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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You really think so, Cuz?”

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah, and you did it anyway.”

“I thought it was appropriate.”

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

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

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

“I don’t know, Mack.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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



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

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

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

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

It’s not exactly artful, or clever. I wouldn’t put it on my CV. It’s the electronic equivalent of defacing her campaign signs. But we need all the help we can get, and if a few malevolent internet spirits can move a few votes our way, we’ll take it. I shut the laptop and call it a night. I sleep fitfully and dream about my mother.






Black Friday
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Black Friday morning finds us at the Senior Center, serving the elders breakfast. After all our elders have their plates and our clothes stink of frybread oil and sausage link grease, Mack sits among the gray heads at the tables and leans in so he can hear what they’re saying. He calls everyone Uncle or Auntie and plays that nice boy who still has lots and lots of ideas to get our people back to the old traditional ways, to the medicine that will heal our people. Winter, or biboon in Anishinaabemowin, is the time for stories—we tell them when the world outside is sleeping—and old Bill Johnson, known around here as one of those old-school storytellers, sits there in the middle of the common room telling a story where the Creator makes the people, sees his creations fall into vice and calamity, and just lays waste to whole generations, Old Testament style, rinsing and repeating until he gets it right. The story inspires a quick, almost guilty glance between me and Mack. What vice are we guilty of that will cause our getting flushed away for a better generation? We listen and hmm and laugh with old Bill when we’re supposed to, and Mack puts on that quiet, respectful face and at the end, thanks them for coming out (even though they live here at the home, but nobody dares correct him) and reminds them that Zella from the election committee will come by on Tuesday morning to pick up their ballots. He’s banking on carryover goodwill for when he was running the elder care programs, the meals on wheels, the socials, the storyteller sessions, but it’s difficult to tell if it makes any difference now.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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