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Praise for Red Ants

“Kimberly Blaeser’s stunning debut story collection is filled with receding shorelines, revolutionaries, tricksters, whip-smart women, found family, and monsters that stalk the land. Red Ants feels like sitting at the feet of your favorite aunties and cousins deep into the night. The stories send pulses of fear and unease through you, break your heart, and leave you rolling with laughter. I love when my favorite poets write prose. Though Red Ants may be her first work of fiction, I’ll be counting the days until Kimberly Blaeser’s next one.”

—Kelli Jo Ford, author of Crooked Hallelujah

“Blaeser’s Anishnaabe characters in Red Ants are deeply human, full of compassion and resilience, in stories told through her gift for craft and precision of detail on the line level. Here, Blaeser proves she is one of our most thoughtful writers working today. I absolutely devoured this collection of stories.”

—Brandon Hobson, National Book Award finalist and author of The Removed

“Red Ants is a stunning collection of short fiction, with gorgeous prose and images bearing the fingerprints of a poet at the height of her gifts. Each story lands with impactful moments of wisdom, insight, even shock regarding the uncanny turns a life can take. A remarkable, imperative read that lingers in the imagination—these powerful stories will haunt me forever.”

—Mona Susan Power, author of A Council of Dolls

“Kimberly Blaeser’s prose stands alone. Each one of the stories in this kick-ass debut harnesses a kinetic voice, the energetic bodies behind them as real as if they were sitting next to you. This collection has it all: realism, horror, speculative futurisms, myths of the past made present. I laughed. I remembered. I wanted to fight. Long have I admired Blaeser’s lyrical and incisive poetic voice, and now, her prose.”

—Bojan Louis, author of Currents: Poems and Sinking Bell: Stories

“Red Ants is a gorgeous collection of contemporary Anishinaabe stories in the very best of our storytelling traditions. Generous, funny, and intimate, with Blaeser’s signature stunning poetics, these stories feel like old friends exploring belonging, the places that make us, and the people and spirits who are our kin.”

—Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, author of Theory of Water
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For the old stories tucked inside
the pockets of the new.

For Robert, Gerald, and all the White Earth
storytellers whose voices animate my words.




. . . let the wicks of candles

burning inside you

shine a light in dark corners.

Hurry up now,

hurry.

LINDA HOGAN,

“MORNING WITH BROKEN WINDOW”
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River Dreams

I.

Microfiche holds its secrets tight. I know because I have danced around the safehouse. Small stories ours. Tucked beneath a shoe ad on page thirteen. Squeezed in just before the classifieds.

My uncle lived and died on Windigo Island. An herbalist, a hermit, a holy man to some. A man who laughed big and teased big. He named the island himself. Carefully, because he thought the name might save him from tourists. One year a local resort owner made maps that identified the island in English. But someone accidentally transposed the order of the words, and it became “Island Cannibal.” Uncle threatened to put that name on a T-shirt with an arrow pointing up.

He didn’t name the ziibi. It became Bluebird River—a resort name good for postcard buyers.

In reality, the water—the alive being we called nibi—flowed grey. Cloudy and curving through the northern forest. Birch, white pine, red maple, and tamarack loved nibi as much as we did. The Anishinaabeg called the cold trout-filled water Inaabate Ziibi—Smoke River. Because he lived there, my uncle, my nizhishenh, earned the nickname Smoke Man.

Everyone in nearby Green Lake adopted that “Indian” name for him, too. The only personal detail in his generic obituary mischaracterized him as a man who sold kinnickinnic, a ceremonial pipe tobacco, to tourist stores. Uncle actually sold wild rice to local merchants when he needed money, never the tobacco.

I located his death notice in the Green Lake Times next to a coupon for two dollars off Folgers; and, two issues later, the succinct obituary. “Found by a passing boater … death has been ruled a drowning.” No mention of the controversy over damming the river, or later Uncle challenging water quality reports. No mention of foul play.

Hence my haunting the microfiche reader at the local library. I needed backstory.

II.

I came home two years too late. If I told you I was incarcerated, you might assume you would find my name, Bineshi LaFronde, among the “juvenile offender” statistics. No. But my crime—wanting an education—had kept me captive and broke and cut off from my family as surely as if I had been living behind bars in Red Wing. The essentials covered by scholarships didn’t include holiday trips home.

My first shiny college goal—to be an accountant and remove the corrupt white influence from our casino—morphed into hanging on through four years of business and prelaw, surviving on too much coffee and as many calls home as my phone plan would allow. The more I learned about government encroachment into tribal finances, the more I doubled down on my elective survey courses: “Legal Order and Disorder” and the true bitch course, “Statistics for Legal Scholars.”

With a diploma encased in imitation leather, the mandatory University of Minnesota sweatshirt, and tempered ideas of what either meant, I returned home to regather myself. Back now for all of two weeks, I had been sucked into the old routines—late-night poker and pull tabs, early-morning berry picking and long afternoons visiting relatives one after another. During the welcome-home meals of venison, wild rice, and a rotating array of berry pies, I also feasted on the good-natured teasing, the rivalries during croquet, and the familiar—cadences, faces, inherited loyalties of a water nation. Only my closest cousins voiced outright their theories about Smoke’s death, but I sensed a general uneasiness among my whole family. I can’t say the elders were keeping something from me, but I felt a carefulness, a shield slide in place when his name came up.

“Everyone knows something bad went down,” my cousin C-Span told me when he stopped by to pick me up during my first week back. “It ain’t that they don’t want retribution for Uncle Smoke’s death. But history’s cover-ups go way back to the three little piggy ships. Calling anyone out will only put a target on another back.” He whipped the leather of his work gloves against an open palm. “Don’t need to go to college, Cuz, to study corruption. It’s homegrown.” He stood up. Shrugged. “Careful, is all I’m saying.”

I could add nothing, so I just nodded and followed him to his truck. Careful as a warning wasn’t meant just for me, it also meant don’t put anyone else in danger.

So I determined not to ask too many questions of my relatives. Instead, I added searching county records and any available police files to my agenda. I made library archive visits when the auntie of my high school track friend, Toad, was volunteering. She didn’t pry, didn’t create broken-machine, lost-file roadblocks, and seemed to know intuitively where I might want to dig.

Police files were harder. By default, police reports are public records and citizens have access because of the FOIA. But officials in small towns tend to lean into the “sensitive cases” exception—redact like they are playing tic-tac-toe. Or they seal records as if they were pickle jars—letting the contents cure long past the active case stage.

My toes wiggled nervously in my sneakers while I smile-lied and played my college research card. Poking around in whatever old files I could get my hands on, I soon realized I should have studied deferred prosecution agreements at the U and maybe taken self-defense. I tingled in the research rooms. Not cold—afraid.

Before the kerfuffle about potential contamination of Inaabate, Twin Ports Manufacturing had acknowledged spewing chemicals into Lake Superior, paid a $15,000 fine, and pinky-swore not to misbehave for five years or until someone’s back was turned, whichever came first. Any underhandedness at Smoke River could throw that old grievance and this new one back into court. This time it would likely be classified as a “knowing violation,” which carried up to $50,000 per day in fines. In the legal arena, that is high stakes.

They could ill afford a vigilant troublemaker like Matthew LaFronde, aka Smoke Man.

III.

Now, they could ill afford anyone (an unemployed college grad, for example) looking too closely at the records. At Uncle’s involvement in the 2018 challenge to their water clarity reports. At his death.

“You know they’re tailing you.” C-Span chalked his cue and then blew the excess my way. We’d just finished winning nothing at Wednesday night bingo and were in the midst of a lopsided game of eight ball at the Side Pocket pool hall on Main Street. Offering this tidbit was C-Span at his chattiest. So I knew he was concerned when he elaborated. “Heels or not, you are the chief’s new game, Cuz.” It reveals something about my insecurities that my first reaction was a note to self to tone down my “hip college grad” appearance. Heels, yeah; but boots not pumps, so that seemed okay. Maybe less glam—put my brown hair up in a ponytail or back in a barrette instead of blow-dried and flowing. That I immediately took the comment on as an assignment made me laugh out loud. C-Span, himself strictly jeans, sneakers, and band T-shirts, read my inadvertent laugh as bravado. I let him.

But honestly, how could I pull off nonchalance when my spit had all dried up from fear? I said nothing as he aimed, bent, and sent the eight ball home in the corner pocket.

“Come to papa.” He fake-kissed the five-dollar bill before pocketing it.

Someone had put money down indicating they would play the winner, so I took my perspiring beer bottle and headed to the booth. Sherri looked up, half smiled, and shrugged. The universal who cares. Then she slid over and patted the booth seat. I wasn’t bothered by the loss, but her sympathy touched me. I sat and took a swig of my Corona.

My sister-cousin, former partner in crime. If anyone was all heels and Vogue she was, but her attitude was totally rez. “We’re planning our garden.” She raised her eyebrows and pointed to a cocktail napkin. When I looked closer, I saw a list of men’s names with varying numbers of flowers beside them.

“I see. And how does your garden grow?”

She laughed then, the ice-tinkle that charmed. I forgot for the moment the police chief memorizing my vitals and joined in.

IV.

I missed my rez sisters. I missed the endless fixer-upper trailers, fixer-upper cars—fixer-upper men. Those long-ago days, we sipped sweet wine while we filled big roasters with wild-rice hot dish. Suppers, potlucks, wedding dances. Lust just a whim. Deep forever choices were still far off.

Then suddenly everything caught up to us. A snag became a pregnancy. Maxine’s William died in a car wreck. Grandparents forgot the shortcut home, needed caregivers. We went to more jail hearings than powwows, more funerals than weddings.

When I left for college, I was afraid to walk away, afraid nothing and nobody would wait for me. I couldn’t tell yet if the newly expanded casino building and community college meant I was wrong, or if they represented everything hateful about change.

Sherri hadn’t changed. Her laughter lightened my worries. Trout still swam in the Inaabate. Maybe I did come back in time.

“In time for what? Raiding my garden?” Sherri narrowed her eyes and scrunched up her nose like a mad Pekingese. Then her laugh jangled again.

I realized I had spoken out loud. Figures. I had been living in my head and talking to myself all through my last semester. Time to ditch that habit. I pulled myself back—the booth, the bar, the warming beer in my hands, and old friends. “In time to help you … weed, Niijikwe. Heck you can’t have all the good plants.”

V.

“Shores Near Windigo Island Chosen Site for Fish Sample.” I found that fall 2017 article front and center—as if advertising the stakeholder’s angelic compliance with EPA testing. Of course, the sampling meant Fish and Wildlife “accidentally” messed up Nizhishenh’s leech traps. Four months later a page-five court report gave the case two paragraphs. Can you guess? “No evidence of harassment found … Traps not properly marked. No compensation ordered for damage.”

My research file thickened, but not my skin. It still tingled when the chief of police greeted me with his usual sarcasm outside the post office. “Hey, College Queen. You visiting or moving back?” Without waiting for a reply, he added, “Wrong era for back-to-the-blanket, isn’t it?” He smiled at his own joke, then aimed and fired a gob of snuff into the gutter.

Maybe C-Span had been right.

Nathan Johnson hadn’t been the chief of police when I left. He had been Nate, varsity linebacker who thought that meant the girls should fall in line. He had graduated to a loudmouth badge—the police force was just another way to continue being a bully.

I couldn’t be certain he was keeping tabs on my activities, but I saw him way more than was good for my blood pressure. And I worried Chief Johnson wasn’t the only one wondering about my plans. Winnie’s morning greeting, the refrigerator door, the air mattress pump all seemed to ask about my work prospects.

Frost supposedly wrote, “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.” I knew my Native relations had my back; I just forgot how steady an eye they also kept on my pocketbook.

Currency and value work differently on the rez. If we had a chart listing most “lucrative” careers, it wouldn’t match Forbes’s. Our priorities align differently. In America, teachers fall low on pay scales and, lately, lower in the respect category, too. On the rez, we value our teachers—whether or not they have titles before or letters after their names. Their salary may be set by the school district; their worth is not. In our gift economy, people shift the scales. A hindquarter may not increase your take-home pay, but it does increase your quality of life. We saved our esteem for Head Start workers and healers. Government employees had higher salaries, but community leaders had their driveways plowed first in winter.

Smoke’s plant knowledge filled a need. I was an egghead. My worth had not been tested. Until I could prove my value, I had to pay my way, and somehow, add to the general pot. I wasn’t certain chasing environmental bandits would count. As I fretted about this, I walked the cracked sidewalks to the two-story library that had once been the municipal liquor store. The stone walls didn’t seem haunted by Jim Beam or Saturday-night brawls. They were covered with posters proclaiming OJIBWEMOTAADIDAA!—LET’S SPEAK OJIBWE.

I guess inheritance, too, follows a funny pattern here. My home, the ranch where I now slept on the porch and where I had grown up, housed my youngest aunt, her kids and grandkids. I “owned” it, but Winnie paid the taxes, kept the pipes from freezing in winter, kept it from becoming a party house.

“Bineshi, can you get Sig dressed and run him to T-ball?” Winnie was changing her kitchen apron for her bowling shirt and was halfway out the door before I got my answer out. She at least didn’t seem to wonder about my “role” in the household. Winnie and my hoard of cousins had fussed over me for a bit, like I was a guest. Then everyone settled into the normal rhythm of fun and feuding. Still, I was struggling to find my place—whether in the old normal or in a new one.

The chief’s question—visiting or moving back—nagged because it felt like scrutiny and because I woke each morning my feet freezing under the weight of a patchwork quilt, the circumstances reminding me I was temporary.

VI.

I did what I had always done when in a rez fugue. Grabbed paddling gloves, fishing pole, tackle, and bait. My kayak looked like a mossy stone, barely visible in the tall grasses near the landing. Did no one come here anymore? I turned the vessel upright and pulled it the short distance to the water, climbed in, pushed myself off, and aimed upstream. I was ten yards from shore before I let out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding.

Ahead water winked in the sun, trees on the banks bent low toward the river like they were women about to wash their hair. I let my fingers swim in the tear-grey memory.

Boozhoo, uncle. I’m back. Come on, old man, I know you haven’t left this place.

No spirits answered, but the wet cedar scent soothed me. I fell into the forever of the river world. When breeze lifted the petals of lily pads, I heard him say, Wave back, my girl. Otherwise, you’ll hurt their feelings. If that happens, the water lilies might close their flowers.

I told myself no one was around to see me nod politely at the plants.

Besides, what did we really know of cause and effect? Maybe the water lily’s joy—like everything else—flowered better in relationships. Did mayflies just die, or did they offer themselves to ogaawag in some ancient compact? Was I really a water witch like my cousins claimed, or did the walleye offer themselves to me for the same reason? Did it have to be one way or the other?

The river was full of questions that morning. I sipped coffee, letting it ask.

A beaver crossed from one shore to the other, a small branch in its mouth. The splat of its tail-warning brought me back. As I resumed paddling, timid mergansers dodged among the rocks, keeping an escape distance, too.

His island seemed unchanged at first. The wooden dock askew, fish-cleaning shack painted with flies, spires of pines shading the log cabin, and a checkered tablecloth still visible on the picnic table. Could I really walk back in, find him with his blue enamel coffee cup and cribbage board, radio on the table, blueberries in a pine basket? Maybe I was a witch, a time traveler—lucky.

I wasn’t.

First came signs of absence and decay, then evidence of intruders. I could accept the branch through the screen, the rusted water pump, even the mouse droppings on the kitchen counter. But the Budweiser cans by the fire pit, waterlogged chip bag, and abandoned Zippo lighter-fluid tin meant fishermen—or worse, teenagers—had used the covey of rocks. Maybe they had simply stopped for a shore lunch or refuge from a storm. The cabin itself had not been broken into. But if the island was no longer off-limits, that might follow.

I cried then. The kind of crying you do alone when you have fed an irrational hope. When the last tiny childish flicker goes out.

Quarreling chipmunks ran by my feet. Not wanting my heart to bleed out, I made a tourniquet out of work. This going on I learned young. We have to live for the living, Dad had said while his age-spotted hands held mine and we turned from the mound of earth that had been my mother.

I swept the floors, patched the screen, and washed the dust from all the surfaces. While I heated up an expired can of soup to go with my emergency granola bar, I argued with myself. I ticked off all the reasons I shouldn’t move here and keep the island company. It wasn’t safe for a young woman alone. I couldn’t chop wood worth shit. I tired of eating fish more quickly than almost all of my aunties—who swore they could eat it every day. Being here, removed from the small city of Green Lake, would hamper my access to the information I needed to gather.

But then I lay under the white pines and napped on their bed of copper needles. This was the scent I had craved all the time I was away. None of the bottles of essential oils in the city boutiques smelled anything like their labels promised—none smelled like this.

I woke as someone braver or more foolish. I smudged the cabin, in case any evil lurked there. Then I answered my own worries in the decisive way I had learned in my mock trials at the U. I could have a friend or a cousin stay with me. Hell, I could borrow a dog. I knew how to shoot, how to use bear spray. Uncle had a season’s wood stacked neatly behind the cabin. Who says I had to eat fish. I could stock up when I went to town.

And what about the research? The investigation was a reason to stay, not go. Maybe the clues were right here.

VII.

I had brought nothing for an overnight stay. My family would be worried if I didn’t return. So before the sun got too low, I fixed the padlock, and on a whim, kissed the doorknob like I used to when I was a kid. Then I walked back to my kayak.

Just before the landing, I tucked the kayak into a bay. After I’d attached a plug, I added a dangling nightcrawler for extra enticement, and cast—aimed for the faster water near the outside of the bend. On my first cast, I had a follow. A skinny pike that darted away without biting. I repeated the maneuver. No luck. I checked my rig. Perfect. So I turned toward the weed bed, aimed at the sweet spot where the coontail and muskie weed came together. My imprecise cast landed too close—I might get a snag instead of a fish. But Nizhishenh’s motto was Weeds equal fish. He loved the finesse of casting adjacent to weeds. “Your way, Uncle,” I said as I tried again. Of course, Smoke Man’s method came through.

Almost immediately, I had a strike. I jerked to set the hook and felt the heaviness as I continued to reel. A walleye. He came along smoothly, then dived. Pulled me back into the old game.

Forty minutes later, I had a happy stringer—three small walleyes and a respectable northern. But no trout. Trout are elusive, take more patience—but they’re prized for their flavor. They taste like dream fish, Nizhishenh used to say, better than we can imagine while awake. Each one with the subtleness of hazelnut tea, the flavor of the sweet waters they swam in.

Me, I liked fish, but I loved just being out on Inaabate, to float alongside the clouds, to watch the colors of sky and water both transform to pink at evening. I wanted it all—the eerie steam over morning waters, the rocking rhythm of a boat, the eagles perched like guardians, their fierce eyes penetrating all the way to your soul. Everything I could name—mineral scent of nibi, otters, conversing with the water lilies, frog song—filled me, and the everything I couldn’t name kept me coming back.

The river had been kind today and given up some fish. Like I had been taught, I put down asemaa. I tried to feel grateful, but making the tobacco gift, I felt like a fraud. Hadn’t the river also taken Nizhishenh from me?

I arrived home beat from the day. College had made me soft—ill prepared, not only for the physicality of fishing, but for all the real jobs. Still, I came bearing gifts. No loaves, but four fishes. I added to the pot in one way at least.

“Can I help you clean them, Auntie?” asked Jade. “I got a fillet knife for Christmas. Check it out.” He displayed a small number whose blade looked like a fish body. Duly impressed, I voiced big wows that got him grinning.

Not to be overlooked, Sig chimed in, “Can I hold the heart? Can you get it out quick, Jade, so maybe it will still be beating?”

“Okay. But I get to cut open the stomach and look for minnows.”

Winnie wisely called out, “Take it to the yard—and don’t leave a mess!” Fish scales and fish stories filled the next hour. I was gleaming as proudly as the boys when we brought in tomorrow’s supper, happy to have made this small contribution.

Later, from my porch bed I implored whatever gods were listening that I might also contribute a sliver of justice. I convinced myself at least one star winked its reassurance.

VIII.

I managed to avoid offering too many specifics about my trip to Winnie and the rest of the family. Yes, I visited the island. Mm-hmm. The cabin was in good shape. No sign of bears. No big trees down. My answers satisfied—them, if not myself.

I would tell them about the beer-drinking visitors, but not before I worked out my plan and devised a plausible move-to-the-island strategy they would accept.

As often happens, the spirits gave me a push. Sherri discovered my “crazy-headed never-gonna-work-in-ten-donkey’s-years peg-legged maneuvers” as she called my investigation plan. I had accidentally left my Smoke files at her trailer, and when I stopped by to retrieve them, I found her with a full ashtray and an owl scowl.

“And you were going to tell me this when, little cousin?”

I opened my mouth to lie but looked at her grasping a stack of the papers while one tear and then another tracked down her face. Instead, I shrugged and gave in.

“Uh, how about now?”

“Damn straight you will. Who the fuck you think you are, Bineshi? The Lone Ranger?”

And so, with Sherri’s colorful comments steady as a humming radiator, I filled her in.

“I know everyone’s … well uh, reluctant about digging into Uncle Smoke’s death.”

“Reluctant? Is that your polite college way of saying chicken shit, Cuz? It don’t take a genius to see how the landmines all over this here situation might make anyone who valued their red skin reluctant.”

I didn’t know if she was testing me to see how much I would grovel or if my careful phrasing had actually crossed into the pompous range on her bullshit meter. Law classes may teach you how to finesse a jury, but nothing prepares you for the tightrope walk skins have to do with family when they come home with a diploma. “I get it, Sherri. Come on. I grew up here, too. Hasn’t Johnson been tracking my every move since I got back?”

She ran her eyes slowly up and down my body, squinting as if I were a message too scribbled to make out. “Trackin’ your moves, did you say?” Then she smiled her I-just-rolled-double-sixes smile and I knew we were okay. “Maybe you’re givin’ off some pheromones. I heard he’s partial to musk.”

“Seriously, you want to hear this, or no?”

“No. But I guess I better. Someone’s got to keep you and your beaver musk out of trouble.” She sat down then, crossed her legs, and took out her nail file.

“Yup. Okay. But don’t jump all over me and let me say right up front I have more questions than answers.” Going before a magistrate had nothing on letting Sherri in on my meandering investigation. When I told her of my digging into records—at the library, DNR, courthouse, and tribal offices, I think she mumbled “grubby little paper whore” under her breath, but I kept on. I outlined my theory about Twin Ports’ past, and likely current, water contamination and the potential legal (and monetary) consequences. I pretended not to hear her huff and the rhetorical questions she threw out like confetti: “White greed is a surprise, cousin? You think Twin Ports doesn’t have its fishhooks deep in the whole region? Where you been sleeping?” I just continued to spew all my facts and my worries, explained how those consequences made Uncle Smoke’s complaint, which drew attention to them, unwelcome. Sherri also continued with her asides. “Unwelcome? Fuck yes. He slept with a gun under his pillow for a year.” I wanted to ask about that, but couldn’t let myself get sidetracked. I made my case for needing to know how deep his investigation went and whether the information he uncovered endangered Twin Ports’ business. I wanted to know who exactly worked behind the scenes to bend environmental rules or smooth over infractions. “Slimy tribal backstabbers, that’s who. The same hang-around-the-fort betrayers that sold off lake land to resorts, our girl babies to top hats.” Her savvy assessment rang true. I knew she knew the same sad facts I did, lived torn between fight and safety. But, because of Nizhishenh’s death, I now knew how flimsy was that safety, how illusory. I looked at her straight on then, all apology gone from my voice when I told her I would not stop my investigation—could not, until I knew if the treachery he may have uncovered endangered him, may have caused his so-called accidental death. When I had finally finished speaking, sweat was running down my back and between my breasts.

Sherri was pacing. She called me some inventive names. Wood tick of a turd was my favorite.

I waited.

“Well shit,” she said. “Shit shit shit shit shit shit. SHIT.”

Then she sat down on the couch next to me and asked the one question I hadn’t expected, “Well, is Uncle Smoke around to help us?” And just like that we were in it together, whatever it was.

I didn’t answer her question and she didn’t repeat it. But it stayed close like a ghost.

Finally, we talked about Uncle Smoke. Remembered our summer “camp” visits, his big ol’ dog Frida, and the skills he taught us, never worrying that as girls we wouldn’t be interested or would be unable to do the same things our boy cousins did.

We tramped around the woods, Nizhishenh storying the tracks, animal markings, medicines, and edible plants. The way I pictured the complex world he shared was as a honeycomb of invisible—twin of the physical—ready to feed us when we learned how to unlock that knowledge.

Sherri always had a more pragmatic approach. “Uh, maybe you should show us the nonedible plants, Uncle Smoke,” she laughed. “I seem to attract trouble.”

“True enough.” His eyes crinkled as he laughed, too. We all three knew Sherri’s lively nature wasn’t welcome in every space and tended to land her in hot water at school. “Don’t worry, my girl,” he added. “Trouble can be a good teacher.”

He did teach us the simple differences in foraging—false morels from the real, for example. I don’t remember his encyclopedic details about color, scent, shape, and texture of the mushrooms, but both Sherri and I still recite If it isn’t hollow, don’t swallow when we are hunting. Through Uncle, we learned many ways to distinguish safety and value—of people, places, and the plants.

I had settled deep into my reliving of the long-ago summers, so when my cousin shouted “Fish fritters!” I jumped, banged my elbow, then groaned both from the stinging elbow and at the memory. Now Sherri made big googly eyes, did fish lips, and pointed both fingers at me.

“Not my fault,” I protested, remembering my infamous cooking failure. Thick smoke and all of us coughing, even Frida. Then settling for popcorn for supper. “Seriously, it was that rancid lard. And don’t even think we will be getting out the rolling pin. This is a low-maintenance expedition, remember?”

Sherri just waggled her eyebrows at me. I knew I would be eating (if not making) fish fritters within the week.

IX.

We had to fight our way out of a bunch of fleshy hugs the morning we set out for our “camping trip” to the island. That euphemism seemed the closest I could get to what we had in mind. And Winnie only agreed because Sherri was coming, too. Sherri surprised everyone but me with her willingness to forgo manicures and lattes.

As we drew close to Windigo’s shoreline, we paused when we spotted a great blue heron fishing in the rocks and shallow pools. Sherri and I waited. The stalking drama never got old. We watched the slow ballet as the heron lifted reed-thin legs and crept forward. Then, though we expected it, we still jumped at the swift head dive. Sherri was duly impressed when the bird swallowed its prey whole. “Crazy! Look at that—the whole fucking body sliding down their skinny neck. They eat like C-Span after he’s had a potent toke.”

Lots of folks called the birds shitepokes, but Uncle said they had it wrong. He called them zhashagi in Anishinaabemowin and shypokes in English. “They hide and blend, but keep a keen eye out for danger—a sentinel bird. They lift off if wary and become a thin line in the sky—their legs straight out behind them.” I figured we could use a sentinel about now. We let the heron finish its dinner before we docked.

For three days nothing happened. We swam, ate cabin food, watched the sunsets, dodged mosquitos, shivered when wolves howled, and sighed when loons did. We took out memory after memory and dusted it off. Sherri caught me up on the family gossip and I transformed my unfulfilling college jobs and screwy boyfriends into funny anecdotes.

“No way did you date a mortician!”

“Worse, a mortician in training.”

“Stop. Don’t make me picture you holding a hand that polished dead bodies.” Sherri shook herself off as if dispelling the image.

“You don’t polish them. Clyde said you have to massage them to ease the rigor mortis.”

“Clyde? Clyde the Mortician? You are fucking with me, Bineshi.”

I tried to continue, but Sherri held up her hand in a stop gesture. “No. No way. New subject,” she demanded as she sputter-laughed. “So that is college? I guess I didn’t miss much staying here.”

I know her, so I heard the wistfulness. “Sher, you’re queen here. The senior center couldn’t run without you AND all the old men would die of boredom if you and your perky breasts left. But you could …” I hesitated before stepping quietly into the serious zone. “You could still go. There are lots of students older than us.”

She hooked her eyes to that dream for maybe ten seconds. She said nothing at first, just jutted out her dimpled chin and nodded. We sat in that marsh silence, then she gave me a wink and added, “I’ll keep that in my change purse, little cousin, along with my spare condom and my emergency ten-dollar bill.”

During the cabin nights, we fell into the longtime cousinhood that had sustained us when her parents split up, when mine died two years apart, when the school cast us into the role of underprivileged so they could flex their charity muscles. We would start each night in separate rooms and end up in the same big bed, not wanting to leave an opening for regret.

Grief was a different thing. We didn’t pretend not to miss Uncle Smoke, whose presence seemed everywhere—in the vinyl records we played, in the rock garden, the canning jars of maple syrup, the sweet barrel sauna he built.

I had lived with him for months after my dad died and I was officially an orphan. Winnie became my legal guardian; Nizhishenh became my backbone. I drifted hazily through the first weeks. My life had become a dammed river—the ecosystem completely altered. Uncle Smoke handed me job after job. Nothing trivial. He put me completely in charge of the supply agreements with the local businesses. I set prices and delivery schedules. I learned about expected harvests, competitors, and overhead costs. Who but Uncle Smoke would turn key parts of their livelihood over to a green and grieving girl? But gradually it brought me back. I took pride in my wins. Uncle brushed off any errors. Together we debated. Plotted new products.

Nizhishenh was a simple woodsman, but he had understood my fragility. As I told Sherri about the work splint he had fashioned to help heal my sorrow, I grew more and more angry at whoever was responsible for his death. Still each carved decoy, every recipe in his handwriting brought him back to us. We looked through his ledgers, laughing at the way he recorded everything down to flashlight batteries and tick collars.

We read aloud to one another. Lamp wicks, $8.50 for a dozen, Bactine & gauze, $4.79; QuickJohn, $14.95. That last one sent Sherri off on a rant about the merits of Johns—quick or otherwise. Suddenly, something jumped out at me: Legal Consultation, St. Paul, gas, food, half-hour LC fee, total $140. Legal consultation! But why St. Paul? Didn’t he trust the Duluth lawyers? I looked at the date, October 2017, I kept looking and found another LC two weeks later. Then nothing until the following February. I tried to work out the timing. He contacted Minnesota Pollution Control in spring 2018 to challenge Twin Ports’ water quality reports. This had to have been the preamble—him getting his ducks in a row.

I hadn’t known the details when it happened—nothing about the specifics of the complaint, just broad strokes the State Journal supplied. Local Landowner Challenges Water Study. The article didn’t say who wrote the complaint or if an attorney was involved. I also didn’t know who threatened him, only that he had written contingency letters. One to each of his siblings, none to me or the other kids. He sent me a picture
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