Ice Tricksters

UNcLE CLEMENT told me last night that he knows almost every-
thing. Almost, that’s his nickname and favorite word in stories,
lives with me and my mother in a narrow house on the Leech
Lake Chippewa Indian Reservation in northern Minnesota.

Last night, just before dark, we drove into town to meet my
cousin at the bus depot and to buy rainbow ice cream in thick
brown cones. Almost sat in the back seat of our old car and
started his stories the minute we were on the dirt road around
the north side of the lake on our way to town. The wheels
bounced and raised thick clouds of dust and the car doors shud-
dered. He told me about the time he almost started an ice cream
store when he came back from the army. My mother laughed
and turned to the side. The car rattled on the washboard road.
She shouted, ““I heard that one before!”

” Almost!’ he shouted back.

“What almost happened?” I asked. My voice bounced with
the car.

“Well, it was winter then,”” he said. Fine brown dust settled
on his head and the shoulders of his overcoat. “Too cold for ice
cream in the woods, but the idea came to mind in the summer,
almost.”
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“Almost, you know almost everything about nothing,” my
mother shouted and then laughed, “or almost nothing about al-
most everything.”

“Pincher, we’re almost to the ice cream,” he said and
brushed me on the head with his right hand. He did that to ig-
nore what my mother said about what he knows. Clouds of dust
covered the trees behind us on both sides of the road.

Almost is my great-uncle, and he decides on our nicknames,
even the nicknames for my cousins who live in the cities and visit
the reservation in the summer. Pincher, the name he gave me,
was natural because I pinched my way through childhood. I
learned about the world between two fingers. I pinched every-
thing, or almost everything, as my uncle would say. I pinched
animals, insects, leaves, water, fish, ice cream, the moist air,
winter breath, snow, and even words, the words I could see or
almost see. I pinched the words and learned how to speak sooner
than my cousins. Pinched words are easier to remember. Some
words, like government and grammar, are unnatural, never seen
and never pinched. Who could pinch a word like grammar?

Almost named me last winter when my grandmother was
sick with pneumonia and died on the way to the public health
hospital. She had no teeth and covered her mouth when she
smiled, almost a child. I sat in the back seat of the car and held
her thin brown hand. Even her veins were hidden, it was so cold
that night. On the road we pinched summer words over the hard
snow and ice. She smiled and said, papakine, papakine, over and
over. That means cricket or grasshopper in our tribal language
and we pinched that word together. We pinched papakine in the
back seat of our cold car on the way to the hospital. Later she
whispered bisanagami sibi, the river is still, and then she died. My
mother straightened her fingers, but later, at the wake in our
house, my grandmother pinched a summer word and we could
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see that. She was buried in the cold earth with a warm word
between her fingers. That's when my uncle gave me my nick-
name.

Almost never told lies, but he used the word almost to
stretch the truth like a tribal trickster, my mother told me. The
trickster is a character in stories, an animal, or person, even a
tree at times, who pretends the world can be stopped with
words, and he frees the world in stories. Almost said the trickster
is almost a man and almost a woman, and almost a child, a clown
who laughs and plays games with words in stories. The trickster
is almost a free spirit. Almost told me about the trickster many
times, and I think I almost understand his stories. He brushed
my head with his hand and said, ‘“The almost world is a better
world, a sweeter dream than the world we are taught to under-
stand in school.”

“I understand, almost,” I told my uncle.

““People are almost stories, and stories tell almost the whole
truth,” Almost told me last winter when he gave me my nick-
name. “Pincher is your nickname and names are stories too,
gega.”” The word gega means almost in the Anishinaabe or Chip-
pewa language.

“Pincher gega,” I said and then tried to pinch a tribal word
I could not yet see clear enough to hold between my fingers. I
could almost see gega.

Almost, no matter the season, wore a long overcoat. He
bounced when he walked, and the thick bottom of the overcoat
hit the ground. The sleeves were too short but he never minded
that because he could eat and deal cards with no problems. So
there he was in line for a rainbow ice cream cone, dressed for
winter, or almost winter he would say. My mother wonders if
he wears that overcoat for the attention.

"“Gega, gega,” an old woman called from the end of the line.
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“You spending some claims money on ice cream or a new coat?”’
No one ignored his overcoat.

“What's that?”” answered Almost. He cupped his ear to lis-
ten because he knew the old woman wanted to move closer,
ahead in the line. The claims money she mentioned is a measure
of everything on the reservation. The federal government prom-
ised to settle a treaty over land with tribal people. Almost and
thousands of others have been waiting for more than a century
to be paid for land that was taken from them. There were rumors
at least once a week that federal checks were in the mail, final
payment for the broken treaties. When white people talk about
a rain dance, tribal people remember the claims dancers who
promised a federal check in every mailbox.

“Claims money,” she whispered in the front of the line.

”Almost got a check this week,”” Almost said and smiled.

“Almost is as good as nothing,” she said back.

“Pincher gets a bicycle when the claims money comes.”

“My husband died waiting for the claims settlement,” my
mother said. She looked at me and then turned toward the ice
cream counter to order. I held back my excitement about a new
bicycle because the claims money might never come; no one was
ever sure. Almost believed in rumors, and he waited one morn-
ing for a check to appear in his mailbox on the reservation. Fi-
nally, my mother scolded him for wasting his time on promises
made by the government. "You grow old too fast on government
promises,” she said. "“Anyway, the government has nothing to
do with bicycles.” He smiled at me and we ate our rainbow ice
cream cones at the bus depot. That was a joke because the depot
is nothing more than a park bench in front of a restaurant. On
the back of the bench was a sign that announced an ice sculpture
contest to be held in the town park on July Fourth.

“Ice cube sculpture?”” asked my mother.
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“No blocks big enough around here in summer,” I said,
thinking about the ice sold to tourists, cubes and small blocks for
camp coolers.

““Pig Foot, he cuts ice from the lake in winter and stores it
" my uncle whispered. He looked
around, concerned that someone might hear about the ice cave.
“Secret mikwam, huge blocks, enough for a great sculpture.” The
word mikwam means ice.

“Never mind,” my mother said as she licked the ice cream
on her fingers. The rainbow turned pink when it melted. The
pink ran over her hand and under her rings.

in a cave, buried in straw,’

Black Ice was late, but that never bothered her because she
liked to ride in the back of buses at night. She sat in the dark and
pretended that she could see the people who lived under the
distant lights. She lived in a dark apartment building in Saint
Paul with her mother and older brother and made the world
come alive with light more than with sound or taste. She was on
the reservation for more than a month last summer, and we
thought her nickname would be Light or Candle or something
like that, even though she wore black clothes. Not so. Almost
avoided one obvious name and chose another when she at-
tended our grandmother’s funeral. Black Ice had never been on
the reservation in winter. She slipped and fell seven times on
black ice near the church and so she got that as a nickname.

Black Ice was the last person to leave the bus. She held back
behind the darkened windows as long as she could. Yes, she was
shy, worried about being embarrassed in public. I might be that
way too, if we lived in an apartment in the cities, but the only
public on the reservation are the summer tourists. She was hap-
pier when we bought her a rainbow ice cream cone. She was
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dressed in black, black everything, even black canvas shoes, no,
almost black. The latest television style in the cities. Little did my
uncle know that her reservation nickname would describe a
modern style of clothes. We sat in the back seat on the way back
to our house. We could smell the dust in the dark, in the tunnel
of light through the trees. The moon was new that night.

“Almost said he would buy me my first bicycle when he gets
his claims money,” I told Black Ice. She brushed her clothes;
there was too much dust.

“I should’ve brought my new mountain bike,” she said. “I
don’t use it much though. Too much traffic and you have to
worry about it being stolen.”

“Should we go canoeing? We have a canoe.”

“Did you get television yet?”” asked Black Ice.

“Yes,” | boasted, “my mother won a big screen with a dish
and everything at a bingo game on the reservation.” We never
watched much television though.

“Really?”

“Yes, we can get more than a hundred channels.”

“On the reservation?”’

“Yes, and bingo too.”

“Well, here we are, paradise at the end of a dust cloud,” my
mother announced as she turned down the trail to our house on
the lake. The headlights held the eyes of a raccoon, and we could
smell a skunk in the distance. Low branches brushed the side of
the car; we were home. We sat in the car for a few minutes and
listened to the night. The dogs were panting. Mosquitoes, so big
we called them the state bird, landed on our arms, bare knuckles,
and warm shoulder blades. The water was calm and seemed to
hold back a secret dark blue light from the bottom of the lake.
One loon called and another answered. One thin wave rippled
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over the stones on the shore. We ducked mosquitoes and went
into the house. We were tired, and too tired in the morning to
appreciate the plan to carve a trickster from a block of ice.

Pig Foot lived alone on an island. He came down to the
wooden dock to meet us in the morning. We were out on the
lake before dawn, my uncle at the back of the canoe in his over-
coat. We paddled and he steered us around the point of the is-
land where bald eagles nested.

“Pig Foot?” questioned Black Ice.

“Almost gave him that nickname,” I whispered to my
cousin as we came closer to the dock. “Watch his little feet; he
prances like a pig when he talks. The people in town swear his
feet are hard and cloven.”

“Are they?”

“No,” I whispered as the canoe touched the dock.

“Almost,” shouted Pig Foot.

““Almost,” said Almost. “Pincher, you know him from the
funeral, and this lady is from the city. We named her Black Ice.”

““Makate Mikwam,” said Pig Foot. “Black ice comes with the
white man and roads. No black ice on this island.” He tied the
canoe to the dock and patted his thighs with his open hands.
The words makate mikwam mean black ice.

Black Ice looked down at Pig Foot’s feet when she stepped
out of the canoe. He wore black overshoes, the toes were turned
out. She watched him prance on the rough wooden dock when
he talked about the weather and mosquitoes. The black flies and
mosquitoes on the island, special breeds, were more vicious than
anywhere else on the reservation. Pig Foot was pleased that no
one camped on the island because of the black flies. Some people
accused him of raising mean flies to keep the tourists away. “Not
a bad idea, now that I think about it,”” said Pig Foot. He had a
small bunch of black hair on his chin. He pulled the hair when
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he was nervous and revealed a row of short stained teeth. Black
Ice turned toward the sunrise and held her laughter.

“We come to see the ice cave,” said Almost. “We need a
large block to win the ice sculpture contest in four days.”

“What ice cave is that?”” asked Pig Foot.

“The almost secret one!”” shouted Almost.

“That one, sure enough,” said Pig Foot. He mocked my un-
cle and touched the lapel of his overcoat. “I was wondering
about that contest. What does ice have to do with July Fourth?”
He walked ahead as he talked, and then every eight steps he
would stop and turn to wait for us. But if you were too close you
would bump into him when he stopped. Black Ice counted his
steps, and when we were near the entrance to the ice cave she
imitated his prance, toes turned outward. She pranced seven
steps and then waited for him to turn on the eighth.

Pig Foot stopped in silence on the shore where the bank was
higher and where several trees leaned over the water. There, in
the vines and boulders, we could feel the cool air. A cool breath
on the shore.

Pig Foot told us we could never reveal the location of the ice
cave, but he said we could tell stories about ice and the great
spirit of winter in summer. He said this because most tribal sto-
ries should be told in winter, not in summer when evil spirits
could be about to listen and do harm to words and names. We
agreed to the conditions and followed him over the boulders into
the wide cold cave. We could hear our breath, even a heartbeat.
Whispers were too loud in the cave.

“Almost the scent of winter on July Fourth,” whispered Al-
most. “In winter we overturn the ice in shallow creeks to smell
the rich blue earth, and then in summer we taste the winter in
this ice cave, almost.”

“Almost, you're a poet, sure enough, but that’s straw, not
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the smell of winter,” said Pig Foot. He was hunched over where
the cave narrowed at the back. Beneath the mounds of straw
were huge blocks of ice, lake ice, blue and silent in the cave. Was
that thunder, or the crack of winter ice on the lake? ““Just me,
dropped a block over the side.” In winter he sawed blocks of ice
in the bay where it was the thickest and towed the blocks into
the cave on an aluminum slide. Pig Foot used the ice to cool his
cabin in summer, but Almost warned us that there were other
reasons. Pig Foot believes that the world is becoming colder and
colder, the ice thicker and thicker. Too much summer in the
blood would weaken him, so he rests on a block of ice in the cave
several hours a week to stay in condition for the coming of the
ice age on the reservation.

“Black Ice, come over here,”” said Almost. ““Stretch out on
this block.” My cousin brushed the straw from the ice and leaned
back on the block. ““Almost, almost, now try this one, no this
one, almost.”

““Almost what?”” asked Black Ice.

“Almost a whole trickster,” whispered Almost. Then he told
us what he had in mind. A trickster, he wanted us to carve a
tribal trickster to enter in the ice sculpture contest.

““What does a trickster look like?”” I asked. Trickster was a
word I could not see, there was nothing to pinch. How could I
know a trickster between my fingers?

““Almost like a person,” he said and brushed the straw from
a block as large as me. “Almost in there, we have three days to
find the trickster in the ice.”

Early the next morning we paddled across the lake to the ice
cave to begin our work on the ice trickster. We were dressed for
winter. I don’t think my mother believed us when we told her
about the ice cave. “Almost,” she said with a smile, “finally
found the right place to wear his overcoat in the summer.”

Pig Foot was perched on a block of ice when we arrived. We
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slid the block that held the trickster to the center of the cave and
set to work with an ax and chisels. We rounded out a huge head,
moved down the shoulders, and on the second day we freed the
nose, ears, and hands of the trickster. I could see him in the dark
blue ice; the trickster was almost free. I could almost pinch the
word trickster.

Almost directed as we carved the ice on the first and second
days, but on the third and final day he surprised us. We were in
the cave dressed in winter coats and hats, ready to work, when
he told us to make the final touches on our own, to liberate the
face of the trickster. Almost and Pig Foot leaned back on a block
of ice; we were in charge of who the trickster would become in
ice.

Black Ice wanted the trickster to look like a woman. I wanted
the ice sculpture to look like a man. The trickster, we decided,
would be both, one side a man and the other side a woman. The
true trickster, almost a man and almost a woman. In the end the
ice trickster had features that looked like our uncle, our grand-
mother, and other members of our families. The trickster had
small feet turned outward, he wore an overcoat, and she pinched
her fingers on one hand. He was ready for the contest, she was
the ice trickster on July Fourth.

That night we tied sheets around the ice trickster and towed
her behind the canoe to the park on the other side of the lake.
The ice floated and the trickster melted slower in the water. We
rounded the south end of the island and headed to the park near
the town, slow and measured like traders on a distant sea. The
park lights reflected on the calm water. We tied the ice trickster
to the end of the town dock and beached our canoe. We were
very excited, but soon we were tired and slept on the grass in
the park near the dock. The trickster was a liberator; she would
win on Independence Day. Almost, anyway.

“The trickster melted,” shouted Almost. He stood on the
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end of the dock, a sad uncle in his overcoat, holding the rope
and empty sheets. At first we thought he had tricked us, we
thought the whole thing was a joke, so we laughed. We rolled
around on the grass and laughed. Almost was not amused at
first. He turned toward the lake to hide his face, but then he
broke into wild laughter. He laughed so hard he almost lost his
balance in that heavy overcoat. He almost fell into the lake.

“The ice trickster won at last,” said Black Ice.

““No, wait, she almost won. No ice trickster would melt that
fast in the lake,” he said and ordered us to launch the canoe for
a search. Overnight the trickster had slipped from the sheets and
floated free from the dock, somewhere out in the lake. The ice
trickster was free on July Fourth.

We paddled the canoe in circles and searched for hours and
hours but we could not find the ice trickster. Later, my mother
rented a motorboat and we searched in two circles.

Almost was worried that the registration would close, so he
abandoned the search and appealed to the people who organized
the ice sculpture competition. They agreed to extend the time,
and they even invited other contestants to search for the ice
trickster. The lake was crowded with motorboats.

“There she floats,” a woman shouted from a fishing boat.
We paddled out and towed the trickster back to the dock. Then
we hauled her up the bank to the park and a pedestal. We circled
the pedestal and admired the ice trickster.

“Almost a trickster,”” said Almost. We looked over the other
entries. There were more birds than animals, more heads than
hips or hands, and the other ice sculptures were much smaller.
Dwarfs next to the ice trickster. She had melted some overnight
in the lake, but he was still head and shoulders above the other
entries. The competition was about to close when we learned
that there was a height restriction. Almost never read the rules.
No entries over three feet and six inches in any direction. The
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other entries were much smaller. No one found large blocks of
ice in town, so they were all within the restrictions. Our trickster
was four feet tall, or at least she was that tall when we started
out in the ice cave.

“No trickster that started out almost he or she can be too
much of either,” said Almost. We nodded in agreement, but we
were not certain what he meant.

““What now?’’" asked Black Ice.

“Get a saw,”” my mother ordered. “We can cut that trickster
down a notch or two on the bottom.”” She held her hand about
four inches from the base to see what a shorter trickster would
look like.

“ Almost short enough,”” said Almost. “He melted some, she
needs to lose four more inches by my calculations. We should
have left her in the lake for another hour.”

Pig Foot turned the trickster on his side, but when we mea-
sured four inches from the bottom he protested. ‘“Not the feet,
not my feet, those are my feet on the trickster.”

“Not my ear either.”

““Not the hands,” I pleaded.

“The shins,” shouted Black Ice. No one had claimed the
shins on the ice trickster, so we measured and sawed four inches
from his shins and then carved the knees to fit the little pig feet.

““Almost whole,” announced Almost.

“What's a trickster?”” asked the three judges who hurried
down the line of pedestals before the ice sculptures melted be-
yond recognition.

““Almost a person,” said Black Ice.

“What person?”

My grandmother,” I told the judges. ““See how she pinched
her fingers. She was a trickster; she pinched a cricket there.” Pig
Foot was nervous; he pranced around the pedestal.

The judges prowled back and forth, whispered here and
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there between two pedestals, and then they decided that there
would be two winners because they could not decide on one.
“The winners are the Boy and His Dog, and that ice trickster,
Almost a Person,” the judges announced.

The ice trickster won a bicycle, a large camp cooler, a dictio-
nary, and twelve double rainbow cones. The other ice cave sculp-
tors gave me the bicycle because I had never owned one before,
and because the claims payment might be a bad promise. We
divided the cones as best we could between five people, Almost,
Pig Foot, Black Ice, me, and my mother.

Later, we packed what remained of the ice trickster, includ-
ing the shin part, and took him back to the ice cave, where she
lasted for more than a year. She stood in the back of the cave
without straw and melted down to the last drop of a trickster.
She was almost a whole trickster, almost.



