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Echo of the Past

Hesci, cousins! Looky there at that furry little guy, hugging himself in the hollow of an old oak tree. You hear his wet, steady snore?

That’s Great-Grandfather Bat, the Bat, the one and only. The original, the bat who carries the mantle of winged-rodent sports history. Not Bat Leaf Nose or Bat Big Ears or even Bat Brown. Nope, we’re talking about Bat, the famous ballplayer, sometimes called the Wings of Victory. The Animals herald him as a superstar, and the Birds do, too. Theirs is an age-old athletic rivalry—Team Animals versus Team Birds—stretching over eight hundred human generations. Maybe more! For all those years, Bat has been numero uno, the reigning MVP.

Not that the Birds are holding a grudge, mind you. After losing the Great Ball Game, the one talked about for generations, they were as gracious as they are graceful.

But my, oh, my, they’ve sure been longing for a rematch.

What’s that, you say? Before your time? Huh. Maybe you’re thinking there’s not much more to Bat than his glory days—hanging upside down, making celebrity appearances, and surfing the breeze in the loving glow of Moon. But you’d best show some respect.

Bat is an Elder—as fast and strong as ever. Or at least he will be once that right wing heals up. What happened, you ask? Now, don’t y’all fret. He has recovered, fine and dandy, from worse wing tears over the years and proudly shows off the scars to prove it.

This latest rip is teeny tiny—Bat caught his stretchy dark skin on the top of a chain-link fence. But we don’t want it getting any worse now, do we? And he doesn’t either. That’s why Bat holed up all by his lonesome in the trunk of the nearest tree rather than risking the flight to snuggle with his kin in a crowded cave. He’s cautious like that. It’s one of the reasons he’s lived so long. What’s more, he was blessed by an act of neighborly generosity. From a nest in a walnut tree in the yard next door, Gray Squirrel had witnessed Bat’s injury and his retreat into the oak. To help ensure his recovery, she’d scampered over a few times with gnawed-off scraps of a burlap shopping bag to line the hole in the trunk and keep him warm. Nope, she didn’t have a clue that Bat was the Bat, but then again, it didn’t matter. Gray Squirrel had been raised up right and understood the importance of looking after the community.

All of which is to say, so long as Bat stays put and doesn’t aggravate the tear, our old friend is going to be just fine. Fortunately for his recovery, the injury happened on a brief excursion toward the end of a mild winter, one of the warmest on record. This spring, when Bat crawls out of hibernation, he’ll be rested, nearly healed, and almost ready for action. And that’s saying something. Did you know that Bat can chow down twelve hundred bugs an hour and can travel faster than a hundred miles per hour? Fast enough to leave your uncle’s rez truck in the dust.

Hey, have you ever gone walking in the woods? If so, you’ve probably heard the Birds and Animals sing songs of Bat—about how he’s all heart, a multilingual eco-warrior, and a personal pal of Este Capko, who you might know as Bigfoot. Maybe you’ve heard Bigfoot sing songs about Bat, too.

Our friend Bat’s got what you might call his Bat pride. Call his kin a “camp of bats,” a “cloud of bats,” or even a “cauldron of bats.” But never, ever call them a “colony.”

This is Bat’s ancestral island, Bat’s ancestral night skies. The bats made their home here long before y’all humans showed up. Yep, Bat is a wanderer, a wise and whimsical soul. He’s also sure enough cozy, snoozing in that old oak tree in Chicago’s Albany Park neighborhood.

Four weeks later, inside the red-brick bungalow on that same property, Ray Halfmoon was flipping pancakes for breakfast on the kitchen stove. It was less that he enjoyed cooking, and more that he enjoyed eating. You see, Ray was verging on a growth spurt and hungry much of the time. In the living room, Grampa Halfmoon relaxed in a worn recliner, catching up on Native Nations’ and intertribal news on his phone as well as local news on the TV. Ray could hear the morning anchors talking about the rise and fall of lake levels, the risk of flooding.

Ray sent up a quick, quiet prayer of gratitude to the Creator for the glittery calm that morning in his own Albany Park neighborhood, partly bordered by the Chicago River and located to the northwest of the skyscrapers downtown. Outside, in front of his bungalow, street plows had pushed snow up two feet high, but that was business as usual for March in Chicago.

Once satisfied by his culinary efforts, Ray slid the final pancake onto the fourth plate, used fresh blueberries and strawberries to top it with a smiley face, and then grabbed an aluminum pot and wooden spoon. Clang, clang, clang, clang! “Come and get it!” Ray hollered—clang, clang, clang, clang. “Pancakes!”

“Stop that!” rang out houseguest Melanie “Mel” Roberts, covering her ears beneath a star quilt in the attic. Clang, clang, clang, clang! “It’s Saturday, you monster!”

With a huff, Mel got up from the futon. Clang, clang, clang, clang! She’d been having that terrible dream again. The one where she was trying to bead, but she couldn’t make out the colors, and all the beads were rolling away from her. Clang, clang, clang, clang!

Mel stuck her head into the stairwell. “That is so unnecessary!”

“But fun.” Ray tossed the spoon into a spin and caught it one-handed. “Super fun.” It’s not like he’d always been a morning person either. In fact, Grampa’s old nickname for Ray had been “Sleepybones.” But to cut down on the before-school chaos of sharing the one bathroom, Ray had been getting up earlier to use it first.

Descending the attic stairs, Mel’s mom grinned. “You’d think they’d always grown up together.” She was a professor of education, someone who taught teachers how to teach, and she’d been grading college essays since dawn.

The Halfmoons were Cherokee and Seminole by heritage and citizens of the Cherokee Nation, which was located within the borders of Oklahoma. The Robertses were Muscogee, Odawa, and French-American by heritage and citizens of Muscogee Nation, likewise within Oklahoma. The families had hit it off last spring at the Dance for Mother Earth powwow in Ann Arbor, Michigan, when a filmmaker of the Tigua people of Ysleta del Sur Pueblo had interviewed both Grampa, who’d served in the army, and Mel’s mom, who’d served in the coast guard, for a documentary film about Native military veterans.

Mel’s mom rested a supportive hand on Grampa’s shoulder. “You all right?”

Grampa lowered his recliner footrest, pushing up to stand, and Mel’s tabby cat hopped onto his warm seat cushion. “It’s this blasted, beautiful world we’re livin’ in. We’re still fightin’ to defend our land, and nobody else seems to know how to take care of it.”

“Watch your screen time,” she scolded gently. “There’s a reason we limit the kids’.” Both Mel and Ray had smartphones, but Mel’s mom had used the settings to restrict their use of social media and other popular apps that she and Grampa had decided weren’t healthy.

Last autumn, as the Robertses’ lease was running out on their apartment in Kalamazoo, Michigan, Mel’s mom received a last-minute offer to teach college in Chicago and, long story short, accepted Grampa’s invitation for her and Mel to stay at his house. Mel had been grateful for a chance at a new beginning. She’d miss her auntie and little cousins in Kalamazoo, but ever since last winter, when Mel’s best friend, Emma, moved to Lansing, Mel had felt like the odd one out at school. The fact that Emma’s texts arrived less and less often over time hadn’t helped any. The fact that her dad’s texts and phone calls had gone from weekly to whenever was even worse.

By the time Ray began serving breakfast, Mel had joined them at the kitchen table and said the breakfast prayer: “Bless this mess. Amen.”

“Amen,” everybody said.

After slathering her pancake in maple syrup, Mel took a bite, savored the sticky sweetness, and told Ray, “You’re forgiven for waking me up. This is epic! Stupendous! You’re the best breakfast maker ever.”

Ray laughed. “You’re the best breakfast eater ever!”

Unfortunately, the grown-ups failed to fully appreciate their joyful exchange. Despite the screen-time observation, both adults kept watching the TV news as they were eating. Finally, Grampa Halfmoon said, “This is a right-fine meal, Ray. Wado.”

That afternoon, Grampa went grocery shopping with the Robertses, and now that Ray was in middle school, he was allowed to stay home alone with the pets for short periods of time.

On the family-room window bench, he made a video call to Aunt Wilhelmina in Cherokee Nation. Ray said, “Grampa says he likes to keep up with what’s happening in the world, but a lot of the news is depressing. It wears on him.”

Aunt Wilhelmina had her phone propped on the coffee table while she knitted a bright red-and-white scarf on the sofa. The flickering light from the stone fireplace played across her round, thoughtful face. Her fiftieth birthday was coming up and she was making scarves for the family and friends who’d be joining in the celebration. “Your grampa has a caring heart—you take after him that way. Give it time, Ray. He’ll find something else to occupy his mind.”

As Mel’s tabby cat, Dragon, yawned on Ray’s lap, Auntie added, “You do a good job of looking out for your Elders. But, hon, it’s only natural that your grandfather gets upset about terrible things. It’s when people stop caring that I worry.” She tucked her knitting behind a throw pillow. “Art can be healing and offer hope. That’s why I knit. That’s why your uncle Leonard took up wood carving.” A five-inch-tall figure of a wooden deer was displayed beside a handwoven basket on her coffee table. “Why don’t you show me what you’ve drawn lately? Maybe one of your latest pictures could cheer up your grandfather.”

Ray had given his grampa a lot of drawings and paintings over the years—the refrigerator was covered with them, and a few had been framed and hung in the hallway. But Ray knew better than to argue. So, he showed her his latest sketches of Dragon, of the soaring city skyline, and of Wrigley Field—where the Chicago Cubs played baseball.

A few blocks away at the grocery store, Mel pushed a shopping cart with a loose rear wheel through the produce aisle as her mother collected veggies—celery, carrots, and yellow onions—to make soup for dinner. What with the weather forecast, the place was hopping.

“Vitamin C!” Grampa Halfmoon exclaimed, plopping a bag of oranges in the wire basket. Technically, he was Ray’s grandfather, not Mel’s, but not to her Native way of thinking.

Satisfied by his gesture to nutrition, Grampa moseyed over to a pop-up tasting table. A middle-aged white woman wearing a dark-chocolate-syrup logo T-shirt and disposable clear plastic gloves greeted him with a smile, dipped a large strawberry in chocolate syrup, and offered it in a little white paper sample cup.

Grampa took a big bite, leaving only the little leaves at the top. “Delicious!”

“Fifteen percent off this week!” The table sales rep added, “We’ve got a backlog in the stockroom after Valentine’s Day.” She nodded toward Mel’s mom, who was busy inspecting mushrooms. “Your wife might enjoy a sweet dessert. Or is that your daughter?”

Grampa shook his head. “More of a niece. I’m a widower. Lost my wife twenty-two years back. But I’m flattered you’d think of an old man like me as a dashin’ romantic figure.”

“Old man nothing.” The lady tilted her head. “A lot of us appreciate a silver fox.”

Mel gave her mom a knowing wink.

“Well, now.” Grampa shuffled in his snow boots. “I . . . er, that is . . .” He was a striking figure with broad shoulders and long, graying dark hair in a braid. His warm, open demeanor attracted a fair share of admirers. But he tended to get flustered by romantic attention.

Recognizing the awkwardness, Mel steered the shopping cart close enough to the samples table so that she could add a bottle of the chocolate syrup. “This way, Fox. There’s a snowstorm brewing, remember? We’ve got to grab our groceries and get home.” As she led him away, Mel double-checked in a low voice, “You did want me to rescue you, right? You’re not interested?”

“Right on,” he said, thanking Mel as they moseyed to the bakery department, where her mom was picking out a loaf of sourdough bread. Grampa added, “Don’t get me wrong. She was nice enough, but I’ve only been in love twice in my whole life, and I don’t imagine that changin’ anytime soon.”

Twice? Mel thought. Still battling the loose wheel of the cart on the industrial beige tile, she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Your wife and . . . who?”

Grampa had a wistful look in his eye. “My high school sweetheart, a feisty girl named Georgia, from back home. She went off to college in Norman to become a teacher—an educator like your mama, only her specialty was science. About that same time, I went into the service, and over the years, we lost touch. She was a real firecracker, that one.”

Mel blinked at the loaf of bread sailing into the basket to land on the oranges.

“Did you say Georgia?” As Mel’s mom hurried over, she had her phone in her hand and her thumbs were flying on the tiny keyboard. “This is a long shot, but do you recognize this woman?” Mel’s mom held up the screen to show a group photo taken at a roadside country restaurant.

Mel remembered that day from the previous summer. One of her mom’s sorority sisters was getting married in Tulsa, and they had stopped in small-town Kansas to visit with cousins on the way to the wedding. Everyone called the woman “Aunt Georgia.”

“Now, don’t you get too excited.” Grampa rolled his eyes. “There must be dozens of women her age named Georgia.”

“Native women her age who are retired schoolteachers from Oklahoma?”

He glanced at the photo. “My Georgia wasn’t a redhead.”

“I doubt that’s her natural hair color. Take a closer look. Was your Georgia from a Muscogee and Cherokee family?” Grampa’s eyebrows went up, so Mel’s mom used two fingers on the touch screen to enlarge the image and then handed her phone to him. “She and I hit it off over lunch, and a few months later, I ended up interviewing her for an article on tribal schools integrating Indigenous science into secondary classrooms.”

He pursed his lips and adjusted his glasses. “Science, you say?”

Mel adored her mother, but sometimes she could be quite enthusiastic. Leaning in, Mel whispered, “Let’s give him a little space.”

Grampa trailed behind them—oblivious to the blueberry muffins, which were his favorites—as Mel and her mother rounded the corner to the meat counter. The Robertses took their time. While the butcher wrapped up flat-iron steaks for a young Black couple, Mel’s mom picked up ground turkey and a whole bone-in chicken from the prepackaged display.

Like her mom, Mel had a low-key romantic streak, and she brightened at the thought of a romance for Grampa. Swaying slightly to the watered-down pop music from the overhead speakers, Mel waved at a grinning, freckled toddler riding in a stroller pushed by his dad.

It wasn’t until Grampa and the Robertses reached the eggs-and-dairy aisle that Grampa finally piped up in a warm voice. “I can hardly believe it, but I’d swear this is my Georgia!”

It was all Mel could do not to bounce up and down, clapping in the deli section.

“You don’t say?” Mel’s mom replied. “Well, as it happens, your Georgia is close with our cousins who live out west of Kansas City, near Haskell.” She meant Haskell Indian Nations University in Lawrence, Kansas. “Georgia is retired now, but she runs a summer science-and-tech youth camp for Native teens in the area.” With a chuckle, Mel’s mom added, “She makes a memorable impression.”

“I’m sure she does.” Grampa quieted after that, and the trio hurried through the rest of their shopping, pausing to pick up thick egg noodles in the freezer section. He didn’t say much as they waited in line with their fellow prestorm shoppers or as they checked out at the register or as they took small steps, walking like penguins, on the ice in the parking lot.

It wasn’t until the groceries had been loaded in the hatchback and they’d all clicked their seat belts into place that Grampa finally said, “I can’t tell from the picture if Georgia’s wearing a wedding ring. I . . .” He rubbed his woolly beard. “I don’t suppose you happen to recall?”

Wow, Mel thought. He is interested.

Her mom cranked the heater and turned on the wipers to clear the snow. “Widowed.”

“That’s a shame,” Grampa replied in a weighty voice.

Shifting the hatchback into reverse, Mel’s mom asked, “Is it?”

“Susan!” Grampa exclaimed, unzipping his jacket. “You’re terrible!”

Mel muffled a burst of laughter with her mitten. Seated behind her mother, she watched his expression turn from vaguely scandalized to nostalgic in the front passenger seat. For a block or two, country oldies music from the radio filled the car, and then they started talking about spring break at the college where her mom worked and how it was scheduled later than the spring break at Mel’s middle school.

The subject of Grampa’s young love, Georgia, was dropped until the hatchback turned into the alley alongside the brick bungalow and he piped up, “Widowed how long?”
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Spark of Spring

Ray had his earbuds in, so he didn’t hear everyone come home. It startled him when Mel threw open his bedroom door and exclaimed, “Guess what!” She didn’t wait for an answer. “We’re having chicken noodle soup for dinner—the kind with the thick, frozen egg noodles—and Grampa Halfmoon has a girlfriend.”

Ray’s ferret, Bandit, who’d been sleeping under a knitted blanket folded across the foot of the twin bed, yawned and roused himself to greet her. At the desk, Ray was putting the finishing touches on a drawing of Jack Frost skipping across clouds, surrounded by snow flurries. Ray made one more stroke of blue and set down his colored pencil and took out the buds, silencing the hip-hop music. “Did you remember cocoa?”

“Of course.” Mel crouched to pet Bandit. “Did you not hear what I said?”

Leaning back in his desk chair, Ray replied, “Grampa likes to watch the Cubs, go bowling with his army buddies, take long walks along Lake Michigan, and attend his Wednesday night Bible study group. He doesn’t date, and believe me, plenty of people at church have tried to set him up. I’ve never heard him talk about any woman romantic-like, except my grandmother. He does not have a girlfriend.”

“Ex-girlfriend,” Mel clarified. That had sounded harsh somehow. She tried again: “Former girlfriend.” That was better.

Ray wasn’t impressed. “This former girlfriend must be ancient history. Like Great Chicago Fire history, woolly mammoth history, plesiosaur history—way, way back.”

“Haven’t you ever heard that history repeats itself?” Mel asked, moving to sit on a braided rug. “Mom and I know her. Her name is Georgia, she lives in Kansas, and she’s Grampa’s high school sweetheart.”

Kansas was a whole day’s drive away, and when it came to his grandfather, Ray had more pressing concerns than decades-ago dating history. “I’m worried about him.”

“Grampa Halfmoon?” Bandit climbed to her shoulder. “Worried how?”

“He seems blah lately.” Dragon slipped through the doorway and circled Ray’s ankles. “I mean, he’s good about taking his medicines and walking at the mall with the Sneaker Seniors in the mornings. His bowling team is on a winning streak. But Grampa pays a lot of attention to the news, and most of it is a bummer. I called my aunt Wilhelmina today, and she says it’s normal for people to be upset about bad stuff in the world. She says to give it time and he’ll find something else to occupy his mind.”

“Something like his long-lost young love?” Mel asked, waggling her eyebrows. She could be a lot sillier with family and closer friends than she was around other people.

“I salute your persistence.” Ray showed her the artwork. “I drew that for him.”

“Very cool!” she exclaimed. Across the bottom, he’d scrawled, Get Lost, Jack Frost! Clearly, someone had had enough of winter.

Of the two of them, Ray was the early riser with the can-do attitude. It could border on annoying, but Mel admired that about him. His optimism was contagious, and her spirit had felt lighter every day since moving in. “We should put more goodness into the world.” A slow grin spread across her face. “Grampa’s world. Even out the cosmic scales.”

“Cosmic scales?” Ray put a rubber band around his colored pencils and set them next to his jar of loose change and folding money. “What do you have in mind?

As Bandit dived at Dragon, who dodged him and leaped onto Ray’s bed, Mel said, “I’ve been thinking we could reconnect Grampa and Georgia. When her name came up today, he—”

“Hang on,” Ray said, standing. Now Dragon was chasing Bandit, with pauses for play wrestling. “This Georgia person doesn’t even live in Chicago. Besides, she’s probably married.”

“Nope, she—”

“What if she’s dating someone?” Ray began pacing. “What if she’s not interested in romance? Not everybody is, you know. What if she rejects him, and it breaks his heart?”

Mel understood that Ray’s heart was in the right place. He and Grampa Halfmoon had been a team for a long time, and they were protective of each other. But suddenly all she could think about was her own parents’ divorce, the fact that they didn’t talk often, and that when they did, it was almost entirely about her. She didn’t want to talk about heartbreak. She didn’t even want to think about heartbreak. Ray read the flash of memory in her falling expression. He rushed to say, “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I should think before I open my—”

“It’s okay.” Mel’s dad was busy with his new wife and her kids and a new manager job at his tribe’s casino in northern Michigan. All of which was to say, Ray had a point. Grown-ups could be complicated.

“I know what you meant,” Mel added, tossing a toy crinkle ball for Dragon and Bandit to chase across the hardwood floor. “You said yourself that Grampa could use some cheering up, and at the grocery store, there was a real spring in his step. But just in case, I’ll check with my cousins first to make sure Georgia wants to hear from him.”

As Mel and Dragon retreated to the attic, they could smell the chicken cooking in a big silver pot on the stove. Early on, Grampa Halfmoon had offered his own bedroom to the mother-daughter-cat trio, saying he’d be happy to bunk with Ray. But Mel’s mom wouldn’t hear of it, and the Robertses had divided the upstairs space with a makeshift half wall of wooden milk cartons that doubled as shelves. Those were mostly full of books—academic nonfiction for grown-ups and fantasy novels for young readers, plus a dozen or so realistic novels with Native heroes. The portion of the attic farthest from the stairwell was filled by their shared full-size futon, a hope chest, and a double dresser. Everything else was stored in Mel’s auntie’s basement back in Kalamazoo. All Mel had at her dad’s place on the rez was an extra swimsuit, a beaded necklace, and a few changes of clothes.

“How’s grading?” Mel asked as Dragon jumped up on the computer printer. “Will you be done in time for family movie night?” Given the incoming blizzard, the household planned to stay in and watch Toy Story movies, assuming the electricity didn’t go out. Grampa had brought in extra wood for the fire and, as a backup plan, dug his Clue game out from the linen closet. They had gathered flashlights, candles, and extra blankets, too.

“Count on it,” her mom said. “I’m stopping work at dinnertime, and if I’m not finished, I’ll get up tomorrow morning before church.”

“There’s something else.” Mel shifted her weight from one bare foot to another.

Her mom’s fingers paused over the keyboard. “What’s on your mind, Melanie?”

The answer came out in a rush. “Could you please give me Georgia’s contact info so I can ask her about Grampa Halfmoon?”

“Hm.” Raising an eyebrow, Mel’s mom reached for the phone on her desk. “Officially, Elders are people, not projects. Unofficially, I’m texting Georgia directly.”

Mel blinked. “Right now?” She hadn’t expected things to move so fast. Mel drew closer to watch over her mother’s shoulder.

“Right now. Hang on . . .” Mel’s mom swiped away her texting app and clicked on photos. Another tap brought up a selfie Ray had taken of himself and Grampa riding the Ferris wheel at Navy Pier—with Lake Michigan rippling in the background. “What do you think?”

“I like it,” Mel said. “They’re laughing, happy. Out in the world. Grampa just went to the barbershop a few days before, so his eyebrows are behaving themselves.”

Her mother added the photo to the text and read the draft aloud. “Hesci, Georgia. Melanie and I have become housemates with a widower named Charlie Halfmoon and his grandson in Chicago. Today we got to talking, and I believe you two may know each other from high school. Would you like to be put in touch with him?”

It never failed to fascinate Mel how long, complicated, and formal her mother’s text messages were. Mel said, “Nice how you worked in that he’s not married. Real smooth.”

“Don’t I know it.” Her mother clicked send.

That blizzardy evening, after chicken noodle soup, followed by a rousing game of Clue—Ray won with “Dr. Orchid in the library with a candlestick”—Grampa Halfmoon was settled in his recliner, feet up, and using the TV remote to find Toy Story 2 when his phone made a ping sound.

As he lifted it to check the message, Mel was carrying a bowl















OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/ded.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062870025_Cover.jpg
CYNTHIA | EITICH SMITH

TEERRNEY

b






OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
a ing
Oalzg'd a’I—éar

CYNTHIA LEITICH SMITH

Heartdrum

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/Map.jpg
Oklahoma. |  Arkansas

Alabama.

Ocmulgee'Mounds
National Historical Pack

Geor3 ia






