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Bad Indians Book Club is a compendium of worlds. From a lifetime of reading, there emerges a marriage of tapestry and map, a vision of the literary canon not as some secret handshake of the correctly educated but as a living, growing organism. . . . There’s a dangerousness to a book like this. It’s not enough to define the Good Indian, the Grateful Immigrant, the Untroublesome Minority. Nor is it enough to simply reject these designations. One must interrogate how they came to hold so much power, how they offer the willing participant so many crumbs of reward from colonialism’s table.




— Omar El Akkad, author of One Day, Everyone Will Have Always Been Against This





Bad Indians Book Club is like a kind and protective auntie guiding you through a sometimes hostile world with sheer wisdom and wit. It’s a resounding rallying cry for our stories and our peoples. There’s no other book club I’d want to be in!




— Waubgeshig Rice, author of Moon of the Turning Leaves





I didn’t want Bad Indians Book Club to end. Patty Krawec’s book is a call to action to be curious, to be vigilant, to listen to and receive the inner strength of the land, to create and recreate community, to agitate, to investigate, to take story into ourselves and to hold the teachings sacred.




— Shelagh Rogers, Truth and Reconciliaton Commission Honorary Witness and founding host of CBC’s The Next Chapter





This genre-crossing, shape-shifting, imagination-expanding book is for all who love to, and also need to, read. We tell stories to live, and this enlivening book reflects on all kinds of stories, each page suffused with Patty Krawec’s unmistakable voice and generous, timeless wisdom.




— Astra Taylor, author of The Age of Insecurity: Coming Together as Things Fall Apart





Bad Indians Book Club is full of good medicine—challenging us to ask questions and bringing us home to ourselves. As Patty Krawec guides us into the deep wisdom wells of many people who journey in kinship, we consider how to hold the curiosity of care and stories, and what it means to imagine and create a future that integrates all our stories into a web of healing. Please buy this book, and celebrate the power of story in a weary yet flourishing world.




— Kaitlin B. Curtice, author of Living Resistance: An Indigenous Vision for Seeking Wholeness Every Day





In Bad Indians Book Club, Patty Krawec provides critical space for the ne’er-do-wells, disrupters, red sheep, box-busters, tricksters, and all us rowdy relatives defying expectations. Indigenous people have always been proverbial thorns in the sides of colonizers, and this piercing book does an incredible job of letting the air out of today’s imperialist narratives.




— Taté Walker, Two Spirit Lakota storyteller and community-builder





With Bad Indians Book Club, Patty Krawec gifts us a compelling investigation into the power of not just reading books but also doing so in community. Krawec makes the case for building your circle through reading, as a way of being in better relations with all our kin, including the land. Thinking deeply alongside other books, Bad Indians Book Club is a needed guide at a moment when books are under attack. Books are not just written culture, they are also oral culture, and Krawec illuminates this beautifully.




— Chanda Prescod-Weinstein, author of The Disordered Cosmos: A Journey into Dark Matter, Spacetime, and Dreams Deferred
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For Kerry, without whom none of these conversations would have been possible,

and Kyle, who asked a silly question.







It’s not about blood and it never has been. It’s about how you arrive and build a relationship with the land you’re on. And once you’re there, it’s also about how you receive others.




— Natalie Diaz (Mojave/Akimel/O’odham)





Other nations take these things into account, and in doing so they reinforce something we, with our fixation on blood, have forgotten: bending to a common purpose is more important than arising from a common place.




— David Treuer (White Earth Ojibwe)
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Foreword

It’s not common knowledge that Georgetown University maintains a small satellite campus in the tiny Arabian Gulf nation of Qatar. In the fall of 2024, I was offered a month-long residency at the campus. I grew up in Qatar, and while the prospect of flying halfway around the planet for work became less and less appealing as I got older, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to see high school friends and visit the site of my childhood.

It ended up being a good residency; it has been one of the few instances when I’ve taught a creative writing workshop where most of the students weren’t white westerners. Toward the end of my stay, I stopped by the campus bookstore and bought a school hoodie.

Since I’ve returned to North America, that hoodie has become a kind of real-time sociology experiment. There’s nothing particularly unusual about it—it simply states the name of Georgetown University in English and Arabic. But the Arabic script is larger, running bold across the chest. I’ve come to recognize a particular kind of reaction whenever I wear it in this part of the world: a passing glance that notices the Arabic script and then does a double-take, something like consternation in the eyes. Brows then furrow at the words Georgetown University in English below, joined to the name of some faraway place. Sometimes, in these fleeting interactions, the final expression on the other’s face is one of open hostility. Most often it’s just disorientation.

I imagine this phenomenon must have something to do with all the other times people in this part of the world tend to see Arabic script: on ISIS flags in the news; on the storefronts of disheveled set-piece towns in American action movies, soon to be made ruins by one kind of cinematic violence or another; on election pamphlets dispensed throughout “ethnic” neighborhoods; and on those “Everyone’s Welcome” murals where, because not a single person involved speaks the language, the letters appear backwards and disjointed. These looks I get, wearing what should be an utterly innocuous hoodie, are not because people haven’t heard stories told in and about my mother tongue, but precisely because they have. It’s just that someone else has been doing the telling.

Language is never enough. Any discrete collection of words and grammar captures the analog reality of human experience no better than a net captures water. We are all of us made of stories half-told, half-understood, changed each time in that lawless space between the saying and the listening. In this way, to read a book, to take in a story, is to unshackle oneself from the obligation of complete understanding—to instead participate in a different kind of communion, one in which failure is a revelatory thing, a prelude to a more honest relationship with the world.

I first met Patty Krawec as a consequence of my own failure. She’d read my debut novel, a book called American War, set in the ruins of a future United States. She reached out to ask where, in my imagining, were the descendants of the people who’d first walked and tended to this land, the people who’d been erased from so much of this continent’s cultural output over the centuries. I had intended the novel to be an inversion of erasure, a means of superimposing the stories of the part of the world I came from onto the heart of the superpower. And yet I had, by way of the obliviousness that so often accompanies self-perceived righteousness, engaged in another kind of erasure, too.

The conversations Patty and I had since then have been some of the most reorienting I’ve ever had about my own work. At the time, much of the critical assessment of my novel centered on the book as literary prophecy, a depiction of some ruinous American future, when I had intended no such thing. Patty read something entirely different, saw another world in the pages.

Bad Indians Book Club is a compendium of worlds. From a lifetime of reading, there emerges a marriage of tapestry and map, a vision of the literary canon not as some secret handshake of the correctly educated but as a living, growing organism.

Perhaps the most straightforward assessment of this book centers on the text as a kind of recommended reading list, a collection of titles chosen by the author to achieve some rhetorical or ideological goal. Certainly, Patty’s kaleidoscopic literary appetite easily allows for such an assessment, and there is enough here to construct the most refreshing contemporary syllabus. But this reading alone does the work a disservice. So does a reading focused on agreement, the relative distance between the reader’s opinion of these various texts, and the author’s. In many cases, I found myself at odds with Patty’s interpretation of some work we’d both read, and these moments of friction—of noticing the same light passing through different prisms—were among the most enjoyable.

But again, it’s insufficient. Instead, something else entirely forms the narrative backbone of Bad Indians Book Club, makes it most vital: the connective tissue. Decades of reading across cultures, across histories, across worlds, presents itself as a web of passages from one people’s experiences to another’s. From the ongoing obliteration (both physical and rhetorical) of Palestinians to the complexities of Indigenous identities within Appalachia, and the centuries-long refusal of the colonial project to recognize them. From the Native Hawaiian relationships with land to the Haitian diaspora’s relationships with home. There begins to build, page by page, a sense of solidarity born not of unquestioning unanimity or orthodoxy but the sharing of many stories outside the suffocating flatness of empire. An us that includes you.

Perhaps the longest-resonating aftereffect of reading Bad Indians Book Club is the realization that the default mode of living under colonialism and its capitalist machinery is the exact inverse of this lateral solidarity: a perpetually walled-off existence, an us over here, a you elsewhere.

Many years ago, I read the memoir Good-bye to All That by Robert Graves. Toward the end of that book, Graves, having survived the First World War, travels to Egypt to teach English. There, he laments the inherent hopelessness of students with names like “Mahmoud Mohammed Mahmoud” and “Mohammed Mahmoud Mohammed,” and how desperately he “wished to protect Shakespeare from them.”

I was reminded of that glib, plainly racist vignette while reading a section in Bad Indians Book Club where Patty describes publishing a magazine article, for which a photograph of her and her son was commissioned:


There isn’t anything real about this picture. The photographer staged it, and it represents her idea of how we should look rather than who I actually was. When the photographer arrived, I had been wearing a purple dress with a full skirt that I liked because of the way that it moved when I danced at the powwows I attended . . .

You can imagine my confusion when the photographer’s first words were to ask where my traditional clothes were. She wanted the whitestream vision of Pocahontas—braids and buckskin—not a young mother with bobbed hair and a purple dress. I was not yet confident enough to push back, so I accepted my place as a Good Indian.



There’s a dangerousness to a book like this. It’s not enough to define the Good Indian, the Grateful Immigrant, the Untroublesome Minority. Nor is it enough to simply reject these designations. One must interrogate how they came to hold so much power, how they offer the willing participant so many crumbs of reward from colonialism’s table.

And on the other side of that interrogation, perhaps, an alternative way of being emerges: one based on the strength of our relationships, the only language enough to hold the whole of living.

OMAR EL AKKAD





Aaniin


I am trying to urge you toward something new—not simply against their myths of conquest, but against the urge to craft your own.—Ta-Nehisi Coates



Aaniin, boozhoo. Wabanan Anangonkwe n’dishnakaaz. Adik n’dodem. Obishkokaang n’doonjibaa. Ojibwe Anishinaabekwe n’daaw.

Hello. I was taught to introduce myself with my name, clan, community, and nation, so that people would know the location I speak from, the communities I belong to. An introduction is where we set our intentions. We call in the past, present, and future generations to remind us that while our words may live in the present, they are rooted in what came before and lay the groundwork for what is yet to come.

Where we are from is a fraught question, particularly at this moment when it is being used to justify the worst kind of violence against anyone deemed to be out of place. In this context, where we are from determines where we are supposed to be and gives government—as well as those it deputizes formally and informally—the right to remove whoever it decides belongs someplace else. I hear this all the time when I bring up Land Back, as if restoring the land to itself would mean replicating the racial categories and hard boundaries of our current world. Used in this way, “Where are you from?” is a question of suspicion rather than curiosity. But this is all very recent, and it doesn’t have to be that way. Where are you from can be the beginning of relationship and understanding of what you bring with you into this place.

For millennia, people have moved and lived in ways that shared space without having to determine through blood or politics if you belonged. As Natalie Diaz says in the opening epigraph, it was never about blood. It was about how you arrive and build relationship; and then, having established yourself there, it is about how you welcome others as well. David Treuer reminds us that bending toward a common purpose is what makes a community. Our relatives matter, and the places where our ancestors became a people matter, because the land is my ancestor as surely as any of my human relatives are. But human ancestry is not the only relation that determines who we are and what we are building, and as Ta-Nehisi Coates (Black) says in his book to young writers, The Message, we must resist the temptation to find belonging by crafting our own narratives of conquest and all the borders and violence they require.1 Bad Indians know that we survive together or not at all.

Understanding these relations is important. Deborah Miranda (Ohlone/Costanoan-Esselen), author of Bad Indians: A Tribal Memoir, says that knowledge of who is telling the story is critical information that you, the reader, need in order to understand the stake they have in telling you a story. “Who,” she asks in the context of reading about history, “is inventing me, for what purpose, with what intentions?”2

So let me tell you who I am, my purpose, and set some intentions about this book club we are embarking on. I am a member of Lac Seul First Nation in northwestern Ontario, several hours north of Lake Superior, although I’ve never lived there. I tend to say that I belong there rather than that I am from there, in part because it is a legal belonging, not the place I ought to be as if I am currently out of place. It is where my father and his father, myself and my sons were and are registered as Indians under the Indian Act in Canada. That’s a piece of legislation from the late 1800s that has been amended many times and continues to shape and control the lives of Indigenous people within Canada’s borders. In the United States, that kind of legal belonging is determined by the tribe itself, although the state or federal government retains the authority to legally recognize the tribe. Federally that authority rests with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, located within the Department of the Interior.

I belong to Lac Seul through kinship relations as well—a dense network of cousins covering the land and cities north and west of Lake Superior. My father and his family were far away and seemingly out of reach, but their existence was never hidden from me. In many ways my life has been a search for people and stories that could help me put flesh on the relatives and ancestors I knew only through photographs. I grew up in the 1970s and ’80s, so the stories I found about Indians were written by white historians and anthropologists, then projected by Hollywood into our homes and onto me. They were invented stories, told with purpose and intention. In the stories told in books and film, there were, and often still are, Good Indians: those who rescue white heroes so that they can in turn be saved. And in these stories, there are Bad Indians, too: those who refuse to rescue settlers or to be saved themselves.3

Finding my father, almost by accident, in the early 1990s sent me looking for Native people rather than just stories about them. Until I found my father living relatively close to me rather than two thousand kilometers away near the small town where he and my mother met, I had believed that Native people simply didn’t live where I was. It’s not that absurd an idea, really; decades later I still meet people who are surprised that we exist at all.

The Native Canadian Centre of Toronto and the Native Women’s Resource Centre of Toronto, not too far from where I lived at the time, were hubs I could join and bring my children to. We found some Good Indians, those who rescued white people and then allowed themselves to be saved, through religion or politics or other ways to belong that relied on the displacement of others. Many of these Good Indians found a way to survive in a world that didn’t want them to, and, in their own ways, many held onto language and story amid everything else.

But it was the Bad Indians to whom I felt drawn—and still do. I had grown up in the apocalyptic visions of evangelical Christianity, so I was used to thinking about worlds ending. It was these Bad Indians who offered me a vision of new worlds being born—worlds rooted in differences that bring balance and life, not differences that play out in hierarchies and power. Like the faith in which I grew up, Hollywood’s apocalyptic stories rely on The One, with everybody else a bit player whose purpose is to ensure the survival of The One. As I said, Bad Indians know that we survive together or not at all.

So I followed these Bad Indians into protest and ceremony, the round dances of Idle No More, a kind of contemporary ghost dance with which we could call forth our ancestors to help us sing and dance new worlds into being. We had no interest in rescuing this system or creating a kinder and more inclusive nationalist project that could save us from ourselves while it benefits from our displacement. My children’s earliest memories are walking the streets surrounded by Bad Indians, who refuse to accept political crumbs and demand that promises be kept.

The dominating society loves to categorize people as good and bad depending on whether or not they support the existing system. In his own memoir, film and culture critic Jesse Wente (Anishinaabe) writes about being keenly aware that he is the kind of Indian that residential schools were designed to produce. Made tolerable and acceptable by the system whose intention was to erase and destroy. It is not, he says, an identity to which he aspires and is one that he fights against. He asks himself, working in the midst of colonial systems, “Are you going to be the Acceptable One, or are you going to raise hell and find a way to weaponize your privilege against the very place that’s given it to you?”4 In her book Bad Jews, which examines the history of Jewish people in America, Emily Tamkin (Jewish) calls anti-Semitism “the conviction that Jews are forever foreign or alien to whatever population they happen to be in, and often have designs on corrupting that population.”5 This sounds familiar to me; those of us who are pushed into the margins, into the mashkiig—the swamp—are also seen as foreign or alien to whatever place we find ourselves in. We can try to be good, try to fit in, but in the end it doesn’t matter. This world wasn’t made for us, and our presence is seen as a threat. Assimilating to that world means negating our history, our ancestors, our selves. Bad Indians refuse this rootlessness.

Following the paths onto which Bad Indians led us, my children and I found others who refused to be saved: people from communities who, like us, have been pushed violently to the margins and people who refused the offer of rescue through compliance with the system that rejected them in the first place.6 They have also refused the false promises of assimilation that cut them off from their history, their ways of knowing and being in the world. Too often people accept the explanation that we were rejected because of something we did, so we change the things we do in the hopes of being accepted and given a place at a table built on stolen land.

But Bad Indians know that it wasn’t anything we did; we’re rejected because of who we are.

These paths led me farther and farther into the woods and away from colonial futures. My people are bush Indians. Biskaabiiyang means to return to yourself, and it carries the idea of going into the woods. The Ojibwe Anishinaabe live in the forests and swamps north of Lake Superior, and even though I grew up thousands of kilometers from the place I call home, something of that must linger in my blood or memory to be passed on to my children. When our children were young and we went hiking together, our oldest son, Ben, would frequently follow breaks in the bush. Pushing through shrubbery, following what we came to call “Ben trails,” we inevitably found something beautiful—something that those who stayed on the conventional paths would have missed. His younger brothers do this too, scaling rock faces, hiking, and exploring new places. Following my children, now adults—on hikes and across oceans into the communities they find and become part of—has expanded my world as surely as anything I have read.

In a world that is increasingly polarizing along religious, racial, and ethnic lines, it is becoming critical for our survival to talk to each other and think beyond the political categories that keep us apart. Reading groups or book clubs have a long history of exploring new ideas. Indeed, the power of this kind of collective reading is such that during the years of chattel slavery, Black people were not allowed to read at all. Reading groups proliferated in the 1970s as a mechanism for consciousness-raising, and they continue to be sources of grassroots education across a range of racial and political categories. There is a reason, after all, why more and more people seek to ban the books that point us toward collective liberation.

Bad Indians Book Club emerged from a series of conversations I had with friends and authors, some of which became podcasts, about books read and written. As happens in any good book club, ideas about how we could live differently emerged from the connections between us: readers and writers from a variety of backgrounds who are no longer seeking inclusion into a house that is on fire.7

I write this as the world is awash in protest, people raising hell, as Wente puts it, all of which is being done wrong according to Good Citizens. We’re too loud, too inconvenient, too demanding, too everything. Demanding something other than genocide, violence, and extreme inequity, we’re the bad ones. I’m okay with that—with being one of many Bad Indians who challenge the stories we tell about the society in which we live, because the things we believe have consequences that are often borne by others, consequences we may not see. My first book, Becoming Kin, challenged the myths and stories that Canada and the United States tell about their history. But history isn’t the only story we tell about our encounters with the worlds around us. This book is an invitation to join me in challenging all the stories. I hope that you can begin challenging the stories you encounter—stories that, like the colonialism in which they are rooted, serve to displace and erase other ways of knowing.

We live in a culture that romanticizes certain kinds of outlaws, and I don’t want to do that, but we should pay attention to how marginalized people are spoken of when we refuse to take our place.

To remind us of what’s at stake, of how we are seen and spoken of when we refuse to behave, memoirist Deborah Miranda writes a “Novena to Bad Indians,” a novena being an urgent nine-day prayer petitioning for grace or favour. She offers gratitude and intention to those who are called names and painted as violent. She petitions those who refused to accept their position in social and gendered hierarchies. She asks for grace from women whose sexual agency and reproductive choices were and are seen as threatening. She honours those who refused to convert to a Christianity that arrived hand in glove with empire and those who later recanted. “Illuminate the dark civilization we endure,” she implores, “teach us to love the untamed, inspire us to break rules.”8 And remember, she says: “Even dead Indians are never good enough.”9

Bad Indians Book Club is a novena of sorts: nine chapters of public prayer to Bad Indians and those like them who refuse to be left in their special interest section. Bad Indians know that you learn best when you push aside the dust and detritus you have become accustomed to and make room for new ideas and new ways of thinking about things. Bad Indians take the life around us seriously, even when it is life we don’t understand. Bad Indians return to themselves through histories told by those who have a different stake in those stories. We are experts at refusal and creating hostile spaces, and we tell our own stories, even when they aren’t pretty. Bad Indians wield stories like weapons in the war against imagination. We pick medicine with the things that go bump in the night, and we know that we have a future despite everything that has been stolen, buried, and burned.

There is something defiant about being a Bad Indian, about leaning into these negative stereotypes. Something adolescent and feral. If I’m going to get into trouble anyway, I might as well deserve it. This book is, ultimately, a book about refusal: refusing political categories and the borders and violence that comes with them, refusing to assimilate by becoming the kind of person the state cannot assimilate. It’s written by a Bad Indian who doesn’t just want to survive this current apocalypse. I want to join with others—Bad Indians and more—to midwife new worlds into being.



That is my introduction, my intentions. But we should all—not just those who are marginalized by their race or write from other borderland places—connect the past and present of our lives. If settler colonialism, and the national projects that evolved from it, separates us from our history and the relationships contained there, then grounding ourselves in these relationships to place and people can be a way to refuse that separation.10

You need to think about your own grounding, belonging, the places you are from and who you bring with you so that you understand the relationships you form with the books that you read. Max Liboiron (Métis) extends this grounding in their writing by marking the people they cite according to how they introduce themselves in the context of land relations, as I did at the beginning.

In these pages, if somebody’s writing does not offer me that kind of introduction and I lack the relationship to ask, like Liboiron, I will use the term unmarked. Unmarked doesn’t mean the person is white; it just means that I haven’t found that kind of introduction in their online presence—although, as Liboiron says, you may notice a pattern.11 I’ll generally do this the first time I mention their name, but if it’s been a while or it is particularly relevant to what I’m citing, I’ll repeat it. These introductions or markers offer a way to think about the relatives and histories the person brings with them, a place where you can begin to think about the stake they have in telling you a story.

Sara Ahmed (Pakistani, British), the author of so many books about feminism, has a citational practice of not quoting any white men. Citation is a kind of relationship; we point to the path we are following by citing those who came before us.12 When Hana Burgess (Maōri) tweeted out her intention to do a PhD without citing any white men, her mentions filled with complaints that she would be excluding experts in the field—an interesting assertion since she hadn’t said what she was studying. White men are clearly the experts on all topics. As she progressed in her work, challenging the stories being told about the Maōri through public health policy, she found others who were also challenging those stories. Locating her work within a liberatory perspective increasingly meant locating her work within those relationships between all of us who exist in the margins and refuse to be saved.13 Rather than thinking along exclusively racial lines, Burgess looks to those who bend with her toward a common purpose, people often pushed to the edges, the mashkiig, for wisdom she can lift up.

I find it helpful to think of Indigenous the way my friend Troy Storfjell (Sámi)14 has described: as an analytic or political category rather than an identity. Like citizen, migrant, refugee, and others, it describes our relationship to the country in which we live.15 It is, as Daniel Delgado (Quechua/Jewish) says, “an intrinsically political term created in response to colonization.” The period of colonization created largely racialized categories to explain who everybody was, what rights they had within the empire, and where they belonged.16 Increasingly, even being born somewhere doesn’t always mean you belong. Throughout the countries that emerged from empire, even after generations of presence, your skin or religion could mark you as belonging elsewhere.

So rather than limiting myself to what amounts to a racial category, invented for a purpose and maintained by systems with questionable intent, we will travel the borderlands, the places where we build relationships with the land we are on, think about how we receive others, and bend toward a common purpose. Being marginalized is another analytic or political category. It is a way of describing groups of people whose stories are pushed aside and written on top of by the dominating society. Marginalized people may or may not think of themselves as Indigenous, but we share the common vocabulary of exclusion, of being on the losing end of national hierarchies.17

We at the edges often stay in our groups and relate to each other through the invisible narration of whiteness. We may know that the single story being told about us is untrue, but somehow we find ourselves believing the single stories told about others. Worse, we internalize the stories that are told about us and come to believe that we were primitive, savage, uncivilized, and needed to be rescued from ourselves instead of seeing value in what those who came later disparaged.

It’s easy to become Good Indians: those following paved roads toward promises that were broken before they were even made.

So it is that I use Bad Indian as a point of pride—as a refusal to seek belonging in a system that never wanted us.



A journey into the borderlands is best with a companion. Waawaashkeshi’Kwe—the Ojibwe name often translated as Deer Woman—is a Bad Indian. Stories of Deer Woman’s vengeance against those who harm women and children are part of many stories told of her across the eastern woodlands and central plains in the lands that eventually became the Americas. We will travel along with her through the stories offered by others who, like Waawaashkeshi’Kwe, stay in the borderlands and refuse to be civilized.

The world is alive with sentient spiritual beings, and for many land-based people with such beliefs, animists, the lines between human and other-than-human are blurry.18 There are many stories about shape-shifters and other beings across the world. Our relationship to these stories and the way we understand these beings shifting over time depends on dominant narratives. In these pages we’ll come across a few of these other beings. Waawaashkeshi’Kwe and her borderland-dwelling kin refuse easy categorizing.

Waawaashkeshi’Kwe often features in whitestream comic books, pulp fiction, and horror movies, all of which exploit her sexuality and violence and rarely take her seriously as a person or spirit. The FX television series Reservation Dogs, set in a Mvskoke community in rural Oklahoma, included Deer Lady as a recurring character who shows up intermittently in the lives of characters from this community. She has a backstory and connections with various community members. The Indigenous-led production takes Deer Lady, and the community in which she emerges, seriously. This is how stories change when we tell them ourselves.

I don’t know if it’s just the zeitgeist of this moment or something more personal, but Waawaashkeshi’Kwe has been in my thoughts for a while. I think about her transgressiveness: Female deer do not typically have antlers. Conventionally, it is related to abnormal testosterone levels, but how we define normal and gender can be just as political as biological. Waawaashkeshi’Kwe reminds us that boundaries are more blurred than fixed. I think about her insistence on respect and willingness to fight for others. And I think about the deer who go through my backyard, sometimes in small groups and sometimes alone. Native people say that you should look for the medicine that shows up, and she was showing up. So I started wondering what she might be trying to teach me.

The story I tell of Waawaashkeshi’Kwe, whom I have named simply Kwe, is a story I just thought up. The stories begin in a distant past and move through the history and geographies of the Americas and into the future, just as these chapters do. She begins in the woodlands of Anishinaabe aki, my own homelands, and then runs away until she gets to the ocean. After some time with the Mi’kmaq, she follows the coast to what is now Massachusetts. She lingers in one place for several chapters, spending time with the Wampanoag people in the years before and after the arrival of the Mayflower, before following the coastline and rivers all the way to what is now Belize. Elsewhere she moves quickly through hundreds of years. These locations reflect some of my own travel, imagining how she might have experienced these places and the people in them; they remind us of political and trade relationships that covered this continent long before colonization. This form, called flash fiction, is a short story told in one thousand words or less, a limitation but also an invitation to fill in the missing pieces yourself and imagine what is left unwritten.

Kwe’s story begins as winter is becoming spring, a gesture to the prohibition that some stories should not be told unless there is snow on the ground. To my knowledge I have not shared any stories with this prohibition, but that sometimes changes from one community to another, and so the first part of her story takes place with some snow still on the ground. I have followed the lead of Vine DeLoria Jr. (Lakota) in sharing only stories that have already appeared in print elsewhere, and even then, when they are printed by authors whose judgement I have reason to trust. A much-simplified West African story of Ananzi, which begins the chapter on fiction, is shared with the permission of the storyteller who shared it with me. It is footnoted with a link where you can hear her tell it more completely.

My thoughts on these topics are my own. They might be consistent with other thinkers, but they do not represent Anishinaabe or Indigenous thought, as if such a goal were even possible. I have tried to be careful, to ask for advice and clarify the things I thought I remembered, but whatever errors you come across are my own. These thoughts are shaped by various podcast conversations, books, and articles—the internal collisions of the ever-expanding
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