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Dedication

For Rosemary, who is legendary, and . . .

for the musicians, gamers, beaders, and fashionistas,

the foodies, romantics, wisecrackers, and time travelers,

the poets, storytellers, language learners, and survivors,

the artists, activists, athletes, and rising readers . . .

That neon sign

at the drive-in

shines for you.
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Foreword

Together, seventeen writers imagined Sandy June’s Legendary Frybread Drive-In, established by grandparents of various tribal Nations to offer hope, humor, and healing to young heroes of Turtle Island. We imagined the regulars at the drive-in, who might mosey down well-worn paths to its tall neon sign. We theorized visitors might be lured by the sound of rising music or the scent of smoking beef, or they might accidentally stumble through the surrounding trees or even catch a ride through time in Sandy June’s food truck.

But all you need to do is turn the page.




Maybe It Starts

Kate Hart

Maybe it starts with the cellar.

Maggie hates the cellar. Not just because it’s dark and wet and full of spiders and who knows what else, and not just because it’s always scary weather that necessitates entering its depths. She hates the cellar because it almost made her parents get divorced. When they moved out of their apartment into a real house, Dad wanted a smaller, cheaper one that came with a basement, and he told Mom he’d only buy this one if she agreed to use her tribe’s assistance program to get a shelter installed. Whether Mom objected more to the help itself or the fact that her non-Native husband called the Chickasaw Nation “her” tribe, her parents didn’t speak to each other for days, and even after they bought the beautiful house in the Fayetteville historic district, “the cellar” felt like code for dark, unsettling times.

So Maggie really does not want to go to the cellar.

She could just stay in the house—her parents are gone on a weekend getaway to Kansas City and they’d never know—but the rules have been drilled into her since childhood. Fayetteville is Tornado Alley adjacent, in the Arkansas hills just east of the Oklahoma border, and since her parents are Okies by birth, they take the frequent watches and warnings seriously. The worst systems seem to break up and go around the mountains, but you just never know when the weather will roll a strike, and at the moment it sounds like a wild night at Ozark Lanes all around her. Even a warning doesn’t mean she has to go to the cellar, though. The real indicator is the local newscaster. If they name your town, pay attention. Your neighborhood? Put on your shoes. Your street? Get your butt underground.

And they definitely mentioned the Fayetteville historic district, so Maggie takes her butt outside to the cellar, along with her phone, even though it’s almost dead. Pausing on the porch steps, she checks one more time to see if Mom has apologized (ha) or sent a text pretending nothing happened (much more likely), but there’s no—

“Ow!” She grabs her head. It’s hailing.

Muttering profanities, she races across the lawn to open the cellar door, holding it cracked to watch from inside. Hail piles up into ice drifts, growing from pellets to Ping-Pong balls. When a gust yanks the handle out of her grasp, she decides to batten down the hatches, latching it behind her and inspecting her surroundings via phone flashlight. Not much to see, just concrete walls with a built-in bench. It’s not a real cellar—no shelves for preserves or rations for nuclear fallout—just a temporary safety pod. Running a hand through her wet hair creates a grim mental picture: emerging from the shelter to find reporters in the neighborhood, trying to interview her while she looks like a bedraggled cat. At least she’s dressed and not in her pj’s. The same meme makes the rounds every storm: “Tornado season PSA: Bras on, teeth in!”

Crash. She shrieks as something hits the door with bone-rattling impact. The wind wails impossibly louder, throwing debris against the door like a machine gun. This is why Mom used to add “bike helmet” to the storm list when she was little—a mattress over the bathtub only protects so far from blunt force trauma. She hasn’t been this scared of a storm since she was a kid. Maggie sits on the hard bench and wraps her arms around her knees. This storm is bad, she types, just in case Mom gets a weather alert. I’m safe in cellar.

The text won’t send. “Crap.” Nothing will load at all. She scans the floor for the weather radio, but Dad took it out to replace the batteries and it hasn’t made its way back. She should have brought a flashlight. She hopes the damage isn’t too bad. She hopes the neighbors got somewhere safe.

In the dark, all alone, she can admit: She’s also a little grateful. Mom can’t stay mad after a storm like this.

It’s not like Maggie went looking for a long-lost cousin. It’s certainly not her fault a whole family of them turned up, much less that one invited them to meet—and it is 1,000 percent not her fault that the reunion coincides with a big tribal event. It might be a liiiittle bit her fault for buying concert tickets in Oklahoma City for the same weekend without asking, and mayyyybe she was a little dishonest when asked for more details, and perhaaaaps she didn’t need to yell, “Damn it, Janet, why are you like this?” knowing that Mom hates to be called anything but Mom.

But didn’t Mom react exactly how she expected? Maggie scowls into the dark, mentally counting the weeks until she’ll be eighteen. Wait till she gets to college. All the other kids will be going wild at keg parties while Maggie’s big rebellion will be getting an Ancestry.com membership and attending family reunions.

Her phone flashlight dies, but thankfully the storm sounds like it’s winding down. Sighing, she stands up and stretches, then unlatches the door.

It won’t open.

Maggie jiggles the handle and pushes again.

Nothing moves.

Jamming her shoulder against it, she gives it a shove, then a stronger one, but nothing happens. She can’t even nudge it enough to let light in, and with dawning horror, she realizes their giant oak tree must have fallen on top of the cellar. Dad is going to be crushed, metaphorically. She’s glad she hasn’t been, literally. But she’s alone in the dark, with no phone, no food, and no bathroom, and her parents are hours away with no idea that she’s stuck.

Screaming won’t help, but she does it anyway, pounding on the door with both fists. When her throat hurts from yelling, she leans against the wall, buries her face in the crook of her elbow, and tries to swallow a shuddering sob. “I need help,” she whispers to herself.

A small crack of light appears.

Maggie steps back, mouth open, then jiggles the handle.

It swings open.

Maybe it starts with the truck.

Janet didn’t want to drive a truck. She wanted something small, like a Honda Civic, or something cute, like a Volkswagen Bug, but she did not want the beat-up, two-tone Ford pickup with a cracked windshield and a backfiring tail pipe that made it sound like the vehicle had eaten beans for every meal of its life. She didn’t care that it had been her father’s, or that it ran like a top, or that it somehow never ran out of gas, or that her mother had saved it all these years just for her.

It drew attention. And Janet didn’t want attention.

It was only one of the many ways in which she disappointed her mother. Her rebellious, ethereal, aura-reading, forgetting-she-had-a-daughter-at-all mother didn’t just like to be noticed—she demanded it. She wore gauzy skirts and bangle bracelets, anklets that chimed when she walked, patchouli that smelled up the house, dresses made of tablecloths and fishnets sewn together—and a full face of incongruous makeup with a “signature red” lipstick. She refused to answer to any form of “mother” or “mom” or “Mrs.,” forcing Janet and any friends she brought home to call her Star, though her name was actually Sharon.

Her mother worked long hours, and when she had free time, she disappeared for days on end. Explanations were rare and disappointing, and she seemed genuinely confused that Janet resented being left alone. She read palms, she read tea leaves, she read Mother Earth News and every lurid bodice ripper she could get her hands on, but she could not read her daughter, and so she didn’t notice how much it hurt when she missed things like school plays. Birthday parties.

Graduation.

Janet found her impossible to live with, much less emulate, and her only goal was to get the hell out of Tulsa and Oklahoma entirely. “Indian Territory,” her mom insisted on calling it, just like she insisted on calling them both Indians. Their shared light skin and hair didn’t stop Sharon the Star from telling people it was their “proud Chickasaw heritage” that made her so “spiritual and connected to the earth.” Janet was fairly sure that Reiki was Japanese, Wicca was British, and yoga came from a different kind of Indian, but her mother had no time for such trivialities. She was busy painting a portrait of Jerry Garcia or making dream catchers or trying to launch a restaurant that served nothing but herbal teas.

Janet always wondered what life would have been like if her father had survived Vietnam. Would Mom have been more normal? Would she have spent more time at home? Would she have insisted on pretending to be Indian? She had no grandparents to ask—her father’s parents were deceased, and her mother’s had disowned them for reasons Janet didn’t fully understand. So she decided to forget about the past and concentrate on the future. She studied hard, she drove the beater truck, and she saved the money from her after-school waitressing gig to fund her escape. The University of Arkansas wasn’t as far away as she would have liked, but it wasn’t Oklahoma, so when they offered her a full scholarship, she got in the truck and took off.

Sharon the Star tried to stay in touch, in her own way. She sent bundles of herbs that Janet wasn’t allowed to burn in her dorm room, not that she wanted to. She sent belated birthday cards and random newspaper clippings about people Janet didn’t know. She came to visit once or twice, always at an inconvenient time, and after her distracted daughter snapped at her during finals week junior year, she didn’t try to visit again.

She missed graduation.

Janet didn’t give her a chance to miss the wedding—she just eloped. She bought herself a cute little Volkswagen and sent the truck back to her mother in Oklahoma. Janet considered not even telling Sharon the Star when she got pregnant, but she had no one else to ask for advice, and to her shock, her mother finally came through. Turned out some of those herbal teas were actually good for nausea. And lo and behold, when Maggie was born, Sharon the Star became a doting, if somewhat flighty, grandmother. Janet appreciated the change, but she couldn’t trust it. She couldn’t let Maggie get hurt the way she had. So Janet limited their visits and discouraged family trips, and though Sharon had found proof that they were, in fact, Native, Janet just couldn’t make herself care. A paper trail to a Chickasaw great-grandfather none of them had ever known was a path into a past she’d spent her whole life escaping. But she did give in and use her tribal citizenship twice: Once to help pay for grad school.

And once to get a cellar.

Maybe it starts with red lipstick.

Star had always been a loud person. She screamed her head off as a baby. She played rowdy games as a little girl. She played that darn rock ’n’ roll music at top volume as a teenager, and she liked boys who drove noisy cars. Motorcycles. Shiny new two-tone Ford trucks.

She tried her best to please her parents, but it just seemed impossible. Lower your voice, tone down your clothes, turn off that music. It wasn’t just that she didn’t want to—it was that she couldn’t. Loud was part of her, grating against a wrongness she perceived but couldn’t identify, something in her family that had no name or face but demanded to make a sound through her. Its volume grew as she did, a swelling crescendo alongside budding hips and breasts, making itself manifest in bell-bottoms. Tie-dye. Platform shoes. Red lipstick.

The night her mother took a Kleenex and forcibly tried to wipe the makeup off her face, Sharon flounced from the house and into her boyfriend’s truck. She left with a single mission in mind: get the hell out of Oklahoma and never come back.

They settled down in New Mexico, but the boyfriend was sent to Vietnam and never made it home. He left her with the truck and with Janet, the daughter he never got to meet, both of which came back to Oklahoma with Sharon.

“We were going to get married!” she told her parents—it was the truth!—but the cart had already preceded the horse, the milk had been drunk without the cow’s purchase, et cetera, et cetera. There was no saving Sharon’s reputation in their eyes, and just as little hope for her future. Of course she could stay, they said. But they had some rules. And their first rule was that they wanted quiet.

And Sharon tried—she tried every way in the world to tamp herself down. But when Janet got bigger and started to blossom, she wouldn’t ask her little girl to wilt. Even if that meant making it on their own.

So they got in the truck. Sharon found a shitty job and a shitty place to live, and then better jobs and a better place to live, but not a better vehicle, because the truck somehow kept running. She gave Janet all the freedom she’d never had as a child, and when her daughter proved to be the responsible sort, she gave herself a little freedom, too. She gave herself a whole new name. She found friends and lovers and passions and hobbies, and most importantly, she found answers about her family. When she realized Daddy wasn’t her biological dad, several things clicked into place—but several other things swung free and set her spinning for a while.

By the time she’d calmed down, Janet was gone, and Star realized perhaps her daughter had wanted a little less freedom and a little more guidance. Perhaps her own mother had wanted lots of things that Star had never guessed. It was too late to mother her daughter, and too late to be a good daughter to her mother, but she could make amends via her grandchild. And she started with the truth: “My birth father was Native. I have family beyond the parents who failed me. You have family beyond me and the ways I failed you.”

But Janet didn’t find these truths convincing, much less comforting. And Maggie would have to hurt her mother to seek those truths herself.

So maybe it really starts with the frybread stand.

Maggie steps through the door into fading sunlight. The air is cool, crisper than normal, but the ground isn’t wet, and her backyard is . . . not her backyard. Blinking, she tries to make sense of the pockmarked parking lot in front of her. It smells like . . . Sonic? Turning around, she finds a green door labeled Any Gender Restroom. Sonic isn’t green, her brain helpfully supplies.

She walks toward the front of the building, where coordinating green picnic tables sit beneath a canopy, with vehicles parked on either side. Arkansas doesn’t require front license plates, so the number of cars from far-flung origins like Washington, Montana, and Ontario stick out. But most confusing is the big yellow-and-green sign proclaiming “Sandy June’s Legendary Frybread Drive-In.”

She slows to a stop, and despite the confusion, her spirits lift. She’s always wanted to try frybread, but opportunities have not been forthcoming, despite her knowing for years that she’s Chickasaw. Of course there was the cellar debacle, but Grandma Star also sends her books about Native history and culture and let slip that Mom used a tribal scholarship for grad school. Of course Mom would never have told her. The only thing Mom hates more than accepting help is needing it in the first place, and that’s what being Native seems to mean to her. Frybread would somehow be an admission of need.

A woman turns the corner and almost crashes into her. “Maggie!”

She steps back, eyes wide. “Hello?”

“Thank goodness.” The woman takes both of Maggie’s hands in hers. “Come on over here, honey. Are you okay?”

“Um . . .” She looks around, then down at herself. “Yes? I think?”

“Good, good.” The woman continues to pat Maggie’s hands as she subtly pulls her toward a picnic table. Her gray hair is short, earlobes long, with enormous beaded earrings that sway with her steps. A pin on her shirt says Legendary Gra with Auntie Bernadette written on masking tape over the rest. She all but forces Maggie to sit down. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” Before Maggie can answer, she claps her hands together. “Just a minute, sweetness.” She heads back the way she’s just come.

Maggie grips the wooden table to steady herself and does the anxiety exercise Grandma Star taught her. Five things she can see: Green tables. Order window. Big stage. Mural. Lots of people her age, including a group carrying instruments. Everyone must be here to see the band. As if that helps makes sense of anything. She closes her eyes. Four things she can hear: Cars idling. Birds chirping. Mom calling her . . . She opens her eyes, then rubs them and stands up as her mother emerges from a bathroom. Mom gasps and runs over, almost bulldozing Bernadette, who’s balancing several baskets. “Are you okay?” Janet asks, throwing her arms around Maggie.

“Yeah, I’m . . . Are you okay?” Maggie asks.

Janet squeezes Maggie’s arms, then looks around for a long minute. “I think so.” She shakes her head. “How did you get here?”

“I was in the cellar.” A horrible possibility occurs to her. “Am I still there? Is this a dream? Am I dead?”

“Not unless I’m also dead,” Mom says. “Or passed out somewhere in Kansas City.”

Maggie can’t follow this conversation. She can’t even follow her own thoughts. “Okay, so where are we?”

Bernadette clears her throat and nods to the sign, like it’s obvious.

“And you are . . . ?” Janet asks.

“Bernadette,” the woman replies, like it’s obvious, too. “Your great-auntie?” She sets the baskets down and reaches into the pocket of her apron to pull out another name tag. Legendary Grandparent: Star. Pressing it into Janet’s hand, she says, “Tell your mother she left this here. I’m covering your grandmother’s shift,” she adds, turning to Maggie.

“Oh,” Maggie says. “O . . . kay?”

Auntie Bernadette squints at her. “You look peaked. Have a seat.” She slides a basket of fries under Mom’s nose. “You want pashofa? Or just a burger?”

“I don’t even know what pashofa is,” Mom says. “Or where we are.”

Maggie knows one answer. “It’s like a hominy stew.”

“This one also has pork,” Bernadette says.

Mom tries not to scowl, but Maggie can see it starting to bend her face. This place may not be real, but Mom’s reaction is: Her relief at seeing Maggie is soured just by Maggie knowing a single Chickasaw thing. This is why Maggie didn’t tell her about the cousin, or the reunion, or the tribal event. Maggie certainly isn’t planning to share that she wants to study tribal law and languages until she’s safely in college—and that’s if she ever works up the courage to admit she wants to go to the University of Oklahoma in the first place.

Bernadette puts a basket in front of her. “Vegetarian, right? Thought so,” she says as Maggie nods. “The pashofa’s not really veggie friendly, but that black bean burger is good, and I brought you some frybread to try on the side.” She gestures at a dish of purple something. “Grape dumplings for dessert.”

“Oh. Wow.” Maggie tears off a piece of frybread. “Thank you so much.”

Mom pauses, then pushes the fries away. “I don’t have my purse. We can’t pay for this. I’m so sorry.”

Bernadette purses her lips. “Your money’s no good here anyway.”

“Oh, but—”

“Them’s the rules.”

Mom shakes her head. “But we—”

Bernadette sits down. “Would you let family pay at your house?”

“Of course not, but this is—”

“What if I let you do some dishes?”

Mom raises an eyebrow. “That would be . . . better, I guess, but I’d rather just pay you back.”

“Okay, but what if your time is more valuable to me?”

Mom stares. “Then . . . I guess . . .”

“What if I say Maggie’s time is more valuable to me? Would Maggie doing the dishes work just as well?”

“I . . .”

“What if I don’t need her to do dishes? What if I need her to do something that takes a little more effort? Something with a less obvious reward?”

“Honestly, I . . .” Mom takes a drink, clearly trying to stall.

“It’s not a handout if you’re giving back,” Bernadette says, pushing the ketchup toward Maggie. “And there are lots of ways to do that.” She turns to Maggie. “Right, sweetheart?”

“Um . . . yeah.” It feels like a trap, but she’s starving, so she’ll risk getting dish duty. “I suppose.”

“Take your momma here. She used a Chickasaw scholarship to get a degree. Was it a handout?” Janet gasps, but Bernadette keeps talking. “No. Because it helped her raise you, and now here you are, set to go to law school and learn Chikashanompa and give back to the people.” Maggie and Janet both gape at Bernadette, who steals a french fry. “It’s not a handout. It’s an investment.”

Mom is staring daggers at her. “Law school?”

“Well . . . I . . . yes. I kind of . . . want to go to school.” She glances at Bernadette, who motions her on. “In . . . In Norman.”

“In Oklahoma.” It sounds like she’s saying, In hell.

“I know you hate . . .” It seems rude to say Native stuff, given their surroundings. “Family history and that kind of thing. But it’s important to me.” Now that the seal has been broken, Maggie’s words start to tumble out. “I want to meet our other relatives and have . . . have cousins! And aunties! And, like, learn about our tribe! Go see the cultural center! Be . . . part of things!”

“But we just—” Mom squeezes her eyes shut. “We don’t belong there, honey! We weren’t raised in it, and we don’t look right, and we—”

Bernadette puts a hand over Mom’s. “Look around this joint.” She pats gently and pulls Mom to her feet, leading them around the building. Families have filled up the green picnic tables, and they nod or raise a hand in greeting. Maggie can only identify half of their meals—tamales and burgers are easy, but there are also bowls filled with rice and what might be stew with cornbread. At the back of the property, several girls her age seem to be using the wooden stage for a painting project. One holds up a cardboard sign that says “Not Your Wild West Show!”

Bernadette smiles. “Every skin and hair color,” she says. “Every age and shape and size. Lots of different languages and foods and clothes, and they’re all here.” Maggie still wants to know exactly where here might be, but Bernadette is gathering steam. “They’re modern and adapting and moving forward. It’s not about superficial appearances or stereotypes, and it’s not about living in the past—it’s about honoring that past by building a future. . . .”

That’s what I want to be part of, Maggie wants to say, but Mom shakes her head. “You and I both know it’s more complicated than that.”

Bernadette laughs. “Of course it’s more complicated than that! That’s life. Nothing’s ever simple.” She tugs a lock of Maggie’s blond hair. “But the flip side of not ‘looking right’ means you can walk away from it completely and never ask yourself if that’s actually out of respect, or just out of fear.” When Mom doesn’t answer, Bernadette softens her voice. “Neither of you would be here if you didn’t belong, but you can make that choice. It’s just not what our girl here wants.”

Mom turns to Maggie. “Is that true?”

Maggie blinks back tears. “I’m sorry, but . . . yeah. I know you want me to major in business or something, but this is really important to me. I just . . . I want to find my place, and I feel like my place is here. I mean, not here here,” she adds, waving a hand. “Wherever the heck this is, but you know, with—”

“Honey. Stop.” Mom holds up a hand, and Maggie braces herself for a lecture. Instead, Mom’s bottom lip is wobbling. “I never meant to . . . squash your interests or force you into a subject you hate.” Her eyes land on the mural behind the stage, where one of the painted dancers is wearing bright red lipstick that clashes with her pink beaded collar. “There’s just a lot you don’t know about how I grew up. Your grandmother . . .” She glances at Bernadette. “She was a lot different back then.”

“But that’s the whole point,” Maggie says. “She’s different from that now.”

“Yeah.” Mom takes her mother’s name tag from her pocket and studies it, then sighs and hands it to Maggie. “She is. I guess we all are.”

Before Maggie can answer, Bernadette clears her throat. “Well! Janet, you and I have a little more chatting to do, but the two of you will have to finish your own conversation at home. It’s time for Maggie to go.”

“Go where?” Maggie can’t even hug her mom goodbye as Bernadette hustles her toward the building. The sound of a horn blaring gets louder with every step they take, but it’s not coming from the cars—it’s coming from the bathroom.

Auntie Bernadette hands her a foil-wrapped package. “Dinner to go, since you didn’t get to finish.” She squeezes Maggie’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, help has already arrived, and I’m gonna work on your momma a little more. But it’s going to be okay.”

“Okay?” Maggie echoes.

“Okay.” Bernadette smiles, then pulls the door open and pushes her into the dark stall.

Maggie fumbles one-handed for a light switch, but the screech of metal on metal opens a gap behind her, illuminating the concrete walls of the cellar.

The end of a crowbar appears as a voice calls over the blaring horn. “Maggie!”

It sounds like . . . She shakes her head. “I’m here! Help!”

“She’s there!” The voice comes closer. “Maggie, can you hear me?”

“I can, I—” Maybe this was all a dream and she’s still stuck in it. “Grandma?”

Someone jimmies the door open a little wider, and half of her next-door neighbor’s face appears. “You all right?”

“Yeah, I’m—” Is she fine? “I’m not hurt.”

“Glory be,” someone says behind him.

“Is that my grandma?” she demands.

He’s not listening. “You just hang tight,” he says. “There’s a truck on top of the cellar that we gotta move, but don’t worry. Damnedest thing—it landed right side up, not a scratch on it, keys in the ignition.”

“Looks pretty old, though,” someone else says. “You think it’ll start, or we need a tow?”

“Don’t worry,” Grandma Star says, loud and clear. “It’ll start.”




House of Stray Cats

Eric Gansworth

I was not even a little surprised at the stack of linens and clothes on the couch when I got home from my summer job at Sandy June’s Legendary Frybread Drive-In. Yes, as far as I can tell, everyone used the full name, at least the first time they spoke it in a conversation. You might eventually shorten it to Sandy June’s.

If you were Indian, you knew all about Sandy June’s, eventually—and if you’re Indian from around here, how to find the Bench Tree opening, a nearly invisible entrance. But good luck, Mr. Anthropologist, Mr. Ethnographer. A sign out front said “You Need to Be This Red to Ride This Ride (though we might make an exception this time).” If you weren’t Indian and you laughed, you could come in. If you stomped off, well, you stomped off, didn’t you?

I was fifteen and finally had a real room of my own, one that even included a window. But there were occasional costs—mostly temporary dispossession. I often had some say in giving up my room when someone’s meteor had crashed on the rez. Our house had a no-questions-asked privacy policy. We were sort of a House of Second Chances. Really, more than that, and sometimes with repeaters who couldn’t get their lives straight. My mom grumbled it was like the House of Stray Cats, folks using their nine lives.

My siblings’ straggly friends who got booted from home for selling Gramma’s Sunday roast right out of the freezer for a quick buck moved right in until things cooled down for them. Somehow, my mom still trusted them and never did install that fridge lock she’d threatened.

“What’s up with all this?” I asked, pointing to my clothes. I’d put in eight hours at work, part of Sandy June’s early-morning prep crew before we opened at eleven. I’d showered at work and wanted nothing more than to catch a nap in my bedroom, in a pair of shorts and nothing else.

“Really, Jackson? You don’t know what that means?” My dad raised one Spock eyebrow.

“Who?” I started to ask. On National Picnic Weekend, a ton of Indians came home. Somebody was bound to stay with us, but I didn’t usually get dispossessed. Something must have been up if we had only one returning stray and I was still being booted.

“Uncle Max,” my dad said finally, giving a look I didn’t understand. “Solo.”

“Cosplaying Star Wars or Empire?” I asked, trying to get him to crack. “Makes a difference.” I held my palms in front of me and snarled my lips like I was frozen in carbonite.

“How did I raise such a dorky kid?” He sighed.

“In your own likeness, maybe?” We side-eyed each other. “Something more?”

“You wanna ask Max, plenty of opportunity. He’s on vacation. Two weeks.” Two weeks was a serious cramping of the lifestyle I enjoyed as the last kid at home.

“I know he’s my actual uncle, but why can’t he stay where the other strays do?”

“Your room used to be his room. Your bed was his bed,” my mom said, wandering in. Since Max was her brother, she’d be the formal authority. “And right now, Max needs some connection to home.” We lived in the house they’d been raised in.

Our house looked large from the road, making it the target for strays. Inside, it had evolved as each of my siblings felt that sharing a room wasn’t fun anymore. My parents added flimsy privacy walls, cutting a big room in twos or threes, each the size of a walk-in closet. My mom’s best friend, Sadie, a.k.a. my current boss, politely called it “ill-arranged.”

As my parents booted me from their tiny rooms, they said I’d understand when the time came. And at fifteen, you knew the ins and outs of wanting privacy. I maintained my private domain by welcoming the strays whenever my mom informed me of a new one. I’d strip my bed, putting fresh sheets and blankets on it, then make up a narrow “private room” for myself. Then I was supposed to leave a fresh towel and washcloth on my newly made bed for the invader.

“Maybe you’ll take your uncle to Sandy June’s tonight,” my dad added. “Hear that band’s pretty good. Maybe stay for the midnight movies.”

“I just got home,” I said. “And I’m clean. For the first time in hours, I don’t smell like a giant walking frybread.” We didn’t have a real bathroom, an annoying situation my mom insisted on calling tradish. Sandy June’s had showers for the camping area, which was also an employee perk, so I officially had a right. I liked Sandy June’s, particularly summer night activities. It was cool to belong in a meaningful way. This year, they resurrected the midnight movies. My mom and Uncle Max used to hustle rides for the Late Night Cult Movies when they were my age. I could stream most of those flicks, but I missed the adventures they’d had.

“Does Uncle Max know about Fireball?” I asked. My dad wanted Max occupied deep into the evening.

“Have to ask him when he gets here,” he responded. None of us wanted to tell Max about this change, but I was apparently chosen. No one knows when or how Fireball arrived. Many people said it was like lacrosse, a gift from the Creator. But it was only played here? It was older than anyone currently alive. Indians came home and others made purposeful trips for the two nights of the year it was played. The one thing we knew for sure—the new generation of chiefs had decided it was time for Fireball to die, and nothing I, or anyone else, said was going to have any impact.

“You two want a fifteen-year-old to tell his uncle that Fireball—the one thing he comes home for every year—has suddenly gone the way of the dinosaur?” It was a huge ask, something you might try to trick a stranger into and hope for the best rather than deal with yourself. But my parents generally requested so little of me, how could I say no?

“Gotta become a man sometime, isn’t it, though?” my dad responded. “Since you won’t be playing, and we won’t have that handy marker to know when you’re all grown up.” At fifteen, I would have been sort of eligible to play, though no one really enforced the rules. You were left to your better judgment. Fireball was a fierce game, and some guys had permanent damage from putting their bodies through it. I was not exactly a fierce guy. Uncle Max wasn’t fierce, either, but like others, he saved vacation days, crossed state lines, and came home for National Picnic. We usually watched together in our lack of fierceness.

We were also usually accompanied by his wife, Angelina. She was Indian. I was always afraid to say her tribe’s name out loud, because it seemed like they went by two or three different names simultaneously, depending on who you were talking to.

It was very easy to use the wrong one and have everyone hissing at you like a car with four slashed tires. At first, I thought people were joking when they said he’d married a Winnebago. I was picturing Uncle Max hooking up with a large camper on wheels. What I’m saying? I was unsophisticated and tried to use nosiness only when it counted the most. Anyway, her community was in Wisconsin, maybe? That’s where they now lived. They’d met at the Indian dorm in some college, maybe there.

No one really talked details when people went away to college. They were just “off at school.” When they got married, Uncle Max chose to be a “real old-time Indian” and relocate to the territory of his wife’s people. It was impossible to think of young Max spending nights in the same bed I did, dreaming about the future, wondering about the past, debating about whether he was going to play Fireball the next July. He hadn’t lived here since before I was born.

“Deal?” my dad asked. Max and Angelina always stayed in town, so I agreed, for Max.

“One condition,” I said. “This stays untouched in the fridge until I can be here. Maybe we’ll have it for breakfast.” I revealed a perfect wheel of tradish cornbread. Sadie, ever loyal to my mom, had slipped it into my bag, neatly wrapped in foil, saying it was for the three of us.

Sadie had negotiated for her cornbread debut with the legendary grandparents who made the big decisions at Sandy June’s. Her brand name was Sovereignty Sadie’s Wheels of Fate. This was not cornbread the way you think. It’s made of a hulled and cooked meal (an epic process) that’s been ground and shaped, taking forever to float to the surface of the bubbling kettle. She claimed her favorite seasoning was a Hint of Mystery.

Sadie’s Sandy June’s debut was a plan to soothe brokenhearted people who’d just heard about National Picnic’s new rules. No one could know how fast word of the cancellation had spread. Like Sandy June’s location, Fireball news was all word of mouth, divulged with the greatest of discretion.

For those in the know, Sandy June’s campground was the perfect option. The rez had no accommodations, so a lot of people selected the camping area. It was a five-minute walk to Picnic. On Picnic weekend, Sandy June’s business picked up as soon as the neon kicked on, and my lunch-bussing demanded more hustle. I’d been looking forward to a break between my Sandy June’s shift and the start of Picnic at six tonight.

“Well?” I said, sliding the new wheel, still warm, in the fridge.

“Hard bargain,” my dad said, just as we heard Uncle Max pulling in. “Okay, deal.”

Max entered and set his bags next to my clothes and linens, acting like it was totally normal to show up alone with only his luggage. He slid a sweating cold six of bottled iced tea in the fridge, staying tradish by bringing food to the family home he’d entered. His gaze paused over the foil-wrapped wheel.

“Uncle Max, why don’t we head down to Sandy June’s Legendary?” I said, trying to sound perky and excited. He smiled, looking up.

“Your uncle just got here after driving for hours and hours,” my mom scolded, while my dad made disappointed clicks and hisses with his tongue, like this hadn’t been their idea.

“I’m working there, so you could use my shower privileges.”

“You saying I stink, kid?” he said, leaning over me with fake menace. One of the worst rez insults was suggesting someone smelled bad.

“No, no, no, no,” I said. “I just know that I like a shower on a hot summer day, and there ain’t one inside the five thousand walls in this house.” He gripped the top of my head and shook it. Then he grabbed a change of clothes from his bag, tossed them in his backpack. “Sounds good,” he said. “You ready?”

“Not yet,” I said. I hadn’t done Stray Cat prep, since his appearance was a surprise. But there was no way to strip the room of my sheets without it seeming awkward. My mom had protocols to go overboard with the Stray Cats but also be very subtle in our generosity.

“You’re fine,” my mom said, which meant that she’d take care of those things.

“Why don’t we take
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