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Dedication

To my son Ayaabe,

who guided us out of the darkness when the world changed.
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Prologue

A GUTTURAL HOWL TORE through the lodge and breached the birchbark walls. The younger women caught their breath. The air inside the small domed structure grew thicker with each measured exhalation flowing from the young woman sitting upright against a pile of blankets draped with soft rabbit fur, her protruding belly commanding the attention of the midwives, her cousins, and her aunts. The fire burning in the middle of the birthing lodge painted her young, crumpled face a flickering orange. Her partner, the only man inside, nervously swayed on the soles of his feet while his mother and grandmother watched under concerned brows.

A large pot of water and cedar boughs boiled on the blackened grill in the centre of the lodge, steam and embers and the medicinal aroma of the tincture floating up and through the hole in the bark ceiling above. The birthing woman’s long, thick black braids hung down the front of the tattered light-blue button-up shirt covering everything but her belly, rising and falling with her breath as she recovered from the push. The young man knelt low beside her, rubbing her back and holding her hand while whispering assurances into her ear.

Two midwives—an elder and a younger apprentice—knelt before her, watching for the black hair of the child’s crown to emerge. The older woman squinted to peer through scratched glasses, while the other one softly commanded the delivering woman—her younger cousin—to prepare to push. She drew a long, energizing breath through her nostrils, and her cheeks ballooned as she exhaled through pursed lips. Her breathing quickened, tightening the space around the ten people huddling closer to fulfill this birthing rite.

The young man’s mother stepped forward from her perch beside the fire to deliver him a hand drum. She only nodded at him, to avoid betraying the anxiety that was peaking deep within her long into this night of labour. She’d delivered her son nearly two decades earlier in a loud, bright, white room in a city hospital hundreds of kilometres to the south. The moment replayed in her mind as they entered this birthing lodge to receive her grandchild, and she wondered if that hospital still stood.

The expectant father stood, taller than all the women gathered, and struck the drum four times. His voice cracked as he attempted the opening notes of the welcoming song, and he cleared his throat loudly to sync his melody with the beat. The shadow of his head bobbed against the tied boughs and birchbark that made up the interior wall of the birthing lodge, built high enough for the young man to stand comfortably. The skeletal saplings that ran up each wall were buried deep into the ground and woven together tightly to stand year-round. The beating rhythm of the drum invoked a count of the babies born in this ceremonial space in the decade since they tied it together: eight in total, but only five who survived beyond birth and infancy.

The younger midwife spoke softly to the expectant mother, low enough for only them and the elder midwife to hear. The young woman tightened her lips, her nostrils flaring with each heavy breath. Two of her cousins brought two plastic tubs of water closer. The elder midwife grabbed a pinch of cedar from a wooden bowl near the firepit and threw it onto the flames. The tiny green leaves popped and crackled, pumping a sharp evergreen aroma into the air.

The young woman pressed her chin to her chest to push again. Sweat rolled from her creased brow and down her ruddy cheeks. She cried out in another burst of pain and her partner sped up his drumming, outpacing the tempo of his own voice. His mother and grandmother bounced to the beat in front of the fire, while the shadows on the wooden walls around them danced.

The midwife asked her cousin for another big push. Her shriek stilled the shadows and caused her partner’s song to falter for a moment. The baby’s head emerged, its black hair glistening in the orange light of the fire. Face down, the child made no noise. The mother shouted and pushed again, but the baby remained in place, silent. The pause, although infinitesimal, was enough to panic them all. The elder midwife stepped forward swiftly to kneel beside the other.

“Wiikbinaa-daa,” urged the elder, repeating again, “Let’s pull!” She wrapped her thin fingers around the infant’s slippery head, cradling the chin and the back of its skull. The apprentice placed her hands atop the midwife’s. The drumbeat stopped in the sudden severity of the moment.

They remained silent while they pulled. The young mother threw her head back in one last immense inhalation, followed by a searing wail. In that instant, the baby’s shoulder came free, and in the midwives’ careful grip, the arms, torso, and legs slid out behind it. The elder midwife fluently pulled the glistening blood-streaked body into her elbow and scooped mucus from the baby girl’s mouth as she cradled her. A small but piercing first cry echoed through the lodge.

The new parents, exhausted, cried together in a relieved half embrace. By the fire, the new grandmother and great-grandmother beamed through tear-streaked cheeks. The younger midwife wiped down her cousin’s baby with a soft, white rabbit pelt, which turned pink with each pass across her blotchy skin. Still in the elder’s arms, the baby cried louder as her young lungs quickly expanded.

The girl was washed first in the tub of lukewarm sterilized water. Cedar water was poured in from the pot that simmered on the grill into the second tub, creating a translucent medicinal blend. The elder midwife dipped her hand into the warm essence and scooped it onto the newborn’s skin. The faint-green liquid streaked across her torso and beaded in the chubby creases of her arms and legs, the baby’s skin gaining colour with each beat of her young heart. The baby’s mother watched the ceremonial cleansing while sipping from a copper cup of water.

After the baby’s skin and scalp were dried with a faded and tattered blue towel, the young midwife carried her over to the eager and anxious new parents. She lowered the child onto her mother’s bare chest. As the baby nestled, the lodge roused in whoops of joy and celebration. The parents thanked their daughter for coming to them, and giggled together as they gazed in awe upon the new life they’d created, delicate yet full of wonder.

The young father looked from his daughter up to his mother by the fire. Her long dark hair hung loosely, framing her slender face. She smiled and nodded to let him know it was time. The new mother kissed the top of the baby’s head one more time, cupped her little frame into both hands, and raised the child in the direction of her grandmother. She took her granddaughter into her bare arms and carefully caressed the girl’s torso with her callused fingertips before resting her weathered palm upon it, trying to feel the first beats of her heart outside of her mother. She looked to her daughter-in-law and smiled again before clearing her throat to commence the naming ceremony.

“Boozhoo.” Her voice punctuated the convivial ambience hanging in the lodge. “Niimkiikwe ndizhnikaaz, mkwa ndodem. Bjiinak ngii-ooshenh’,” she said, introducing herself as a new grandmother in Anishinaabemowin, the traditional language of their people. The rest acknowledged her with a celebratory holler, and she switched to English to tell the story of the girl’s name so everyone could understand.

She told a story of a dream of a beam of light coming down from the sky—but it was only a glimpse. She told how the same dream came twice more in the following weeks, longer each time. In the vision, it appeared to be early fall, when the leaves have just begun to change. But the land she was seeing didn’t look like their current home.

As she walked through the bush, the trees were tall around her, she told them. Large pines were on her right. Maples and oaks stood scattered throughout. But mostly she remembered the white birch trees, leaves just starting to turn. She felt a warm breeze coming from behind her, and she heard waves but couldn’t see any water.

Then the light came again, the beam from above, descending slowly and touching down in the bush ahead. She couldn’t tell how far away she was from where the light met the ground, but she felt like it wanted her to follow it. She didn’t hear voices in her dream, she told the onlookers, but the light in the bush seemed to be calling to her.

Then, she told them, she stepped over a small hill into the middle of a clearing, where the gleam shone down, and she saw a tiny flower alone in the grass. “It had wrinkled purple petals with yellow and white in the middle,” she described. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a flower like it. Not around here, anyway. I tried to look up again to where the light was coming from, but that’s when I woke up.”

The new mother’s face swelled with emotion as she stifled a quick sob and smiled, teary eyes sparkling in the glow of the fire.

“I didn’t have to think about that dream anymore,” the grandmother said, concluding her story. “That flower I saw is this baby’s name. Like that flower, this child is special. She’s beautiful. She is a light that will help lead the way out of this darkness. Her name is Waawaaskone. A flower, in the language of our people.”

“Waawaaskone,” repeated the new parents. Sharp pops rang out as more cedar and tobacco were tossed on the fire.

In the sacred safety of the birth space, all stood but the new mother. The grandmother extended the baby’s small, plump body outwards. She turned to face the opening to the lodge, which pointed east. The baby slept soundly now, still wrapped in the faded blue towel. Her grandmother’s strong bare arms elevated her to eye level, presenting her proudly to the direction where the day begins.

“Waawaaskone,” she proclaimed again.

“Waawaaskone,” the rest repeated.

The grandmother pivoted to the remaining three directions, declaring the girl’s name. The crowd followed her movements and voice, repeating the name for all of creation to hear. The chorus faded into the bark walls and the ground below, and she lifted the baby skyward to speak her name one last time, followed by the echo of the helpers. The ceremony was complete.




One

WATER LAPPED AGAINST THE low hull of the boat, its rhythm synchronized with the pulls on the float line as the small white plastic pods that kept the net afloat knocked against the shiny metal of the vessel. Hand over hand, fifteen-year-old Nangohns yanked the white nylon net over the gunwale trim, pulling in the green and grey fish that flopped onto the curved deck. The rippling water around the small boat bounced jewels of light back up towards the sky. Nangohns hunched her long torso over to survey the morning’s haul. Three smallmouth bass so far, another three pike, and a couple of smaller pickerel. She looked from her deeply tanned hands to the bin on the floor of the boat and estimated she had pulled in about half of the net already. She’d hoped for a few more fish.

Two days had passed since Waawaaskone was born, and Nangohns had proudly taken on the responsibility of harvesting the food for the feast to celebrate her niece’s arrival. On short notice, she had decided that netting fish in the lake was the best option for a quick return. But it had only been a couple of weeks since the last netting, and she worried the lake’s stock was running low. A lot of the fish caught so far this season had seemed undergrown, and she’d heard similar complaints from other fishers.

The tin thirteen-footer she’d rowed out in rocked as she hauled in the net, but she kept her hips loose to prevent it from tipping. Since the age of five, Nangohns had practically lived on this lake, splashing along the shore with her brother, Maiingan, and other kids, rowing out to other inlets to explore, and walking along the ice and cutting holes to fish in the winter. The lake lay just steps from their settlement, which they called Shki-dnakiiwin, or new village. It was wide and deep, and teeming with fish when they first arrived, and her people called it simply Zaag’igan, the word for “lake” in their language. From the middle, rocky and sandy shores were visible in every direction, illuminated by the sun, which had cleared the treeline in the east.

Nangohns looked north, back at the settlement. When she and her family had made this land their new home, a half- day’s walk from the crumbling homes and buildings of the old reserve, they had laid out their new community in a loose circle. The open space in the middle was kept clear for ceremonies, celebrations, and the play of children. Over the water, Nangohns could hear the chatter of little ones in the distance as the community awoke just beyond the shore. The lodges lining that central space were inhabited by the five extended families who first came to Shki-dnakiiwin, led by Nangohns’s father, Evan Whitesky. She could see her own family’s pair of domed dwellings, made of a frame of tied saplings and covered in canvas and plastic tarps, lying closest to the shore, on the outskirts of a permanent camp of ten more wooden lodges ranged around the central gathering hub.

The ceremonial lodge was the largest structure, standing about a metre taller than the other buildings, and easily within Nangohns’s line of sight from her vantage out on the lake. Like most other buildings in this community, it was shaped into a dome, stretched out on the ground like an elongated oval. Walter, the eldest survivor, had instructed Evan and the other younger adults to build it this way, in the manner of the old medicine lodges of the Anishinaabek.

To Nangohns, Shki-dnakiiwin was physical evidence that separated the time before—what they called Jibwaa—from the world she knew now and that made up most of her memories. When her parents and their people were building this village, they erected an extra two dwellings on the periphery, in case any holdouts hoping for the lights to come back on at the old reserve—named Gaawaandagoong for the abundant white spruce trees there—would eventually turn up, needing shelter. Like her uncle Chuck, her mother’s cousin, who at first refused to live in the bush. And Dave, the elder Walter’s nephew, who remained in the community garage at the old site for as long as he could, half believing the machinery there, the power transformers and trucks, would one day work again. Nangohns remembered those two, among a handful of others, trudging through the snow, cheeks gaunt, eyes bloodshot, to join them after most of the holdouts had died off.

The final few floats that buoyed the net thudded against the gunwale as Nangohns brought in the last of it. Five more fish, all notably smaller than usual at this point in the season. There were thirteen altogether in the heavy green bin. A few twitched in their final nervous throes of life, but most had died shortly after being caught in the white weaves of the net, unable to move and push water through their gills.

Nangohns sighed and looked back to the shore. Adults were beginning to bustle in the central glade and along the shore, some collecting firewood, others hauling water in buckets. Most of the plastic tarps and canvas coverings of the dwellings were being readjusted or removed, in preparation for the coming summer heat. Seeing people out now for daily tasks turned her attention back to the head count for tonight’s feast. After everyone ate, the rest of the morning’s catch would likely last her family a week at most.

A loon flapped its wings low to the water as it passed through her line of sight. She grabbed the handles of the long, light aluminum oars, the oarlocks creaking and rattling as she settled into place to row homeward. As she pumped her right hand to slice the oar’s blade through the water and point the bow to the shore, the outlines of the muscles in her arms stretched and constricted in a steady tempo as she paddled herself smoothly to land.

The bow came to a stop on the muddy shore, scraping loudly as the hull dug into the rocks below. With the boat firmly planted among the lush green reeds of the shoreline, Nangohns stood, turned, and climbed up onto the seat in front of her and made her way to the front. The metal benches had captured the heat of the morning sun and warmed the bare soles of her feet. She leapt over the side and splashed into the shallow cold water, which came up to her calves. The summer solstice was approaching, but the lake would remain fairly chilly until the peak of the summer heat. Nangohns walked around to the bow and began to tug the boat out of the water and up onto the shore.

“Need help?” a familiar voice murmured from behind. She turned to see her father walking down the grassy slope to the shore. Evan Whitesky’s hair was freshly tied into a braid, and the sun reflected off the sheen of his black crown. He raised his hand to shield his eyes from the glare coming off the water.

“Kaawiin,” replied Nangohns. “It’s not that heavy this morning, sorry to say.”

She pulled the boat up onto the grass and let it sit. Evan came to her side and they peered down into the bin of fish, shoulder to shoulder.

“If I caught those with a hook I woulda thrown ’em back,” said Nangohns. “But they got caught in the net, so most were already dead.”

“We’ll make use of ’em,” Evan said, reassuringly.

“Might be time to find better fishing spots,” she suggested after a short pause.

“Let’s just clean these for now,” her father replied, pulling the bin of fish out of the tin boat and turning to walk back up the slope. Nangohns followed, carrying the other, empty bin and the tattered nylon net.

They ambled up from the shore and onto a plateau where their family’s two domed lodges stood, each entrance facing a large central firepit. The larger structure to the west was draped in green canvas tarps, faded by sunlight but mostly intact. A slightly smaller lodge was covered in a shiny, crinkled blue plastic tarp that rustled with any movement. The green house stood tall enough for full-grown adults to walk around upright inside with sufficient headspace. The blue dwelling stood lower, primarily a sleeping space, and a separate home for Nangohns’s brother, Maiingan, and his partner, Pichi, and now their newborn, Waawaaskone.

Evan carefully placed the haul of fish on the grass in front of the firepit. Nangohns tossed the big plastic bin and white net aside as they each took a seat on one of the stools arranged around the pit. The morning sun climbed higher and the soft humidity from the lake began to bead on their sun-darkened foreheads and bare shoulders.

“Aapiish Ngashi?” Nangohns asked, not seeing her mother around.

“She went out to the garden earlier to get some stuff to cook with these giigoonyik. Then I think she was gonna go see your aunties for a little visit,” Evan said. “I think a bunch of them are gonna come by. They all wanna see your little shimis.”

“Where’s the rest of them, then?” asked Nangohns.

“Inside sleeping still. Still pretty tired from it all.”

She wanted to see the baby girl again, but didn’t want to disturb the new parents.

They sat in the comfortable late-spring stillness. The sun climbed higher, accentuating their arid surroundings after several days without rain. The flies would descend upon them soon, to feast on bare arms and legs, and they could only cover them up with long sleeves and pants or swat them away until the woodsmoke from the evening fires provided a shield.

Evan set to cleaning the fish, and Nangohns to mending the net, which they both agreed could use some work. She grabbed a handful of the fine mesh from the bin and pulled it up to eye level. The nylon threads keeping the net together were still strong enough to trap with, but, scanning it up and down, she noticed some dire holes. It was their last net of this kind.

“Hide ties won’t work for a net,” Evan reminded her. “They’ll just soak and get loose and fall off. Maybe some spruce roots would work.”

Within her short lifetime, they would have been able to buy new nets hewn from thin but sturdy nylon strands from the people in the towns and cities to the south. Food and tools would come to them by air. In the winter, provisions came up on trucks that rolled along the ice.

But her father rarely indulged her questions about things like airplanes, trucks, and satellites, and Nangohns had mostly given up asking. The words and markings on their older tools and clothing—the things they hadn’t made themselves—had become increasingly intangible to her. Now it seemed that almost everything that had come from Zhaawnong—from the south, that other world, down there—was fading away and falling apart.

She had been three when the power went out, and only five when her father had led their people off the old rez and into the bush. But Nangohns held on to fading memories of bright lights and soft furniture and rumbling cars and trucks that once took them from place to place.

“Maybe I can take down some of the net on the side and use that to patch some of these holes,” she suggested.

Evan grunted in the affirmative, arranging buckets and preparing to clean the fish. He picked up one of the wooden logs that served as a stool next to the firepit and placed it beside another smaller one. On top of that log sat his long, curved fixed-blade cleaning knife in its original leather holster. Like the net, it was a manufactured tool that could no longer be traded for, and thus was wielded with great care, meticulously cleaned and sharpened, and never overused.

Nangohns waited for something from her father beyond the gruff acknowledgement.

“I bet there’s more nets lying around somewhere,” she said evenly, hoping she sounded pragmatic. “We just gotta go out and look. Spend a few days down Zhaawnong, checking out some lakes down there.”

Evan paused mid-reach into the fish bin and looked up at her, the cleaning knife in his other hand. “We went around, a few times over the years,” he said, turning back to the buckets below him. “We brought back just about everything we could find. You and your brother were just kids back then.”

“I remember,” Nangohns shot back. And she did remember, relatives who had gone and not come back. She remembered hearing murmurs about failed expeditions. Her sharp retort hung in the short distance between them until the baby cried from within her brother’s lodge. Nangohns shrugged and turned her focus back to the white threads in her hands.

Evan looked back down to the fish and wiped strands of his long dark hair out of his face and tucked them behind his ear. The cuts of white fish piled higher, and the zigzag lines of their muscles made mesmerizing patterns in the bucket. About three-quarters of the catch would be cooked to eat tonight. The rest would be smoked and preserved. Evan had been counting on more hauls of fish from the big lake over the summer. They’d need more for winter rations.

They had managed to feed themselves effectively and efficiently in recent years, hunting moose and deer in the fall and geese and ducks in the spring, mostly with bows and arrows, but occasionally with the dwindling supply of rifle bullets and shotgun shells. They snared rabbits and squirrels in winter, and fished through the ice when the lake froze over. Ahead of winter, meat was smoked and dried in old bottomless refrigerators placed over firepits. They gardened and grew squash and beans, and harvested berries from the bush. And there was manoomin—wild rice—that grew naturally in the shallower parts of the big lake. Some of the elders who were still around when they arrived—like Evan’s parents and Walter—remembered how to grow and harvest it. Keeping everyone fed was a constant effort, but lately these efforts allowed for the occasional celebration, like the one scheduled for the coming evening.

* * *

As dusk fell, the great fire in the centre of the settlement grew in size and heat. Sitting on a log on the outskirts of the gathering space, Evan watched a small but bustling crowd grow around the blaze, first a couple dozen people, mostly kids, and then double that—nearly the entire population of Shki-dnakiiwin. The elevated murmur of adults conversing was punctuated by the occasional crackle and collapse of burning wood in the large firepit. Children ran in circles around the oval lodges, playing tag and laughing. A large black pot full of manoomin simmered on the grill over the fire.

Maiingan was busily frying fish in bubbling duck fat in a massive cast-iron frying pan over the grill. A little beyond the fire, Evan’s granddaughter slept in Pichi’s arms, surrounded by a crowd of well-wishers. The baby was wrapped in a brown and white blanket of rabbit fur that the older women and men periodically tugged down softly for a better look at her sleeping face. Behind Pichi stood the baby’s grandmother, Nicole, resting her hand on the young mother’s shoulder and beaming every time someone gleefully uttered the girl’s name, which she’d bestowed upon her two nights before. She looked up and caught Evan looking her way, once again sparking their shared elation as new grandparents.

Evan also saw his friend Tyler in the group, squatting low with his wiry limbs jutting out of his faded black T-shirt and cut-off jeans, looking at the girl and beaming. He noticed Evan gazing his way and, with some parting words to the young mother and the others, he stood up and walked over to where Evan picked the last few bones from the prepared fish cutlets.

Greeting Evan as “mishoomis,” grandfather, Tyler took the stool beside him. As he took in the happy scene in front of them, he pulled the hide tie out of his black hair, allowing it to fall freely on his shoulders and down his back. “See that?” he asked Evan, subtly tossing his head. “Still as black as the night I was born. Good thing you’re a grandpa now. You got an excuse for them smoky streaks in yours!”

“Pfffft,” Evan replied, friendly but clearly envious, instinctively tucking the grey streaks from his temples behind his ears.

“Ho-ly, she’s beautiful, bud. You should be proud.”

“Miigwech, niijii. But geez, when I was them kids’ age,” he said, nodding towards some of the older boys roughhousing by the fire. “I wasn’t even sure I’d live this long. Now here I am a mishoomis.”

Evan looked from his granddaughter to the rest of the crowd. The outlying clusters of people gathered around the fire comprised members of the five main families that had survived the collapse and now lived here, who in the time before used the surnames Whitesky, McCloud, Meegis, North, and Birch.

The fish sizzled in the frying pan. Maiingan flipped the pieces with a metal spatula fastened with pine gum to a thick twig that replaced a long-ago broken plastic handle. Evan asked Tyler if he’d noticed how many fish were in the bucket.

Tyler raised his eyes at his friend in concern.

“Not much,” Evan replied for him, meeting Tyler’s gaze. “Nang set the net last night and pulled it in this morning. Only got about half of what usually comes in this time of year. All small. I’m scared to set it even one more time.”

“Maybe we’re gonna have to start going to some of them other little lakes. Maybe start using them old rods a bit more too,” said Tyler.

“If we had any line for ’em, you mean?” replied Evan, sounding harsher than he had intended.

Tyler paused, waiting for his old friend’s face to tell him more.

Evan softened. “You sound like my daughter,” he said, noticing Nangohns settled in on the far side of the fire and back towards the communal structures with a couple of the younger adults, including Amber, the midwife who’d helped deliver baby Waawaaskone, and her partner, Cal. “But I’ll remind you what I told her. Our nets are barely hanging on. You want to talk about fishing rods . . .”

“Yeah and you probably lost all your fancy lures to snags years ago, eh?” Tyler patted Evan playfully on his chest.

Evan grumbled amicably.

“Look,” said Tyler. “We’ve got work to do before winter. For sure. But we still got lots of moose jerky left over from the spring. And we’ll get more moose in the meantime. That daughter of yours is a real deadeye with that bow.”

“She is,” agreed Evan. “Doesn’t seem that interested in much else other than being in the bush. She’s a good friend to Pichi and them other ones their age, but she hangs out more with the older ones like Cal and Amber. Is that normal for a teenager?”

Tyler raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “There was never no normal when it comes to teenagers.”

“Speaking of them hooved ones,” said Evan, returning to the subject of food, “they don’t come around this way much anymore. They know we’re here. We gotta go out farther and farther every time to track ’em down. The rabbits don’t seem to snare as easily anymore, either. And who knows how long that wire’s gonna last.”

“You’re a grandpa now, man,” Tyler said after a pause. “You can see the new generation. Look. Right in front of you. You’re worrying too much. We’ve always found a way. We will now. They will too.”

A ripple of laughter erupted from the group gathered around Pichi and the baby. Gloria, the elder midwife who had guided the baby’s birth, was giving Nicole a playful nudge, and the crowd was gradually moving from the baby to the food as Maiingan finished up the first batch of fish. Evan took in everything at once, in the orange glow of the fire. A bit beyond them, he saw the silhouette of one small child tackling another.

“We should go see Walter tomorrow to talk about it,” Evan said, but lightly, to show his friend that he had heard him and appreciated the counsel.

“I’ll run it by him tonight,” replied Tyler. “Forget all that for now, though. We got food to eat. It’s a party!” He raised his hands in a victorious gesture before clasping one down hard but affectionately on Evan’s bare shoulder. The slap was loud enough to make Maiingan turn in their direction.

“Ow, goddamn it!” Evan yelped, half in pain, half in laughter, as he gave Tyler a hard shove and knocked him off his seat. Tyler hooted out a laugh on his way to the ground. They both stood and made their way over to the feasting area on the other side of the fire, where Waawaaskone’s celebration was getting underway.

From the other side of the fire, Nangohns watched her father and his friend walk towards the gathering. Her companions, Amber and Cal, had stolen off by themselves for a quiet moment together after a long day of work, she suspected. The two had been inseparable as young teens when the community settled here, and in the last couple years they’d blossomed into a full-fledged item. In their mid-twenties now, they were among the younger couples. Nangohns figured it wouldn’t be long until they had kids of their own, but she had always felt too shy to ask them about it. Next to herself, Cal was one of Shki-dnakiiwin’s best hunters, and although her aim and stealth were unsurpassed, she envied his speed and strength. Amber was rapidly becoming their most experienced midwife, following in Gloria’s footsteps. And Nangohns’s mother, Nicole, discovering that her own daughter would rather be hunting, had taken Amber under her wing, teaching her about the medicines.

Nangohns looked at Pichi, her round cheeks pushed outward by her wide smile as she peered down at Waawaaskone. The baby slept soundly despite the commotion around her. Nangohns listened to the playful squeals of the other kids nearby, and wondered what life would be like when Cal and Amber finally did have a child, leaving her to spend time with the younger children. Maybe she’d take to the bush even more. That’s where she felt the most comfortable, after all, and where she could do their people the most good.

Her joy about the small baby was overshadowed by concern over the meagre fish, and her mind clouded with thoughts of the future. She imagined what her father and Tyler had said to each other, and what might become of it.




Two

THICK RAINDROPS FELL ONTO the tarp roof of the lodge in a steady hum. First just a few modest taps, and then, in moments, a downpour, cascading so quickly that the sound of each bead of water became indiscernible from the others. The roar of the deluge was welcome after ten days without rain.

In the middle of the central lodge a fire burned, the reflection of the flames dancing in the eyes of the twelve figures loosely assembled in the long, oval space. Walter and Gloria, the eldest of the community, had shown Evan and the others how to build the lodge in the old style, with the eastern doorway the primary entrance and exit. The western opening was only used to close major ceremonies, like funerals. Movement within the lodge was always contingent on the fire: one could only walk around it clockwise, upon entrance, exit, or to move places. That is the way of the old medicine lodge of the Anishinaabek, Walter had told them then.

Aside from Evan, Nicole, and Tyler—in his usual place over the fire—gathered there that evening were Evan’s parents, Dan and Patricia, standing in their moccasins with long strips of hide looped into the waists of their old, loose pants to hold them up. Dan wore a threadbare sleeveless white T-shirt, and Patricia was in an oversized faded purple athletic tank top. They were just a little younger than Walter, elders now in their own right. J.C., Walter’s nephew, and his partner, Amanda, one of the last of the old band councillors, stood nearby, perched in the doorway chatting with Tyler’s partner, Nick. They were a little older than Evan. Along with Nicole, they were the ones who had led the survivors from the old town into the bush ten years before.

The leaders of that migration had also included Candace, another of the former councillors, seated by the fire with her son, Cal, and his partner, Amber—both now considered young trailblazers themselves. Behind them, talking with Nicole, stood the only relative newcomer, Meghan, a white woman who had come up from the south the first winter after the blackout but was by now one of their own. She regaled Nicole as they waited with a story about her son, Makwa, the child she’d borne seven years earlier with Jeff, Evan’s cousin. To Nicole, she’d gone from mysterious foreigner to family in the twelve years since she arrived.

Dan spoke up over the pounding rain, his forehead creasing into rivers of wrinkles as he looked up at the ceiling. “Gchi-gmiwan nongo naagshig,” he said, acknowledging the heavy evening downpour.

“Hopefully them strawberry bushes will start to catch up now,” Evan replied.

At the peak of the dry spell a few days earlier, Nicole and Maiingan had returned from a meagre medicine walk with Amber and Cal, reporting that the berries were late, and that the bushes lacked their usual colour for this time of year. As he listened to the rainfall, Evan hoped the water would help draw the red of the strawberries and white yarrow from the land around them.

They had all agreed to convene at sundown, when the smaller children would be in bed and the older ones would be able to occupy themselves with old scratched checkerboards marked by stone play pieces and tattered books read by candlelight made from moose and deer tallow.

Tyler quietly rearranged the logs of the fire with a rusty steel poker. He had lifted the canvas and nylon tarps from the bottom of the structure to let in the cooler outside air. The others caught up in quiet conversation, waiting for the meeting to formally convene.

The chatter stopped when the figure of a tall man in a rough moose-hide vest and loose blue basketball shorts appeared in the doorway. His bare paunch protruded slightly from the vest’s tan lapels. In his left arm he cradled and carried his medicine bundle: a pipe, tobacco, sage, an eagle feather, and other ceremonial items and medicines wrapped in another long cut of hide, stained and smooth from years of handling. His long grey hair was tied back in a tight braid, accentuating his squinting eyes as he entered the dim fire-lit space. His pace was slow but smooth and deliberate.

“Holy shit, why’s everyone so quiet?” said Walter. “Is this my funeral or something? Did I get struck by lightning out there?”

Affectionate laughter rippled through the group. “Who’s that keeping the fire? Tyler? I can’t tell from here.” He squeezed his eyes tighter, almost closing them entirely. “Jesus Christ, all you long-haired Indians look the same in the dark. Get a haircut and get a real job!”

He raised and shook a loose fist in jest, and set his bundle down on one of the woven blankets laid out in front of the fire. Evan could remember when the blanket was brought up as a gift for the former chief and council from a deputy minister in the old government’s Indigenous Affairs department.

Walter moved through the assembly, hugging and greeting each person individually. Now somewhere in his seventies, he still towered over most of them. He walked clockwise around the fire—the way they had been taught—to finish his round of greetings, then leaned down to take a pinch of dried tobacco out of the bowl beside Tyler near the fire. He closed his eyes and whispered a prayer, elevating his fist close to his heart to hold the semaa, his tobacco offering, tight. He opened his eyes and tenderly lowered his hand to offer his prayer medicine to the fire. Tyler followed by throwing a small dash of cedar leaves onto the burning logs. Walter stepped around the rocks of the circle that contained the blaze, and eased himself down with a pronounced groan onto the blanket on the western side of the lodge, across from Tyler. “Nmadabik,” he kindly commanded the others, and they lowered themselves onto the blankets on the ground surrounding the firepit, gathering close enough to see each other’s faces in the light of the flames.

Walter’s eyes no longer strained as he looked into the fire before him. He rested his forearms on his bare knees, his moccasins folded under his crossed legs. The patter above slowed to a quieter pace; the heaviest of the downpour had passed.

“Mii zhgo wii-niibing,” he proclaimed. “Summer’s almost here.”

Several hummed an acknowledgement and nodded.

“The rain is nice, though, eh? It’s been pretty dry the last little bit. It was probably almost a month, if we were counting the days, since we had a good rain like this one. So the berries are behind. The gardens aren’t coming up good. I even heard some of the medicines around here aren’t as easy to find like usual.” He glanced towards Nicole.

Nicole straightened her back and told the group about her medicine walk with Maiingan and Cal and Amber three days ago. With the birth of Waawaaskone, she had hoped to harvest a flower her Auntie Aileen used to tell them was good for babies. She remembered Aileen showing her how to harvest and then boil the root, which could then be rubbed on a baby’s gums to help soothe the pain of teething. Her granddaughter, still only days old, wouldn’t need it for a while yet, but Nicole had hoped to gather some to have on hand for the sleepless nights to come. But the bushes weren’t even budding. They were able to bring back some yarrow and cedar, but not much else. The land was dry.

“We had dry summers before,” Walter piped up. “Everything usually catches up. But if the rest of this summer stays dry, and then the next one too, it’s gonna be hard to keep up.”

He paused to peer back into the fire.

“Weather’s been changing since before we came out here,” said Walter. “But I think there’s a bigger problem facing us right now that I worry we’re responsible for.”

Evan turned to Tyler, who tightened his lips.

“Whenever we have to go out and get a moose or a deer,” Walter continued, “we have to go farther and farther to track one down. Sometimes we even gotta stay the night out there in the bush. Even the four-leggeds know enough not to hang around here no more. We’ve been in this place for some ten winters. We haven’t moved nowhere. There’s a reason our ancestors always picked up and left whenever the seasons told them to. Anishinaabek were meant to move.”

Walter’s voice went suddenly hoarse, and a rumble came from deep in his throat as he tried to clear it.

“Nbi,” he said, holding out his hand. J.C. handed him a brown metal water bottle. Walter unscrewed the shiny top, took a generous swig, and handed it back to his nephew. “Chi-miigwech,” he said.

Tyler tossed another dash of cedar onto the fire.

For all of Evan’s life before the blackout, his community had been consigned to one place. Generations had been unable to move and live in the old way, and by Evan’s childhood, the majority of their food and supplies came to them. It wasn’t a lot, but they survived. Even then, they still went out into the bush to get whatever else they needed. But for the last ten years, hunting and harvesting were how they’d been getting all their food.

“The other big problem is with the giigoonyik,” Walter continued. “We’ve been using the net too much, and that big lake, it just can’t keep up. We’re not the only ones who need the fish. The birds do too. And they need the manoomin. If we take too much, everything else could suffer. There needs to be a balance with all the life in the waters around us. Right now, we’re upsetting that balance.”

Evan sensed several bodies around him readjusting nervously. Tyler’s eyes were cast to the ground.

“We’re all too young to have experienced this, but this has happened before,” Walter went on. “It’s what happened to our ancestors when they used to live on those big waters down south, before they were pushed up here. The zhaagnaashak brought in big boats with big nets and they took almost all of the fish out of the lakes. Then they cut all the trees down. It was in a different lifetime, and in a different world, really, but it wasn’t that long ago. That was Jibwaa, back before. And when the lights went out and we lost everything we had from the world of the zhaagnaashak, we were given a chance to live another way. We left where we were and we came out here. As hard as that was, and as many as we lost, it’s part of our history.”

A log crumbled into embers in the fire, sending up a crackle of sparking ash.

“I tell you all this tonight,” Walter said, “because I think we’re gonna have to make a decision soon. Another matter of life or death for our people.”

A soft, expectant clamour moved over the group. Walter paused to allow the brief confusion to calm.

“We need to go back home,” he said.

Evan felt his chest pound. He looked to Tyler, who gazed back stoically this time. He turned to his parents, and saw their hands clasped on his mother’s knee. Meghan and the younger ones kept their eyes locked on Walter, awaiting an explanation.

“We’ve been up here for so long that some of us forget where we originally came from,” he continued. “And I don’t think the young ones hear enough about our real homelands, where the birch trees grow by the big water. That land is who we are. It’s time to undo what’s been done to us. It’s time to go back home.”

Nicole and Evan locked eyes, not sure how to respond. Finally, from the northern side of the circle, Cal, the youngest in the group, spoke up.

“So we gotta pack up and go south, then,” he affirmed.

“Not yet,” the elder responded immediately. The creases at the corners of his eyes and around his cheeks mapped out a lifetime of grief and healing. “After all that happened that first winter, when evil came to us on the old rez and threatened everything we had, everything we were, we haven’t had any contact with the world below.”

Meghan, whose gaze had been fixed on Walter, bowed her head. Of everyone present, she’d had the most recent glimpse of the world before: a city in turmoil, violently unravelling. She had told everyone here all she saw. Infrastructure and communications failing in a matter of weeks after the power went down, followed by burglary, violence, and elevating chaos. Nick had witnessed it too, as a student in the same city at the time, but he escaped weeks before she did. Neither of them told those stories anymore, though, and no one had returned to the city, once called Gibson, since.

“We need to know what’s happening down there first,” Walter declared. “We need to know before we decide if a big move is something we can do. We have new babies here. We can’t put them, or anyone else, in danger.”

“We gotta go scout it out,” acknowledged Evan, thinking of his new granddaughter, Waawaaskone, just days old.

“Haven’t we tried that already?” Candace’s voice cracked from the other side of the circle. “We never find anything.”

Amanda wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulders.

“We lose people,” Candace concluded, choking back emotion.

It was true. There were two missing from their circle that night. Isaiah, another of Candace’s sons, Cal’s older brother; and Kevin, Tyler’s younger brother. They had left on a similar expedition deep into Zhaawnong four years earlier, seeking supplies and answers about the blackout. They never returned. Their departure had only widened the void for those they left behind.

Evan remembered helping Isaiah pack the night before he headed south. Their plan was for the two men to pack light and move fast. They didn’t have a fixed destination in mind, but had prepared for a month-long trip: two weeks down, or until they found something, and two weeks back. They would resupply as needed in the bush. Both knew their way around.

Evan worried that Isaiah hadn’t packed enough quick-dry clothing and had brought him some of his. He had teased his friend for insisting on bringing his long-dead cellular phone, which since the first night of the blackout had been as good as a brick without power and a functioning network to connect to. When Evan asked why he was bringing it, Isaiah had joked about finding service and ordering a pizza, before throwing the device, wrapped in a blue rubber case adorned with the logo of the Toronto Maple Leafs, into his pack.

Back in the lodge, Cal’s voice rang out, startling Evan from his memory.

“I’ll go,” the young man proclaimed, straightening his long back and lifting his square jaw.

Amber let out a choked cry. “What?” She was shocked.

Cal took her gently by the shoulders. “We’ve been saying this for years now,” he said, looking deep into her eyes. “You know Walter is right. And I wanna know what’s down there.”

Amber said nothing and kept her eyes trained on his. His mother, Candace, exhaled a shaky breath and slouched forward, looking down into her clasped hands.

Cal spoke to the group. “I wanna do what’s right for our people. This is a chance to go back home.” He turned back to Amber. “I wanna honour our ancestors. And my brother. And you should come too.”

Walter interjected that they wouldn’t be taking volunteers just yet, but that he did think they should go sooner rather than later. “If a team goes right at the start of summer, they could be back by the fall, just as the leaves turn.”

“Walking all the way?” asked Cal.

“Unless you figured out how
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