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For all the kwe whose hearts will never touch the ground



CHAPTER ONE

Q uill ran the snow-covered trail. In her right hand she carried bear spray
and in the left she carried a long stick to ward off the rez dogs that
often ran in wild packs. Her breath formed frozen clouds of white air that
drifted back over her shoulder. Winter brought its own deep silence to the
woods. Dead leaves from the poplar trees and dropped twigs sodden with
fall moisture were frozen under the recent snowfall. They didn’t crackle and
crunch under her running shoes. While the pines were still lush, the
deciduous trees had no foliage to rustle. The winter-dead underbrush, bare
of leaves, made it possible to see a hundred yards in either direction. The
winter forest wasn’t as dark and lonely as the summer forest could be.

Quill had run Duluth’s 26.2-mile Grandma’s Marathon the previous
June, and after that run she had become determined to train every day all
year round to prepare for the Boston Marathon, if not this year, then the
next.

Out of the corner of her eye Quill spied a rabbit, rusty brown in color,
sitting not three feet off the trail. A cottontail. The cottontail stared without
blinking or twitching a nose or ear—its survival instinct. Quill kept running.
She saw a horned owl sleeping in a tree. Surrounded by forest, the bird’s
natural habitat, Quill mainly ignored the superstitious fear of owls—the fear
that said hearing or seeing one meant death. A lone sparrow quietly hopped
from one tree branch to another. Quill ran. Breath in. Breath out. Acutely
aware of the life in the trees around her, hitting her stride where she barely
felt her feet touch the ground.



Deep in a meditative runner’s trance, Quill instinctively dropped to her
knees and swiveled around, looking in wide-eyed terror in all directions, as
a high-pitched scream pierced the air. The scream did not repeat. Quill crab-
walked to a large jack pine and sat on the cold ground, her back on the tree,
pepper spray and stick ready to attack. Why did you wear the neon-pink
running suit, fool? she thought as she scanned the forest around her,
noticing that both pink knees were dirty from the forest floor. She slid
around the tree and scanned the forest in all directions. The forest was even
more silent than it had been. Every living creature and plant went to hush
with that scream. It was a woman's scream, I swear to god.

When the scream didn’t repeat, Quill scooted around to the trail side of
the tree and quickly scanned up and down the trail. No one else was on it.
Quill crouched, keeping her back to the tree trunk. Nothing moved in any
direction. She pulled her winter cap off, tilted her head as if that would help
her right ear hear better. She was sure the scream came from the right
because when she dropped to the ground, she instinctively turned to the
right first.

Quill felt a chill down her back. The chill that happens when folks say,
Someone walked over my grave. She checked her watch. When she’d
decided to train for the Boston Marathon, she’d splurged and bought herself
a running watch. Her friends teased her about being bougie and getting a
“white runner’s” watch. But it told her the time, with a GPS system, heart
and oxygen status, and music, and told her how many miles she ran. Now it
told her her heart was beating way above normal at two-fifteen in the
afternoon and that she was three miles into the woods, which meant three
miles back to the gravel road everyone called Cemetery Road, where her
car sat. And another fifteen miles of reservation road to get back home. She
glanced in all directions, cautiously took her time to raise herself to a full
standing position, and took off running to her car.



CHAPTER TWO

dd : : :
m telling you, I heard a woman’s scream.” Quill stared into her

husband’s dark brown eyes. She slapped the butcher knife she held
in her hand hard on the kitchen counter. She grabbed cube-sized pieces of
cut deer loin and threw them into the crockpot. “It wasn’t no damn cougar.
And no, not a barn owl. I tell you I heard a woman screaming.”

Crow took a sip of coffee. An auto mechanic who worked from home
and spent hours out in the cold Minnesota winter changing tires, pulling
folks out of snow-filled ditches, or jump-starting cold engines, he wore a
blue flannel shirt over a long-sleeved thermal shirt. His feet, encased in
thick wool socks, were crossed at the ankles as he leaned against the
kitchen counter. He wore a stocking cap on his head, and a lone black braid
hung down his back to mid-shoulder. He ventured, “A fox?”

“It 1sn’t even mating season yet. Wasn’t no damn fox.”

“Did you call the tribal cops?”

Quill attacked a whole deer loin with the knife. She whacked raw meat
off the bone. Sliced the red meat into two-inch chunks and threw them into
the crockpot. “I did. They said they’d drive out that way and look. I should
have driven around and looked myself, but I was too freaked out. I came
right home. Wanted to make sure the kids were okay.”

Crow nodded. He looked at their two children lying on the living room
floor. Quill followed his gaze. Their daughter held a game controller in her
hands. Chasing some alien-world character through a maze on the big-
screen TV. Niswi Anang, named for one of the three sisters of the sky,



clamped her tongue between her teeth in concentration. Her ten-year-old
eyes scrunched almost shut. Her hair in a single braid, a replica of her dad’s.
Her elbows were on the Navajo rug Crow’s mother had given them years
ago as a wedding present.

The rug was a beautiful burnt red, with woven geometric designs. What
Quill loved most about the rug was a small strand of dark brown yarn that
ran in one line from the inner design of the rug to the outer edge. Her
mother-in-law told her it represented a spirit line woven in by the artist so
that her creative spirit would not be trapped in the rug.

Niswi’s hands moved side to side as she maneuvered through the game.
Jackson, the three-year-old of the family, still called Baby Boy, sat next to
her. Crow had fashioned his son a makeshift controller from a piece of
wood with drawer knobs attached so he could pretend to play video games
with his sister. He was too young to notice it didn’t really work. He moved
his hands side to side, imitating his big sister.

Crow looked at his wife. “That makes sense.”

“I want you to drive out there with me tomorrow morning. Take a look
around.” The look she gave him didn’t leave room for a no. “Will you dish
up the kids’ meals while I finish cutting up this meat?” She went back to
chopping venison. “That scream scared me, Crow. And I don’t get scared.”

“I know. We’ll go look.” He reached around her to grab plates out of the
cupboard. Dished up four plates of rice, sliced fried chicken and onions,
with other vegetables stir-fried in. He set the food around the wooden
kitchen table. “Come on, kids. Food’s on.”

The kids ignored him.

“Before it gets cold.”

“Turn that thing off and get over here,” Quill told them. “Crow, can you
make a spirit plate before they eat? Put out prayers for whoever was scared
out in the woods.”

Crow got a paper bowl from under the kitchen sink where Quill stored
their powwow supplies. He put a small amount of rice, chicken, and
vegetables into the bowl. He went to the kitchen windowsill, where a
cylindrical birch-bark basket sat. From it he took a pinch of tobacco and put



it in his left hand. He didn’t bother to put his winter coat back on, but he did
stuff his feet into a pair of winter boots that stood in the entryway.

Quill leaned against the kitchen counter and watched him walk outside
into the dark night. She knew he would put the bowl and tobacco out on the
east side of the small pine tree growing in the front yard. In her mind she
said a prayer for the woman she’d heard in the woods. She asked the
Creator to please keep her safe.

When Crow came back inside, he gave Niswi a gentle shake on the
shoulders. Told her to pause the game and get up to the table and eat. He
picked up Baby Boy and brought him to the table. Quill ran water to clean
the venison blood from her hands in the kitchen sink. The dark woods
outside the kitchen window didn’t seem as friendly as they had the night
before. She sat down to eat with her family. With her soft brown eyes, she
drank in the faces of her children and husband. They were her life. Her
heart. Her reason for being. She felt relief wash over her for the second time
that evening.

She felt guilty every time she went out for a run and left them home with
their games or movies streamed on a tablet or the TV screen. Crow worked
from home unless he made a service call somewhere else on the rez. Folks
tended to drive used cars and there was always one thing or another going
wrong with someone’s mode of transportation. Neither she nor Crow
worried too much about leaving the kids alone for an hour or two. Niswi
was a good big sister. And in the village of Red Pine, everyone knew
everyone. And even though the houses were secluded, each in its own stand
of pine trees, families on either side or across the road were in hollering
distance.

That sense of safety disappeared now; the scream in the woods had
shaken Quill to the core. Her only thought getting home was Please let my
kids be okay. Her racing heart slowed at the sight of them in front of the
game console, where they were safely ensconced when she got back from
her run.

Tears welled in her eyes. And then she took it out on the deer loin until
Crow came in from outside. After dinner they worked together silently to



clean up the kitchen. Quill got the vegetables into the crockpot on top of the
deer. Crow washed the dishes and wiped the table. They shooed the kids to
bed. Quill dealt with Niswi. Crow was the softer parent. He let his daughter
get away with longer game times. Skip homework assignments. Play
outside after dark. Quill, the athlete, was more disciplined. More into
schedules and accountability. Get them to bed. Turn out the lights. Quick
kiss on the forehead.

Meanwhile, in his parents’ bedroom, where Baby Boy theoretically still
slept in a crib on the far wall from their bed, Crow sang an Indian lullaby to
his son while holding him close in the oak rocking chair that sat in the
corner of the room. When Baby Boy conked out, Crow laid him in the
middle of the mattress where he and Quill slept.

Quill sat on the living room couch, TV turned to an old crime show
about some government agency that tracked down killers. Crow sat down
next to her and pulled her into his arms against his chest. “We’ll go out and
look around in the morning. I planned to change the brakes on one of the
tribal pickups, but I’ll text and tell them I’ll do it around ten-thirty, eleven,
all right? Stop worrying. Let’s go to bed.”

“Will you come outside with me first?”” Quill jumped up and grabbed her
winter coat off a hook on the wall by the front door. She pulled a stocking
cap down over her ears. “Come on.” She pulled on a pair of mittens.

Crow put on his coat and followed her outside. Their breath created
clouds in the cold night air. Their house stood in a grove of pine trees with a
gravel driveway leading to it. Quill stood between their two vehicles parked
there, with her arms wrapped around her chest. Crow wrapped his arm over
her shoulders, holding her close. “What’s up?” he asked.

“We grew up here. I remember Old Man Jigs talking at Big Drum
ceremony about not letting your kids be outside after dark. That spirits walk
at night and you never know what danger might be out there. But we always
ran around out here. Nothing scared us. It’s beautiful to run at night around
full-moon time. The moon is bright, brighter than the yard lights. Especially
in the winter when all the animals are sleeping. I run on those backwoods
trails and imagine I am alive before anyone else arrived here and cut down



our trees. Before they dug in the earth for oil or minerals. That scream made
me drop to my knees and put my back to the trees. That was in broad
daylight. We’ve all heard the stories about what happens when these
pipelines go through. The man camps. The kidnapping and trafficking of
our women. All the missing and murdered relatives. It hurts my heart. 1
don’t want to be afraid of the night. And I don’t want to be afraid to run in
broad daylight. I never have been. This is our land. Our woods. Look how
beautiful the stars are. How the snow glitters in what little light there is.”

Crow tightened his hold on her shoulders. “It’s not the night we have to
be afraid of. Not even the animals. But I don’t want you running out there
by yourself.”

“I won’t. After today I won’t. I’'ll call and see when someone can run
with me. We can start running in pairs. Or as a pack.”

“Come on. Let’s go. My feet are starting to freeze.”

Quill laughed and poked him in his ribs. “Thin-blooded shinaab. You
wouldn’t have done me much good a hundred fifty years ago. You can’t
even stay out long enough to get us a deer. You’d have been out there
crouched with a bow and arrow and suddenly you’d think, I need to get
home and warm up. Too damn cold out here.”

Crow laughed. “We don’t have swear words in our language,
remember?” His arm was still around her shoulders as he steered her back
into the house.



CHAPTER THREE

T he next morning, Quill and Crow fed the kids breakfast and sent Niswi

off to school. They dropped Baby Boy off at Crow’s brother-in-law’s
house. Quill didn’t tell her sister-in-law the story of what happened the day
before. On the phone she only said that Crow was going to help her check
out a new running trail and asked if they could drop Baby Boy off for a
couple hours.

Barbie, Crow’s sister, was a stay-at-home mom who loved all children,
not just her own. She also had a love for Korean soap operas and cotton
candy. Where Quill had a thin and toned runner’s physique, Barbie was soft
and round, with the contours of a woman who baked cookies and set out
plates of tortilla chips and melted cheese for midday snacks. Her long
brown hair was pulled back and stuffed through a hair tie. It hung down her
back, with loose strands framing her curved face. She smiled and laughed at
everything and everyone. After a quick hug from his aunt, Baby Boy ran
into the living room ready to roughhouse with his four cousins. “He’ll be
fine,” Barbie teased. “Go do your thing in the woods.”

Crow and Quill laughed, nodded, and left.

They rode silently back to Cemetery Road. The sky was overcast with
thin gray clouds, adding to the ominous chill Quill felt as Crow stopped the
vehicle. “I parked here and, according to my watch, ran three miles in. The
trail swerves to the right and then connects with a hunting road in about a
quarter of a mile. It’s a big U-shaped trail. I usually run back on the hunting
road, but yesterday I ran back this way.”



“Well, let’s drive up and see how far we can get on the hunting trail.”
Crow was driving an old beat-up Dodge Ram from the nineties that
someone gave him in exchange for replacing a transmission in one of his
cars. The truck was full of rust and dents and wouldn’t run when it was first
towed to their yard, but after a month of long summer evenings Crow had a
hunting truck that he named Betty Boop. A parking lot crash had left the
paint scraped off in a pin-curl shape on the left fender. Since Crow was the
backyard mechanic for most people who lived in the village, his pickup
named Betty Boop, along with an unnamed tow truck, received special
recognition among folks on the reservation.

Quill pointed at the turnoff into the woods, and remarked, “Look at those
tracks. A couple folks have driven down here recently.”

“Maybe Patrick came down here yesterday with a couple guys and
looked around.” Crow turned in to the hunting road and they jounced
around in the truck, even though he tried to drive around the ruts in the
path. “You were three miles in?”

“Yep.”

At a mile in, the tire tracks showed where one set of tires turned around
and drove back out. Another set of tire tracks kept going.

“I bet this is when the tribal cops turned around. Right here. Rather than
going farther in,” said Quill.

“I’ll go up as far as Betty Boop will take us. Maybe we’ll be able to
approach the three-mile mark and see if anything is different, okay?”

“Yep.” Quill hung on to the “Oh god” handle above the passenger door
as the truck tires hit more ruts.

After a bumpy couple miles Crow stopped. “Look at that,” he said. Quill
was already getting out of the truck.

Quill stood at the edge of the disturbed snow. From looking at the tracks
it was evident to her where a vehicle had parked and a scuffle occurred. It
reminded her of the chaos left in the yard when the kids went out and
wrestled around in the new snow. Here, on the road, snow was scraped up
and dirt exposed. Something or somebody had been pulled along the
ground.



Quill looked at Crow. “It was a woman who screamed.”

“Whatever vehicle was here turned around and went back out this way.
Did you see anyone else on the road when you left yesterday?”

“No. But I wasn’t looking either. I was so scared I hightailed it home.”
Quill paused and looked around. “It’s so quiet out this way. I would
remember if a car was on the road with me. They must have driven back out
and up toward Brookston instead of toward the main highway.”

“Come on, let’s go back and talk to Patrick. It’s a tribal cop’s job to
figure out what happened here.” Crow walked to his truck and hopped
back in.

Quill walked to the right of where they stood. Something in the snow
caught her eye. She bent down and picked up a small beaded earring. Tiny
glass beads were sewn round and round into a delicate flower design that fit
on the head of the post earring. These are the style of earrings Giigoonh
Jones makes, she thought. Without thinking she put the earring in her
pocket. She stood up and got into the pickup with Crow. Fear and concern
on her face. “Where is the woman who was here? Who is she?”

“Come on. Let’s get out of here. Go talk to Patrick.”

“Don’t be so goddamn calm with me.” She leaned against the door, her
eyes on the trees hugging the edges of the hunting road. “ ‘We’ll talk to
Patrick,”” she mimicked. “Tell ’em to not be so goddamn lazy. They only
came halfway down this trail before they turned around and went right
back. Assholes. Stupid on-the-take tribal cops can’t do the job right.”

After years of marriage, Quill was accustomed to Crow ignoring her
passionate outbursts. A typically quiet man, he now said, “Calm down and
I’11 get us out of here.”

Quill continued to stare out the window. “There are between two
thousand and five thousand missing and murdered Indian women in this
country. Nobody gives a shit. And now we have man camps getting set up
all around the rez here for the men working on this goddamn pipeline.” She
ranted the entire ride back on the hunting trail. By the time they reached the
tribal cop headquarters, she was silent and once again stared sullenly out the
truck window.



When Crow didn’t get out of the pickup, she said, “You go in. Tell ’em
about the tracks out there. Tell ’em to go check it out more thoroughly. If I
go in, I’ll end up making matters worse. Leave the car running so I don’t
freeze to death.”

She watched Crow enter the tribal building. Woodland flower designs in
red and yellow arched over the doorway. Even though Crow’s patience got
on her nerves at times, she knew his calmness and matter-of-fact approach
to life balanced her out. She knew he would relay the information to the
tribal cops without antagonizing them. He could convince them they needed
to be more diligent in finding the woman.

She put her hand into her jacket pocket and rubbed her fingers over the
tiny beads on the earring still hidden there. She imagined a woman forced
from her home or grabbed from her vehicle. Forced into a man’s truck and
driven into the forest. Whatever evil occurred was enough that even in the
middle of nowhere the woman gave a desperate scream in the hopes that
someone would hear her. A chill ran through Quill’s body. She had heard
her. She reached over and locked the driver’s door and then her own. She
sat staring out the window. She ran her thumb and pointer finger softly over
the beaded earring as she rolled it between them in her pocket. I will make
them find you, she promised the unknown woman. She opened the glove
box and found the stub of a yellow number-two pencil and an old gas
receipt. She wrote, I'm gonna run home. Pick up Baby Boy. ¢ QO

She slid the note into the binding of the steering wheel so Crow would
see it right away when he came out. She unlocked the driver’s door. No one
would be stupid enough to steal Betty Boop. Too many on the rez relied on
Crow’s help, and besides, banged up as it was, it would not be an easy truck
to hide. Quill did a couple stretches and took off running.

Quill came out of the shower and found Crow standing there, glaring at her.
She walked into the bedroom and stood by the queen-sized bed with a



geometric Indian-print towel wrapped around her naked body. Water pooled
at her feet.

Crow followed her. “What the hell were you doing, running off alone
like that?” If Crow were a man who yelled and threatened, he would have
been yelling. Instead, his voice was quiet as he ran his hand over his black
hair, flicking the single braid against the shirt on his back. He put his arm
across the doorway as if blocking her in. He was a head taller than Quill’s
five-foot-four frame and stockier.

Quill tightened the towel around herself, arms crossed over her chest. “I
couldn’t sit there any longer. What did you find out from Patrick?”

“Don’t give me that crap. Don’t make me drive out into the woods
where you heard a woman screaming. Where you were out alone for god’s
sake, and where clearly a struggle took place. You insist on going to the
cops and then you run off by yourself? What the hell!”

“Sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t cut it.”

“I couldn’t sit still, waiting.”

“Then you should have come in and talked to the cops with me. Not go
running off by yourself. You’re done running by yourself.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“Maybe you forgot. You’re my husband, not my dad.” Quill dropped the
towel. Stood defiantly naked before him for a second. Pulled on the pink
panties that were lying on the bed. Pulled on a running bra.

“Nice try.” Crow let out a harsh laugh. “I mean it. [ am the father of your
kids and you are not going to leave me to raise them by myself.”

Quill pulled on a T-shirt. “What did the cops say?”

“Not much. I talked to Patrick. We were right. A couple of their guys
drove out there yesterday, only went as far as where we saw their tire tracks.
They turned around and came back and reported nothing of importance.
Patrick is going out there himself. He left when I left. Took one of the new
guys with him, the one who recently returned from the Middle East. Said
he’d call once they have more information about the circumstances.”



Quill, now fully dressed, slipped under Crow’s arm. “I see you have the
boy planted in front of the TV. If I die, he’ll grow up a TV zombie, unable
to read or write or know how to talk to a human.” She walked over, scooped
him up into her arms, and snuggled his neck. “Come here, Baby Boy. Did
you have fun at Auntie’s?” The little guy, eyes bright, with a grin on his
face, nodded yes. Then, looking over Baby Boy’s head, she said to Crow,
“I’'m sorry. I understand that you’re worried. I am too. This scared both of
us. This isn’t a fight between you and me, you know.”

Crow again brushed the loose hairs that escaped his braid away from his
face. “I know. But you promised me last night you wouldn’t go off running
by yourself.”

“I thought you meant at night.”

“Run 1n pairs. Run as a group. Don’t be going off by yourself anymore. |
mean it. Day or night.”

“Okay. Okay.” She gave Baby Boy a kiss on his neck. “Go watch TV.
Fry your little brain, little big man. Mama’s gotta make us all some lunch.”

“I still have to fix the brakes on that pickup for the tribe. Shouldn’t take
me more than a couple hours. I’'m gonna get a bowl of that stew you have in
the crockpot.”

“That’s for supper.”

“I’1l still eat it later,” he said, already dishing up a bowl. He ate while
Quill made grilled cheese sandwiches for herself and Baby Boy. “I’ll call if
I hear anything from Patrick. Stay home.”

Quill laughed. “Now you’re telling me to stay home. Good luck on that
one.”

They both laughed. She stood on tiptoes and kissed him. “Go make us
money working on metal ponies, my Indian warrior.” They both laughed
again and exchanged “I love yous™ as he left the house.

Quill stood at the picture window and watched Crow back out of the
driveway. She reached into her sweatpants pocket and pulled out her
cellphone. She FaceTimed her friend Punk.

On the screen, Punk’s dyed-green mohawk haircut accented her eyes,
also green thanks to tinted contact lenses. It was a startling contrast to her



dark brown, year-round tan. She had a nose pierce and an eyebrow pierce,
and a fake diamond stud strategically glued to her left cheek. Ever the
artistic extrovert, Punk loved to shock and awe the more traditional folks on
the reservation, some of whom still cringed and gossiped about a woman
who would dare to wear shorts on a hot summer day. Quill also knew that
Punk’s pierced and tattooed exterior covered an earlier life of pain that she
rarely, if ever, disclosed. “What’s up babe?” asked Punk.

Quill relayed the story of yesterday and how Crow was now insisting
she not go out running by herself.

Initially, Punk was appropriately annoyed at Crow, but she was also
deeply concerned about the scream. “You know, those man camps bring
trouble wherever they set up. And now that they’ve started work on the
pipeline going through our rez, there’s bound to be trouble. I hate to say it,
but I think Crow is right.”

Quill laughed. “Shuddup.”

Punk joined in the laughter. “Serious though.”

“Well, you up for running this afternoon? Revisit the scene of the
crime?”

“Sure. Get back on that horse. What time?”

“Well, Crow should be back in a couple hours. And we don’t want to be
out there at dark. Two-thirty? You wanna call Gaylyn and see if she wants
to come t00?”

“Sure.”

“Gigawabamin.” They both clicked off the screen.



CHAPTER FOUR

Q uill sipped lukewarm coffee and stared out the kitchen window. A bird
in one of the pine trees behind the house skipped from branch to
branch. As the bird landed on a snow-laden branch, a clump of white fluff
fell toward the ground. The snow, falling in what appeared to Quill to be
slow motion, triggered a memory.

The summer when she was nine years old, Jimmy Sky, an older teenager,
had jumped off the railway bridge in front of her and a bunch of rez kids
who were horsing around in the drainage ditch on the paved road a mile
from the village.

The day began when her rowdy younger cousins came by the house.
Quill’s mom and dad were at work and an older cousin, Junebug, was
supposed to be watching her. Instead, Junebug said, “Just stay inside. I'm
gonna run over to Francie’s and get some makeup she promised me.”

That had been right after breakfast, and Quill’s stomach said it was close
to lunchtime but Junebug still wasn’t back. Quill pulled a chair over to the
kitchen counter and made herself some toast with butter and chokecherry
jelly, which she scraped from an almost empty jar. She was sitting outside
on the front steps eating when five other cousins, younger than Junebug but
older than herself, arrived. Barefoot, they wore cut-off jeans that exposed
dusty knees. Some wore neat braids, others had leftover braids from the
weekend powwow, hair strands sticking out all over.

“Ah, come on,” they said. “No one will know. Junebug is at Francie’s
playing kissy-face with that creepy guy Morrey.” The girl cousins made



smoochy faces and the boy cousins pushed one another’s shoulders, saying,
“You wish she were kissing you.”

“Not.” Pushing back.

“Come on, Quill, don’t be a baby.” They all taunted her until she stood,
brushed the toast crumbs off her shirt and pants, and went with them.

One minute they were laughing, teasing one another as they slid in the
mud among the tall cattail reeds, catching frogs. The frogs, wet with slime,
slid out of their hands into the waiting hands of the next kid. Then, a second
later, time stood still. One of the older kids yelled, “Look!” And they all
watched Jimmy Sky float off the bridge, his red T-shirt billowing up around
his chest like a birthday balloon. His arms reaching for the sky. He fell
without making a sound until his body hit the wet ground with a soft thud.
While the bigger kids worked together to pull Jimmy Sky’s limp body out
of the ditch, up onto the side of the road, they screamed at Quill to run for
help. And she did.

Up out of the ditch, the hot summer air thick with silence, she ran down
the gravel road toward the village. Normally she would have noticed the
smell of the pine trees and the buzz of deerflies and mosquitoes. She would
have noticed the bluejay that flitted from tree to tree following her journey.
But that day, all she noticed was the hot pain in her chest and the burning
muscles as she ran faster than she knew to be possible. Her scrawny nine-
year-old legs took her into the village, where she ran to the first adult she
saw. Bent over, hands on knees, she gasped out that Jimmy Sky had jumped
off the railroad bridge and he looked dead. And then she herself fainted.

She came to in a neighbor’s house, lying on a floral couch. Three village
grannies hovered over her. One wiped her forehead with a cool cloth.
Another said, “Here, my girl, drink some water.” The third stood, nervously
clasping and unclasping her hands in front of her chubby waist.

“What happened, my girl?”” asked the granny with the cool cloth.

“Jimmy Sky jumped. I think he’s dead.” And Quill started to cry.

The granny with nothing to do with her hands sat down on the couch and
scooped Quill onto her lap. “There, there.” She rocked Quill back and forth.



The granny with the cool cloth said to the other grannies, “You know,
that Jimmy Sky done had a hard life. Daddy in prison and his mama”—the
granny lowered her voice as if Quill wouldn’t be able to hear her—*“she got
that depression.”

“His mama’s never gonna recover now. And these poor kids that saw
him jump.” The other granny shook her head and tsked and tsked.

The three grannies mothered her while they tried by phone to reach her
own mother, who was off teaching birch-bark basket making at a summer
cultural camp, so her dad was called in off his job with the highway crew.
Both were upset with her needing them, or so it seemed to nine-year-old
Quill. Neither mentioned Jimmy Sky again or the fact that he committed
suicide in front of her. The kids never mentioned his name again either. And
as far as Quill knew, no one ever went to that drainage ditch again to catch
frogs. To this day everyone on the rez regarded that section of the road as
haunted. People walked a little faster past that spot. She had seen car
windows roll down and a tobacco offering dropped out the window. But the
incident itself was never talked about, Jimmy Sky’s name never mentioned.
Shit happened on the rez and you just kept going.

It was one of the reasons she ran. It calmed the anxiety she seemed to
constantly be on the edge of. Maybe she needed to go to work. Or enroll at
the tribal college. She recalled how right she felt when she found out she
was pregnant with Baby Boy as she completed her freshman year at state
university. After he was born, the anxiety crept back up on her. She started
running. The endorphins kept the heebie-jeebies at bay. After running
Grandma’s Marathon in Duluth, she set her sights on the Boston Marathon.
Goals kept her focused, kept her mind on something besides the ever-
present undercurrent of anxiousness since Jimmy Sky.

Quill scrolled through social media as she finished her coffee. The usual rez
drama. Someone overdosed on fentanyl-laced heroin. Drug users beware.
Two women were threatening to fight each other over their babies’ deadbeat



daddy. One person was accusing the tribal treasurer of embezzling money
with no proof to back up the accusation. Jittery anxiousness crept through
her body. Quill pulled her eyes away from the screen and instead watched
Baby Boy run a metal dump truck around the living room floor. She added
more vegetables and beef broth to the deer stew.

She texted Crow that she and Punk, and most likely Gaylyn, were going
to run around two-thirty—could he come home to be with the little kid until
Niswi got off the school bus? They could have PBJs as a snack. Stew was
ready for supper. And, she stressed, don’t worry.

She puttered around the house doing chores until she heard Betty Boop
pull into the driveway. She ran into the bedroom and pulled on her running
clothes and shoes. She kissed Baby Boy on the head and was out the door
before Crow was out of his pickup. She jumped in her beat-up dark green
Saturn and waved at him as she backed out of the driveway.

The houses in the village were set in a square of gravel roads that
surrounded the tribal elder housing and the community center. Quill’s home
was on the first one-mile leg of the gravel road; Punk’s home was on the
next.

Quill drove down the road and around the corner to Punk’s house. She
pulled into the driveway and tapped the horn. Usually, Punk ran out
immediately, but today she was taking forever. Just as Quill was getting
ready to tap the horn again, Punk came running out and, like most everyone
else in the village, didn’t bother to lock her door behind her. With Punk,
everything always needed to match. Today she was wearing a neon-green
running suit. If she dyed her hair purple, she’d have to have all purple
outfits.

Quill shook her head in amusement as she watched Punk trot to the car.
She and Quill were about the same height, and close to the same weight, but
Punk filled out her clothes with more curves. Even with her mohawk
hairdo, piercings, and tattoos, she seemed more of a girly girl than Quill or
Gaylyn. “What’s the holdup? We still gotta pick up Gaylyn.”

“Hot date on the phone, some steamy phone sex.”

“Shuddup.” Quill laughed. “Who’d you snag now?”



“No one, just kidding.”

Quill looked at her. She could swear Punk was blushing, her head turned
so Quill couldn’t see her eyes. “Yeah, right.”

“Really. Come on, let’s get Gaylyn and get to running.”

Quill forgot to continue questioning Punk when they started driving. As
soon as the car pulled into Gaylyn’s driveway, Gaylyn came running out of
the torn screen door of her house. Her dad, who had been leaning under the
hood of a worn-out car, stood up, wrench grasped in oil-covered hands that
matched his oil-covered jeans and flannel shirt. “You better be back here in
time to get your ass to work,” he hollered at her.

“Yeah, yeah,” Gaylyn muttered back at him. She was a tall, lean woman
with waist-length brown hair. Only slightly younger than Quill and Punk,
she always treated them as if they were years and years older. Grateful to
hang out with them. To be a part of their squad. Part of their crew. Gaylyn
tended to be a woman of few words—or Indiaanish, as folks called the quiet
ones—whether from innate shyness or just being the baby of the trio.
Although recently she entered some of their longer conversations. When
she had first started running with the two women, she’d worn scuffed
everyday tennies with a big toe threatening to peek through on the left shoe.
Her black leggings were from Walmart and her running jacket was an old
gray hoodie. But her long legs were the right amount of challenge for both
Quill and Punk.

“Hey you,” Quill said to Gaylyn as she hopped in the backseat. “How
you doin’?”

“Good.”

“We’re going to go run that backwoods deer trail off Cemetery Road.
About three and a half miles in and three and a half back out. You up for
it?”

“Yep.”

“Skoden.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Quill parked in the same spot as she had the previous day on Cemetery
Road. All three got out of the car and did a series of warm-up
exercises. Punk, in her neon green, was a bright spot against the winter
snow. Quill was wearing a lavender suit with one embossed eagle feather
down the right arm and one on the right leg of the outfit. She and Gaylyn
both wore one long braid down their backs. All three wore earmuffs and
mittens against the Minnesota winter cold.

As they finished their warm-up routine a large, dark-colored pickup
truck came barreling down the road toward them. Even with the winter
snow on the gravel road, the truck was kicking up dust. The women stepped
behind Quill’s car, out of the truck’s path. It had tinted windows, darker
than allowed by Minnesota or Red Pine tribal law. There was no license
plate on the front bumper. Again, required by state and tribal law. The
pickup didn’t slow as it approached. But when it was about even with where
they stood staring at it, the passenger-side window rolled down and a deep
male voice hollered out, “Why don’tcha squaws go back to the reservation
where you belong?” And the driver slammed on the brakes and turned the
wheel hard, kicking up loose gravel that sprayed the women and Quill’s car
with hard pellets. The driver quickly stepped on the gas and sped off.

“Motherfucker!” screamed Quill. “Goddamn white-ass motherfucker!”

“Get back here, chickenshit!” hollered Punk. “Kick your ass from here
to downtown Duluth.”



Gaylyn stared at them. Brushed the dust off her clothes. “I tried to get
his license plate, but it was covered with mud. There’s no mud around
here.”

“Asshole must be from the pipeline man camp.” Quill, hand on hip, took
a long drink from her water bottle.

Punk looked down the road, which was now empty. “What if he comes
back? You think the car 1s safe here?”

“Hope so. I told Crow where we were going and what time we were
running. If I don’t show up on time, he’ll have the whole damn reservation
out looking for us, so we better get running. Nothing in the car is worth
stealing, and if someone flats the tires or does other damage we can call
Crow.”

Gaylyn did one last stretch. “I wish that idiot would come back.” She
swung the stick she carried as if she was chopping off a person’s head and
took off running.

Quill and Punk raised their eyebrows as they looked at each other before
following her.

The women ran the same trail Quill had run the day before. Feeling like
protective big sisters, neither Quill nor Punk said anything to Gaylyn about
the scream Quill had heard. They paced themselves to stay in sight of each
other. They both carried bear or pepper spray. And Gaylyn, in the lead, ran
with the stick in her hand. They ran a little more than three miles into the
woods, then cut to the right on the narrow deer trail that connected them
with the hunting road Quill and Crow had driven up the day before. When
they came to the spot where it appeared a struggle had taken place, Gaylyn
slowed and ran backward, talking loudly to them. “A car or truck got stuck
here. Look at all these tire tracks.” She turned around and kept running
forward.

The hair on the back of Quill’s neck rose as she ran through the area.
She could see where not only their pickup had turned around the day before
but what must have been Patrick’s police car too. She took off her left
mitten and put her hand into her jacket pocket. As she continued running,
her fingers caressed the round, beaded earring she’d stuffed in the corner of



the pocket before heading out. Her fingers felt each tiny bead. In her mind’s
eye she could see the soft greens, the pale white and purple beads that
created a tiny flower design in the ball that covered the earring post. It
would have been a tiny purple rosebud against a woman’s earlobe.

Quill brushed cold tears off her cheeks with the sleeve of her jacket.
Ahead, she could see the opening in the bare trees where the gravel road
crossed the trail they were on. I hope the asshole didnt come back and mess
with my car.

Gaylyn slowed down so that all three ran out onto the road together. The
car was as they had left it. There were no new tire tracks to indicate that
anyone had been down the road since they’d taken off on their run.
Nevertheless, each of the women did stretches as they walked around the
car, assessing it for any signs of tampering or damage. There were a couple
nicks on the paint from the gravel the truck had thrown at them, but other
than that everything was fine. Satisfied that it was safe, Quill unlocked the
door and they all got in.

“Oh, thank god,” said Punk as the engine turned over for Quill. She
laughed. “I hate to admit it, but I was a bit scared there. If | snagged me a
hot cop we’d have someone to protect us.”

Gaylyn’s soft voice from the backseat said, “Ain’t scared of no redneck
punk.”

Quill reached under the front seat and pulled out her cellphone,
unlocking it with her middle finger. “This thing is ice cold. I should have
kept it on me.” She handed it to Punk. “Punk, can you text Crow and tell
him we’re on our way home?”

“You’re the only person I know who would have their fingerprint ID as
their middle finger. What the heck.”

“Yeah, well, if someone ever tries to force me to open my phone for
them, they’ll get the finger.”

They all laughed.

“I’m going to call Patrick and tell him about that truck,” Quill said. “If 1t
was someone from the rez we could report it, but we’d have to have a
license plate to report. Or we’d see the guy’s face. No one is supposed to



have their windows tinted that dark. Can’t even tell who’s trying to kill
you.”

Punk set Quill’s phone on the dash. “There, I told him you were safe and
sound.”

“Is there a secret you guys aren’t telling me?”” Gaylyn asked.

Punk looked at Quill. Quill shrugged and nodded, signaling, Go ahead
and tell her. So Punk did. “Do not go running without us,” she emphasized.

All three were silent for a couple of miles. Although no one mentioned
it, they all kept their eyes out for the pickup truck from earlier. The sky was
turning a soft orange as the sun moved toward the western horizon.

Gaylyn broke the silence. “My auntie up in Fort Frances, she went to
Thunder Bay. To go shopping. No one heard from her for about six months.
They found her body in a canola field up toward Thompson, Manitoba.
Cops said she was trying to hitchhike to Thompson. We don’t even know
anyone up that way. By the time they found her they said they couldn’t tell
how she died. They listed cause of death as exposure to the elements.” She
paused, then added softly, “She’s the one that made my jingle dress for me.”

Quill and Punk looked at each other. Gaylyn’s story reminded Quill
about the scream in the woods and she could tell that Punk was thinking the
same. Quill looked in the rearview mirror. Gaylyn stared out the passenger
window, which was all fogged up from her breathing. But she was looking
out as if she could see the trees go by. Neither Quill nor Punk said anything.

Punk always talked about everything. Couldn’t shut her up. Talked about
details of her life that maybe you didn’t even want to know, or gave too
much information to begin with. Gaylyn was the opposite—a closed book
as long as Quill had known her. Even on the rez, where everyone seemed to
know everyone, and everyone knew bits and pieces, true or not, of
everyone’s business, no one seemed to know too much about Gaylyn.

She and her family lived in one of the HUD houses. Her family had
lived on the reservation for as long as anyone could remember.

When Quill saw Gaylyn’s mom shopping for groceries at Walmart she
always seemed run down, weary, tired, worn out. A long string of words to
describe a woman who with each step seemed to use more effort than



necessary as she pushed the red cart through the food aisles. A cart regularly
filled with carb-heavy, artificial, dinner-in-a-box meals. Salted chips of
various sorts sat where people’s babies would normally ride, strapped in
their car seats, kicking their moms’ stomachs. A large pack of toilet paper
sat on the bottom shelf of the cart. All the junk food gave credence to the
idea that at least one sibling was still at home with Gaylyn.

There were rumors that her dad drank and that he was mean. Quill could
count on one hand the times she had seen Gaylyn’s dad. There were lots of
beat-up cars that didn’t run that sat by houses on the rez, but Quill knew
that Gaylyn got in a car that sat outside her house and drove it to work. The
driver’s door was red, the passenger side pale blue, and the hood a
blemished black.

Quill thought back to when she’d seen him just earlier that day as she
was picking up Gaylyn. He was a skinny man with a back stooped by
despair or shame. She couldn’t guess which.

Before that, when Gaylyn was still in high school, she stood out in front
of her house and watched Punk and Quill run by. Grown folks called her
“tall and lanky.” The kids at school called her Sketti, short for “sketti
noodle.” Her skin-and-bones frame was just shy of six feet. She wore blue
jeans and a dark hoodie, the uniform of all teens on the rez. Hers a bit more
ragged than most.

Back then, when Quill began to run, she ran the roadway that went
around the village. Punk, who wanted to lose weight, soon joined her. They
would do a slow loop past the houses that sat back off the gravel roads.
They ran carrying long sticks to keep the rez dogs at bay. They would pass
the elder housing and wave at the seniors who peered out at them from
behind curtained windows. They ran backward past the community center
to wave at folks going in and out the doors. People in the village thought
they were crazy. Punk was accustomed to standing out, sought out the
attention. Quill not so much. But once she started running, she knew she’d
found her “thing.”

After about three weeks of steady running, both Punk and Quill noticed
the young girl who stood outside her house each day to watch them. She



would come outside as they ran past, which made the two women wonder if
she was watching and waiting for them to come by. It was Punk who said,
“We should see if she wants to run with us.”

The next time they ran, both Punk and Quill waved at her to join them.
Gaylyn quickly ducked back inside the house. Punk and Quill looked at
each other, shrugged, and kept running. They weren’t much farther than two
houses down the road when they heard footsteps coming up behind them.
They turned and looked. There was Gaylyn, in her jeans and ragged hoodie,
a grubby pair of tennis shoes on her sockless feet. They slowed slightly to
let her catch up and then the three of them ran two more laps around the
village loop.

When they neared Gaylyn’s house on the second lap, she waved and ran
down the driveway to her house. In the years since, she had become a
steady runner with them. They did tribal 5Ks and then longer runs in the
city of Duluth. The 10K down in the Cities. Finally, Grandma’s Marathon in
Duluth. And they kept running.

A few months into running around the village, Punk, without saying
anything, handed Gaylyn a pack of running socks. A couple weeks later
Punk gave her a pair of brand-name running shoes, saying, “I ordered these
in the wrong size off Amazon. If they fit, take ’em. I’'m too lazy to send ’em
back.”

After Gaylyn graduated high school and started working at the casino, it
seemed she had a little more money to spend on herself. Her running gear
improved and she even bought herself a new pair of running shoes, but she
still wore the shoes Punk gave her when she first started running with them.
They were her everyday shoes now. Without asking, Quill figured most of
Gaylyn’s earnings were going to support whoever else was living in her
home.

When they dropped Gaylyn off, Punk hollered after her, “No running
without us! Hear?”

Gaylyn waved agreement as she bounded up the wooden steps leading
into her family’s HUD house. Smoke rose and tilted to the east from the
chimney in the middle of the roof. Her dad was still tinkering under the



hood of the car. Quill dropped Punk off next. Punk said, “Go straight home
so I don’t have to deal with Crow calling me every five minutes wondering
where you are and threatening to send out a search party.”

“Yeah, right,” responded Quill.



CHAPTER SIX

After Punk hopped out, Quill did as she was told and drove straight
home.

Crow was in the yard pulling Baby Boy and Niswi around on an old
yellow plastic sled. Each of her children, dressed in snow pants and thick
down jackets, looked like they had gained twenty pounds. Crow held a rope
that was tied to the sled and he was swinging it around in a circle before
letting go. Niswi wrapped her arms around Baby Boy as they flew across
the yard on the sled until it banged into a snow pile, or a shrub. If it headed
toward a tree, Niswi tipped them out to avoid hitting the tree.

The innocent joy on her family’s faces wrenched Quill’s heart. Everyone
in her small part of the world was safe, unaware of the dangers close by.

Niswi called, “Come on, Mom! Ride with me, ride with me.”

“Get on,” said Crow, standing Baby Boy up on his feet. “Let me spin
you around.”

Quill got on with Niswi. While she didn’t weigh more than 110 pounds,
she was more weight than either of the kids, and when Crow spun them
around, she held tightly to Niswi as they went flying across the yard when
he let go of the rope. Niswi squealed with excitement. Quill, the adrenaline
of the day spun out of her body and replaced by the thrill of the moment,
tried to gauge how to steer the round plastic disc away from the largest pine
tree in the yard. She stuck out a foot into the snow and kicked, sending
them uphill on the driveway, where they came to a stop in a snow rut.

“Again, again,” said Niswi.



“Nah. You and your brother go, I’'m gonna take a shower then put food
on the table. Your dad’s been playing all afternoon. One of us has to work.”
She hugged Niswi and gave Crow a kiss on the lips. Playfully she pushed
Niswi into a snow pile, then picked up Baby Boy and put him on the sled.
“Tell your daddy to give you a ride,” she said, and headed into the house.

Quill and Crow sat at the dining room table playing the card game cribbage.
Supper was finished and Niswi was in her room for the night. Crow rocked
Baby Boy to sleep. Ever since language camp they had tried to play a
nightly game in which they counted in Ojibwe to help them learn the
language. Crow was twelve pegs ahead of Quill on the board with the crib,
the spare hand belonging to him. Quill had a hand of sixteen and if Crow
didn’t hit fifteen or get a “go,” giving him a free peg on the board, she was
set to win the game.

“Patrick called today while you were out running. Ashi-naanan nizh.”
He laid a seven on her eight card and moved two pegs ahead.

“What’d he say? Niizhtana ashi-naanan.” She laid a jack.

Crow studied his cards. “They haven’t heard of anyone making a report
or of a woman missing. Might have been a couple out there having a
domestic. Nisimidana.” He laid down a five.

“Wasn’t a domestic.”

“They don’t have anything else to go on at this point. He said he would
let me know if he heard anything. And that maybe you women should run
on the main roads. Or maybe even the track over at the high school.”

“Maybe they oughtta do more patrolling.” Quill looked at the cards in
her hand. No ace. No way to make thirty-one and peg out. “Damnit. Go.”

“Nisimidana ashi-bezhig.” He laid an ace down and moved his peg
forward again.

Quill dropped her cards. “You win. Even if I count my cards you win.
Seriously, if it was a domestic it would have been posted on Facebook by
now. Too good of a story for the community not to gossip about. That



scream gave me the creeps, Crow. You hear about all the missing and
murdered women, kinda freaks you out. And I need to train for Boston.
Running in circles on a high school track isn’t going to cut it.”

Crow gathered the deck of cards and cribbage board and put the game
set on top of the fridge. “Come on, let’s go to bed.”

Quill followed him into their room. Crow picked up Baby Boy and
softly put him in his crib. He gently patted the boy’s back to keep him
asleep. “We’re going to have to get him a regular bed. Look, his feet almost
touch the end of the crib.”

“Go into Duluth and see what they have at Walmart. Or maybe Barbie
has an extra bed she’d loan us.”

Both pulled off their clothes and crawled under the sheets and the dark
blue star quilt. Crow pulled Quill into his arms. “I mean it. I don’t want you
out there running alone.”

“I know. Punk and Gaylyn went with me today. Be quiet. Kiss me.”

When Quill woke up the next morning Baby Boy was running a yellow toy
dump truck around the living room. Crow had gotten Niswi off to school
and was sitting at the table drinking a cup of coffee, scrolling through his
phone. “I’m heading over to the vehicle maintenance building. A catalytic
converter was stolen off one of the trucks. Damn drug addicts. This might
take me all day. I’ll either have to run into Duluth for parts or order from
the Cities.”

Quill poured herself a cup of coffee. Added cream from the fridge. “I’'m
going to drive over to Leech Lake and see if Giigoonh Jones has any new
beadwork for sale. Baby Boy and I will have an adventure.”

Quill saw a cloud cross Crow’s face.

Before he could say anything, she said, “I’ll call Punk or Gaylyn and see
if they’ll ride with?”

Crow got up and put on his winter coat and a stocking cap. “Don’t spend
all our hard-earned money on Giigoonh’s beadwork. Every time we see that



woman selling at a powwow, I’m out at least a hundred bucks.”

“She makes the best beaded earrings around. And besides, I’'m just
looking.”

“That’s what you always say.” He kissed Quill. “Be safe. Watch out for
ice on the road.”

“Always.”

Quill downed her coffee and quickly got dressed. She put warmer
clothes on the boy than his dad had dressed him in. “Come on, sweet boy,
we’re gonna go for a ride.” She texted Punk and Gaylyn to see if either of
them or both wanted to ride along. Gaylyn responded right away that she
needed to work her housekeeping shift at the casino hotel in the afternoon,
starting at two. Quill assured her they would be back before then.

Gaylyn asked, “ETA?”

“Shortly.”

Quill called Punk when she didn’t get a response to her text. When Punk
finally answered, it was clear from her groggy tone she was just waking up.
When Quill asked her about riding with them to Leech Lake, Punk giggled.
“Nah, girl, I got better things to do this A.m.”

“I bet,” Quill responded. “Sounds like you got someone in that bed with
you. Tell him to get up and get to work. That is, if he has a job. Get your
butt out of bed and ride with us. I’ll be there in less than five minutes.”

Punk groaned. Quill heard a muffled “Gotta get up” before the phone
clicked off.

Quill put Cheerios, water, an apple, and gummy fruit snacks into a bag.
Living in northern Minnesota meant you never left home for a drive in the
winter without extra food, blankets, and good winter boots.

Quill remembered Thanksgiving a few years back. Baby Boy was an
infant. They loaded up the car to go visit one of Crow’s brothers down in
Hinckley. When they left their home, the sun was shining and there were
still blades of green grass showing through on the dried fall lawn. Halfway
to Hinckley a snowstorm moved in from the west. Within a half a mile they
were in a whiteout. Crow slowed the car to twenty-seven mph, hoping no



semi would come barreling up behind them. Or if it did, that the truck
driver would see their taillights in time to swerve into the next lane.

He crept along Interstate 35 as both he and Quill leaned forward in the
front seat as if the twelve more inches would give them greater visibility
through the blowing snow. Luckily a gust of wind cleared the road ahead in
time for them to see the green exit sign to Hinckley. Once they were off the
freeway, driving through the small town, the houses created a barrier to the
wind and snow, so they were able to find his brother’s house safely.

They ate turkey with all the trimmings. Told groan-worthy jokes about
Pilgrims and Indians. His brother and sister-in-law insisted on taking
pictures of everyone together. By early evening the storm blew over, and on
the night ride home a crescent moon and Orion shone brightly overhead.

But today the weather was clear, and the report online said it would be
sunny all day. Quill grabbed her phone and the plastic bag of food. Filled a
travel mug with the rest of the coffee. She helped Baby Boy out to the car
and into his car seat. Picked up Punk, who was dressed all in black with a
bright green scarf around her neck and matching bright green mittens.

“Whoa. What’s up with the mittens?”

“My grandma made ’em for me. Don’t hate on my mitts.”

“Psssh, girl, those mittens would wake the dead.”

Punk took one off and swatted Quill on the arm. “Leave me and my
grandma’s mittens alone.”

Next stop was to pick up Gaylyn, who was waiting outside on her front
steps, breathing out cold winter mist with each breath. Quill barely stopped
the car when Gaylyn ran over and hopped in.

“Warmth,” she said as she held her bare hands up into the warmth of the
front seat.

Quill glanced back at her. “There’s an extra pair of mittens in the glove
box. Can you get ’em for her, Punk?”

Punk did. Gaylyn sat back, put her seatbelt on, then rubbed her hands
together for additional warmth.

As Quill zipped down the highway, twenty miles over the speed limit,
she skillfully scanned the road ahead for ice and the side ditches for suicidal



deer. She talked about running and said, as she looked at Gaylyn in the
rearview mirror, “You almost scared me being so ferocious about that
pickup truck.”

Gaylyn responded with a “Hmmph.”

They talked about the asshole who had been driving. Punk gossiped
about a mutual friend who slept with her sister’s “man” and got p.g. How
the guy tried to say that a long time ago all Indian men married two wives.
The un-p.g. sister kicked him out. And the p.g. sister quit the relationship
but stayed p.g. and had the kid on her own. She and the kid were living with
the un-p.g. sister now. Gaylyn said she knew that sister. Quill admitted
she’d followed the drama on Facebook.

“I’d have to kill Crow.”

“Girl, you got nothin’ to worry about. That guy’s so in love with you he
can’t see straight,” Punk said.

“Better stay that way.” Quill laughed.

“Look. There goes one of those pickups with no plates in front.” Punk
pointed at a pickup driving the opposite way.

Gaylyn quickly turned around in her seat to try and read the rear plates.
“His rear plates are mudded over. We should find their camp, sneak in at
night, and wash the mud off all the plates.”

“Oh yeah, that would be a real adventure,” said Quill.

Baby Boy started to chant, “Hungry muffin. Hungry muffin.”

“My kid’s been so quiet I almost forgot I brought him. Hand Baby Boy
some of those gummy snacks, would you, Punk?”

Punk rummaged around the food bag and handed the fruit snacks across
the backseat. “Does this kid have a real name?”

“I don’t remember. He’s been Baby Boy for so long,” Quill joked.

“OMG. He’ll be in seventh grade and the teacher will say, ‘What’s your
name?’ and he’ll say ‘Baby Boy.””

They all laughed.

At a sign that read WELCOME TO THE LEECH LAKE BAND OF OJIBWE, Quill
said, “Look, here’s the turnoff to Giigoonh’s. Drove all this way, hope she’s
home.”



Quill turned off the highway onto a well-maintained gravel side road.
They passed a few HUD houses that sat back off the road. The farther they
went the thicker the forest got. “Lookit, there’s the carved walleye statue
she has marking her driveway,” Quill said as they pulled in. Giigoonh’s
yard had toys strewn around—abandoned Hot Wheels, assorted bikes with
one tire or no handlebars. At the tree line were abandoned cars, their dead
headlights looking longingly toward the house. A brand-new shiny SUV
was parked by the front steps. “She must be home. You fend off any rez
dogs while I get what’s-his-name out of his car seat.”

Gaylyn muttered under her breath, “Sure, leave the deadly job to me.”

Giigoonh wore black elastic-waist pants and a very thin, well-worn
nurse’s uniform top as a blouse. On her feet were bright yellow Crocs, sans
socks in the cold winter air. She stood, holding her front door open, as the
trio walked up to her house. “Come on in. What brings the Red Pine riffraff
over this way? Let me put on a fresh pot of coffee.”

Giigoonh lived in an old-style HUD house. You walked in the front door
right into the living room and straight ahead to the kitchen. The room was
toasty warm and filled with the smell of freshly brewed coffee. There were
dreamcatchers hung on each wall along with Southwest Indian prints in
cheap fake-gold-trimmed frames. A star quilt in varying shades of dark
orange and yellow hung across the back of the couch that faced the biggest
TV screen Quill had ever seen.

“Sit down, sit down,” Giigoonh said as she pointed to wooden chairs
around the kitchen table. The table was strewn with odd teacup saucers that
held various shades of tiny beads. Beading needles, beading thread, and
beadwork in different stages of being finished sat next to or on the china
that held their color of beads. “Let me turn on Disney Channel for the boy.”
She fiddled with her oversized TV until Mickey Mouse showed his ears.
“There you go, kid.” Without ceremony she picked him up and sat him on
her couch.

Back in the kitchen area, she poured three cups of steaming coffee and
edged them between the saucers of beads in front of each woman. “Good to
see you. What brings you this way?”



“We were wondering what new beadwork you have for sale,” answered
Quill.

Giigoonh waved her hand over the table. “This 1s it. Got beaded lighters.
Been working on these big medallions. Great big chubby guys need great
big medallions on their great big chests.” Laughter around the table. “Hair
clips, barrettes. Started making these birch-bark bracelets with copper wire
and beads. Lot of work.”

The women sat around the table and visited. Quill and Gaylyn would
reach out and finger various pieces of beadwork while they talked. Looking
at the back clips of the hair barrettes. Punk repeated the same gossip from
the car ride over, this time to new ears. Coffee cups were refilled. Talk
shifted to the pipeline that was going through and the influx of pipeline
workers. Giigoonh said, “I’m an old lady. Went to bingo at the casino last
Tuesday and a cute kid, redhead, bearded guy, looked to be in his thirties,
called me ‘Sweet pea,’ all in a syrupy southern drawl, and invited me to his
motel room. I said, ‘Do I look like a spring flower?” and I dabbed random
squares on the bingo cards he was playing. He got all mad and stormed off.”

When the laughter quieted down and more coffee was being sipped,
Quill brought out the tiny purple-beaded stud she kept in her pocket. “Are
you still making these?” she asked Giigoonh, holding it out in the palm of
her hand.

“Enyanh.” Giigoonh shook her head yes. Then took the earring from
Quill. “I made this.” She rolled the tiny beaded stud between her thumb and
pointer finger the same way Quill had. “For sure.” She looked at Quill.
“You only have the one?”

“Yeah, I found it in the woods when I was out running on the hunting
road. It’s beautiful. As soon as I saw it, I said, ‘Giigoonh made this.””

“These are Czech cut-glass beads. Called true cut. Expensive little
buggers. Haven’t made very many of these. I could only afford a few hanks
in different colors. I made red ones, purple ones, and yellow. And such a
small-size bead I need to put on my coal miner’s helmet to bead.”

“What’s that?”



Giigoonh reached down into a basket on the floor at her feet. “Glasses, a
light, and magnifier all rolled into one. Put it on like I’'m going into a cave
and I can bead like a crazy woman. Tell me again where you found this?”

“Out running. It’s beautiful. I bet the owner misses it.”

“I only sold three sets at a hundred fifty bucks a pair. Tiny Czech beads
jack up the price. Not many buyers for this quality of work.”

“Whew. Bet she wants it back.”

“Yeah, not cheap. It’s delicate work.” She put the magnifier back into the
basket at her feet. She stared out her dining room window. The women sat
quietly as they watched Giigoonh sort through the memories in her mind.

Turning her head back to the table she said, “Ah! The girl’s name was
Mabel. Who names their kid Mabel these days? That’s an old lady’s name.
Heck, when I was a kid the old ladies were named Mabel. What the heck
was her last name?” She looked again out her window. A sparrow flew by.
Snow dropped from a pine bough at the edge of her yard. Quill took a sip of
the strong but tepid coffee from her cup with a Jackpot Junction logo on it.
She looked over at Punk’s cup, a red metal camping cup with white flecks
all over it.

Giigoonh snapped her fingers. “Beaulieu. That’s who bought the purple
ones. I only had one purple pair beaded at the time. Mabel Beaulieu.
Beautiful girl. Long black hair past her butt. She didn’t need to put all that
eyebrow makeup on that some young women wear these days.” She looked
pointedly at Punk. “Perfect eyebrows. Mabel Beaulieu. Who goes and
names their kid Mabel? Couldn’t forget a name like that. Guess there’s a
Beaulieu running around out there who did, huh?”

“Where is she from? I can try to track her down and get her earring back
to her.” Quill reached over and picked up the earring from the table in front
of Giigoonh. Put it back in the crease of her jacket pocket. Tucked it in safe.

“Hmmmm. Seem to recall she said she was staying in Duluth. But she
was from Fort Frances. No, not Fort Frances. Rainy River? Fort McKay?
Sorry. It was a reserve up north that starts with ‘Fort.” But she was staying
in Duluth.”

“She say where?”



“No. But I got the impression she was new out of treatment. She said the
earrings were to celebrate her new life on the Red Road of Sobriety. You
know that shiny look folks have once they get off the alcohol and drugs.
She was filled with excitement about a sober life.”

“Maybe she was at the halfway house in Duluth. I can check there.”

“You girls want more coffee?”” Giigoonh pushed her chair back from the
table.

“No. No, thank you. We should head back home. The kid should sleep
on the drive all the way home. Take his nap in the car.”

“I wanna get these.” Punk picked up a matching set of yellow barrettes
from one of the saucers.

“Those don’t have the backs yet.” Giigoonh got up and walked out of the
room. Came back with a handful of finished barrettes and set them down in
front of Punk, who picked out some yellow ones. “I only have three pairs of
those tiny stud earrings left.” She laid the earrings on the table in front of
Quill.

Quill picked up each pair and gently rolled them around between the tips
of her fingers. One set was a purple replica of the single one Quill kept in
her pocket. Quill placed the pair on the table. “I’ll take these.”

Giigoonh ran the women’s credit cards on a small white card reader she
stuck into her smartphone, then handed the women their purchases. Quill
stuffed hers in her pocket and Punk’s went into her saddlebag-size purse.
Quill got Baby Boy pried from the TV and into his coat. Waves and quick
hugs were exchanged at the door.

Twenty miles down the road, Punk stated, “We came all the way over
here, and I bought barrettes I don’t need. And you bought a pair of hundred-
fifty-dollar earrings? What the heck?”

Quill stared at the road in front of her.

“Come on, what’s up?”

“Remember I told you about the scream?”’

“So?”

“When Crow and I went back out there the next day, I found this
earring.”



“And you didn’t turn it in to the cops? Every cop show warns you not to
mess with the evidence.”

“I didn’t know 1t was evidence until after I picked it up and put it in my
pocket. Crow doesn’t even know I have it.”

“Well, it’s got your DNA all over it now. If she’s dead they’ll haul you
in. I’ll have to get the Innocence Project involved to clear your name.”

“Shuddup!”

Punk laughed. “Serious.”

“We don’t need DNA. Giigoonh knows she made it and who she sold it
to. We can go into Duluth and ask around. See if we can find this Mabel
Beaulieu.”

“Oh my god. Remind me again why I’m your friend? All you do is drag
me into trouble. And then Crow yells at me. Thinks I’m the instigator.
Heck, I’'m just a follower at heart. He thinks because I have a mohawk and
a few piercings everything is my fault.”

“A few? And Crow yells at you? He never yells at me.”

“’Cause he’s scared to death you’d punch him. Or leave him. You all
Miss Perfect Indian.”

“Hey, look behind us. Is that the same truck we passed when we were
going to Giigoonh’s?” Gaylyn asked, her head turned around to look behind
them.

Quill looked in the rearview mirror and saw a maroon pickup truck,
oversized tires, with tinted windows that made it impossible to see the
driver or passenger if there was one. And no front license plate. The vehicle
was on the road about two car lengths behind them. “How long has it been
back there?” asked Quill.

“I saw it at the crossroad back a bit. When it pulled out it sped up and I
thought it was going to pass us, but it slowed down and stayed behind.”

“I’1l see if he passes,” Quill said as she lifted her foot off the accelerator.
The truck behind them appeared to back off, keeping the same distance
between the two vehicles. Quill looked at the road ahead and saw four cars
headed in their direction, which made it impossible for the truck behind
them to pass safely on the two-lane highway.



“This is creeping me out,” said Punk, as she turned to look behind them.
“Is that the same truck that threw gravel at us back when we were
running?”’

“Nah, there’s so many trucks on the road these days. It’s hard to tell one
from the other,” said Quill.

“Well, just speed up. Get us home as fast as you can.”

Quill pushed the gas pedal, watched the speedometer needle creep up to
eighty, then ninety mph. The truck stayed behind them.

“Should I text Crow? What’s the point of having a husband if you can’t
keep him on speed dial for emergencies?”

Quill looked in her mirrors again. “We’re fine. It’s broad daylight with
other cars on the road.”

On the side of the road up ahead she could see the green road sign that
read APAKWANAGEMAG RESERVATION in white lettering with RED PINE
RESERVATION in English underneath the Ojibwe.

As she whipped past the sign, a tribal cop car, lights flashing, zipped out
from a crossroad where he had been hiding among some pine trees. As she
braked to slow down and pull over to the side of the road, the truck behind
her slowed too. Driving the speed limit, the truck passed them. A white
hand emerged at the top of the passenger-side window, which was slightly
rolled down, and waved as it went by.

Gaylyn said, “Leave me the fuck alone.” Under her breath to the passing
truck.

Quill rolled down her car window as the tribal cop approached. She
pulled her license and insurance card out from her jeans’ back pocket.

Quill didn’t recognize the cop. He had a military haircut and sharp edges
to his body that said maybe all he ever did in his spare time was work out.

He bent down and looked at the women without removing his
sunglasses. Quill briefly wondered to herself, sarcastically, if the snow glare
bothered his eyes. He tilted his head to look beyond Quill to where Punk
sat. He stood back up and stared down the road ahead of them. Quill held
her license and insurance card at the window for him to take.



The cop leaned back down. “You were twenty miles over the speed
limit.”

Punk leaned toward the driver’s side of the car. “We thought those idiots
in the maroon truck were chasing us. They’re the ones you should have
stopped. We were just trying to get safely home. Thank god you pulled us
over.”

The cop and Punk were talking over Quill as she leaned back in her seat
and watched the exchange.

“They were chasing you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. They been following us for like ten miles. Quill
would slow down, they’d slow down. Finally, she just sped up to get us
home as fast as possible.”

“Where do you live?”

“In the village.” Punk pointed up the road.

“You get a license plate?” He stood back up and looked down the road
again.

Punk leaned on the steering wheel to get closer to the driver’s window.
“It was covered with mud. And their windows are tinted so dark you can’t
see who’s in there. Didn’t you hear about the woman who was attacked out
in the woods around here? That could have been us.”

Quill looked hard at Punk. She could swear Punk was flirting with the
cop. Or then again, maybe she was just working hard to get the cop’s
attention off Quill’s speeding.

“Can I see your ID?” he asked Punk, leaning back down.

She reached across Quill to shake the cop’s hand. “Punk Fairbanks. I
wasn’t driving though. No ID on me.”

He stood up, looked up the road. “Well, I’ll give you girls a warning this
time. Considering the circumstances. Take care. And if they show back up,
call the tribal station, don’t try to outrun them.”

“All right. Chi-miigwech,” gushed Punk.

Quill watched him in her rearview mirror as he walked back to his
Cruiser.

“He’s kinda cute, don’t you think?” Punk asked.



Quill responded, turning the key in the ignition, “If you go for the robo-
cop type. ‘Give you girls a warning,” my ass.” She signaled and pulled out
onto the road. She could see in her rearview mirror the cop driving back
into his hiding spot. She scoffed again. “ ‘Girls.””

Two miles down the road the dark pickup pulled out from a side road
and again dropped two car lengths behind them. Quill and Punk looked at
each other, fear in their eyes. Gaylyn muttered, “Asshole.”

“I’'m going to drive to the casino, and if we don’t lose them there, I’ll
drive to the tribal police station, okay?” Quill said.

“I can’t be late for work,” said Gaylyn.

Punk nodded. She twisted around in the seat so both she and Gaylyn
could watch the truck behind them.

At the casino, Quill drove around the hotel lot to drop Gaylyn off at the
service door. She then drove to a corner of the building where, partially
hidden, they could watch the gamblers’ parking lot. At the same time, the
women saw the truck pull into a parking spot. Quill drove slowly down the
next row and watched for whoever was in the truck to get out. It was two
men, too bundled up in winter gear for her to get a good look at their
features.

As the men entered the casino doors, Quill slammed on the brakes and
opened the car door.

“What are you doing?”” Punk asked.

“Getting the license plate.”
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