the nature of people and spirits, and now that I’m in the presence of a keeper of these things, I can’t honor him with the simplest of questions.

“The family was hoping we could have a ceremony for him,” I finally say.

The old man shakes his head slowly and grunts. “Wasn’t planning on it,” he says, a hint of apology in the tone.

“It would mean a lot to them. Maureen and Layla.”

“Poor girls,” he says. I suppose to a man as old as Waabizh, we’re all boys and girls. “Shame. Just a shame.”

“You weren’t planning on it?” I say to him. “Or you won’t?”

He says, “Joe always respected the old ways. He did. But he never thought they was for him.”

I put my face in my hands. He’s still looking at me, waiting for me to say anything, but I just want to sit and be silent in his presence, because I’m feeling an odd and unfamiliar sensation. I’m with a truth teller. It’s been so long since I was in the presence of one, and it’s utterly confusing to me.

He looks down at the brown paper bag, which looks pitiful and wrinkled like trash, hopelessly inadequate for—what? What could he say that would cure me of this shiver? The big shiver? The fear that I feel all the time now, the suspicion that everything I’ve done is wrong and now other people are paying for my mistakes? That I’ve betrayed my mother, my grandparents, the man who supported me during these lost years?

Just sit in this warmth. Just sit by the stove and be warmed. Just listen to the old man breathe through his nose. Because what is all of that to Waabizh Paulson? This is what I do. On the TV, it’s a bright and warm summer day, and the host is casting his line into a rippling lake, and I can’t help but remember Joe and me on that canoe together. Lead them to the boat, brother.

“I know you,” he says, as though he’s just made the connection. “I knew your grandfather. Mitch Caddo. Used to be Cadotte. Like the town. He was a big man around here, you know.” Now he sizes up my clothes, the overall look, rumpled as I am. “He was on council a long time ago. Long before the casino. Back when there wasn’t nothing around here.”

“I know.”

“Miigwich for this,” he says after a few minutes. “Reed’s outside there. Probably listening to us talk. Tell him when the service is. He’ll drive me out.”

You can’t push an elder like Waabizh. You can’t hector, browbeat, bullshit, or finagle an answer you want to hear—no demands, no arguments, no ultimatums. You honor those unspoken rules for the reward of wisdom when it’s ready and never until that readiness. “Someone will be in touch” is all I can manage, and I get up to leave, the plastic cover of the couch squeaking as it bounces back into shape.

“Mishkigabo,” he says, and this time the sound of my name arouses the shiver. Will it sound like this on the other side? Those guttural four syllables muttered in that ancient voice. I stop at the doorway and face him. He’s still in his spot, hasn’t moved except he’s turned his head my way. “It’s a dirty business, the line of work you’re in,” he says. “Your grandfather told me that once. That’s why he only did the one term on council.”

“It is. Yes.” I did not need to plumb the wisdom of an elder to know this. But I will pretend that I do.

He turns the volume back up on the fishing show.



Reed’s waiting for me outside the front door. Waabizh might have told him to go easy on me, but he still wants his licks. “He really dead?” he says. “Shame.”

He’s standing in my way like he wants a fight.

I say, “Yeah, we’re all pretty shocked.”

“Right before the election. That’s some suspicious timing, hennit.” Man with unkempt long hair and a fatigue jacket has a pet conspiracy theory? Who would have guessed? I try to ignore him as I make my way to my car, but he’s not done. I can hear the crunching snow underneath his boots from behind me.

“And him backing Gloria. Weird, hennit?”

I can’t tell if I’m doing a good job controlling my shaking, so I stop walking and stand as still as I can. He can tell I’m that online shadow, can’t he? He can hear it in my voice: “What’s your point?”

“Just pointing out coincidences, I guess.” He cocks his head back and smiles, and I can see he’s missing a front tooth. And as that shiver threatens to shake me to pieces at the exact wrong time, I think that I can crush Reed Paulson. Just really pulverize him in every way except in the way it matters right now. But is that what you really want, Mitch Caddo? My mother isn’t convinced. Is that scary Reed Paulson threatening that security blanket of power you’re hiding behind? Would squashing him just validate all those wild suspicions he’s going on about?

So what if she’s right? I can puff myself up, straighten the lapels of my coat, and stand taller, my face blank and pitiless. I step to him to say, with as much grave conviction as I’m capable of, “That man was the closest thing I had to a father. If somebody hurt him—”

“What would you do, keyboard warrior?” he says, that smile never fading, that blank blackness where the tooth is missing an unignorable abyss. “Smear ’em online? Disenroll them?”

“I’d do what you did back there at the Government Center. Something stupid.”

“Pshhh.”

“Just come out and say it.” Now that he’s successfully dragged me into this, the smile grows bigger. His smugness only makes me angrier, and with that anger, I can feel myself shaking even harder. “Go on. Please.”

And while he would like nothing more than to continue antagonizing me, he seems to understand that he’s talking to the regime now, the inner circle, and not shouting impotently into a police visor.

“Got nothing I can back up,” he admits, and he looks down at the snow. He seems to relax, and although I’m suspicious, I can feel the tone shifting to deescalation. “But I will.”

“You know they banished you.” He doesn’t look surprised at the news. He pulls out a fresh soft pack of Kools and packs it, slaps it against the meat of his hand like he’s prepping a magazine, then tears off the plastic string at the top.

“Who’s ‘they,’ J.Crew Indian?” he says. “Don’t pretend like you’re not in on it.”

“I told them not to,” I say. “But I don’t have a vote.”

He’s processing it, prodding it, trying to figure out if I’m telling the truth and he determines that maybe I am. “Then you know we’re not enrolled. Us Paulsons.”

“That was before I got here. Can’t pin that on Mack.”

“Yeah, yeah, but you guys didn’t do anything to fix it, did you? But maybe you know Joe was helping us out,” he says. “I meant what I said. It’s a shame he’s gone. Nobody’s got our case anymore.”

He invites me to sit on a picnic table outside of the tar-paper garage, brushing off the snow with the sleeve of his fatigue jacket. He offers me a cigarette from the pack, but I tell him I don’t smoke, so he lights it for himself instead. “My dad, my grandpa, cousins, aunties. All them got erased because Buzz said so. My uncle was going to run against him back in 2000. He would have beat his ass in a fair fight too. My uncle made a lot of noise, but he made his move too early. Gave Buzz just enough time to fuck around at the enrollment office.”

There’s a steady drip of melting snow running off the eaves of the little garage, pooling at our feet. He doesn’t notice because he’s wearing duck boots. I notice because I’m wearing Oxfords, and they’re already clammy.

“I told Joe that I’d believe it when I see it. He’s been trying to get a suit going for—” He counts on his fingers for effect. “Five years now? But you know, the tribe has final say over who’s Indian and who’s not. And they decided we weren’t. Poof. Thirty people kicked out of the tribe. Gotta turn in your Indian card. Not a lot you can do after that.”

“You can get a new tribal president,” I say. “Gloria promised she’d get you back on the rolls, didn’t she?”

“Yeah, you get it. Joe comes along, says he’s running a candidate who’s gonna clean house over at enrollment.”

“And you believed him. And Gloria.”

“She got that daughter,” he says, and I think of that girl who’s always following Gloria around. The girl in the jingle dress in the middle of winter. “She ain’t on the rolls, neither.”

“Are you on the campaign payroll? Is that what the protest is all about?”

“Nobody’s pulling my strings,” he says. “And I ain’t working for no politician. She just happens to have the same views.” He looks at me tentatively. He’s embarrassed now. He hadn’t meant to talk to me for so long, beyond calling me names and denouncing me, and we’re both painfully conscious of the sudden silence between us. He stubs out his cigarette and remembers himself. “The old man,” he says, “he’s gotta get a little sleep.” He eyes my car, and I take the hint.

As I’m backing my car down the driveway, he hollers at me, “Hey, J.Crew Indian.” There’s something in his voice that makes me brace for it, the final confirmation that he knows everything. The Facebooking, the burners, the inherent weakness. I roll down my window. He grins and slaps the flank of his pickup truck. “See you in town,” he says. “Or, you know, online.”
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When I get back into town, I can see my candidate has not taken my advice to lie low while the news about Joe filters into the general public. No, he has taken it upon himself to thoroughly fuck us over with any of the precious few undecided voters still out there.

There’s a head of diesel exhaust hanging over the Government Center lot now, emanating from a dirty yellow backhoe and a bulldozer. It’s a slow, pitiful spectacle. The bulldozer blades over the tents lining the edge of the lot and a pair of cops walk a few steps ahead, poking at empty sleeping bags with their nightsticks while the protesters look on and jeer at them. Then the bulldozer just rolls away the tents in a tangled pile of lightweight nylon and splintered tent poles. As they level the encampment, the backhoe takes its load of gravel and dumps it over the sacred fire and tamps down on the ashes with the bottom of its scoop, and when it’s all done, they park the construction vehicles in the center of the lot and the cops stand guard, daring anyone to come across the property line.

Mack has come down to watch. He’s driven himself—I can see the Nationals cap behind the steering wheel of the Big Chief. I wander across the street to the lot where he’s parked, and when I get near, door locks pop open for me. I climb in to find Mack still looking pale, not just hungover but poisoned. If he’d expected that this show of force would purify him, it’s failed.

“Where you been, Cuz?” he says. He coughs out the mud in his voice. He turns the volume on the stereo low but not completely off. The Big Chief’s V8 idly purrs underneath our seats.

“I’m your fixer,” I say. “Trying to fix things.”

He rubs the corners of his eyes. He hasn’t shaved yet today. He might not have changed his clothes since yesterday. “Things don’t look fixed to me. They look fucked.”

“Then call in the state police,” I say. “Call the sheriff. Or your bestest buddy Mike Osterholm. Think he’ll help us out now?”

“Hell with that,” Mack says. “We handle our own business here.”

The protesters are chanting again in the lot, but the cops seem satisfied that they’re now completely on the sidelines. A brittle peace is holding. “If heads’re gonna be cracked, I don’t want some white men cracking them.”

“Right. We keep the head crackings local.”

“Real funny.”

“This shit is weak,” I say, gesturing at the heavy machines idling in the lot. “I know you meant to look strong. Get the bulldozer in here, knock over a few tents, put out a fire. All it says is that you think they’re just as big as us. Or bigger. They’re going to come back.”

“Yeah, what else were we supposed to do?”

“Let them chant their slogans and beat the drum a little. Keep Bobby from busting heads. Haven’t heard the last of Reed Paulson, I’ll tell you that much.”

“Reed Paulson? He’ll be lucky if we don’t make him walk his ass off the rez.”

“Don’t.”

“And I ain’t gonna criticize Bobby for doing Bobby shit.” He leans his back into the leather seat, lolling that size 8 noggin back into the headrest. “Waabizheshi odoodeman. He’s Marten Clan. Ogitchidaa. A true warrior. Makes his own war when he doesn’t have one. He can’t help it. Your clan is your nature, Cuz. Your heart. Do you know your clan?”

“No,” I say. “Nobody told me what it is.”

“Well, it could be the ajijak. Yeah, you could be a Crane. All learned and everything. You got a little knowledge. Sometimes you know what to do with it.”

“I told you I don’t know,” I say. “Why does it matter?”

“Did you know there was a Deer Clan?” he says, and he smiles. “They were the peacemakers, you know? Real middlemen. But they got to thinking they were better than everybody. The purest of them all. Then all the other clans decided they ain’t got time for that. So they all got together and kicked the Deer Clan out. No more Deer Clan. Get it?”

“Disenrolled them. Banished them.”

“Don’t get pissy about it. I’m just fucking with you a little. Lighten the mood.” He doesn’t sound like he’s joking at all.

“You know, for all this talk about family, about doodem, clans, whatever, you haven’t even tried talking with Layla. She’s your sister.”

He sighs and rubs his face, pushing the hairs of his beard in disarray. “So what.”

“Her dad just died,” I say.

“Daddy’s girl. I bet she’s taking it hard.”

“See, when you say it like that, it sounds like you’re taking some sort of pleasure from all of this,” I say.

Something’s landed in his mind, some nerve has been touched, and he shakes his head. “Ain’t no pleasure to be had.”

“You need to talk to her. For your sake. And hers.”

He looks out the window, taps his foot against the weather mat. “Keep telling me what I should do. You know everything, don’t you?”

“You have business with her,” I say. “And you were just saying that when you have business with someone—”

“Yeah, yeah. I know.”

“Then why won’t you?”

His head rolls over in my direction. “You know, I don’t expect you to get it,” he says. “I don’t hate Layla. I’m, like, jealous of her in a way. She never questioned it, you know, Joe and Maureen. Just Mom and Dad to her. Never knew her real mom. I wish I was like that. See, I remember my mom. They tried to tell me some bullshit like my mom was this junkie and, like, burned me with a spoon or some nonsense. Maureen told me that. But all I remember was that she slept a lot. Sometimes I had to pour my own Cheerios, whatever. I had a roof over my head and food to eat, so what? But then some social worker swoops in to save poor little Mack from that fiend mom of his. Drove my ass up to that big fuckin’ mansion. I thought they were taking my mom to jail. I was crying, Cuz. Only time I’ve ever cried. Knew I’d never see her again. But Maureen’s family, right? Just as good, right?”

“Mack.”

“Cuz.”

He shuts his eyes so long that I think that he’s passed out or fallen asleep, but then he gets his wind again. “So he lets my mom call me once a month. Twenty minutes. He timed it. Joe would be listening in the other room, breathing on the line. And just one time she asks me if I can get Joe to send her a little more money. Wanted to catch a Greyhound back to Passage Rouge. But she needs two hundred. Tells me to ask Joe. So I told her I’d get her the money to come home. I’m going to be the good son. I get all excited because I get to see her again.

“But I get off the phone, and there’s Joe, standing there in the doorway. And I begin to ask him, ‘Hey, my mom says she needs a bus ticket,’ and he does that Joe thing where he puts his thin-ass lips tight and shakes his head and doesn’t say anything. And then next month it comes time for her to call, he sits me down and tells me she can’t call up no more. And what am I supposed to do? I don’t have her number. Joe does. And he kept that from me until the day she died, Mitch. Motherfucker just sat on it. Said she wasn’t well. ‘She’s not well, son,’ he said to me. I guess if you get sick and weak, the cure is to take anything worth a damn in her life and hide it from her. Big, powerful Joe. It was time someone showed him that it ain’t true. He don’t get to control everything. Do you get that?

“I’m Bear Clan,” he continues. “I’m a defender. That’s my heart.” He taps on the beadwork medallion on his chest. “Who knows what Layla is. Or Gloria. Deer Clan. I don’t know. Don’t fuckin’ matter. I’m a defender and I just got here. I just got here, Cuz.” He’s gripping the steering wheel so hard I can easily imagine him just ripping it off its post.

“If you really believe that,” I say, “we have to win clean. Buzz says you’re talking about disenrolling Gloria.”

“I said what I said. And Buzz says we go hard or not at all.”

“Did he? What else does he think we should do? I seem to recall that we beat his ass in the last election. Maybe you oughta listen to me.”

At this, he gives a weary smile and studies the gauges on the dashboard as though there’s an answer in those oversized dials, something I’m refusing to tell him. “You come to me, bitching about Bobby. Well, you see what he did when he went after Reed. He shut them all the fuck up.” He lifts his chin slightly, affecting a warrior’s proud pose, but it comes off as haughty and vengeful. He can sense that it isn’t convincing me. “Okay then already.”

“Okay then, what?”

“I have some flex. Believe it or not. I’ll talk to Layla.”

I nod. We have to pretend that his beard isn’t wet with tears, that he’s wiping his face with the back of his hand for reasons unrelated to his fear, his sorrow for his waning power. It’s our code, the shaky foundation of our arrangement. But we can see it coming. It’s killing him.

I jump out of the cab of the Big Chief, and before I close the door, he puts the Chief in neutral and stomps on the gas pedal, filling the air with that terrible rumble, as if to remind me clearly that it’s his name at the top, his presence in that truck. He’s the one someone took a shot at last summer. He’s the one.



I have to get out of sight. I’m known over at the protest now. At least it feels like it whenever one of the snow-suited sign carriers glances in my direction. So I slip through the big brass doors of the Golden Eagle, where there are no clocks, no schedules, no memories, and find a forgotten corner where we sweep all the unsightliness, the detritus, the ashes: the maintenance corner. There’s a vacuum cleaner in the middle of the cigarette-scarred carpet and a chair stolen from the casino buffet. I sit down and call Layla’s number.

“He wants to talk,” I say.

“What makes you think that I want to talk to him?”

I wince, shutting my eyes to suppress the clamor inside the casino. My head is beginning to ache. “He needs it. And maybe you do too.”

“What do you know about what I need? Do you know?”

“Maybe this.”

“I need to make arrangements for my father,” she says. A carousing gaggle of gamblers considers lingering in this corner but notices me sitting here and thinks better of it and moves on. I hold the phone tighter to my ear. “Do you know who did that for your mother? My dad. I don’t have someone around who will do it for me.”

I can’t speak. There really isn’t much to say to that—I did have Joe. And now we have to be actual adults and I’m panicking, shivering here on this sad buffet chair, covering the phone from the sounds of the slot machines and tourists.

“I know this doesn’t mean much coming from me,” I tell her, slowly, steadily, so I don’t sound like I’m quivering. “If you want help—if you need help, we can do at least that much for you.”

“No, it’s—”

“Whatever you need. Whatever we can do. But I’ll tell you what won’t help: you two pushing each other away. That takes energy that you don’t have right now. None of us do. And—”

“Mitch, what are you really asking me?”

I draw in a breath, but nothing comes out.

She asks, “Where are you? Sounds like you’re freezing.”

“What?”

“I can hear your damn teeth chattering over the phone.”

I clench my jaw as tight as it will go. “I can’t fix everything,” I say, and the obviousness of that statement makes me cringe even tighter. “But maybe I can fix this. Maybe I can help. Will you just talk to him? Will you just acknowledge that he’s got some complicated feelings right now and that he shouldn’t make it worse by being himself?”

“Why is that my problem?”

“Because he’s your brother,” I say. “He can deny it all he wants, but that’s the truth.” I wait for her to answer, and she’s hesitant, like she wants to say yes, like she understands that she doesn’t have to fix Mack Beck but she can at least distract him from doing something worse. At best, remind him that he’s not completely lost. “Can you come down to Clubb 92?”

“The roadhouse?”

“It’s not the casino,” I say. “It’s not your mom’s house. Or mine. It’s the halfway point. Nobody goes there for lunch. It’ll be empty.”

She takes a minute to think about it, but when she says, tentatively, yes, it feels like something is finally going right. Like something is about to get done. I text Mack the details and he sends back a neutral “okay,” which is just enough for me to delude myself into thinking that things are coming together. I close the phone.



I sit there for a few minutes, just watching faces go by. Elderly tourists, some late-season sportsmen, some of the more down-and-out Passage Rouge citizens putting the last nickels from their per cap checks back into the general fund. What they have in common is that haunted look. It’s not always dour; some of them even have an easygoing, “I’m at the casino on Monday” carefree affectation, but they’re haunted nonetheless. There’s a jackpot out in this field of slot machines. There’s a run of face cards in the next shuffle. And none of this is enough. It’s all close enough to grasp—just a card that has to be flipped over and the truth exposed, yet it’s all in the hands of some golden-shirted lackey.

One of those haunted faces almost walks past me, but I see him. “Mike!” I call out in a hoarse voice, and Osterholm turns toward me. He’s haunted all right. He looks as bedraggled as I do. “Couple of your buddies came to see Mack and me.”

“Oh?” he says, trying to sound casual. “Get their names?”

“Got their cards,” I say. “Don’t have them on me right now, though.”

“I already know,” he says. He looks off into the gaming floor and keeps nodding. He’s in worse shape than I thought. And I’m guessing his play with Mack didn’t ingratiate himself with his higher-ups. He takes the empty chair next to me, and for a minute he watches the gamblers walk past us, indifferent to our presence. “You get the feeling they want to set you up? Because that’s what they’re doing. Whatever scheme Buzz and Joe were working on, you’re going to eat that. A lot of those deals had Mack’s name on them, not Buzz’s. That’s what I was trying to warn you about.”

“Well, forgive my lack of faith in you, Mike.”

“Fair enough, buddy,” he says. “I got a look at the call logs on Joe’s phone. One outgoing, one incoming.” Osterholm hands me one of his business cards, where he’s written out the numbers on the back. “My bosses like Buzz. Things were stable under him. Predictable. I don’t think they’d mind it if he was the last one standing after all is said and done.”

The first number is a Minneapolis area code, which I take to be Gloria. The incoming call is from a local number, which I don’t know how to take at all. Layla? No, she has a Madison interchange. I squint my eyes like that’ll do anything, and Osterholm says, “That’s Buzz’s landline. I want Buzz. I want to know why he called Joe. And what they had to talk about for twenty-two minutes. Don’t you?”

I turn the card over so I don’t have to look at the numbers. Osterholm’s loosened his tie and is slouching in his chair.

“Why do you care so much?” I ask. “What’s the point?”

He straightens his lapels. As bedraggled as he is, he can still manage a smarmy smile. No keeping a man like Osterholm down for long. “There’s only one reason. It’s always the same. And whatever you think of me, you’re right. So figure it out.”

He gets up and disappears into that throng of haunted faces walking a seemingly endless circle around the dome of the gaming floor.
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The waning afternoon light shines through the dirty glass blocks over Clubb 92’s front door. On the wall over the bar, stuffed muskies and walleyes, shellacked to a high, wet sheen to look like they’d just been pulled from the lake, stare out at us with dead, glassy eyes. Tom-Tom Tommy’s sitting behind the bar on a stool, a copy of the Weekly resting on his belly as he reads the court blotter. The cover story is a puff piece about Gloria Hawkins, a little gloss on her activism and her famous friends. But Tom-Tom ain’t got time for that. He’s chuckling to himself while reading the court blotter and the names of people he knows and their high misdemeanors and minor felonies, some of them committed in this very establishment. The sheaves of the paper quiver with his quiet laughter.

I have the free-fall feeling of noticing a world that is indifferent to the campaigns of my life, this liminal space where it doesn’t matter that Joe Beck has died and that Layla blames me for it. Couldn’t give a damn about a couple thousand votes in some election that will be forgotten within a couple of years. What right do I have to be here? What right do I have to this quiet space, so distant from all of those things?

Behind me, the door opens, and I hear the creak of leather closing in on me and the heavy rubber bootheels of Bobby Lone Eagle. Tom-Tom gets up to pour him a beer, but Bobby waves him off.

“On duty,” he says. “But thanks, bro.”

“Never stopped you before,” Tom-Tom says with a wink. “But I guess I could whip you up a Shirley Temple.”

“You got those little umbrellas you put in the drink?” Bobby says, and he turns to look at me. His hair is matted down with sweat. He’s doing that thing where he stands just a few inches too close, and I can feel my body repel from him like a magnet. But he doesn’t mean anything by it, a voice that sounds an awful lot like Layla says in my mind. He’s really a sweet guy.

“Where’s Mack?” I glance at the door.

“Saw him sitting in the Chief. Important phone call, looked like.”

I go to the door and peer through the grime of the window. The Big Chief takes up three parking spots in the back, glows phosphorescently under the darkening sky.

“So then why are you here?” I ask Bobby. This catches him off guard, because he hasn’t established a reason to be at this meeting besides the chance to see Layla. He’s abandoned his post for this. Unless someone asked him to be here. “Who’s watching the Government Center?”

He laughs, nervous and tentative, and says, “I told you before. I got it handled.”

“I saw how you handled it. Wasn’t exactly delicate.”

“Yeah, and you almost got caught in the mix back there. You should be more careful.”

“Please do me a favor,” I say to him, getting close enough to his ear so I can whisper. “Don’t mace anybody in here. Please.”

Bobby rubs the melted snow off his eyebrow with his finger. “Next time, before you put yourself between me and some hippie’s face, maybe step off, okay? No sense in you getting hurt out there.”

Tom-Tom raps on the bar in front of me. “You kids gonna order something or you just jawing?”

“Gimme a beer,” I tell him. Bobby takes out his phone and starts texting.

“Been meaning to bend Mack’s ear on something,” Tom-Tom says to me. He draughts a pint of beer from the tap and indifferently tosses an orange slice into it, then sits down and picks up his paper again. “Someone coming out to fix all those holes in the street outside or what?”

“You can ask him yourself. He’s going to be here any minute.”

“And you’re here now,” Tommy says. “And you’re the one who does the grunt work, ain’t ya?”

“Next Wednesday,” I say. “It’s on top of the pile.”

“Ah, that’s two years’ worth of next Wednesdays,” he mutters. “Sure does take for-fucking-ever just to get an asphalt truck and a couple of Mexicans for an afternoon. Funny way to get my vote, you ask me.”

“Takes as long as it takes,” I say with more than a little bitterness. I take a swallow of beer. This is going to be a long night.

“Maybe I oughta run for council.” He raps his knuckles on the bar to let me know we’re not joking around anymore. Why, Tom-Tom’s just like everybody else around here and can see Mack bleeding out. Might as well call in a favor while he still can, I suppose.

The door opens again and I turn, expecting to see Mack or Layla and thinking about what I’m going to say to both of them, but a jolt of the shiver hits me when I see Buzz calling from the doorway: “Can’t talk to him like that, Tommy.” He comes in taking off his gloves and slapping the back of my neck with them. “He’s been to college.”

“Oh,” Tommy says. “I had no idea, sir.”

“You just gotta use more two-dollar words to get his attention,” Buzz says. “Get yourself one of them thesauruses; then you’ll get your asphalt.”

Tommy raps his knuckles on the bar. “Well, your college boy is giving me the runaround again. Never happened when you were chair.”

Buzz looks at me to make sure I heard it. “Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” He winks at me, takes the seat next to mine, and prods me with his finger.

I say, “The hell are you doing here?”

“These kids don’t have no respect at all. How they treat their elders.” He lets out a whistle as he settles into his domain, the barroom, the smoke smell, the slightly clammy feeling of the heat, and the snow evaporating from our jackets. He sniffs the air, dislodges something in his nose, and swallows it down hard. It’s quiet enough to hear us all breathing. He takes a long, dramatic, faraway glance up at the Coors sign above our heads and lets out a wheezing sigh. Tom-Tom sets a cup of coffee in front of him, and he stirs in four packets of sugar.

I take out my phone to text Layla, to give her some early warning: Buzz and Bobby here. No Mack.

Just as I hit send, Buzz comes up and puts his hand over the screen and eases it down to the bar.

“Got a story for you,” he says.

“I’m not here for story time.”

He’s going to tell it anyway. “I got this deer once. I was just a boy. Little. But I still snared him like a rabbit. I was so smart. Just a regular old snare you’d use on a rabbit, but bigger. My brother and me, we used to snare those rabbits, you know, when I was a kid. Snared them rabbits the old way. This was back when you could pretend it was like olden times. Like the ancestors. I mean, there was a town with a drugstore and the supermarket but you could still see wigwams and longhouses around. There were still some of the elders around who could tell you some stories that went way back. Anyways, my brother Luke and I used to go out into those woods and snare little rabbits and little squirrels. We’d skin ’em, have us some rabbit stew. I thought you get a rabbit with them little snares, so what happens when you got a big snare? Works the same, ’cept you get something bigger, right? Just find a path, find some tracks, and there you string it between some trees about three feet high. Put it in the bushes so the deer don’t see it. Can’t be too obvious about it. My brother shined that deer and chased it my way, and that big old deer just ran right into it. We couldn’t believe it. I thought it was big but it was a little deer, you know. A fawn. But I was little. Everything’s big when you’re that little. So my brother and me, we tie a bit of rope around its neck and we walk it into town like we were in a parade. Go past the Super—that’s where the casino is now—the drugstore, everybody hollering at me, calling me crazy. Let go of that deer! I didn’t care. First time I ever felt that powerful.”

Bobby’s face is frozen in a rapt smile, drinking in the story. I’m sure my face is frozen in a look that might be considered disgust.

“It’s a couple days I had this deer. Tied it up in the back with the dogs. They make noise, though. Like rabbits, I guess. Don’t let nobody tell you that deers are domesticated animals. But I didn’t know anything back then. I was having a laugh. A goof. My uncle Sonny out there, shaking his head, giving me one a those big Indian frowns, and he tells me in Ojibwe, let that deer go. It ain’t right. Let it be. The deer’s gonna get out, and that deer’s gonna tell all the other deers about what happened, and they won’t come around no more. You’re not supposed to mess around with that, you know.

“About then is when my cousin Frenchy came home from ’Nam. Musta been about 1970, ’71. Everybody’s having a big drunk out at his house. One of those long drunks. Probably been going on for a couple a days then, people coming and going at all hours. They been drinking but nobody had nothing to eat for days, so I say, I got some venison. But it ain’t been cut yet. The meat’s still on the deer.” He wheezes a laugh and looks up to see how this is all landing with Bobby and me. “And I guess I was just teasing them a little, because none a them had nothing to eat, just drinkin’ on empty stomachs. I went home and got that deer on a rope, and I started hauling him out there, probably a mile or so down the road. I was pulling on his neck, and it was trying to buck me the whole way down. But I got it there. My arms were sore, boy, you better believe it. I tied it out front of the house, to the light post, and I go inside, and I have me a good time, boy. Frenchy came home without a scratch. All his arms and legs. All our ogitchidaag came home from ’Nam, did you know that? Every single one, like Frenchy.

“So about midnight, I remembered that deer outside. I told him I got something for him. I wanted to brag, you know. My cousin came home in that uniform with all his medals. He was sitting there, prince on the throne, just sitting there like that. I told him, I got something, Frenchy, and I go and get it, bring it inside. I pull that deer into the house. But it’s strange because the deer came in all calm, and I started to feel like I tamed it or something. Like I had that Indian connection with that deer. And everybody in that house got all silent because the deer wasn’t supposed to be indoors and all. It’s not the natural order of things, and I led this deer up to Frenchy, and he’s in the bag but he still had some sense. I don’t want that thing, he said. Where did I get it in my head that this was something he wanted?

“I guess I musta let up on that rope just a little, and the deer gets up on its hind legs and kicks, and that’s when everything turned to shit. All I could see was that deer on its legs, bounding into the walls and the tables and the TV. The rope was trailing after it, and I tried to grab it but it was just outta reach, you know? Like a nightmare. But everybody was freaking out, and I thought that was funny, you know? I like to get a rise outta people, what can I say? Everybody’s spilling their beers and running to the walls, dropping lit cigarettes on the carpet, knocking over tables to hide behind them. That deer made it to every single room of that house. They were all mad at me. Frenchy and his brothers. When they weren’t dodging that damn deer, they were grabbing at me, trying to get me, but every time they came close, that deer came out of nowhere and everybody was scurrying again.

“I just ran away, you know? I just ran. Turns out everybody got the same idea. The whole lot of them left that deer shut up in that house. So you got all these drunks outside, cowering in the cold, afraid of that deer. But you know, Frenchy wasn’t scared of no deer. He up and went to the window with his old .30-.30, pow, shot it from the outside. Deer went down. Just wasn’t any other way, I guess.

“That house burned down a couple of years later—a different party. There was kids in there, too, but everybody got out okay, but the house was gone and they never built it again. Just left it all burned and charred up there. And then Frenchy got killed in that hunting accident just a couple of years later. Imagine that? The deer got him in the end!”

He waits for me to laugh along with him, but when I don’t, he looks around confidentially and says, “You didn’t like that one? Not everybody’s got my sense of humor, I guess. I gotta stop telling the story.”

Bobby’s still chuckling to himself, but there’s a silence between Buzz and me that’s unbridgeable now that he’s told the story, so I put my glass to my lips and down the last of it.

“You’re right,” I say. “You shouldn’t tell that story anymore.”

He shrugs, and the shadows that briefly darkened those deep-set eyes are gone. “You can lead a horse to water. Or a deer. Anyways. That deer didn’t have no business in that house. No more business than a bear.” He waits for me to catch what he’s trying to tell me. He’s set his traps and is waiting for the sound of the jaws snapping shut. “I gotta go piss,” he says, the amusement gone, and disappears into the back of the bar.

So now I’m alone with Bobby, who waits for Buzz to disappear behind the heavy wooden door that leads to the trench latrine in the bathroom, and says to me, “I’ll tell you something. A dead white man brings out all the alligator tears more than any Indian. Even around here. Did you know Marie Cloutier?”

“I didn’t know her,” I say.

“Eighteen years old, going to Marquette in the fall. Then one day, just gone. Tribal cops can’t do shit. Council doesn’t care. State police didn’t start canvassing for a goddamned week. And then they found her in the woods. No suspects, no nothing. I don’t even want to say what happened to her. It was so bad. Pretty girl like that, just disappearing one day, just gone. And then—fuck, bro. Just shows how the whole system is fucked up. See? Let’s be real about it. Joe’s white. And he had money. Now all them gotta put their hands over their hearts and cry it out. Over some white man? Please.”

But at this, he seems to understand that he’s gone a little far, and he gives me a sympathetic look and claps me on the back in what’s supposed to be a show of camaraderie, but only makes me cough up the drink I’m trying to down. “No offense, bro. I know you two were close.”

“Not in a while,” I say, and it wounds me to deny him. I feel my anchor slipping away. I’m drifting.

He frowns and sits on the stool next to mine, his gun belt creaking. He usually combs his hair up in a sort of pompadour to give himself another inch in height, but now it’s deflated and pasted to his scalp. His eyes are glassy—large and striking but violently vacant. The snow that must be falling outside is melting on his jacket and flowing down in rivulets, dripping into the sawdust on the floor.

“I didn’t mean to shit on Joe,” he says. “I’m just—I don’t know why we’re even here. What do they got to talk about?” He checks the door to make sure nobody’s come in while we weren’t looking.

I’m still perseverating on what he’s just said. If he doesn’t know what Layla and Mack could possibly talk about, he never knew her. He’d always had this sense of entitlement to her. She was just another piece of equipment issued to him like everything in his life had been. His job, his purpose, his spot in tribal housing. And if his relationship with Layla was just another thing handed to him, it relieved him of the burden of actually getting to know her. The thought of it pisses me off. I’m forgetting the badge. The gun on his belt. The memory of him standing over me on the playground, fist cocked back and ready to land on my face. The sight of that truck of his at the end of the Becks’ driveway.

“Ever wonder why Mack made you chief?”

“He wanted to shake up the department,” he says. “New blood.”

“No, it’s because you know when to shut your backwoods ass up and behave yourself,” I say. The smile on his face is gone. The way to Bobby’s feelings is in his overestimation of himself—all it takes is a kick in the right place. “When they get here, you hang back. Don’t say anything. Understand?”

He furrows his brow, confused, maybe dazed at my candor. We’re not friends, he realizes now. We never were.

The door creaks open, and Layla walks in. When she sees us, she takes a tentative step backward toward the door, but she comes in anyway and takes off her stocking hat and her gloves, approaching us cautiously. She puts her phone on the bar and pulls up her own stool. Bobby stands a little straighter, tugs on the bottom of his vest, and says, “Hey, stranger.”

She gives him a casual “Oh, hi, Bobby,” which visibly deflates his posture. This isn’t the reunion he’d envisioned in his limited imagination. He puts his hand on the bar, clearly trying to figure out the next line, but she’s already ordering a Diet Coke from Tom-Tom and pretending he’s not there leering at her.

“How long you been in town, girl?” Bobby asks. He tries to sidle closer to her, but when Tommy sets down her glass, she takes it and faces away from him. “It’s like that, huh?”

“It’s like that,” she says.

“Can’t even look at me?”

She sips from the straw, gives him a once-over, and turns back to the room. This is when Buzz returns from the bathroom, tucking in the front hem of his shirt, and when he sees Layla, his bearing becomes appropriately somber. He touches the sides of Layla’s arms with hands he couldn’t have possibly washed. He crinkles his eyes at her, fighting tears that don’t seem to want to come out. “We’re all just so broke up about Joe.”

She not so subtly pulls out of his grip.

“Where’s Mack?” she asks.

“He’ll be here. He just thought we could get some business about Gloria out of the way first. You work pretty close with her, don’t you?”

She looks at me. “So he doesn’t want to talk to me,” she says. “Wants to talk about Gloria. I probably should’ve known that.”

Buzz looks up at her uncertainly. “He’s broke up about Joe, believe me. He’s not coming just to talk business. But when he told me you two were talking, well, I thought it was a good opportunity to say what we gotta say. We can’t keep throwing around accusations or innuendos at each other. Doesn’t help anybody. We need calm, time like this.”

“Funny how you put that. Seems to me like you’re the ones who need to calm down a little. You maced Reed Paulson?” Bobby looks down at the floor, secretly proud of his work, but maybe now realizing what it’s cost him with the ex. “Reed has asthma. And on top of that, he’s a veteran.”

“I’m a veteran, too,” Bobby says petulantly.

Buzz says, “Obviously we don’t want no more violence, no more threats. Now we got an election tomorrow. No matter what happens, it’s best that we all stay friends.”

“Oh, you want to be friends? Let me guess. You want me to go tell Gloria to watch her tone.”

Buzz shakes his silvery head. “No, no, no. We got freedom of speech here on the rez. She can keep her statement up. We ain’t got nothing to hide. But we just want to do Gloria and you a little favor here. Looks bad to make this tragedy all political.” He makes a pained face when the words fail him. “I’m just all broke up about it. Your brother is too.”

“I haven’t heard a thing from him,” Layla says.

“Doesn’t know how to say it, I guess. You should hear it from him.” Buzz fiddles with his hat on the table, pressing his fingers along the sweatband. “I know you don’t want to hear nothing from a mean old bastard like me,” he says, reading the stains in his hat. “But we can all heal together. It would be good medicine for all of us.”

It’s hard to tell what Layla’s thinking, except the head of steam she’d come in with seems to have dissipated in his presence. Her face goes slack, and her hands reach for his. For a fleeting moment, I wonder if he’s gotten through to her, if the act has worked. She’s so exhausted, so confused, that she can’t see him anymore.

“Then let’s hear it from him,” she says.

Buzz and Bobby exchange a look, which is the signal. Bobby keys his radio, and after a moment, as though he were waiting outside the threshold this whole time, Mack jingles open the door and wipes snow off his heavy puffer coat. The look on his face is even, neutral. He tosses the Nationals cap onto the table. The cap is immaculately clean and still has the foil size sticker on the brim.

She clears her throat, and with a cracking voice, she says: “Mack.”

He mocks her uncertain tone: “Layla.” He stands tall, head cocked back, toothpick rolling to the other side of his mouth. But the pose of defiance doesn’t last long. He relaxes and says in a barely audible voice, “I’m sorry about Joe.”

“You’re sorry,” she says. “That’s all?”

“Why you gotta be like that? You know what I mean.”

“Okay, whatever, you’re sorry,” she says, looking down at the sawdust and peanut-shelled floor. Bobby’s attention flits between the two of them. Buzz leans back in his stool, comfortably above us all.

“I am,” he says, as though that’s settled this argument, and now that he’s established his righteousness, he can finally deign to sit with us. He takes up his cap by the brim and fans himself with it. “So am I talking to you, or am I talking to Gloria?”

She says, “I came here for myself. And our mom.”

Buzz says, “Can I take the lead on this, kids? Can we remember to be kind to each other?”

“Okay,” Layla says. “I’ll be kind. What did you want to say?”

“Tomorrow morning, bright and early, I think that you kids could all get together at the Indian Bowl and have a sort of memorial for your dad,” Buzz says. “He was important, you know. We could show the people that we can come together. Big show for a big man.”

“On Election Day.”

“Well, the timing is out of our hands, hennit? And I thought of that, I did. Maybe—just an idea. Maybe we put it off a day or two. Or a week.”

“The election?” It hangs there a moment, and Buzz is encouraging her, smiling and nodding, but instead, she leans across the table and says, “I can’t believe you’d think Gloria would go for that.”

“Hon, your dad was an important man around here. An honorable man. And I don’t know how Mack goes about being sad, but he’s hurting. Believe me, he’s plenty broke up. He’s letting bygones be bygones.”

“Yeah, I’m hurting,” Mack says.

Buzz’s eyebrows go up in childish bemusement and he says, “How can we have an election like this? Things are bound to get violent, Layla. Tensions are high. It don’t help that Gloria’s talking like we had something to do with your dad’s accident. We gotta let this shake out before we let the people decide.”

“Oh,” Layla says. “What does the election committee say about canceling an election?”

“They’ll do what they think is best.” Buzz has dropped the mourning act. “We’ll make them see. If that’s what we can all decide here. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

They’re not listening to Buzz. They’re regarding each other curiously, locked in a wordless argument that plays out entirely in their faces. They’re hashing it all out. Years and years of resentments stocked up for a confrontation like this one. And when Layla finally gets the better of him, Mack narrows his eyes and says, “Fuck this.” Layla flinches a little, just a momentary twitch that she blinks away. “You want me to say I’m sorry and ‘Oh, he was my dad, too, I’m so heartbroken’? I said it. I mean it.”

“Let her talk, Mack,” I say to him, and this gets his and Bobby’s attention. They seem to notice I’m sitting too far on Layla’s side of the bar table.

“No, I gotta say this. You keep coming after me like I’m this fucking monster or something for trampling your precious feelings. This after you and Joe join Gloria’s campaign against me, trying to tear me down. Accuse me of hating Joe. Why do you hate me so much? Huh, Layla?”

“That’s not—”

“Not what? Not true? This isn’t about putting me in my place?”

“This isn’t about just us anymore, you fucking psycho,” she says. As she’s saying this, Mack is nodding his head, mocking her, smiling to spite her. “That’s why you need to lose,” she says quietly. “You need to be back here with us.”

“I’m still in charge here,” Mack says. “And if you all want to keep trespassing on tribal property, the cops are off the leash. That’s what’s up, Layla. Your dad being dead don’t change anything.”

“So y’all are threatening us.”

“Not a threat,” I say. “Just telling you what’s up.”

Her pale face glows above the high collar. There, in the expression, I can see Joe’s sad acceptance of the broken world as it is. “I came out here because I thought you were hurting.” She says that last bit looking at me. “Mitch said you were all broken up about it. You look fine to me.”

Mack puts on his hat, his face hidden from the overhead lights, and crosses his arms. She waits for him to say something. He just nods at the door: “Just tell Gloria what we said.” She screws up her face, clenches her teeth, but thinks better of answering him. The bells on the door shake when she slams it behind her.



After she leaves, Buzz says, “She can’t hear nothin’ right now. Especially not the truth. Or common sense. I thought we had a reasonable proposal.”

He sits back against the stool, his belly distending, which he pats absently like he’s just finished eating. He lets out an exasperated breath. Bobby gets up and checks his gun belt to make sure everything’s still there. Mack has that thousand-yard stare, thinking of the things he should have said if he were more quick-witted than he thinks he is.

Which is when I say to Buzz, “What is that truth, old man?”

He’s suddenly tense. “About what?”

“What did you say to Joe after we left? When you called him.”

“What are you, drunk?” he says.

“You heard me. And you know it’s true. What did you tell him?”

He doesn’t bat an eye. “You ought to be careful, asking questions like that.”

He can see that Mack’s listening in now, and so is Bobby. The old man takes off his cap. Sweat and melted snow stream down his balding head. “I just told him the honorable thing to do was to move on along and leave the reservation. Just move along, don’t show your face or nothing. Because I couldn’t protect him no more.”

“No more?”

“I said to him that we did a lot of good business here, but if they got something on you, well, I ain’t standing in their way this time. And Joe Beck was always going to do the right thing. Take full responsibility for all he did. He was a stand-up guy. And I told him—this is important—that the government ain’t his friend, but I am. He gets to the other side of this thing, he’s got me to go to bat for him. That’s all. And he could take that any way he wanted to.”

Mack shakes his head. His coat rustles as he repositions himself in his seat. He clears his throat, a great grumble from his neck, and he raps the meat of his hand on the table like he’s calling the council to order. He looks at me, and then looks over to Buzz, the judge presiding, deliberating, and when he comes to his judgment he says to me, “Enough questions out of you right now.”

I feel like he’s punched me in the chest. “All of this because somebody handed you an envelope.”

“This is what you’re going to do,” Mack says. “You’re going to get your ass to the enrollment office and you’re going to pull everything you got on Gloria and any Hawkinses you find. And then you’re going to find that the Hawkinses were double-counted on the census way back when, and they’re Menominee or Ho-Chunk or whatever the fuck other tribe. Therefore—you get it, Cuz. You’re going to write it up in a tidy little memo on letterhead. You feel me?”

Bobby makes a move like he’s going to throw me down on the floor right here and hog-tie me. His eyes have gone dead and glassy, and so have Buzz’s, for that matter. Mack sits there and crosses his arms, closing himself off from me. I’m fighting the queasiness, the sudden urge to run from the bar, but one last time, I stand tall for him. I press my lips together and nod, and I hear myself say, “If that’s what you want.”

“It is.”

I can feel their eyes on me as I turn to leave, but this time Mack doesn’t come after me to soften the menace he’s just shown me. No, I’m meant to feel it. And I’m weightless walking out of the bar, suddenly adrift with the realization that I’ve lost all control of my candidate, if I had any control to begin with. I’m on my own now, and I don’t have to pretend.

Instead of relief from this fact, I feel empty and used up, poisoned by everything and everyone here. I get into my car and drive into the woods, back toward the house. I can see the gentle snowfall in the headlights, snow stars streaming past the windows, a wind picking up speed and clouding the sky. I’ve taken the route that avoids the mess happening at the Government Center. I can’t put it out of my mind. I don’t need to bear witness to the slow-motion slide toward violence. What’s left to do except let them fight it out? I wish I could lie to myself. I wish I could tell myself that it’s okay to just keep going down 92. Leave the old house to rot and get swallowed by the pines.

It’s all about the shiver, isn’t it? Or the spirit. I can’t tell the difference anymore—they seem too closely connected. It’s Maureen telling me my mother raised me better than whatever I am now. It’s my mother telling me she raised me to be loyal to a home, even though we never really had one. Whatever it is, it’s pressing down on me, crushing the air out of my lungs like a bellows, and as I squirm, I put on the hazards because I expect to be sitting in this ditch for as long as it takes for the shiver to go away. The lights make a ticking noise and I take off my gloves and unzip my coat so I can breathe.

She’s here somewhere, the spirit. Somewhere in the woods, watching me. My breathing becomes labored. I can’t get enough air in and then I can’t get enough out. This goes on for a long minute—I’m watching the clock, slumping in my seat. I reach over and open the window to let frozen air in the car, and when it touches my neck, the shiver comes back and reanimates me. And when it passes, I put the car into gear and pretend that it never happened.
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In the congested November twilight, the snow falls in flakes and clumps that make dull thuds against my windshield. The wipers make that slow, half-speed rhythm, lulling my eyelids into a flutter. I’m about to make the turn into my driveway, but Layla’s car is parked in my space, idling a lazy curl of thick exhaust that dances as it dissipates in the air. Her brake lights go dark as I get out of my car, and the engine makes that ticking sound as it winds down. She slams her door shut, looks around uncertainly, and pulls her coat closed around her throat.

I find my keys and open the door, and she comes right in like she’s always lived here. She sits on my couch and puts her hands up to her face to rub some warmth back into her cheeks. From inside her hands, she says, “I came out here knowing exactly what I was going to say to you.”

“What, you forgot?”

“No,” she says. “I’ve just been sitting in that driveway like an idiot for twenty minutes. Enough time to think it’s stupid to come out here. And everything I was going to say is stupid.”

“Nothing you say is stupid.”

“Now that—that’s dumb.” She tucks a loose bough of hair behind her ear.

“Is there a difference?”

“I’m just talking, Mitch. I can’t hear anything I’m saying. You ever feel like that?”

“All the time, lately.”

She eyes me and takes tentative steps toward my front door. Inside, she looks around the sparsity of my living room, coming to conclusions she’s not sharing with me. “I’ve been here before,” she says, and I can see now that her eyes are wet. She sniffs and wipes at her nose with her sleeve. “We visited your mom out here once. Before she died. Dad came out to fix the roof.”

I close my eyes at the thought of the three of them out here without me. It hurts to realize that I still have questions about my mother, so many years of missing information, that there could have been this unsettled feeling that she never resolved—a wandering, unsatisfied spirit in life and after. I left all of this to fester and avoided it because I couldn’t stand the pain.

“I think she was happy here,” she says. “At home.”

“I don’t know about that. It’s too quiet here. Too many ghosts.”

She gives me a skeptical look. “Do you really believe that?”

“Sometimes.” My mother’s voice is silent.

Layla throws her coat onto the chair, and I catch the humid scent of wet wool and aloe lotion. “I never met my mom. Never saw a picture. I always thought of your mother’s face whenever I thought about my own. Does that mean anything?”

“It makes whatever we had together kinda weird, don’t you think?”

“No, gross,” she says. “She wasn’t my mother. It was just the only image I had. Another mother. Someone who wasn’t Maureen.” She gives me a sad smile and wipes at her eyes again.

“I felt that way about Joe,” I say. “Remember that summer? He and I got along like we were supposed to—”

“Oh, don’t say it,” she says, groaning.

“Like he was welcoming me into the family. Like he was hoping you and I would get together.”

She says, “He just thought we were cute kids being cute. Until it turned uncute.” Her lips close into themselves, and she looks off into the darkness of the house. “Did you know he was sick?”

“No,” I say. But I can immediately sense that it was true. He looked it the last time I saw him, on the front step of the house. The uncertain hold he had on the doorjamb. The shrunken, pleading eyes. I hadn’t wanted to see that, but I had. And I’d known. I just hadn’t articulated it.

“He didn’t want anybody to know,” she says. “What did he tell you? He had work in Iowa?” I don’t say anything. She lets out a desperate half-laugh. “He was flying to Rochester. The Mayo Clinic. He was supposed to start some new treatment this month.” She looks off again, and I feel that shiver of knowing that I was always going to lose him, and Layla was too. She dabs at her eyes. She’s holding it together, but that calm seems artificial and fragile. “I guess I’ve been preparing myself for this. I mean, how can you really be ready for it? But I thought I had time. Is that fucking crazy? Like there’d be enough time to—” And the thought makes the quietly sad, calm demeanor finally give way to sobs, and this time she allows me to come and hold on to her.



As the evening settles somewhere beyond that front door, everything seems very distant, on the other end of that logging road, rumbling and churning while we hide in the quiet and surprising warmth over here. She’s taken off her boots and her feet are up on the couch. Her nose is a blotchy red and she keeps dabbing at it. I sit in the easy chair near the window and look out and wonder if we’ll be buried in snow out here, which wouldn’t be bad, would it? Tons of snow separating us from the protest. From arrangements that need to be made, funerals to attend. Just a blanket of whiteness, a clean and bright expanse.

All the chaos in town safely out of sight, we can think about Joe and grieve him in our own ways, and still it feels like how it’s supposed to, the two of us holding out our hands to feel the forced air of the heating vent. It seems slightly wrong to think this way, yet the shiver’s gone away. I’m feeling the first restful moments I’ve had in months.

I make us some coffee. Who knew I had a mound of instant coffee dust just waiting around in my neglected kitchen and a mismatched pair of Golden Eagle mugs that somehow migrated to my cupboard? She smiles appreciatively, looks down at the mug in her hand, and gently places it on the coffee table and forgets it entirely. I take a bitter sip—it’s all acid and grit—and she laughs at the sour look on my face.

We sit like this for a while—almost afraid to move, as if the wrong breath would blow out the tentative light and warmth between us right now.

“I’ve been avoiding you for a long time,” she says finally. “I’ve been afraid.”

“Afraid?”

“Afraid of what it would be like to be in the same room as you for too long. Because I’ve missed you. And I didn’t want to, but I did. Okay?”

I furrow my brow and try to act appropriately, but my heart cascades with triumph. “I had no idea.”

“You never did,” she says. Before I can get her to elaborate, she gets up from the couch. There’s a burning in my face, a flush as I see the desperation in her eyes, a desperation that makes me want to tell her that I missed her too. I stand up from the couch, and it surprises us both when we press our bodies against each other and kiss. The force binding us doesn’t feel like an embrace, more like a collision, throwing us back to the guesthouse that summer. She hastily tugs at my belt, and I pull at her tights, we fall onto the couch and she straddles me, and when I’m inside her and she buries her face into my collarbone a fevered thought runs wild: no playing around this time. This time is serious. I have my arms around her waist and hold her tight against me. The tips of our noses are touching. Her eyes are wide open and our faces are wet with sweat or tears or both at the same time. The intensity in those wide-open eyes says the same thing: bring us life out of this desperate heat. We’ve lost something dear to us. We’ve lost a life. Let’s replace it right here on this couch. She sucks and pulls on my lower lip until I taste blood. I realize I’m squeezing the breath out of her lungs and I try to relax my arms, but they’re shocked in place. When I finish, her eyes go even wider in frenzied surprise, and we pant in a ragged rhythm of slight, barely audible wheezing.

The tension in her body collapses, and we hold each other, for how long, I neither know nor care. The heater ticks on, but the sweat on my skin makes me cold. She rolls off me, untangles her discarded tights, and disappears into the bedroom, coming back dragging a wool blanket draped over her shoulders. She lies against me on the couch. She puts her head on my shoulder, and when I turn my head, I can see she’s staring down at the floor, a little dazed and lost.

“The hell just happened?” she says.

I can’t rightly answer her because I’m not sure, either. Maybe it’s as simple as we’ve made each other feel a little better for a moment. But that’s not exactly true, because in the middle of it, I’d dreamed up that terrible fantasy that we were stepping through a door and I’d abandoned myself to living it out, and how good it felt to be free of worry or regret, and to add to this trouble, Layla has her own fantasy going on. It’s not all that different from mine. And she knows, yes, just as well as I do.

It’s as though I’d said something in the act or made a strange noise that betrayed that fantasy and now we’re just picking up the conversation after catching our ragged breath. She says, “You could just leave.” I feel her hand close over mine, but the papery dryness of our hands punctures the fantasy, and the wool blanket is scraping and chafing my back. All my senses are returning to me now that the endorphins retreated. And that shiver again, the stuttering breath that draws her back to get a good look at me.

“I can’t just leave,” I say. “Where would I go?”

She lets go of my hand and pulls the blanket closer to her body. “I don’t know. Somewhere else. The world’s pretty big, Mr. Caddo.”

“It isn’t, Ms. Beck.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“Dare what?”

“Don’t be you.”

“That’s me, though. I’m realistic.”

“This is why we never got together,” she says. “You don’t know when to be serious or when to just let yourself dream. Why can’t you let yourself do that? What’s wrong with you?”

She’s wrong. I know how to do that. I haven’t dreamed like that since those nights when my mother cried in the next room of this very house, wondering where our next move would take us. I haven’t dreamed like that since she died. I’d had ambitions, things I wanted to do, but it wasn’t the same as dreaming. If I could make the distinction, I would. I’m not about to start now.

She mashes tears into the side of her face. I’m still waiting for her to say what I want—and that’s the problem, isn’t it? Just say it, Layla. Just say, run away with me. If she’d only just give me this out, I’d take it. Without question. But she’s not. We’re both in crisis. We’re both becoming people we never really thought we’d be. We’re both grieving and frightened of the sudden void in our lives from Joe’s death, and we’re desperate for something to fill it. And here I am having these cruel thoughts and unfair expectations from her, wanting some wildly unrealistic quid pro quo: save me and I’ll save you.

When she finally speaks, she says, with a smile that can’t possibly fit what she’s about to say, “Remember when I was telling you I wasn’t pregnant? I was scared, Mitch. But you know, it’s crazy. When I thought I was pregnant, I was thinking about names. Dreaming about them. I was thinking about what it would be like. Can you imagine? I’d have a seven-year-old now. I guess you would too. But it didn’t happen. I was okay with that, and you were okay with that, but you seemed like you were too okay with that. I didn’t want you to be okay. I wanted you to ache like me. Just because you’re dreaming doesn’t mean you’re unrealistic. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?”

A numbness blooms and spreads throughout my body, solidifying like concrete. She’d been right not to tell me. It only hurts. “It just wasn’t meant to be.”

“Then I guess there was nothing to be done. But what if you’d allowed yourself to dream like me? Would it have hurt so bad? All you had to do was dream with me for a hot second. And you didn’t.” As my phone skitters across the coffee table like it’s running away from me, she says, “You should probably answer that.”

I swing my legs over the couch, pull on my pants, feeling exposed and ridiculous now, and take the phone into the kitchen. It’s Buzz. “You’re needed,” he says. “The villagers broke into the Center and they’re holed up in the enrollment office. Bobby says there’s smoke alarms going off. Armageddon down here.”

I look over at Layla, who’s lying back on the couch and facing the ceiling but looking past it, and I can’t tell if this is a look of guilt or fear or a little of both.

“What the hell happened?” I ask, trying to control the volume of my voice to appear calm.

“Don’t know. Gloria gave them their marching orders.”

“No, she didn’t.”

“You’re so sure? We can find proof if you need it. Doesn’t matter. Mack’s called the council to session. He wants you here.”

I snap the phone shut before he can say any more. Layla’s still on the couch, wrapped in the blanket.

“They’re rioting,” I say, kneeling beside the couch. I take her hand. It’s limp and dry, and I suppose mine is too.

She presses her eyes shut as though a pain is traveling down the length of her body, but when they spring open, they’re sober and removed. Like another person. “I’m going down to Gloria’s place,” she says.

“To do what?” I say.

“You know damn well they’ll go for her next.”

I tighten my grip on her hand to keep her close but she’s already up. She bats it away. She pulls her sweater over her head and smooths the folds out of her sleeves. I say to her, “Stay out of this, okay? You have more important things to do.”

“You have no idea of what’s important.” She starts pulling her tights back on and curses under her breath as she gets tangled up in them. “I thought we established that.”

“We didn’t.” I stop to look at her, but she pays me no mind as she straightens her hair. “Please. Just stay here for a little while, okay? Nobody’s looking for you here.” This pleading is lost in a race to get our coats and boots on. We crash into the door at the same time, and in my last-ditch attempt at stopping her, I hold on to the dead bolt. “I mean it,” I say. We’re still together for a moment. Our bodies are separated from each other by layers of wet wool cashmere, but I can still feel the heat. Our cheeks are touching. She’s holding onto me. Her hand travels up the side of my body, down the length of my arm, and settles on my hand. She doesn’t have to put too much effort into lifting it from the lock, and once my hand goes limp, she turns it.
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There are wild, seizure-inducing lights outside the Government Center—roof lights of emergency vehicles and tribal police cruisers. I can see shadows lurching at bigger shadows—no grand strategy here, just silhouettes stumbling and punching at each other in the dark, falling in the snow, getting back up and swinging at whatever human shape is in reach. A skirt of smoke roils along the asphalt, while squalls of broken glass glitter over the violence. A helmeted gladiator belts a man wearing a bike helmet and an oversized winter coat, and when the cop stops midswing, the man spits out a long stream of blood and phlegm and tumbles to the ground.

I leave my car at the edge of the lot. Bobby’s set up a makeshift command center from the open back doors of the MRAP, although it’s not clear what, if anything, he’s commanding. “You see?” Bobby asks when I come up to him. “I should’ve been here, bro. See what happens?” To my relief, he turns back to his radio. I’m trying not to appear guilty. I straighten my coat.

Somewhere in the middle of the chaos, there’s a drum pounding out of rhythm, accompanied by nonsensical yelling, and then a single, blood-curdling cry, silenced mid-wail. “Officer down! Yo, Bobby! Officer down!”

Bobby sprints to the Center. He doesn’t see the ice patch under the new snow, and as he slips, his feet fly out in front of him and he lands heavily on his ass. On the curb outside the building, two officers are holding their heads in their hands in what almost looks like despair.

I leave the cover of the truck and walk over to Bobby to help him up. He’s swearing at the ice and himself and feeling for a patch of ground with traction. When I offer him my hand, he waves me off. “Get back to the Chief, bro,” he says to me, and he gets himself to standing and sloughs off the snow from the back of his pants, making sure the pistol hasn’t escaped from its holster. But I don’t listen to him. I turn to the police cruisers nearest the main entrance of the Center. The windows are blown in and the doors are dented. Up front, the officers are kicking a protester and pushing him along the front walk and kicking him again.

“Hey, I’m supposed to go to enrollment,” I say, hooking my thumb in that direction. “Remember? Mack told me to take care of things in there.”

“Get your ass back to the truck!” Bobby’s yelling now. His eyes are wild from mortally wounded pride, and he’s caught like this, a turtle on his back, trying to prop himself up on his elbows but slipping and falling back down. I can’t help it. I’m laughing at him. I’m suddenly imagining what it must have been like for him as he stood over me on the playground—this feeling of supremacy. In the middle of this chaos, as we commit violence against each other, I’m giggling. I’m long gone.



The emergency floods are on in the hallway. The four tribal cops standing outside the enrollment office have their pistols out, but they’re just waiting around for something interesting to happen. One of the officers is bleeding from the ear. Another cradles an M4, the flashlight on the muzzle shining down at the beige carpeting, reflecting bits of broken glass. Then that flashlight shines into my face, blinding me, and my mind only distantly registers that a confused and semitrained Passage Rouge police officer is pointing a loaded assault rifle in my direction. But they realize who I am; the muzzle goes down and they go back to that casual posture, just jawing about what to do next.

“The hell is going on here?” It’s Bobby’s voice behind me. He’s startled the officers in the hallway. They notice the snow all over the back of his pants and one of them asks if he needs a medic. They laugh uncomfortably, but they stop when they see him limp down the hallway.

“They got a filing cabinet on it. That door ain’t movin’.” We can see this is true through the glass window on the door, almost entirely obscured by beige metal. I know this officer, Randy. He scratches behind his ear and looks confused.

“What about the fire door?”

“Got that all jammed up,” another officer says. I know him too: Jimmy.

“Unjam it, then,” Bobby says. “Anybody want to get off their ass and put in some work today?”

He starts pacing in a circle in the wide hallway, wheeling around to face me. “Bro, I told you to go back to the Chief. What’d I tell you about getting all up in the mix?”

“I’m in it already,” I say. I’m strangely calm. The free-for-all is outside. Inside, we’re all business, just like any other day, aside from the broken acoustic tiles and flickering lights. “All he’s gotta do is call the sheriff’s department. That’s all.”

“We don’t need extra targets,” he says, and the officers at the door mean mug and stand a little straighter, which isn’t as convincing as we need it to be. The officers await his word, but Bobby’s just standing there processing, gaming out scenarios. After a good minute of tactical contemplation, he nods to himself: tactical Bobby has reassured scared Bobby that the situation is not as bad as it looks. “We got them bottled up here. They ain’t going nowhere. It’s quieting down outside. Jimmy, Randy—just post up at the points of entry and I’ll hold this door.”

“Sure about that, boss?”

“Go already then,” he says petulantly, and to match his petulance, they sling their carbines and drag ass toward the front entrance. When we’re alone in the hallway, I lean against the wall. Bobby pulls out his nightstick and bangs on the door with it, but nobody comes to answer. He puts it away. “Bro, if you gotta call me out, keep it private. Between you and me.”

“Okay.” I close my eyes. I’m standing one floor underneath my old office, now dark and untouched above our heads. The noise from outside isn’t as pitched as it was when we came in, and that eerie soundlessness permeates the building, seeps from the walls. In just a few days the Government Center has become quite the uncanny valley. We’re the ones trapped here, not the protesters in the enrollment office.

Bobby leans up against the opposite wall and slumps down until he’s squatting. I let out a breath that feels like it’s been sitting there for a while. Relief. Lightness. The grip of the shiver has released some sweet, delusional euphoria, and that’s got me thinking that it’s time to make some friends with the rioters, so I go up to the door, to the broken window. It’s a small gap between the door and the filing cabinet that they’ve jammed against it—small but just enough space to fit a gas canister or a flash-bang. I’m sure that’s how Bobby reads it.

“Hey in there,” I say weakly. I slap on the door with my open palm until it smarts.

A face emerges from the darkness past the window, and when it catches the light of the hallway, I can see that the face belongs to Reed Paulson. He’s still red and blotchy from chemical burns, and the beating he took has blackened his eye sockets since the last time I saw him. When he recognizes me, he smiles like we’re friends, although the sarcasm in it isn’t lost on me. “J.Crew Indian,” he says.

“This isn’t great, Reed.”

“Hey, they trashed our camp. We thought we’d bring it inside for a ceremony.”

“The enrollment office is kind of a weird place for a ceremony, hennit?” I collapse against the cold metal of the door. I feel a strange yearning to be in there with Reed and the rest of them. I can hear Bobby behind me shifting in his boots, straining to hear us, so I try to lean my head into the window for more privacy. “Do you hear the cops out here?” His eyes glance behind me, bloodshot, something off about the color. He understands. We both take a moment to acknowledge them. “How do you want to do this?”

“Easy,” he says. “You tell ’em back the fuck off.” There’s the theatrical tone, loud so his audience in the enrollment office can hear him sticking it to the cops. “We’re having our ceremony at sunrise, you hear?” He seems to think this is funny, but the desperation is showing through. Behind him, in the reception room, I glimpse the back of a gray-haired head—Waabizh is in there, and Reed catches on to what I see. “Tell the pigs we got elders in here. We got medicines in here too. You don’t want to fuck with the medicine.”

“Who else you got in there?”

“Warriors.”

“How many?”

“All you need to know is they’re ready to die—”

“Reed, nobody’s dying tonight. Let’s keep it real here.”

He scoffs at me and glances inside the office to check on his audience. “Keep it real? You guys put a hit on Joe Beck. Why would I trust you?”

“Nobody put a hit on Joe.” When he doesn’t answer me right away, I rap on the door again, harder, until I’m sure I’ve broken a finger. “You hear me?”

“Whatever you say.”

It seems futile to point out his futility. He has to play it out, though, doesn’t he? “You’re right. Doesn’t matter who’s in there. Why don’t you tell me what you want?”

He laughs weakly and coughs. “Justice, man.”

“Justice? That’s all? I’ll get right on that.”

“Got everybody’s pedigree in here, like dogs, man. Gotta have a pedigree if you want to be Indian, right? Well, I ain’t a fuckin’ dog.”

“You’re not a dog. Nobody is. But there’s an election tomorrow. Things can change. They will.”

He swings around to the sound of a voice from inside the office. I can’t make out the words, but he comes back to the window a little calmer than before, but still amped. His jaw juts at me in defiance. “You really believe that?” There’s some grumbling in the back, vague assent filling for righteous cheering, I suppose.

“I saw Waabizh in there,” I say. “Can I talk to him?”

He ignores the question. I feel tired. I rest my forehead against the cool metal of the door. “J.Crew Indian,” he says.

“Mitch.”

“Yeah, Mitch. You know why I’m talking to you, right? It’s because you came out to the house. You didn’t have to do that. I wouldn’t have if I were you. So you and I can talk all night if it keeps the fuckin’ pigs on that side of the door.”

“So let’s talk out here. Not through the goddamned door.”

A little quieter, he says, “We ain’t harming nobody. No fires.” Neither of us remarks on the grimy stench of gasoline wafting through the window.

I try to think of a good way of telling them that I can’t hold Bobby back forever, or the sheriff’s department, whenever they show up, or the alphabet soup of federal agencies about to get in the mix here. He probably already knows. Pepper spray and a comprehensive beatdown didn’t deter him from coming back.

“I need something from you,” I say to him. “Some good faith. Let somebody go.”

“Let somebody—Ain’t no hostages in here. Nobody wants out. Try again.”

“What about you? You and I can talk it out like grown men. Just like this morning. Can’t do that through a door.”

He thinks it over, and again I’m in silence, leaning against the cool door until I hear the scraping metal. He’s moving the desk. He’s turning the knob on the door. “I’m coming out armed,” he says. “You hear? I’m not giving it up. We’ll talk like that.”

“Reed, no.” But the doorknob turns and the door pushes me back. I’m on the floor, looking up at all of this. Reed’s standing tall over me, his hand clutching his hunting rifle by the receiver, arms at his sides. This all happens in a matter of seconds. He looks to his right, then to his left, and I realize that Officers Jimmy and Randy have their pistols pointed in our direction. They’re yelling at him to put the gun down. And before it all happens, he seems to understand what’s coming. He smiles at me. The gap in his tooth, the darkness behind it, is all I can see.

My ears are ringing with the shots.



The sharp, sulfurous smell of spent gunpowder thaws my joints and otherwise frozen muscles. I open my eyes to Reed Paulson on the ground, in a fetal position, cradling the wound in his abdomen. How is he still breathing?

Randy is the first one over. He kicks the rifle away and it slides against the wall. He’s still in combat stance as he hovers over us. “Goddamn it,” he says. “How many shots was that?”

Jimmy’s looking down at the spent pistol in his hand in wonderment. “Damn, I shot a whole mag.”

“Yeah, and you hit him once,” Randy says. The slide of his pistol is locked back, but he’s still pointing it at us like it will do something.

“Fuck you, dude. You didn’t even hit him.”

I’m covered in drywall dust. An acoustic tile has fallen on me, and I brush the broken bits off my coat. I hear his voice wheezing at me, “Goddamned fake-ass Indian,” and my heart hums with something resembling gratitude that he’s alive. Thirty-six rounds, a thundercloud of lead in 9 mm denominations, and these idiots only managed to hit him once with a ricochet.



The medics come in and the desk slides back against the door while they work. There will be no more emissaries to negotiate with; they saw what happened. I give one last look through the window into the enrollment office, but nobody’s visible. What did I expect? What was I going to do? Apologize to Waabizh again? What good would that do when we almost killed his son?

I leave the building trailing the paramedics wheeling out Reed, and I see the horrified faces of the crowd, struck silent when they get a good look at the gurney rolling by under guard. The county sheriff has sent in their tactical team, the FBI is here, and standing with the windbreakers is Mike Osterholm in his own rumpled overcoat, who gives me a weak salute as I accompany Reed to the waiting ambulance. And then he’s off to Birchtree with the roof lights on and the siren wailing.

All the lights go out in the parking lot. Then the Government Center. Bobby has orders to cut power and utilities to see if that’ll dislodge them, or at least stop them from trashing the enrollment records. Meanwhile, Buzz is going between Bobby and Randy and Jimmy, getting stories straight before the feds come in to grill them.

And all the while, the color washing over everyone changes with the casino sign above us—red, white, orange hues lighting up a dazed and sad lot. Once Buzz comes back from coercing statements from our two shooters, I grab him by the shoulder. The smug look on his face is gone; he even looks a bit pale, but that could be because of the light.

“You get their story straight?” I say, and he pushes past me, but I whirl him around again and wonder if we’re about to get into it for real this time. “You give them their lines? Did you tell them what they saw?”

“Didn’t have to,” Buzz says. “All plain as day. He drew on them, and they put him down. Ain’t complicated.”

“They ambushed him,” I say. “That was an attempted murder.”

“That was a justified use of force,” Buzz says. “Bobby says he had a gun.”

“He doesn’t get a warning? They just opened up on him in there. That’s justified?”

“Yeah, that’s all it takes,” he says, and there’s more than a little warning in his tone. “Mess with the bull. Well, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“You get the horns.” He hugs himself, rubs warmth into his arms. Feels like the temperature has dropped ten degrees in the last hour or so. “You’re always going on about the look of things. Now how does all this mess look? Coulda had this under control if we’d nipped it in the bud.”

“Randy and Jimmy are suspended. There’s got to be some consequences here.”

“For what? They didn’t even hit him. He got a ricochet.”

“Okay, they’re terrible shots. That’s a reason. They can’t do the job right.”

“There’s something broken about you,” he says, suddenly studying me as though he’s now curious about who I am. Then he turns in disgust and walks away from me, toward Bobby and his men, who are loitering by the ambulance. But I’m not done with him. I follow him. He must hear my footsteps sliding in the freezing slush behind him because he stops. “There’s something that’s not quite getting through that swelled head of yours,” he says. He’s looking up at me—I’ve never noticed how much taller I am until now—but with all his authority, he says to me, “You ain’t the chief.” He smirks and turns back to Bobby to give them their orders, which I already know involve going out to Gloria’s house to arrest her. That’s the best-case scenario, though, seeing what they’ve already done here at the Government Center. No telling what kind of abuses of power they have planned.

Buzz is right. I’m not chief, or president, or anything, really. But that doesn’t mean I take orders from him, or from Mack. They’ve all stopped listening to me. They’re done acknowledging my existence. Buzz and Bobby and his men are all standing next to that ambulance and drawing up the plan for the evening, too busy to notice that I’m slipping away into the night. They don’t even look up when I drive past them.

I’ll be at Gloria’s by the time they realize I’m gone.
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In near whiteout conditions, my antilock brakes are clicking the whole way down 92 and the little turnoff that leads to Gloria’s. When I get there, I see Layla’s Mercedes is in the driveway.

There’s a light on in the picture window in front. A shadow moves against the drawn curtain. I skulk up to the front door, and that skulking trips the motion detector. A bright, industrial-strength floodlight blinds me and I hold my hands up to my eyes. Before I can ring the bell, Gloria pulls open her front door.

“Mitchell?” She lets me inside. “You’ll catch your death in this cold. Let’s get you warmed up.”

“Has anyone else been around tonight?” I ask.

“Just Layla.”

I go to the big picture window and take a surreptitious peek outside at the steadily driving snow. “Anybody come out to see you?”

“We’re so far out. Why would anyone want to come here on a night like this?”

“You know why.” She frowns when the understanding comes to her, and she covers her mouth to hide it.

I tell her, “They shot Reed.”

Gloria gasps and holds her hand over her mouth.

“What the fuck?” Layla says, appearing in the living room. “Like, ‘shot him’ shot him?”

“He came out with a rifle,” I say. “What did he think was going to happen?”

I realize Gloria’s daughter is with Layla, and she’s heard what I’ve said. “He’s fine. He’s going to be just fine.” I try a reassuring smile, but I remember I don’t know anything about ten-year-olds and what they might comprehend about officer-involved shootings. The girl’s eyes narrow at me to let me know that I’m patronizing her and she doesn’t appreciate it.

Gloria whispers into her ear, and Ada—I’m just now remembering her name—disappears down the hallway.

“Oh, Mitch. What’s happening? How could this happen?” Gloria checks the front door. She takes a concerned look toward the back of the house, and says to Layla, “Can you go and sit with Ada? She shouldn’t be alone right now.”

Layla lingers at the doorway. “She’s fine. I want to hear what Mitch has to say.”

But Gloria’s going to pull rank here. She’s going to reassert her authority. “I meant you shouldn’t be alone. My poor girl. The last few days… Let someone else carry this for a little bit, okay?”

This does not sit well with Layla, but she’s not going to argue with Gloria. She gives me a look and silently mouths, What did you do? on her way to the back.

After she’s out of earshot, I say, quiet but urgent, “You need to get out of here. They’re on their way.”

“Let them come!”

“They’re going to arrest you.”

“Do I look scared to you? Come sit.”

Gloria leads me to the dining room, which is Elect Gloria! headquarters. There are signs with her name on them leaning against each other in the corner, a line of folding chairs and folding tables neatly stacked along the back wall, piles of paperwork on the table leaving no available surface for eating. I’ve imagined this place. I thought that I had imagined it as a sort of extension of my mother’s world, a place where I’d find some part of her still alive. But now I realize that I was just thinking of where Layla spends her days, where she works. There’s a chair in the dining room that I assume is hers. That’s where I sit.

“There’s this… charge between you and Layla, you know that, right?” she says, calling to mind that afternoon so long ago when Joe had figured it out. “You two get reacquainted?”

“A little,” I say.

“You probably don’t want anyone to know about that.”

“I guess not.”

To my relief, she doesn’t press.

“Would you like some water, or some tea?” she asks as I follow her into the dining room. “Let’s get you something warm. I was just making a cup for myself.”

She goes into the kitchen and comes back with a hammered and dull metal teapot and a pair of mugs with geometrical Navajo designs on them. She does this with a measured patience that I find strangely calming. We have to leave. She’s taking all the time in the world with this tea, but I’m stepping into the moment with her, following along on Gloria Time.

She holds up her cup for a toast: “To Joe,” she says. “And to Reed. A brave warrior. I guess we have to be thankful that he’s going to be fine. As you say.” I’m not going to argue. We clink mugs. The tea is too scalding to sip, so I blow across the top of it and take a survey of the chaotic array of Gloria! campaign bric-a-brac. Signs, buttons, fliers. She’s been running this operation mostly on her own.

“It all looks so familiar,” I say. “From years ago. The congressional campaign.”

“Oh yes,” she says, and lets out a “hm” sound, an attempt at a chuckle. “You were there, weren’t you?”

“I knocked on doors. My mother took me with her when she was canvassing.”

“I remember. You were this little.” She holds her hand up over the floor, although I’m pretty sure I was taller than that. Gloria peeks into the living room to make sure her daughter hasn’t wandered out of her room, and then she turns back to me. “Well, you’re not knocking on doors for me now,” she says, and she gives me that weak smile.

“My portfolio’s a little different these days.”

“I’m guessing you have some insight into this disenrollment business.”

I feel my face tighten in a grimace. “That’s a gentle way of saying it.”

“Joe told me to expect that Mack would try something unwise. But maybe he’s not in charge of those decisions. Layla’s told me what you do. I’ve run for office before. You get attacked. That’s the game. It’s in the rules. But disenrollment, Mitchell. I never thought it possible.” She reaches for my hand. I don’t want to feel the warmth in hers, but it’s there and I let her hold on while she searches my face for some recognizable decency.

But what do I have for her? “Is accusing the other side of murder in the rules too?”

She doesn’t flinch. “We loved Joe. His passing’s been a terrible shock. And yes, we raised an uncomfortable question that people were wondering about. You can’t blame them, Mitchell. So many of our fiercest warriors have been cut down like this. That’s what Joe was: a warrior. He died so suddenly. Naturally, there will be questions and we can’t simply ignore them. Are you telling me that you wouldn’t have sought out the truth?”

I know exactly what we would have done—we would have played it to the hilt—but she already knows this. The question was rhetorical.

“I don’t even think Buzz Carlisle would ever go that far.”

With this, she winks at me. I roll with her half-hearted jab, torn between feeling grateful for her absolving me of what looks to her like an acute case of adolescent petulance, and on the other, panic that she doesn’t seem to care that there are five or more men with guns and the legal authority to use them on their way to this house.

She says, “I’m guessing someone’s going to be on the hook for the demonstration down at the Center. What does that look like?”

“It looks like you getting arrested.”

“On what charge?”

“They’ll hang something on you. Inciting a riot. Disturbing the peace. I don’t know. Your people broke into the Government Center and occupied it. That’s probably enough.”

She seems genuinely surprised at this news. She sets her cup down and leans forward with her elbows resting on her knees. She says, “Now when you say they’re my people, are you assuming the protest is the same as my campaign?”

“You’re telling me it isn’t?”

“I gave them moral support, yes. They asked for advice. I gave them some.” She plays with the turquoise rings on her hand as she perseverates.

“Advice?” I say. “How did you advise them?”

“I advised them to follow the nonviolent teachings of Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. Nothing more than that.”

“Well, they took over the Government Center and some of them had guns, so I don’t think they listened to the nonviolent part. Look, Layla has her car. We can get you to Birchtree or Rhinelander tonight, somewhere off the reservation. Just until they sort out what’s happening at the Center, okay?”

“I won’t be fleeing my home over this. I’ll wait for the police.” She stirs her tea and gives me a pleasant smile to encourage me to laugh at the weak joke. Her rings gleam dully silver in the light. She says, “I’ll put on another pot of tea for them.” That’s exactly what she does.

I can hear Layla and Ada talking quietly from somewhere down the hall. Gloria hums while she moves around the kitchen, her long, gauzy sweater trailing after her.

“I never asked Joe to steal,” she says without looking at me. She lingers at the door, still listening to the noise down the hall. “And I never took any money from him. As much as he wanted me to. He wanted Ada to go to college. He wanted her on the rolls, too, just like all the other ones who got kicked off. He thought he was doing good by me. He begged me to take his money. I told him flat out that I didn’t want him to have that power over me. He could back me, we could work together, but it was going to be as equals or not at all.

“He thought he was being clever: steal the money before Buzz and the council could raid that fund, and then distribute it the way he thought it should be spent. He wasn’t going to spend it on himself. But he called me the other night, said his time was up. I agreed with him. Can you imagine that? I agreed with him. I said it like that. And I didn’t give him any poor Joe treatment. I said, ‘You weren’t as clever or as careful as you thought, and I can’t be involved anymore.’ Those were my last words to him. I loved him, but that’s how we ended our friendship.”

I take another look around at the campaign signs, the piles of paper, the house. I try not to think of combat boots stomping all over the hardwood, the dolls on the floor, the torn linoleum. I ask, “Why did Joe want you to run?”

“You think I’m running for Joe?” she says. “Can I be candid? I think you’ve spent too much time in their world. So many plots and schemes there. I have too. You spend so much time working their system, you stop recognizing real things.”

“Like spirits. Manidoos.”

“Maybe. But I’m talking about all those protesters out there. Their anger is real, and they’re showing it. They don’t care how it looks. It’s what they feel.”

“So we let them burn it down. Just as long as they truly feel like it.”

She shakes her head in full-on Gloria sorrow. “Our ways are incompatible with the systems they impose on us. The BIA. Department of the Interior. Federal government. It creates very strange situations and strange incentives. For instance, how can our own people wake up one day, go about their daily business, get a letter from the tribe saying they’re no longer considered part of it? Who benefits from that, Mitchell?”

“I see that already,” I say, imploring, beseeching even. “It’s obvious. But how’s that any different from Joe throwing his weight around?”

“You wanted to know why I ran,” she says. “I ran because you boys squandered the power you had. You did have power, and you could have done something better with it, but you didn’t. And I’m running because it’s my home, and I care what happens to it.”

“Your home for the last year and a half,” I say. She stares at me blankly, and I have to look away.

She says, “Did you know that my grandmother was a Caddo? Your mother never mentioned that?” I shake my head. “I’m surprised! Your mother and I were cousins. Yes, your grandfather was a cousin of my grandmother. And my Caddos were Crane doodem. This I know. And I bet you didn’t know that I knew your grandfather and grandmother too. And they all used to live in the Old Village. They’re all on the census. Hawkins is my white name, my father’s. I can understand that there’s some confusion when you go looking through my lineages and add up my blood quantum—which I know you’ve been doing, by the way. It doesn’t matter, though, because I know who I am. And my people harvested rice here. Lived off the game in the forest. Paddled the waters and stewarded the land that nourished them. I want to be a steward of it too. You felt the same way once.”

“My mother used to say this was my home too. So did Joe. But I don’t feel it. How do you feel it?”

She smiles. “That’s something you have to figure out for yourself. But let me ask you, where else could possibly be home, besides here?” She takes a sip of her tea, never breaking eye contact, and my vision blurs, liquefies. She sets down her cup. “Ronnie always felt that she’d failed you. She told me this. I said to her, ‘How could you ever think that? What’s this nonsense about failing him?’ She used to say she felt like she was giving all of herself to her work. She moved you out of Passage Rouge too soon. You never got a chance to put down roots here. She wanted you to know what it was like to have a place where you belonged.”

“I didn’t know you two talked so much,” I say.

“Oh, Mitch, we used to talk on the phone every Wednesday evening. No matter where we were. She was special to me.”

There’s that feeling creeping again, flowing upward out of the arteries in my legs and climbing up into my stomach, shifting me in my seat. I really don’t want to hear any of this, but this is the price, isn’t it? I take another glance at the window, but it’s still dark outside, just the steadily rising sound of wind and hard snow peppering the windows.

“She never needed recognition—not like me. I wanted to go out there and show everyone. But she didn’t have to prove her goodness. She didn’t need to be written about. I know I have a streak of vanity. Your mother didn’t. That was something I loved about her. She just put her head down and did the work. Oh, Mitch.” She reaches across the table to take my hand. It’s so fragile, her hand, yet the tendons are as taut as bridge cables. “She was beautiful in every way. I never knew someone so beautiful.”

She’s sunk into this low, patient voice that dims the track lighting into the soft orange glow of heated rock, and somewhere in the distance is the sound of the little girl playing in her room, but that sound, like everything else, is delayed and distorted, as though it were coming from around the bend of Ogema Lake. “Sometimes I can’t bear it,” she says to me, “when beautiful people leave us for the spirit world.” She lets that hang there for a moment, just a wisp of smoke curlicuing toward me, and I take it in. “Before the casino opened and they put in all those lights, you could see the Milky Way, but afterward? The old ones say the Milky Way is the spirit world, that you can see the spirits of the dead there. Maybe that’s the problem, Mitchell. It’s why you can’t see it.”

I’ve been clenching for such a long time now, and we’re still in that cave light. I close my eyes and shut them until I see red. I say in a plaintive voice, “Why am I so cold in here?” And she starts saying something, but I’m not really hearing her. I’m in that field near Rhinelander, standing in crusted snow under a purple and orange sky, a black tree line horizon, a barren cornfield and a burning, hollowed-out Cessna. Flames and black smoke, and a silhouette in the glowing hot center, sitting up in the pilot seat, crumbling into ash. I can feel my skin burning too, all over my body, and I can hear Gloria’s voice coming from somewhere behind that tree line in the distance, but I can’t make out the words because I’m saying to myself, Is this the proof you needed to know that he loved you? Was this what he needed to do to show you? Did this loss, this void, finally make you feel something?

“Mitch?” It’s my mother’s voice. I can’t help hearing it. I’ve been waiting to hear it this whole time, and now that I do, I can’t open my eyes to shatter the illusion, knowing that it’s inevitable. She’s pressing a tissue into my hand, and then another one for good measure. I put them up to my face to shield me from the truth that she isn’t here. Gloria is not my mother at all. She’s gone, so is Joe, and I’ve torched all that’s left. “It’s fine, Mitch,” I hear her say. “It’s all going to be fine.”

I rub my eyes raw, and when my vision comes back into focus, it’s Gloria’s face I see. She flashes red and blue. Then a siren squawks and another high-powered spotlight flashes in the window. I get up from the table and peer around the sheer curtain. Two cruisers and the Big Chief.

“Keep Ada in the back,” I say. “Tell her to hide. Stay low to the ground.”

“Is that really necessary?”

But Ada wanders in from the back room anyway, steps onto the couch and stands tall to open the curtains. “Mom, what’s happening?” she says. The spotlight finds her, and she freezes. I bound over to her and swing her by the armpits up and away from the window and say, “Gloria, get down!”

The girl is looking at me with a wounded, betrayed look, like I’ve slapped her, and she sulkily stumbles back to her mother, still more wary of me than whatever’s happening outside.

I pull out my phone and call Bobby’s number. “Bobby,” I say, and I look at Gloria, who’s realized there are men with guns outside and is now shielding her daughter’s body with her own. I whisper into the phone, “You’re scaring the shit out of us in here.”

“Who’s this?” he says, as though my number isn’t already in his phone. “Wait. That you, bro? What are you doing here?”

“Yeah it’s me. Chill your guys out, will you? There’s a kid in here.”

“You’re crying about lights? You gotta relax or somebody’s really going to get hurt.”

“Come to the door and knock like a normal person. Just you. Okay? Keep everyone else back. And tell them to put their guns away. Nobody’s armed up here.”

I take a longer look out the window and spot the Big Chief and Bobby’s shadow in the driver’s seat. He holds a hand up to the windshield, but the spotlights stay on and pierce through the window so brightly I think I can hear a high-pitched ringing.

“Relax,” Bobby says. “It’s just regular high-risk warrant stuff. Okay? It’s all standard operating procedure.”

I hang up the phone and turn back to the targets in the living room. Gloria whispers into her daughter’s ear, and the girl sulks off to the back of the house. Gloria stands in the middle of the living room, unconcerned about the bright lights penetrating the curtains.

I say to her, “Can you please get down? Just sit against the wall before they come in?”

But she shakes her head and stays where she is. “I’m not afraid of them. You shouldn’t be either.”

So much for talking sense to these people. Nothing left to do but wait for the MRAP to crash through the front door and the whole facade with it, leaving us squinting in the high beams and coughing up drywall. But the crash never comes. Instead, the doorbell chimes three slightly out-of-tune notes. Gloria walks over to the door and looks out the peephole, flips the dead bolt, and opens it. Bobby’s standing on the step. He’s not puffing out his armored chest, and his weapon remains holstered, but his hands are hooked on the belt, ready for anything. “Evening, ma’am,” he says. There’s a boyish, cherubic smile on his face that might be charming in another setting.

“Well, will you look at that! That’s the whole police department out there.” Gloria cranes her neck to take a curious look at the cluster of police cruisers idling in her driveway.

Bobby seems almost embarrassed. “Yes, ma’am. Did we scare your little one?”

“I’m not scared,” Ada says in a surprisingly loud and even tone, an almost carbon copy of Gloria’s voice. I can see it’s absolutely withering to Bobby. He doesn’t take his eyes off her as he reaches into his vest for his card, which he hands to Gloria. From outside, there’s the squawking of radios and the gas-thirsty gurgle of the Big Chief.

“Won’t you come in?” Gloria says, and Bobby steps inside, politely scuffing the snow off his tactical boots on her welcome mat. “Are you Bobby?”

“Have we met?” he asks her, almost like he’s flattered he’s important enough to be known.

“I don’t think so. I know you by reputation.”

Bobby nods at this and straightens his posture. “Well, we got a problem in town. Right, Mitch?” He stands tall over me, absently resting his hand on the butt of his pistol.

“Right,” I say. “I told her already.”

“Yes, Mitch made it sound very, very dire,” Gloria says. “I’m very concerned about the young man you tried to kill.”

“I wouldn’t characterize it that way,” Bobby says.

“He also said you might think I have something to do with the violence. Am I under arrest?”

“Yeah, Bobby,” Layla says. She’s standing in the hallway, halfway in the shadow, blinking in the light. “Is she under arrest?” She says this in a tone so laden with sarcasm that Bobby can only look down gloomily at his tactical boots.

“What are you doing here, Layla?” he says, childishly tentative as though he senses the answer and sure as hell doesn’t like it.

“I’m here so you don’t get stupid,” Layla says to him. She comes into the living room slowly, calmly, Gloria’s daughter a few steps behind her. “You gonna get stupid?”

Bobby remembers he’s in the room with all of us and pretends to laugh this off. The fake laugh is louder than what he would have wanted, and Layla flinches at the sound. “We didn’t get a chance to talk at the bar.”

“Sure,” she says. “What are you doing here, Bobby? Really.”

He cocks his head in the direction of the lights. “I thought we were being pretty straightforward.”

“Those are some bright lights, Bobby. Wow. Loud sirens. Big manly trucks out there.”

“And we came to ask Gloria to maybe stay in tonight,” he says, glancing over at her before turning back to Layla. “For your safety.”

“For my safety,” Gloria repeats, with an unsubtle note of irony. “Situations like this rarely keep anyone safe. You should look out for yourself. History isn’t kind to people in your station. Especially if you might have blood on your hands. Have you considered that?”

Bobby’s eyes go blank again as he processes what she’s saying, the way they did outside the Government Center. He’s got an itchy thumb, a can of mace, and a face to spray it into. But he eases up and excuses himself; he has to go check in with his guys. He prods me with his tactical boot to get up off the floor. Layla touches me lightly on the shoulder as I leave the house, but it doesn’t feel so light when I see that Bobby’s noticed her gesture.

Outside, the wind has picked up and the snow is coming down hard. The troops are getting bored, and some of them have retreated into their cruisers. Bobby leads me to the Big Chief and opens the passenger door for me. He’s left it idling. “You’re in trouble, bro,” he says when he gets into the driver’s seat. “Mack said to haul your ass back to the Eagle.”

“Get him on the phone. I’ll talk to him.”

“It’s past talking,” he says. He doesn’t drive off right away. His expression is hurt, and he looks through the gauges on the dash, focused on something in an indeterminate distance. Maybe Layla’s mocking has had even more of an effect on him than I thought. Maybe he’s disappointed he got all dressed up and didn’t get to crack any old activist lady skulls or spray mace into someone’s eyes. But it’s something else eating away at him: “Thought you and Layla didn’t talk.”

He shakes his head sadly and puts the Big Chief in gear and guns the engine in neutral like he’s signaling the other cops. The tires heave fresh snow in a spray behind us. We pass a plow going in the opposite direction. We whiz past a deer standing in the road. He’s somewhere else. He’s not in the truck with me.
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Inside the Golden Eagle, there are no signs of protest. Blackjack’s still running, a loud, smoking scrum around the lower-limit tables. The machines bleat on. No clocks, no windows, no sense of what’s happening outside, just two hundred yards away. That’s what Buzz always complained about whenever he felt nostalgic for the time he was president—he didn’t have any problems until people started giving a shit. And here is the void, the lack of interest in anything else but the sound of coins splashing into an aluminum tray, captured in amber and lit up with thousands of neon light bulbs. A nine-line machine spits the keys to a car. A blackjack player defiantly tosses his last one-dollar chip onto the felt and blows smoke in the dealer’s face and the dealer tells him to behave. Numbers are called listlessly on the loudspeaker over a few gray heads in a bingo hall, into the cavernous airspace and disappearing into the exposed wooden rafters.

Bobby and I walk together down the long corridor past the convention rooms. The only sounds in the hotel wing come from the quiet clacking of the keyboard at the front desk and the buzz of the ice machine down the hall. We take the elevator to the penthouse, and Bobby knocks on the door.

Mack’s standing with his drink, pauses in the middle of sipping it, and says, “What’s good, Cuz?”

“Nothing’s good.” I sit down on the couch and smooth down the wrinkles on my pants. “Your dumbass cops, I mean, our dumbass cops, tried to murder a protester.”

“Buzz says it was justified.”

“I’m sure he did. But now you’ve really pissed them off. You need to call for help.”

“Don’t need help. Got some real warriors on our side. They just need a little practice at the range is all.”

For a moment, I’m too stunned to speak. He thinks this is funny. “You want to listen for a second? I’m trying to help you.”

He puts the drink down on the coffee table between us, takes in a long breath. “Sure. Sure. You know what would help? You putting this Gloria issue to bed once and for all.”

“They hit the enrollment office,” I say. “Can’t make any moves on her there.”

His words are slow and deliberate, not just with drink, I realize, but with a deadly intent. “I’ma ask you one more time, and you think hard on it. But don’t take too long. I asked you to stand tall with me. That’s all. And I asked you—you—to help me. I didn’t have to. I can do this myself. I got the council downstairs. They’re ready. I’m ready. All I need is for you to come and tell them what I told you to say about Gloria. We don’t need to get all in the weeds with the records or anything fancy. Just tell them what we want.”

“You need all of this on paper,” I say.

“Paper don’t mean shit right now. Just make it happen already.”

I can see him when we were kids. I could never understand why he’d be so aggrieved, so mortally offended, whenever I fought reservation boys who’d seen the weakness in me. It had never occurred to me that he fought for me because I embarrassed him. My humiliation was his too. But we’re not kids anymore. We’re responsible to something bigger than our vanities.

“No,” I say. “I won’t do it.” His head rolls back until he’s looking up at the ceiling. He’s not quite drunk; there’s no fury or self-pity yet, just a slight stagger in his pacing and an adolescent indignation that the world hasn’t collapsed to his will already. “She’s a citizen, Mack. She’s Passage Rouge. End of story. We’re going to run a clean election tomorrow.”

He says, “Let’s start over. Why don’t you tell me what you were doing at Gloria’s house tonight?”

“Making sure we didn’t make any more mistakes,” I say.

His hands are clenched. The air is whistling through his nose.

He starts frenetically nodding his head. “Okay. I made some mistakes. But see, in my mind, this has always been about the nation, Cuz. That’s what Passage Rouge is. Now you can’t have a nation without borders, and you can’t have a nation without laws, and you can’t have a nation without people.”

“Mack.”

“I’m telling you there’s a logic going on here that you can’t understand. Motherfucker, you come up here and live out here and suddenly you rez? You got your law degree. You learned their laws. But you ain’t got rez logic. That is beyond you.” His voice cracks.

I reply, “Thing is, I’m not going to help you run a dictatorship. That’s not what we came to do.” It comes out soft, weary, because I’m too tired to put any force in it. If he had any awareness right now, he’d hear my surrender. His face slackens. There’s a moment when I think this gets through. That he’s heard some truth in those words, and maybe he does. “I’m not kicking anybody off the rolls. Especially not Gloria.”

“So what do you think I should do, Cuz? You always had the plan. You always knew what to do.”

“Resign. While you still have a little dignity.”

“A little dignity,” he says. “Resign? That all I gotta do?”

“Your problem is you still think you can win. But it’s over.”

“Can’t lose if nobody else is playing the game.”

“Do you know how we got here?”

“I was the best man for the job.”

“You looked the part,” I say. This seems to genuinely puzzle him at first, as though he’d never thought of it before, until the revelation blooms into an understanding so terrible he won’t acknowledge it. This is the time to be cautious, yet I can’t help myself. “And you’re useful. Just like Betty LaGrange is useful. No questions. You turned all the boring shit over to me so you wouldn’t have to do it.”

“That ain’t it, Cuz.”

I don’t know why I think it’s a great idea to step closer to him, but I do. “It’s obvious. Why do you think Osterholm handed Joe over to you so easily? Because he wanted you to have that file, and he knew you wouldn’t be too curious about why he gave it to you.”

He’s silent for a moment, his lips closed, his massive shoulders rising and falling with the sound of his heavy breathing whistling out of his nose. His phone rings, and he takes the call, watching me the whole time and not saying anything except for “yeah, yeah.” He wipes his face with his hand. I’m the subject of this conversation. He keeps looking over at me, and I start to feel the ice freezing inside me. When he hangs up, he says to me, “Sit and wait.”

I take a seat in one of the overstuffed club chairs and check the time. The light from the hall frames the door that he’s just slammed shut behind him. That rectangle of light is inviting. All I have to do is walk right through it and I’m on the other side. They’d chase me. Bobby would kneel on my neck and zip-tie me. I would make the most hellacious noises I could make just so I could hear myself. Or I could just walk through and never come back to Passage Rouge.

I get up from the couch slowly. I take a glance at the door. I go to the big window overlooking the black hole of Ogema Lake and snow falling into it and everywhere else, a distant world, dead silent on this side of the casino. Soon that lake will freeze. It will trap everything below under a sheet of glass. The muskies will swim sluggishly underneath that glass. The bears will hibernate. The deer will grow skinny and desperate. The elders will tell stories while the animals sleep.

The door to the suite opens, and Bobby comes in with his hands on his pistol belt, looking invulnerable. Rivulets of melting snow run down his cheeks that make it appear almost like he was crying.

“Let’s go then,” he says quietly.

There’s no sign of Mack in the hallway. It’s just the two of us, getting on an elevator, going down to the basement. Bobby looks at his own reflection in the mirrored door. I’m aware of the third party between us, the gun jutting from his hip, the hard plastic handle, the matte black finish. There are zip-tie straps coiled next to the pistol. The leather creaks as he shifts the weight between feet.

The elevator opens, and as soon as we walk through them, Buzz sidles up to me. He tugs at my elbow, and I instinctively pull away from him. He says to Bobby, “You make sure he gets to where he’s going, you hear?”



Bobby steers the Big Chief with one hand on the wheel and the other on his collar radio. I consider the mechanics of the lock and the handle, just opening this armored door and jumping out, but it seems a little rash considering we’re going forty. We take the fire lanes behind the business district, avoiding the chaos at the Government Center, and drive into the woods, where the streetlights become sparse and ghastly orange, past the last row of houses before the woods swallow the road and the streetlamps space out into blackness.

“You know what Mack said?” he asks me.

“I don’t.”

“He says you ain’t got nobody who’ll miss you. That you have no people. That sucks, bro. I can’t imagine what that’s like, to have nobody.”

His words are muffled in my ears—they sound like they’re coming from the other side of a sheet of lake ice, and I’m listening and trying to make out the words but I’m freezing and drowning at the same time. The shiver is undeniable and I’m cringing in my seat and trying not to let him see that I’m afraid of him. And I’m trying to ignore that he’s right. I’m out of people. My mother, first, then Joe. Layla. And now, indisputably, Mack Beck, my last person.

The muffled voice coming from the driver’s seat continues: “You know what else he said? He said you had a different opinion about what happened back at the Center with Randy and Jimmy. Said you were going to sell out my guys. That true?”

Bobby guns the engine, and we’re surging into the blank stretch of road in front of us. It’s hot in the cab, and I’m sweating and so is he. Neither of us knows what’s going to happen right now. He only knows he’s here to cover his own ass with Mack. I only know I want to stay alive, and my chances are unexpectedly slim right now.

We drive into the Old Village, but we pass my house without slowing. I can see I left the porch light on. We were never going to my house. We’re going plausibly near my house in case anyone has questions for Bobby about my whereabouts, and then we’re going even farther into the night, onto the forgotten roads, among the ghosts.

Our momentum carries us miles down the road and stops at a dead-end turnout. The plows have already been out tonight, but they stopped and turned around right here. The hardpacked grooves erode in the wind in sheets, dissolving the evidence that human beings have been to this lonely place recently, but there’s only the Big Chief and Bobby Lone Eagle and me in the snow. He shifts into park and looks over at me.

“What’s out here?” I say.

“Whole lotta nothing,” he says. “Mack told me he needs you out of the way. Tonight. Here we are. Out of the way.”

“I never take Mack literally.”

Bobby’s had a hell of a night. He’s staring at the snowbank in front of the Chief when he says, “All right, bro. Truth time. What were you doing with Layla tonight?”

I look into the snowbank with him, not sure what he sees but very sure of what I see. “Nothing, Bobby.”

“She was married to me. You know that.”

“Used to be,” I say, immediately realizing that it’s the exact wrong thing to say.

He climbs out of the truck, and it takes forever for him to circle around to my door. He slips comically in front of the headlights but catches himself on the push bar. He opens the door and he grabs me by my lapels and I tumble out of the truck, almost welcoming the reassurance of the violence. All my weight falls on my wrist. I expect him to kick me as he stands over me, but instead, he grabs my coat and lifts me up to my feet.

“Cold, hennit,” he says, his breath the only heat I can feel. I’m surprised that I don’t see hate in his eyes. No, those are tears freezing into clear drops of ice on those cheeks.

“Yeah, a little.” The road ahead is blank bluish-white. The trees are heavy with snow, and some of it breaks off in chunks that make soft rumbles with the wind gusts.

“Okay, Bobby, I’m scared. Is that what you want? I’m scared. Let’s go back now.”

He hesitates just long enough to give me hope, but then he shoves me up against the side of the truck and jams his hands into my pockets. “Where’s your fuckin’ phone?” He finds it, sure enough, and looks at it in seeming disbelief. He’s shivering now from the cold or from what he’s doing. He looks at the phone like it’s a live grenade, and he unconsciously covers it in his hands before finally chucking it into the void, where it makes a pitiful thump in the snow.

“You got a chance,” he says. “It’s slim, but you can walk. I ain’t about cold-blooded murder, okay? That’s not what this is. Town is over there. You can see the lights. All you gotta do is walk.”

He knees me in the stomach, and he takes a step away from me as I double over. When I return to standing, he unholsters that pistol. He holds it at his side, muzzle pointed downward—safety is important—but his arm is tense and straight. “Walk, motherfucker,” he says, but he can’t summon a convincing hardness even with a gun. “Just walk, Mitch. And keep going. You’ll get to town.”

“Don’t half-ass it,” I say, and my eyes paint the pistol in his hand and he knows what I’m talking about and I mean it. “Don’t half-ass it. You better make sure.” The cold makes tremolo in my voice.

“I can’t hear you.” With his free hand, he grabs me by my coat lapels again and heaves me into the plowed snowbank, like we’re kids, and I’m caught in a small avalanche, which gives him enough time to get back to the driver’s side of the Big Chief. He pulls the truck around in the middle of the road, and the lights disappear around the bend.

The falling snow has picked up, and clumps of it stick in my hair, already hardening into an icy shell.
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The Long Walk used to be a tradition around here, an extrajudicial punishment premised on the idea that nobody will miss another random, drunken Indian, or at least won’t put up much of a fuss looking for one who happened to disappear on some freezing night after a bender. They were supposed to be a thing of the past, but institutions have persistent muscle memory.

Here you are, taking that long walk. The difference here is that unlike the poor souls who have made this trek before you, you’re not drunk. No, you’re stone-cold sober as the dread weighs down your feet into the clumping snow. And you sure as hell ain’t dressed for it.

Try to tell yourself to take it easy. Don’t walk too fast and exhaust the few calories you ingested today (Did you even eat today?). Don’t get wet. Don’t accidentally walk onto the nearest barely frozen lake (Is it Long Knife? Little Bow?).

You’re a lone black figure on a field of white. The snow is falling harder, and somehow it’s falling sideways and hitting like double-ought buckshot. This is the deceptive beauty of the Passage Rouge Reservation, its beauty slipping into grotesque terror while you watch helplessly. Yesterday was so sunny and warm. Tonight it’s winter, biboon, coming with both barrels.

Remember that when you don’t feel cold anymore, you’re fucked. When that cold is distant and you start feeling like you could just sit at the side of the road and have yourself a little nap before you set out again, and then closing your eyes is sweet respite and your breath gets longer and longer—yes, watch out for that.

When you stumble into a snowbank at the side of this road, catch yourself with your mittened hands, and when the snow goes through that tiny gap at the heel of the mitten and melts on your hand, you rip off the mitten and stomp on it like it betrayed you on purpose. You jam your hands into your pockets and make the best of whatever warmth you can find there. You think of Joe, and think bitterly: Fire for you, ice for me. Fast. Slow. You don’t know which one you prefer. Not that it’s an option.

As you stagger down the white road with the falling snow sandblasting your exposed skin, the tracks of the Big Chief begin to fade, and you wonder if it’s because you’ve become snow-blind, or if the wind has whipped itself over the tracks and covered them, leaving only the white blankness between the trees. You’re still close to the lake, whichever lake it is, and you know this because the wind is howling off it and through the trees immediately to your left, and it starts to ever so subtly blow you inland, away from what you’re sure is the road ahead of you, and without realizing it you’re walking along the tree line and you’re feeling tired and wet, but oddly enough it’s not really bothersome anymore.

Your eyes are closing on their own, your legs are slowing and dredging long trenches through the powder until they stop at a large tree stump covered in a six-inch cumulous cloud of fine snow. You don’t even bother to dust it off to sit down, and the relief is hypothermic ecstasy. You’re at peace with the truth that to sleep right now is to die. You feel ready, or your mind is tricking you into thinking that you’re ready. The shivering is just a slight vibration now, not wracking you like it was on the walk. Your blood feels as slow and sweet as maple sap oozing through your veins.

Maybe this is the only redemption. You wanted to know how to make things right, and this is the answer.

Which isn’t to say there isn’t some rage down there somewhere, underneath it all, a tiny frozen tumor that still pulses, still believes that there is infinite time to kindle and coddle it into something approaching satisfactory fire. But it’s deep in there, and it’s covered in snow, just like the rest of you, and that small, hard stone will be all that remains of you when they finally discover you in the spring. That little pit is beautiful. Worn smooth. So dense it doesn’t let the light out. You can fall into it and be warm again.

Your eyes fix into place. Gusts of snow pass between you and whatever shape is in the near distance. A shape that looks almost like a house but can’t be, as you are far, far into the interior. There is no discernible gap in the snow that would suggest a driveway. But when the snow gusts past you again, a little more is revealed. A front door. A picture window of darkened glass. You process this groggily, but something about the discovery thaws the part of you that you didn’t know existed: hope. A future. Your coat is black ice. So stiff the ice breaks off in chips when you stand up.

As you draw closer, you realize it is exactly what you thought it was: a cabin abandoned for the season. It looms impossibly tall, but it’s only two stories with a steeply peaked roof, like a fairy-tale gingerbread house. It’s one of those places that was designed to look old and classic, but the inside is a climate-controlled condo for the type of chimokomon who fishes and mows down nature in a loud four-wheeler ATV but feels naked without the comfort of their suburban home. Good HVAC for whatever the season demands. These places get robbed all the time. You know this. You prosecuted several of your fellow tribal members on petty burglary and larceny and vandalism charges that occurred in places just like this one. In between holidays, it’s very likely empty.

If those criminal masterminds could do it, you can too. But your bare hands are numb, and your remaining mitten is soggy, which blunts any force you can muster when you try to break the pane on the front door. You try it with your elbow. It takes a couple of jabs, and when you’re convinced you don’t have the strength to thrust your elbow through the glass and into the warmth, it finally cracks and gives way. You’re careful to let the glass fall inward and not drive itself into your arm as you pull it out. You reach into the door and unlatch the dead bolt, and in your frenzy, you crash through the door and land on your face. You roll onto your back and you’re frightened by the ghastly laughter that you realize is coming from somewhere inside you, from that pit you almost fell into, and you will remember that time when your laugh wasn’t really your laugh but someone else’s. You will dream about it.

You can safely assume a caretaker comes every week—someone must come around and make sure the pipes don’t freeze, to break the ice dams off the roof, to check that the windows and the locks are secure. Such is the burden of owning a little piece of wilderness. There are signs that this caretaker has made his rounds lately. A neat pile of mail is on the stand next to the door, and snowshoes are hanging from the fireplace mantel. There’s fresh, dry firewood next to the grate and clear plastic slipcovers over the furniture. The garbage cans are tidy and unlined. A silver plastic Christmas tree stands in the corner. Everything’s clean, yet there’s an earthy smell inside that assures you this house isn’t dead. It’s just hibernating.

It is several degrees warmer inside, and there’s no wind. To your surprise, it’s good to be alive. You drop onto the plastic slip-shrouded couch, which is very comfortable, and you begin to feel the sensation coming back into your fingers and you don’t know which god to praise (now that you temporarily believe in that sort of thing), and as you settle into the most comfortable couch in the world, that strange, unfamiliar laughter returns, the certain frequency of the sound bringing back some of the chill. Saved by the whites. Hilarious! The laughter turns to a sort of coughing inward, choking.

When you can feel your feet again, you get up and find the little remote control for the thermostat and you crank it up. There are pictures on the mantel, the family who lives here on weekends; white as the two-foot snowbank metastasizing outside the window, father with his receding hairline and thin goatee, mother’s blonde hair all the way down to her waist (which just screams religion, for nobody secular wears her hair that long), their boys look grown and mean, one of them holding a football like a baby. You’d kiss them all on their fair foreheads if they were here now.

There’s a shuddering deep in the bowels of the basement, and when the heat floods the house, you get down on the floor and put your face directly in front of one of the heat registers, and it feels like your first kiss. You consider turning on all the lights of the house, but after you catch a glimpse of the family photos in the hallway, there’s something unseemly about going into the bedrooms, and besides, you don’t want to be advertising to the darkness outside that someone has intruded on this perfect home. But isn’t that what they’re doing? Intruding on this sovereign nation? Imposing this climate-controlled, electrified order where they have no business? These objections can be adjudicated once you have regained the feeling in your arms and legs. But they do occur to you. You take note. You keep the lights off because there’s no telling if the neighbors have noticed the break-in, and neighbors out here tend to be armed, and they wouldn’t make the distinction between you and some rez boy carrying out their TV and jewelry. Better to hunker down, hide, stay out of any lines of sight from the door. Wait until the storm passes.

You dream about fire. This is the dream you’ve been waiting for this whole time. You feel a little ridiculous because you could have guessed this dream, but only a little. Everything is in this fire. Everything.

Joe’s in there, though he doesn’t seem to mind the flames. He’s standing over that birchbark canoe, planing the sides. White shavings fall like snow at his feet and those shavings curl and glow and blow away as white ash.
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I raid the bathroom for a hair dryer to dry my socks and coat, but the cabinets in the bathroom are bare and smell of newly cut pine. I do, however, find a pile of hotel-beige fleece blankets in the linen closet, and I take one off the top, toss it open with trembling fingers, and wrap it around my shoulders and shiver on the couch. The shiver ebbs and flows in intensity. It stays with me even after feverishly playing with the dials on the gas fireplace, turning them until the flame whooshes alight and illuminates the room in flickering orange.

The shiver remains as the family in the photos on the mantel smiles down on me, but I take an odd comfort in looking back at them with envy—this chimokomonaag family unburdened of qualms or doubts about their place in the world. Everyone accounted for, and everyone safe and secure in their place. They all have that same slightly sinister shadow in their eyes, maybe from poor placement of the studio light.

For the moment, I’m alive. My body is complaining about the cold and the strain in my legs and the ache in my feet. I’m not entirely convinced I’ll keep the tips of my ears, but anything’s possible.

But this shiver, though, isn’t trapping me. It’s compelling me forward. It gets me off the plastic-shrouded couch. I take one of the spare blankets and tie it around me with a big, ugly knot, and I wrap a Packers scarf from the closet around my head. The shiver tells me that there’s a way to get back into town somewhere in this house, and sure enough, there’s a set of keys hanging in the kitchen on a purple rabbit’s foot. Inside the garage, an ATV slumbers underneath a dusty slipcover. It’s purple, like the keys. There’s a light film of oily grime, sticky as pitch, over the fiberglass body.

The garage door takes a few tries to open, as it has frozen shut in the storm. Unlike the rest of the house, it’s old and creaky and the spring or the chain could break and then I’d be truly fucked, but it holds and the door rolls all the way up with a bearlike roar. I’m aware that the icy wind whipping into the garage is sneaking up the opening of my coat, but I don’t feel it.

The ATV’s engine starts on the first push of the ignition, and when I gun the throttle, it makes that awful, obnoxious whine that you hear in the woods around this time of year. The ATV shudders as I let off the clutch, but on the second start, I give it some gas, and the machine and I come to an understanding. I putter out onto what I’m guessing is the driveway and back onto that blank white expanse that resembles a road. After a sluggish half-mile of this, the tire treads strike plowed asphalt, and I set course for the aurora borealis lights of the Golden Eagle just six miles away according to the half-buried sign I pass—an eternity had I still been walking. Bobby had to know that.

The scarf around my face is wet with my ragged breath. The wind has frozen my fingers in their death grip on the throttle. I can feel the balance on the ATV go wobbly—no telling the last time daddy chimokomon checked the tire pressure—but it’s holding steady because like me, it is determined to push on. It is truly all-terrain.

By the time I pull into town, the storm has given way to crisp, bright sunlight, shining down brilliantly on wreckage.
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There’s an eerie calm outside the Government Center. There are no protesters in the lot, and there’s little sign of last night’s standoff aside from the splintered branches and wisps of smoke. The windows of the building look as though they were blown inward. There are only two police cruisers outside, and the officers holding the building are smoking cigarettes and looking toward the Indian Bowl.

“They still in there?” I ask one of them.

He shakes his head and says with a little pride, “Smoked their asses out. They’re up in county now. The party’s moved downtown.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

He laughs at this. “Sheriff’s rolled in. Feds, too. They’re handling it.” He points with his lips toward the Indian Bowl. I gun the ATV’s engine and aim for town.

There’s a line of coach buses all down the ruts of Peace Pipe Road, offloading hundreds of Passage Rouge citizens from Chicago, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, the reservation’s diaspora reconverging here, bolstering the ranks of protesters. These are voters bused in from the cities on Joe’s dime. They didn’t know they were stepping off the bus and into a real fight, but they’re mad and indignant and filing through the tall steel gates and filling up the concrete grandstand to join the others.

It’s funny, and maybe a sign that there’s something wrong with me, but as I look upon the crowd swamping the gates, I’m remembering coming here before the stands had been rebuilt, when this was just a hill overlooking a flat, flood-prone field, the emcee intoning over the crowd, calling out the dances, the smell of frybread and Indian tacos, the high wail of the singers speaking in a language that was unfamiliar yet was also a language of spirits that broke into my heart. And I remember Layla sitting in the old grandstand with me, her face shaded from the sunset underneath a faded baseball cap, her ponytail threaded through the adjustable band in back, and feeling the easy warmth of midsummer and slapping away the first gnats of the season, and how that wasn’t all that long ago, really. It only feels that way.

I leave the ridiculous purple ATV at the side of 92 and sleepwalk through the tall gates, ricocheting off people who don’t see me because I’m invisible. I’m a spirit after all. There’s a wartime feeling in the air, somewhat chaotic with hundreds of bodies bumping into each other on their push toward the podium on the parade ground. The hard-core protesters—the ones who’ve been here all week—are wearing ski goggles and balaclavas and masks and bandanas over their faces. They’re bitterly running down the events of last night, giving each other blow-by-blow recaps, and I catch snippets of the gossip filtering through the ranks. The newcomers are listening to this gossip in horror, looking around the powwow grounds uncertainly. But they aren’t running. Nobody is.

A low voice echoes off the snow and the concrete—not some smartass powwow emcee but an elder clearing his throat and then muttering a prayer in Anishinaabemowin in a low, husky voice, the crowd silent and somber, some with their heads bowed because they understand the prayer and know that they’re performing a sacred duty by standing out here in the cold with him. Gloria is not at the podium—probably still under house arrest while a couple of officers play on their phones in their cruiser outside. But Layla’s here, standing behind the elder, hands folded in prayer and her eyes pressed shut as she lets his words sway her gently. She has a scarf knotted close to her face in case of tear gas. The elder thanks us for standing tall with him and asks for a moment of silence for the fallen warriors and the murdered and missing relatives, for those we’ve lost in the struggle, and for Reed Paulson, recuperating in the hospital in Birchtree. In the moment of silence, I try to push through the crowd to get closer to the podium, to join Layla, but the throng is thick and there are few open spaces to weave through.

From the ridge overlooking the grounds, the tribal cops blast away the silence with their sirens. One of the cars lets out a low-frequency hum that hits me right in the heart. Another siren joins the other one, and then another, a deep, guttural chorus of electronic noise that’s supposed to cover their too-thin line along the ridge. Mack must have made his calls: those are sheriff’s department units up there. I’d guess maybe a dozen deputies plus their SWAT team.

Layla steps to the podium, pulls the scarf down from her mouth, and speaks into the microphone, her voice slap-echoing off the concrete. “Boozhoo,” she says. The echo of her own voice startles her, and she takes a moment to recover and start over. Keep going. “Layla Beck ndshnikaaz. Chi-Miigwich to all of you for coming and staying. There are no guests here. You are all home on this reservation.” There’s a smattering of applause, but they’re not here for her anymore. They’re here for themselves. Layla continues, “There’re a lot of rumors out there, and I want to confirm that Gloria is under house arrest. The cops say they’re protecting her. The truth is she’s being held against her will.”

She looks up at all of us. The crowd begins to chant, “Jus-tice, Jus-tice,” with a few hisses thrown in there, which prompts another fusillade of sirens from the ridge. The deerskin drum near the podium sings along with the noise. There are some high-pitched war cries that die down enough for her to keep talking.

“Some of you know I lost my father a couple of days ago. He was a good man who believed in restoring the power to the people of this nation. And I say nation, not reservation. Unlike a lot of other chimokomonaag, my father always believed Passage Rouge is a nation. Not just a prison for a proud people. A nation. A nation that deserves a fair vote.” As the crowd cheers and whoops, I wonder if she hears it—Joe’s words, Mack’s words, Gloria’s. Who is she? I wonder. This is who she has been all this time. I just never saw it.

“Gloria and my father were close friends. I’m sure he would have liked to speak here today instead of me. And I wish Gloria was free to come here and see all of you.” The crowd around me starts to chant Gloria’s name. Glo-Ri-A. Glo-Ri-A. Layla speaks a little louder now. “But she would have said, ‘Don’t do this in my name.’ This is about more than just Gloria, or me, or my brother hiding in that hotel suite up there.” A note of fury comes in at the end, and to my surprise, she jabs her mittened hand toward the windows at the top of the hotel. “This is about all of you. We’ve lost people very dear to us. People who weren’t perfect. But people we love and care about. And you’ve all asked, ‘When did this happen? Why do they think they can get away with this?’ It happened when my brother, Mack Beck, decided he didn’t have to follow the rules anymore. And we’re here to say no. No! No more!”

I’ve gotten close to the podium, and when I find a route around the gathered dispossessed and edge into the front row, she sees me. There’s a moment when she seems unsure. Her face is red from the cold; she looks like she did when she showed up at my door that day, aggrieved and bewildered, in a new world she couldn’t have imagined before. But today there’s something more meaningful in her words. I might have dismissed her speech for performative grandiosity, both craven and naive. Threadbare populism. But I realize there are tears in my own eyes, a welling in my throat.

My arrival has diverted her from whatever she’s about to say next, and the crowd waits for the next line, the marching orders, the otherworldly wisdom, whatever it is that she came here to say, and when she finds her voice, she says, “We’re going to show that no one person owns this nation. This people.” The sirens can’t drown out the cheering, though they try, and in the swell, they seem to realize that the cops are fronting. They’re too sparsely deployed to hold the ridge overlooking the Indian Bowl.

She yells into the microphone, “Let’s show them who owns that casino up there.” There’s a squeal of feedback as she leaves the podium, which almost feels like an answer to the sirens up on the ridge, an electronic argument of blaring white noise. The contingent at the podium files away, and the crowd follows. They climb the berm that separates the Indian Bowl from the Golden Eagle, a mass of warmly dressed humanity swamping 92, an amoeba infiltrating the membrane of the parking lot. I shuffle forward with the crowd, holding the blanket a little tighter. I try to catch up with Layla, at the head of the march, but I’m slow because my feet, still frozen from the night before, are dragging through the snow. My bones ache. My eyes feel raw and sandblasted.

On 92, the crowd swamps the lines of idle cars and trucks stopped at the intersection, weaving between bumpers, stepping over trailer hitches. They trudge through the snowbanks along the main highway and trample a path through the outer parking lot. The tribal police cruisers have blockaded the front of the casino, and the black silhouettes of the riot cops are moving back and forth and pointing, forming their skirmish line at the hotel’s valet stand, backed up with the tribe’s six-wheeled MRAP, black and angular. Mack must have died a little when he had to call in the county sheriff’s deputies and state troopers, but call them he must have, because they’re at the vanguard of a pincer movement evolving out of the far lot. But the front—they didn’t reinforce the tribal cops out in the front, the new hires, the scrubs. Now they’re fucked.

At the front of that slow-marching group, Layla’s holding hands with an older woman wearing a hockey helmet and a pink snowmobile suit. She’s surrounded by picket signs and a singer with a hand drum that sounds hollow in the cold air, a heartbeat lost in the crosswind whipping off Ogema Lake.

The phalanx of riot cops blocks the tall glass doors outside the Golden Eagle, and they’re banging their shields with their nightsticks in a loose powwow drum rhythm. The wave of picketers breaks and pools around the golden doors of the main entrance all the way to the service doors and the loading dock in the back. I push through the crowd until I reach the front to find Layla talking to none other than Bobby Lone Eagle.

“I’m taking my people inside,” she says.

“The hell you are,” Bobby says. His visor’s up, and there’s a small piece of electrical tape covering his badge. “Ain’t happening.”

“We got old women and children here. We need to get them out of the cold.”

“Nobody told you to bring them.”

As the rest of the picketers see the two of them yelling at each other outside the door, a hush comes over the crowd and unsettling quiet descends. “Let us in, you fucking pig!” someone from the crowd yells. We all strain to hear whatever Layla and Bobby are saying to each other. I hope she knows that he’s stalling her. Talk eats precious minutes, enough time to lock down the cashier’s cages and wrap them in yellow crime scene tape, enough time for the white shirts and their reserves to human-blockade the stairwells and exits, enough time to shut off the elevators, enough time to roust the devout morning gamblers and sneak them out the service doors.

“Okay, Bobby, this is how it’s going to go,” Layla says. “All of us are going in there, and y’all will be stepping aside. This place belongs to all of us, not just the council. We’re going to be heard.”

High above us, in a window on the top floor, a curtain falls back into place. He’s watching from up there. I’m not convinced he can see little old me down here, but I’m waving manically with both hands. Watch this! I want him to see.

I push forward until I’m right behind Layla. I involuntarily put my hand on her shoulder and can almost feel heat coursing through her coat, through my glove, all the way up my arm, and she turns and looks frightened to see me here in my blanket overcoat and ridiculous scarf, a nomad from the tundra, a ghost of last night. But the frightened look gives way to something more terrifying as she turns back to face the officers. That was her telling me she doesn’t need me. And still—

It takes Bobby a moment to process my face, but he turns his attention from Layla to me, and he comes closer to the barrier to hear me.

“The casino’s open,” I tell him.

Bobby takes an uncertain look at the crowd, and then back at me. Maybe he thinks I’m a ghost. Maybe he thinks I can do something terrible to him now that I’ve returned. Still, he tries to make himself fearsome again, puffing up his chest encased in his bulletproof vest. “The hell it is.”

Layla casts her own uncertain look at me, and I look back at her. Then I turn to Bobby. “There are three hundred angry Indians wearing masks right now, and they all know what you did to Reed Paulson. I think you’d better let them in to say their piece.”

He grabs me by the arm, which causes a slight disturbance. His grip is strong, and he’s a little scared because he knows what I’ve said is true. He’s taking me to the president. He wants me gone. And behind us, I hear the doors flinging open and the rumble of hundreds of footsteps on the garish carpet of the gaming floor. Bobby and I turn to look.

Layla leads them underneath the rotunda. Protesters sit on the gaming floor wherever they find room on the tobacco-stained and pitted carpet. They park their elders at the blackjack tables and nine-line machines. The casino hasn’t been this crowded in quite a while.

Sure enough, the tribal cops and security have already cordoned off the more sensitive areas of the casino and the only people working the floor are dressed in riot gear. Bobby pushes me into the middle of them. I try to recover enough to look authoritative. Bobby’s looking wildly at the mess of humanity that has clearly caught him off guard. The terror and fear in Bobby’s eyes when he sees me are worth the price of admission.

“You were right,” I say to him, and he keeps his eyes on me until there’s a disturbance in the air, a chill as cold as the wind outside. “Wasn’t such a bad walk into town after all.” He nods at me, speechless. I get closer to him and say, “You should have made sure I didn’t come back.”

“And you should’ve walked your ass away.”

We’re suddenly aware of a presence, as though the looming shadow has swallowed us. The mass, the sick look on his face, the beard become scraggly and crooked, the eyes deprived of their light. All of it right here, in front of us.

“Okay,” Mack croaks in sad resignation. “Who fucked this up?” He surveys the scene on the gaming floor, does the mental calculus, and I think—I hope—he realizes the hopelessness of the situation.

“Mitch brought an army,” Bobby says, pointing his gloved finger at me. Bobby has gone as ashen as the president.

“That’s Layla’s work,” I say. “I’m just along for the ride.”

Mack pushes past the other cops and glowers from the summit of his hulking mass. But he seems unable to say anything, so consumed with his contempt for me. He takes another uncertain glance at the crowd and paces away from us, scratching behind his ear, muttering to himself.

I say to him, my last piece of advice for him that I already know is doomed: “Just let her talk at you for a little bit. Doesn’t hurt you none. Doesn’t hurt them, either. You let Bobby off the chain, you’re not just going to lose. We’re all going to lose.”

And maybe I’ve made yet another mistake in saying the L word, because he pushes off the stool and inhales deeply to make himself even bigger. “All right, fellas.” Mack turns toward the main gaming floor and lumbers forward, guard in tow. Bobby fake-lunges at a protester and says, “You want some?” A few steps down, there’s Laurie—without CC—still wearing the clothes from yesterday, and when we pass, Mack turns his head slightly but moves on.

The procession stops at the steps that lead down to the gaming floor. There’s no bleating, ringing bells, or fake metallic rattle of coins falling into the trays from the blank-screened slot machines, just the hushed whispering and audible breathing of anticipation. The emergency overhead lights irradiate the scene on the floor.

I’m not sure what Mack sees when he spots Layla. I wonder if he even recognizes her, because I saw her just a few minutes ago and I hardly recognized her myself: Layla is standing on the little raised platform that’s usually occupied by a hired piano player singing mellow nostalgia, now laden with very angry protesters. Her hair is braided close against her head, her lips are locked in tight determination, her eyes are blinking in the harsh emergency lights, and she has become something that he couldn’t have possibly imagined: powerful, like him or even more so because here are hundreds of people chanting and chattering and threatening the peace and they’re doing so because she led them here.

Mack wades into the mass of protesters, the riot cops nudging and pushing them out of his way. He stops in the middle of the floor, underneath the apex of the dome, surrounded by the silhouettes of the chiefs before him, and he simply asks, in a clear, booming voice: “What’s good, Layla?”

She lets him hang there for an agonizing moment—out of pity, out of fear, I can’t tell. The gaming floor is so silent I can hear the snow melting off of several hundred pairs of boots, wetting the tobacco-reeking carpet. The smell of ash burns my nose, my throat.

She reaches into the inside pocket of her coat and takes out a paper and reads from the page. “ ‘We the people of the Passage Rouge reservation demand that the Tribal Elections Committee make no decisions on eligibility of any candidate before the election.’ ”

“You demand? Fuck that shit,” shouts Mack.

The crowd jeers at him and starts another chant, but he ignores them.

She falters for an agonizing moment, the paper vibrating in her hand, but then she finds her place and continues: “ ‘The people of Passage Rouge demand an immediate audit and investigation of expenditures on land reclamation made by this council and the previous councils to account for massive irregularities, which have harmed our people and threatened our future as a tribe.’ ”

“Tell them what Joe did, Layla,” calls Mack. “Get that out there.”

They’re throwing balled-up fliers and paper cups at him without fear of reprisal, even though the cops are still flexed and primed and waiting for a reason.

“Our dad,” she yells at him, but the PA doesn’t pick it up. She goes back to the paper in her hand: “ ‘We the people of Passage Rouge demand a free and fair election, and the end of the character assassination and lies that have polluted this reservation’s discourse.’ ”

“You the people?” shouts Mack. “Since when do you speak for the people of Passage Rouge? I don’t know who your people are. Your people just shut down the casino!” He moves closer, not caring about the path in front of him and whether it’s clear; he’s all momentum now. “Where do you think the money comes from? Huh? You demand. You stand up there and demand? You put a lot of people out of work today, Layla. What about them? You’re all talking big about the people and all that good noise, but you don’t give a good goddamn about the people here just trying to scratch out a living with the crumbs that get thrown to us! You want to wait around for some magic chimokomon to come build us a new school? You want to wait around for the colonizers to tell us how to run this nation? Are you listening to a goddamn thing that’s coming out of your mouth?” He takes an exhausted breath, and when it comes out, he laughs. “All right. What a show this is. Hit me with the next one. I’m listening.”

She doesn’t need the paper anymore. There’s only the hint of a tremble in her lip when she tells him the last demand, and when she’s finished, the tremble is gone and the deadly tone could snatch the birds out of the sky: “We the people of Passage Rouge demand the resignations of Tribal President Mack Beck and the rest of the sitting council, effective immediately, for their many documented abuses of power.”

The crowd murmurs and someone belts a solitary yet earthshaking war cry. Mack licks his lips and nods. “I’m looking out at a lot of unfamiliar faces here. I don’t know half of you. Never seen you before. But I guess you know me. And maybe I didn’t do something for you, you didn’t get something you felt like you deserved, and you’re mad because—well, you’re just mad. So you all made a choice to be here, tear apart all this good work we did. We’re going to find out in a month who’s left standing. Who’s still here. Because I know for a fact that most of you won’t be here on this reservation in a month. But I’ll always be here. I’m going to die here. I’m going to be buried here. Remember that when you’re getting booked at county.” Then, in a voice so low he could be talking to himself, he says, “Think on that. Think on that.”

He turns his back on us, Layla, the protesters, even the entourage and the armed men tasked with protecting him. He trudges up the stairs to the Ogema Amphitheater and disappears through the auditorium doors, and when he’s gone, we all just sort of look at each other for some clue about what comes next, even though we know: the atmosphere is heavy with it, oppressive like humidity.

We don’t have to wait long for the first unmistakable, nauseatingly meaty knock of a baton against skull, glass breaking, screaming. The police are dragging people off the ground and pulling them toward the exits, zip-tying wrists and legs like livestock. Past them, I get a fleeting glimpse of a sheriff’s department deputy calmly walking up to Layla and not-so-gently turning her around to tie her hands together.

And I’m screaming—no words, just a scream that grinds the soft tissue in my throat. I can’t hear it because it rolls into the tide of wailing climbing the walls all the way up the rotunda.

A protester moves methodically down a line of machines, crashing in the screens with a brick. A woman wearing a Sitting Bull T-shirt over her jacket hurdles the ropes cordoning off the gaming tables and lobs empty beige cash drop boxes onto the carpeted floor. A trio of high school boys strain and push against the tables even though the tables are bolted to the floor. There are people climbing the bars of the main cashier’s cage, tearing the crime scene tape and tossing yellow streamers over the chaos. The cops peel them off layer by layer and slam them onto the floor and stomp at the vague, cowering shapes like they’re putting out a fire. A high school girl is wheeling an old man toward the exits; she almost makes it, but the wheelchair tips over and the old man splays out onto the red carpet. I lose sight of them as she shields his body with her own, and another set of combat boots stomps past them. I can’t see any faces.

A voice comes over the casino’s loudspeakers, low and rumbling like a powwow emcee, and intones, “This is an illegal assembly on tribal property. You are all trespassing. Disperse and remove yourselves. This is an illegal assembly—”

I feel a hand on my shoulder pulling me about-face. I’m looking at Lieutenant Bobby Lone Eagle through the scuffed visor on his riot helmet. He assumes a batting stance and pulls the baton back. My head is just a hanging curveball straight down the middle, letters high.

I see the baton and my vision turns red and stays red.
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A hand presses a damp woolen sock to my forehead to mop up the blood that seems to be flowing from somewhere above my eyebrow.

“I got it!” someone’s yelling into my ear, which does nothing to stop the stomach-churning vertigo. “I got it on camera! Yeah, I got a camera phone, that fuckin’ fascist!” Then I feel his humid breath against my ear. “I got him on camera. You’re going to be famous. Ten o’clock news.”

As the first fog of riot gas rolls over the floor, as I distantly register the burning in my eyes and sinuses, I’m lifted by the armpits and dragged away from the rotunda. Someone’s pouring milk over my head to neutralize the gas, which mixes with the blood and runs and pools underneath my head and seeps into my already soaked coat. My head is just humming and vibrating along with this as the world falls apart around me. And yes. Yes, now I’m being lifted and carried by two kind souls, my feet dragging behind me uselessly, past the big glass and gold doors, past the police cruisers and hook-and-ladder cordoning off the exit. Even half-blind with tears and milk and blood, I see the blurry silhouette of the idling MRAP and what looks like three tribal cops in full tactical gear and riot helmets and M4 carbines, and I see the impossibly royal blue sky, hatefully beautiful.

In a sort of triage area in the handicapped parking stalls, a paramedic with a thick Wisconsin accent squirts saline into my eyes to wash away milk and blood and sweat. “You’re okay, fella,” but that can’t be true. After he gets a good look at the volume of blood pulsing out of my cuts, he corrects himself: “You’re going to be just fine. Relax.”

I tell him, “I’m going to be better than fine. I’m going to be famous.” He smiles at me and pats me on the chest. I’m going to be fine. What a relief. The cops let me catch my breath before they grab me off the stretcher and throw me face down onto the pavement and zip-tie my hands behind my back. Don’t they recognize me? My face is covered in blood, I’m wearing a hotel blanket, but still, the question, born of the stubborn privilege and arrogance that led me here: Don’t you know who I am? They pull those zip ties as tight as they can go.

I’m loaded into the back of a police wagon with several more of the walking wounded, and we’re dumped onto the sidewalk outside the emergency room at the hospital in Birchtree. The cops drag me into triage with the rest of the wagon, and I’m propped up against the wall as more are brought in. Two stretchers pass by bearing older women breathing laboriously with tears streaming down their faces. There are a few high school–aged boys holding rags to their eyes as they lean against the wall across the corridor, laughing and teasing each other about how they reacted, joking but clearly with palpable relief and ecstasy. Somewhere behind a curtain, there’s a child shrieking and hyperventilating while his mother wails. I can see out of my left eye but everything’s milky in the right.

And I search the faces because I’m afraid Layla’s here somewhere, that she’s one of those milky shadows staring back at my own bleeding face. Each stretcher that goes by, each person staggering toward the triage nurse, I listen for her voice. I wait for her to touch my shoulder as if that will bring me back to the living world. But she isn’t here, or at least I don’t see her, and I’m struck by how much of a stranger I am here: I don’t recognize anybody and nobody claims me.

For the second time in twenty-four hours, I’m in the spirit world.

But a surprising thing happens: my senses return to me. Slowly but surely, as I sit in the hallway, plastic zip ties cutting into my wrists, hands numb from being tied together, my head stitched up like a football because the nurse wasn’t exactly gentle with the staple gun. I pick out a voice coming down the line. He speaks in an unhurried, gentle voice to my fellow detainees. When the voice comes from up above me, he examines what I imagine is a gaping canyon in the skin above my eye. My vision is still blurry, but I can make out that he’s a white man and his hair is a familiar shade of silver. He’s got a small, very bright penlight and it’s shining at me. I look through the milky gauze; my brain aches, trying to piece together the image, to make the eyes see together in their now separate journeys. “Someone really rung you up,” he says drily. He puts his hand under my jaw and turns my head as he examines the wound.

“Lone Eagle,” I say, and it sounds crazy even to me. “Lone Eagle.”

“Mm-hmm,” the doctor says. He doesn’t know who that is, and he doesn’t need to know, but I’m begging him to acknowledge it, acknowledge me.

And I can’t help saying it: “Joe?” I know it’s not him, but I say it again. “Joe?”

“Not me, brother,” the doctor says, the voice distant as he surveys the wound and moves my head back until my neck hurts. But it is, though. It’s Joe. “Yep, that fucker’s going to be a scar,” he says. “You’re going to wear that one for a long time.”

The recognition only lasts a fleeting moment. I know what I see, though. That long silver hair. The sad eyes. You’re still a good guy.

“Where’s home, brother?”

“You know the way. You know where it is.” But from the confusion in his face, it’s clear he doesn’t. “I seem to be detained,” I say, holding up my wrists.

“Judge will get a good look at that scar and call it even. They might have killed you.” He lets out a hoarse little chuckle and slaps my shoulder.

Which is when the adrenaline I’ve been coasting on for the last twelve hours finally runs out, dropping me into a sweet, black unconsciousness. No dreams, no spirits whispering venom in my ear, just blackness, finally, a complete cessation of consciousness free of the chaotic shiver. This time I don’t fight it. I just let it come over me and for the first time I can remember, I have a clarity that transcends purpose. It’s fine. It’s all fine.

When I wake up in triage, my zip ties are gone, and so is the numb tingle in my hands. I’m holding a thick business card with the FBI logo. It’s Agent Osterholm’s number. “Call me,” it says. And that’s what I do. He answers on the first ring.
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In the end, it’s a simple process. About three thousand tribal citizens of the Passage Rouge Nation hand in their ballots at a makeshift polling station on the far end of the casino parking lot, underneath a big tent. The cold doesn’t deter them, although more than a few are still sitting in the county lockup. The vote, of course, happens under duress. The Government Center is wrecked, and so is the casino. The ballots are delivered to the Tribal Elections Board, our five previously appointed trustees, in the multipurpose room at Passage Rouge High School to count them by hand. In the late hours, as I pack a bag at my house in the woods, a volunteer writes the tally on a sample ballot and circles the winner, takes a picture and posts it on the tribe’s official Facebook account. Betty LaGrange, as tribal secretary, puts her signature on the board’s final report and presents it to the council, and Gloria Hawkins has won her very first election ever.

I’m not around to witness any of this. I’m stuck in the hospital until I’m cleared to leave, and when the silver-haired doctor gives me the okay, it’s Osterholm who pushes my wheelchair all the way to his car, idling in the emergency room lot. He tells me to pack a bag. On our way to my house, Osterholm and I cruise down Peace Pipe for one last look of what’s left.

The first go-around, Mack won by twelve votes. This one he loses by 120. There’s no call for a recount. Not that Mack is around to ask for one. He’s not answering his phone. Osterholm watches me with furrowed brow and sunken eyes as I use his cell to call the soon-to-be-ex-president. I try three times, but no luck.

The Big Chief is still in the parking lot, bruised and scuffed by rioters but mostly intact. “What happened to Mack?” I ask Osterholm.

“How should I know?” he says, quietly contemptuous. But to soften the sharpness, he adds, “They’re not telling me everything. I’m in a bit of trouble.” His eyes go back to the road.

The casino maintenance crews are cleaning up the debris and detritus in the parking lot, working around the scattered emergency vehicles still parked outside the Golden Eagle. Osterholm sucks air through his teeth, tsk-tsks as he weaves the car around the scattered wreckage. “What a mess,” he mutters, as though he had no part in this.

He brings me to an extended-stay motel, a sad concrete box off the highway. He checks in at the desk, and I follow him to a sad traveling businessman’s cell with bright white lights and a thoroughly calcified coffeepot. He tells me he doesn’t know how long I’ll be here. A few days or a few months, depending on “how things shake out.” The last few days have taken something out of his bluster, and he sits down in the chair next to the bed and tries to rub and blink the exhaustion out of his eyes.

He says, “You ever worry you’re underachieving? Selling yourself short? I’m willing to bet—” He points two fingers at me, dot dot dot. “This was always the plan, wasn’t it? You always had a way out.”

“Yeah,” I say, “I planned on getting beaten and gassed and abandoned out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Not those parts. Just the landing. I mean, you have this fabulous motel room. Protective custody. My bosses seem to think you’re sitting on something valuable.” When I don’t say anything, he lets up. “Get some rest, buddy. You’ll be hearing from us soon.”

I get a hard slap on the back as Agent Osterholm leaves me to stew. I lie over the stiff bedcovers, which only sharpens the pain that envelops my head, and I pick up the room phone to dial Layla’s number by heart, even though I already know she won’t answer. I try all night. It becomes more a tic than an action—3:00 a.m., half in feverish sleep, my hand reaches out all by itself and presses the numbers and I groggily set the phone to my ear until it hits voicemail. Snap shut. Try again fifteen minutes later.



It takes two days for her to finally answer, and when I hear the line pick up, my eyes well with tears of relief. She, for her part, is very casual about spending the last two nights waiting for an arraignment. Then she asks me, “Where are you?”

“I don’t think I can say.” There’s a lull, another secret between us. “I don’t know where I am. Not in Passage Rouge. Look, are you okay? Are you in jail?”

“I’m at the house,” she says. “Safe and sound. There wasn’t even enough room in the cells. We all just sort of sat there in a jail bus, you know, a school bus with grates over the windows. They let a bunch of us go.”

“Still though.”

“Yeah. Would not recommend.” She yawns into the phone, as if to say she did that time standing on her head. True gangster.

“You didn’t tell me you were going to lead the damn thing.”

“Well, Gloria was all set to make a big entrance. Election Day morning and all. But they kept a police car outside her place. She asked me to go. So I did.” There’s another lull, a pause that I’ve witnessed before. I know what’s coming. Another separation. “Well, Mr. Caddo, we should probably talk about us.”

“I know. You want to cool it.”

“Maybe don’t put it like that.” But how else to put it? We’re passing each other now. I see her drifting away on the calm wake. We could fight it, yes, we could, but we won’t. I’m suddenly afraid that I’m not sure who I’m talking to. Layla, the girl I spent that one long-ago summer with? Layla, the head and the heart of an angry mob storming the casino? Layla amid a major personal crisis, the loss of her father, the crush of having to become someone or something else in a hurry? By her clipped and halting delivery, I can tell she’s wrestling with the same doubts. And we’re both left to wonder what we said to each other in the last few days that was honest. What mistakes did we make that exposed our true selves, if such a thing exists?

The ringing in my ears only stopped a day ago, and I’m not sure my eyes are seeing straight. “Hey,” I tell her before we hang up for good. “You did your dad proud.”

“That’s nice of you to say. But I didn’t do it for him.”

“That’s why he’d be extra proud.”

“I guess.”

“And congratulations. I don’t know who’s left to tell you. Consider this a concession.”

“I’ll let her know,” she says. “She’ll be ecstatic. In her way.”

A world away, in that brick house sitting on Ogema Lake, Layla Beck is looking out on the pier, phone pressed to her ear, making a face that I can’t see but know that it’s only for me. While the pain in my head still throbs and I’m trapped in limbo, this waiting room with a bed and broken TV, I feel a flush of warmth in the knowledge and assurance that she’s safe. She made it out. At least somebody did.
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In biboon, the land goes quiet, every living thing goes into some sort of stasis or hibernation, literal or figurative. Sounds are muffled and far away.

I’m not invited to Joe’s service. There’s no wake, no mass. Just Maureen, Layla, Gloria, Waabizh, and a nondenominational minister out at the pier on Ogema Lake. This is what Layla tells me after it’s done. Maureen didn’t want a whole “to-do,” as Layla calls it. “She was afraid more was coming out,” she says. “She didn’t want to have to talk to anybody.”

I’m lying face down on a bed in that extended-stay motel room, crying as she tells me this. The first real tears in a long time. She’s crying, too, but she’s doing a better job of keeping it together than I am. I say, “People loved him. Maybe it would have been good for her to be around that love.”

She lets out a choked laugh. “Have you met my mother?” After a moment, she says, “I don’t think she’s ready for it to be real. I’m not ready. I’m not ready, Mitch.”

“Nobody’s ever ready,” I say.

“It’s real. You don’t have to tell me that. I’m just—it’ll feel like that when we spread the ashes. We have to wait for Ogema to thaw. I guess he wanted to be dumped in the lake.”

“I don’t think that’s how he put it,” I say.

Another choked laugh crackles over the phone. “You know what I mean. It was his place. He never wanted to be anywhere else.”

There’s an implication, one that we won’t talk about, that he’d been afraid of being exiled from here. That that fear would have driven him to something drastic. But we won’t talk about it. Instead, we run out of words, and neither of us hangs up the phone, and we just sit in our respective rooms and listen to each other breathe until Layla sighs and says her battery’s about to die. “Good night, Mr. Caddo,” she says.

And then we don’t speak for months.



I spend Christmas in that extended-stay motel room. New Year’s. Osterholm drives me down to Milwaukee for formal interviews with the special agent in charge at the Indian Country Task Force. I’m deposed by a team of AUSAs in a conference room, a digital recorder in front of me while they write my testimony on legal pads. What did Mack know about the land deals? What did he know about the skim? What did they talk about? And what I try to tell them, although I know it’s not coming through, is that Mack had rejected one father for another, and fathers do their best to hide their shortcomings for any number of reasons, some of them good, most of them bad. And I can’t tell them this because Mack and Buzz would be embarrassed by the suggestion and deny it all day long. I tell them what I think is true: Mack didn’t really know and was not all that curious until he could use it to his advantage. The attorneys write this down.

They ask me about Joe. I tell them he froze me out. They keep coming at me, and I realize something: They don’t know the whole truth either. He never flipped. For what reason? Loyalty? To Buzz? To principle? What principle? Osterholm hasn’t been exiled yet; they’ve kept him on the case, and he sits with a stare fixed on the recorder, and from this I wonder if he took Joe’s refusal personally. Cheer up, I want to say to him. They could have drop-kicked him all the way to South Dakota but somehow he’s untouchable, essential.



The last time I see Mack, I’m riding the oak outside a federal grand jury room in Milwaukee, waiting for my turn to witness against Buzz Carlisle.

He walks out of the grand jury room and takes a stutter step when he sees me, just a momentary shock. He has his court clothes on—a suit with a five-button jacket, a tie in an enormous full-Windsor knot, and a beaded medallion of the Wisconsin State Seal. My God, he’s even got an American flag lapel pin. He takes the seat next to me on the bench, and his knees pop loud enough to echo off the marble walls. He waits for a group of suit-and-ties to walk past us through this marble corridor before he finally looks at me with his deep-set eyes and says, “What’s good, Cuz?”

I say, “Thought you weren’t a snitch.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t give it up right away, like you,” he says. “You gotta play a little hard to get.”

They didn’t care about the banishments, the electoral schemes, any of that. In the end, my good buddy Agent Osterholm delivered a slam-dunk fraud case against Buzz, and the DOJ was happy to come away with something for all their trouble. But our testimony has exposed an embarrassing truth: We weren’t as consequential as we’d thought. Mack was a figurehead, but that’s not how he wants to see himself. He wants to be bigger than a material witness in somebody else’s trial. He wants his sacrifices to matter more than that.

Here in this courthouse, though, he’s being confronted with the essential truths. Nobody recognizes him here. Nobody cares. He looks around uncertainly, tugs at the door-knocker knot of his tie, worrying it straight. “This was always your world, wasn’t it?” he says. We’re in a hallway full of lawyers and defendants and plaintiffs and lost-looking jurors reading their own badges. There’s a grayness here, all the colors washed out except for the dark oak of the vaulted ceilings and the heavy doors.

“I don’t know,” I tell him. “Doesn’t feel like my world right this second.”

The door opens and we both look up, but it’s just recess. The jurors file out on their way to lunch, and they try not to look at us but they can’t help themselves. One of us fills up half the corridor.

“How’d they get you?” I ask him.

He lets out a long whistle and slumps further into the bench. “They came up to the suite. Knocked on the door all polite-like. No Scarface shit.”

“Probably best for everybody.”

“For me, anyway. Sobered me right the fuck up. Had to happen that way, Cuz. That’s something I had to learn, yeah. Put me back on the path. The red road. Hey, I even get to spend some time with my kid. Big fucker now. And Laurie’s talking to me again.”

There’s that story again, that redemption tale. He can’t help it. He told that redemption story to get elected. He told it to dodge the indictments. It always comes down to his central truth: he used to be bad, but now he’s good. The story always works for him because he believes the story. Maybe someday I’ll believe it too.

“You tried to kill me,” I say.

The dreaminess in his eyes yields to a sort of pleading that I’d never thought him capable of. “Cuz, I just needed my space is all. You can’t blame me for Buzz and Bobby taking shit too far.” When it’s clear that I’m not convinced by this, he adds, “Maybe I could have been more specific.”

“I almost died out there, Mack.”

He turns away from me, taking umbrage at the very idea that he’d done something so stupid, so careless. He’ll cop to being imperfect, but there’s a limit. “You really believe I’d do some mafia boss, Pablo Escobar kind of shit? Cuz, you didn’t die. There. Take your beef somewhere else.”

But he’s bluffing. We can both see that. He’s back to being the skinny kid with his sideways hat, biking in on that BMX ready to whoop some rez kid ass in my name. He’s failed, and he knows it. Maybe he can even see that I’d been trying to protect him in my way, and perhaps we are both sitting here after having failed each other, an awkward feeling, one that might prevent us from being friends again.

Without acknowledging this new, unbridgeable distance, we find that we have little else to say to each other. “Keep it close, counselor. When you see Layla again, you tell her I’m not mad, okay? You tell her I’m not like that no more. I let bygones be bygones. It’s all behind me.” He brushes the lint off his knees, stands up with another crack that ricochets off the walls, and puts out his fist for me to bump. My knuckles, under protest, meet his one last time. “Tell her that, Cuz, when you go up and see her again.”

Maybe he’ll wind up with a consulting gig with the Great Lakes Council, something quiet, some place he can keep his head down. Who knows? He might make another run up in Passage Rouge once he gets bored. Or not. He’s got his son, who’s not a baby anymore. I hope he drives him around the reservation and tells him the old stories and stands in the places our ancestors stood. But I suspect that the last person he banished from Passage Rouge is himself. I’m surprised to discover that I wish this wasn’t true. It’s his home more than it ever was mine. What does that say about me?



In ziigwan—the spring—Osterholm sends me a congratulations card from his new posting in New York. He’s scrawled a simple but boisterous little note: “We got him!” underlined twice. Turns out that Buzz pled out and rolled over on some developers in a separate contract bid-rigging case he was mixed up with. Three months easy time in the Duluth Federal Prison Camp, then back to the reservation and a job as the overnight audit at the hotel desk, reconciling the books and sending up extra towels and linens in the wee hours. Buzz Carlisle lives at ease with this world more than any of us and always will.

And more than Bobby Lone Eagle, that’s for sure. As soon as Gloria takes over, he knows he’s done in Passage Rouge. He gets a job working for the department in Menominee, at a much lower rank, and while I’m sure he sees this as a demotion and resents it, a lot of things seem to be getting lost in the shuffle. One of them being, of course, the long walk he made me take that night, which nobody except for me seems to care about. The other is his botching of the whole Government Center protest. The tribe settles with Reed and Waabizh Paulson and drops any charges against both of them, and if Gloria has her way, Reed and Waabizh and about two hundred disenrolled members will be welcomed back, on paper anyway. We could say that people like Bobby and Buzz Carlisle and the rest of the council critters got away easy, and we might be right about that.

Gloria spends the first year of her term doing Gloria things, like trying to get the tribe’s construction company to go all in on solar panels and carbon-negative concrete (which allowed her to really stick it to the remnants of Buzz’s concrete business). She tries to phase out some of the tribe’s more pernicious rackets, like the payday loan business and call center, but that took a serious bite out of revenue. People aren’t happy that their per caps were smaller this year, but what else is new?

I don’t know. They’re still diverting drug arrests to treatment. The drunk tank is still full on the weekends. There was a shooting in the HUD homes, and one of the Cota kids caught a stray bullet and ended up in the ICU. When Gloria won the election, she took on these realities, and I wish I could say that things are better, but they aren’t.

I remember on one of the bad nights, when Mack was a few drinks in, when the dread had set into our reelection hopes and he had spiraled into that pit of self-pity, Mack said it would have been better to burn it all down and start anew. It wasn’t helpful. It was cynical and fatalistic, like a lot of things he said when he was in the dread fog, but I didn’t exactly have any smart answers either. Yes, you could make the case that we were naive and incapable and terminally overconfident based on the dubious assumption that we knew something more than the backwoods council critters. We were special.

But it was more than that. The flaw, as I’ve come to see it, is that we were working with the wrong tools, ones that were imposed on our people years ago. Judging our destinies by these imperfect and misleading measurements—who’s in charge, who goes to jail, who gets to be in the tribe, and so on—is an affliction. If there’s a medicine for it, a ceremony, a song, I want it, but it still eludes me.



With nothing keeping her in Passage Rouge, Maureen decides to leave the reservation for good. She gets a job as an associate at a firm in Chicago and moves her things to an apartment on the Gold Coast of Lake Michigan. Before leaving, though, she plans something resembling a ghost dinner for Joe to commemorate the year since his death and, by extension, the life they had lived over three decades. In the end, she’s convinced Waabizh Paulson to come out and bless the ceremony.

Maureen calls on the last warm day of October. Everything is set. The ghost dinner will be a small gathering, she says. “It would feel”—she pauses for the correct, perfectly neutral words to come to her—“incomplete, if you weren’t there.”

“You’re sure?” I get up from my bed and go over to my desk, flip on the light, and write down details on a junk mail envelope. I need to convince myself later that the invitation isn’t a waking dream. I write everything down, as though that will help.

“Where are you going to stay?” she asks, which oh-so-subtly underscores the point that I have no home in Passage Rouge anymore.

“I can get a room at the casino.” I’m going to make this as easy as possible for her, and for me as well. Before she hangs up, I have to ask: “Is Layla coming?”

She sighs into the phone. “Who knows what that girl’s up to?” The slight note of exasperation there is an invitation to a rare and fleeting connection between us: we can both be mystified and bemused at the same person. We can wonder together who she is now, and maybe sharing this will make us decent to each other for once. We’ll put aside our differences, our suspicions, for her and for Joe. It’s his party, after all.

Welcome home, Joe had said to me when we touched down on that airfield the night my mother died. I think he truly meant it. He’d driven me to his house, where they had built that fire for me to keep alive for her. I grew up that night, for better or worse, and so had Layla and Mack, in their ways, and we had done it together, hadn’t we? In ways we couldn’t articulate then, maybe can’t even now, but maybe if Joe had known, would it have made him happy?

At first, I want to tell her no. I don’t want to relive those nights. But I realize something else: Sure, we had that fire the night she died, but the ghost dinner was a ceremony my mother never had. Maybe I can make it up to her, to honor her too. Joe would have felt the same. Come on home, brother. Come on home.



It’s a long drive. Four hours of two-lane blacktop. I start out before dawn and arrive late in the morning, slipping in silently and avoiding the people of Passage Rouge. I feel like a spirit from recent history, a nameless Anishinaabe lost to the great and powerful collective of antecedents and ancestors who in some way made this place into what it is now. But I do have a name, and I don’t blend into the background. I will have to be careful.

I stop at the cemetery first. My mother’s headstone is almost gone. I brush off the sand, and the granules fall into the letters stamped into the granite. Just her name and her dates, that’s all it is. It’s hard to see any more meaning aside from this polished cube of rock. She’s somewhere else, and I won’t find her here. So I take the short walk down to the lake, and the water looks as troubled as ever beneath the cloudy November sky.

He’s there, I realize looking over the slight chop of the surface. Maureen and Layla had spread the ashes, or “dumped,” as Layla had said, sometime over the summer. He’s a part of that water, mixed in with the sediments, flowing in the creeks between Ogema and Big Bow and the rest of the little ponds and lakes all around. But even knowing this, he’s as elusive as my mother’s spirit, and I leave feeling unsatisfied and unsettled.



From the cemetery, I drive directly to Maureen’s house. Maybe it’s best to see her first and confirm that I’ll be welcome at the ghost dinner later that night. When I get there, I see that the Beck estate has already been packed into neatly organized boxes and carted into moving trucks. The trees are bare and dead leaves cartwheel and skip across the driveway and crunch hollow under my steps. There’s this uneasy feeling that I shouldn’t have come back. Maybe I’ve missed an important, implicit warning in Maureen’s invitation. Maybe this was one of those invitations you’re not supposed to accept.

There are few outward signs that Joe had ever lived in this place. His car isn’t in its space on the courtyard. In the garage, all the tools and half-finished projects and stray curls of wood shavings are gone—sold, given away, or tossed in the rent-a-dumpster parked in the driveway.

None of the lights are on in the house. I’m dropping in unannounced in the hopes that Layla might be here, but her car isn’t in the driveway, just Maureen’s white Mercedes parked near the front door. And she’s the one who answers the doorbell. We stand across from each other at that door, much like that night a year ago, but instead of challenging me, she invites me inside and tells me to make myself at home. We haven’t been alone together for some time. In fact, I can’t remember when we’d ever been alone in a room together, no buffers to temper her latent animosity for me.

I sit with this discomfort in the bare living room and the view of Ogema through that huge picture window. Without the leaves you can see the lake through the trees, and the looming shape of Chokecherry Island in the distance, rocky and barren and home to the ghosts that won’t leave us alone.

“Let’s get it done,” she says, gesturing at the folding chairs stacked along the edge of the living room. Just as it always was; if I want to be inside this house, I’m going to have to put in some work. Maureen directs me as I place chairs and arrange the tables in the great room. We set up chafing dishes and cans of Sterno in the otherwise empty kitchen. Our footsteps echo up to the exposed rafters while we work.

When it’s all laid out, she waves her hand around the room, although it still feels empty without people to animate the space. “Et voilà.” It’s stark and a little sad with nobody but us here. There’s a large picture of Joe staring down at us with unnaturally blue eyes, and I turn away. She looks troubled that we don’t have anything to busy ourselves with. We’ll have to talk.

“You want a drink.” Not a question. She pours white wine into a pair of plastic glasses, one for me and one for her, and she sits at the counter in the kitchen. When I join her, she looks at my face as though she were looking around at the empty house, searching for something recognizable but afraid of finding it.

I ask her when she’s leaving for Chicago. I don’t know. Seems like something to say.

“I’m already gone,” she says. “This is the last of it.” She sips the wine, and her face becomes troubled, like she’s going to tell me some bad news. “You know Buzz is already back in town. Can you believe it?” She shakes her head to fend him off her mind right now. But then she smiles and says with chilling certainty: “I could have murdered you for coming here that night. Do you know that?”

“I get it.” I shift uncomfortably on the stool.

“Well, do you understand why I didn’t?” I wait for her to speak, and she looks at her wineglass, hesitates, and says, “It’s because I thought we were getting out. Joe would never have left on his own, you know. And this place—I don’t know. Sometimes I don’t know why anybody comes back here.” Her hand waves in a circle—she means the reservation. “I mean, your mother wanted to be back here, and I said, girl, you already got out. Can’t you see I’m trying to do the same thing? He should be going to Chicago with me. But you boys had to be such brats about it. Coming in all puffed up like you were. Ooh, I could’ve killed you where you stood. I probably could have gotten away with it too. We knew the best defense attorneys money could buy.” She reaches over with her glass and clinks mine: “To listening to our better angels.”

I give her a weak smile and meet her glass with a plastic clink.

“I was so angry with you.” She thinks about this for a moment and then looks up at me again, and I wonder who she sees: the serious man I always wanted to be or maybe the arrogant kid I suspect I still am. “Your mother always did her best with you. What she thought was best. Joe did too. I hope you know that.”

“I disappointed him,” I say.

She rolls her eyes at that one. She downs the last swallow of wine in her flute and pours another. “Mitch. Ever wonder how your tuition was paid? Ever wonder about your trust?”

I feel the shiver again, creeping up my leg, up into my heart. “Joe always handled everything. He told me the money came from her life insurance. The rental income on the house. Grants from the tribe.”

This is the last thing she holds over me, and it’s giving her pleasure to give it away to me. “Your mother didn’t have a life insurance policy. And that house brought in hardly anything. There were months when the rent didn’t come at all, and Joe, well, you know he was a softie when it came to things like this.”

But I hadn’t wondered at all. I’m angry all over again because if only I’d been less naive, I would have rejected his stolen money. I like to think so, anyway. You’ve always been a good guy, brother. That’s why I never told you. So you could live free and good and obligated to serve the righteous causes instead of the evils of the world.

“Always had to fix everything. Had to be the one to do it.” It draws her lips into a tight, painful smile. “What happened to you that night? Out in the cold. What were you thinking about out there?”

I laugh at that one, and Maureen recoils a little at the laugh and her eyes narrow.

“I thought I was going to die.”

Maureen lets out a long, exaggerated sigh. “Well, obviously, Mitchell.” This time, she does laugh, although she’s not exactly doubled over. Just enough to let me know it’s okay to come back and say good-bye to Joe. I’ll gladly take whatever I can get from her.



I drive back to the casino to get a room. I try to slip into the lobby as unobtrusively as possible, but I still feel like I’m being recognized. At the front desk, I wonder if the young woman in the blazer is just giving me a little curt rez attitude or if she’s a recipient of Mack’s patronage and remembers who I am and what I did last November. I wonder if she recognizes the name on my credit card or my face as the one who hired her, but before I can get to wondering too long, she hands me my credit card and room key. I’m so exhausted by the drive that I fall asleep on top of the covers with my clothes on, and I dream of walking the shallows of the lake, the sand burbling through my toes.

I wake up to a knock on my door, loud and insistent enough to make me believe it’s security and they’ve remembered who I am and they’ve come to toss me back into the snow. I stumble toward the sound, still halfway in the dream, confused and disoriented by the early-evening darkness outside. It’s Layla.

“Hi,” she says, and then she takes in a deep breath and she comes into the room and sits at the desk, gives a cursory look out the window. She’s dressed semiformally, in what I imagine she’ll be wearing later: an off-white shawl-collar sweater, dark pants, big hoop earrings. Her hair is shorter than it was a year ago, colored with a tinge of bright crayon-red that catches the light from the window. I sit down on the bed, careful not to startle her away or get too close.

“I knew you were coming. Thought I’d catch you by surprise before you could run away.”

“I wasn’t going to run,” I say. “I wanted to see you too. I keep thinking I’ll see you down in Madison.”

“I’m in San Francisco now.”

“Since when?”

“Since I got into law school. UC-Hastings,” she says.

“Congratulations. Really. You’ll be great.”

She makes her eyes wide and looks off to the side, sincerely pleased. She’s been waiting to tell me all these months. “Thanks, Mr. Caddo.”

“You know what’s funny?” I say. “I remember when you came out to the fire with me, when my mom died, and we sat for a very long time. I remember that much. But I don’t remember a damn thing we said to each other.”

She smiles. “I remember some of it,” she says. “It wasn’t important.”

“If it wasn’t important, you could tell me. Wouldn’t cost a thing.”

“No,” she says. “You wouldn’t know what to do with it. Look, I just remember little snippets. There’s probably a reason why you don’t remember the actual conversation. We said some things. We probably meant them at the time. Kids say stupid things.”

“You might have said, because my mother was gone, I thought you told me you loved me. And I don’t remember the words, or how they came up in conversation, just that you wanted me to know that someone did.”

“I did mean that. You needed it.”

“It felt good. Good enough for years.”

I want to say that she’s changed. That she’s more formal, or there’s a new veneer of cold realism she’s wielding at me, but it doesn’t feel quite right. I used to know her, but that was a long time ago now, and I’ll have to realign what I think I know about Layla Beck with the person sitting across from me now. Yet I still want her here. I want her closer. What’s this urge? It’s more than lust. It’s not quite love. Whatever it is, it’s inadequate.

“What would have changed if I’d stayed here after the riot?” I ask her. “What would have happened between us?”

“Mitch.” It doesn’t feel right when she kisses me, and she knows it too. But not entirely wrong either. She looks at me after we part, a little lost, and she stands up and goes to the door. “Anything,” she says. “Everything.”



As the winter sun sets over Ogema Lake, I drive out to the Beck estate one last time. The driveway is already cluttered with cars. A soft, pleasing din comes from inside the old house, and I quietly join it, slipping in unobtrusively without saying hello to anyone. I’ve been to a couple of ghost dinners, but this is a ghost dinner planned by Maureen: there’s the humid, earthy scent of wild rice and venison and frybread, but there are also well-dressed strangers mingling and drinking champagne. I take a glass and sit near the fireplace. All these people had known Joe, yet I know almost none of them.

This is not the somber event I anticipated. The people at this party are laughing, telling each other stories, drinking their champagne under a picture of Joe dressed in a black and blue and red ribbon shirt and a bone choker that looks like Betty LaGrange’s work. His hair is long and silver and wild, the picture taken before his face had gone gaunt and haunted, processed to bring out the blue in his eyes. They glowed like the photo was alive. I can see those eyes shining from across the living room, watching out over the acquaintances and law school friends and pro bono clients and council members and me. You brought us all here, Joe, so what does it mean? I waited so long for him to explain that to me. It’s why I stuck with him for so long. It’s why I let him be the father my own father couldn’t be. Joe, you withheld, you lied, you manipulated, you put on this ridiculous front and you couldn’t bear to live to see it come down. I wish you were here so I could tell you.

This is a weird scene, and I don’t want any part of it. I almost walk away as soon as I see that specter in the foyer. I sip champagne and look at the picture for a good long while. It’s one of those high-contrast shots that makes his face look like sandpaper. You could stand a quarter in the lines around his eyes. You could power this house with the high-wattage vanity and a solar panel. And for the first time, I feel a sadness weighing me down where I stand. I can’t bear to look at the picture anymore, and I wander away from it in a daze, my fingers twitching and lightly trembling.

Gloria’s chatting with a small group of people I don’t recognize. She’s dressed for action, like she always was, in a sleek buckskin jacket and black jeans. She doesn’t look exactly comfortable to be here. She looks as though she’s scanning the exits like I am. But when she sees me, she excuses herself from her company, taking my hand into hers and holding it for longer than I expect. I feel sheepish, and I find it hard to look back to that concerned look on her face. “You came,” she says, as though she planned the whole event. “We’re so glad.”

“Did you have a hand in that?” I say.

“Maureen so wanted you to come,” she says. “I told her it would be good medicine for both of you. See, she just needed a little push. I told you to have faith in her.”

I let out a long sigh. “Maybe. I don’t know what I was expecting.”

“You weren’t expecting to feel anything,” she says. “You thought you were done.”

“I guess I was.” I look at Maureen, who is standing with some more people I don’t know, just shadows of faces in the corner of the great room. Her mouth moves soundlessly, and she looks untroubled, even when she glances in our direction. “She didn’t have a whole lot to say, really.”

Gloria isn’t convinced—she knows. “I was just thinking about you. We’ve had some dreadful turnover in the family court and we could use some experienced legal counsel. Did you know anyone who might want to work out here?”

“Are you asking me? Or are you really asking for other people?”

“Both, Mitchell. I mean what I say.”

I look at her for a moment, for some reason expecting to see something other than the face she always made—that stoic, thoughtful, concerned look. Maybe I want acknowledgment from her—that there are few people in this world who know who I am, aside from her and perhaps Joe and Layla, but for whatever reason, there’s no crack in that facade. Or perhaps this is really who she is, that there is truly no vanity in this person, and that this is the only face she has for the world, or for herself, or for the people she loves. “I’ll have to think about it,” I say.

“Do,” she says, and she turns away from me to talk to someone else. Along with the champagne and the empty stomach, I’m beginning to feel that nausea again. More than that: the twitches of the shiver that afflicted me for years. But as I walk away from the otherworldliness of Gloria Hawkins, I’m also struck by a memory. My mother, in the middle of a dusty Wisconsin summer, canvassing door-to-door in her hiking boots and Gloria! T-shirt, messenger bag stuffed with fliers, doing something she believed in with her whole heart. In this memory, she’s not just a victim of the Passage Rouge winter. She’s the love and world that I lost, but she’s still living to remind me that there are things to believe in, aren’t there? There’s real power in them too. And when I know this is true, I don’t feel the shiver. Even in this room full of unfamiliar faces. Even in the presence of Gloria Hawkins, who knows so many truths about me. In fact, I feel warm inside Joe’s house, maybe too much, and I have to step away.

I leave the stuffiness inside and walk out to the masoned fire pit on the side of the house. There are a few other stragglers out there drinking champagne and talking. I sit on the stone ledge in front of the fire next to Layla, and she doesn’t pull away or tell me to get lost. I take her hand and hide it in my coat pocket. She has her life to live a thousand miles away from here. I wonder if I’ll see her again. If we’ll both find our way back here, the people all new, the land and the lakes the only things unchanged. If we’ll get in that canoe on another lazy August afternoon and paddle to nowhere with each other. I hope so. I really do.

The fire burns clean, almost sterile in the precise masonry of the fire pit. She puts her head on my shoulder. We sit like this, unashamedly untethered from time, living moments we had and didn’t have, until the party gathers around the fire to listen to Waabizh say his prayer. When it’s time to feed the fire, Gloria brings a paper plate laden with pulled venison, wild rice, and a frybread, and she sets it onto the innermost glowing logs, disintegrating into nothingness. When it’s my turn, I let go of Layla’s hand and set another plate into the fire, not for Joe, but for my mother, and as it burns, I can hear them in the gust of wind off Ogema Lake that sparks the fire in front of us and slips out into the trees, taking the smoke with it.

THE END
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