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To Chief Lelooska 1933-1996

––––––––
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WHEN I WAS TEN, YOU told me you were adopted into the Kwakwaka'wakw tribe. All I heard was, "You were adopted." I was so excited to meet someone like me that I told you I was adopted, too. You put your hand on my head as if we were kindred spirits. It made me feel special. 

Later, when the drums got so loud, and you and your family came out with the giant masks, children screamed. 

Not me. I sat on the edge of my seat, enthralled. 

––––––––
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FOR MORE INFORMATION about the Lelooska Foundation, go to lelooska.org
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Blackfeet to English Glossary



[image: ]


Naah sa — Grandfather

Na'a — Mother

Natosi — Sun, holy one

Komorkis — Moon

Sokapi — All is well

Napi – Old man, creator god and trickster

Oki, tsanitapi — Hello, how are you?

Nitsiniiyi'taki — I thank you

Matsowá'páákiiwa — Beautiful woman

Siksiká — The native language of the Blackfeet

Sipi — Night

Ni Niinawaakii — My queen

Kitsiikákomimmo — I love you

Oki part — Let's go
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Part 1

Chapter One
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MS. WHITE MARCHED TOWARD the cluster of desks and brought her ruler down with enough force to break it in half. Etu Carrion lunged across the aisle, stretching his arm out to protect the girl before the music teacher hit Liluye Painted Wing.

A burning slap came down on his forearm, but it was the little girl who was the intended target who gasped, drawing his attention. She'd done nothing wrong.

"Back to your seat, Etu, or I'll send you to see Mr. Parker." Ms. White raised her hand again.

He stood in front of the desk, shielding Liluye, a second grader. Any punishment would be worth saving the girl. She was too young to participate with the high school students at Heritage School. No amount of beatings would make her sit through two hours of practice. She was a baby.

"You put another hand on her, and you'll regret it," he said.

A hush went through the class. The choir only had sixty-five students. Every one of the kids knew him. He was a senior. Everyone knew his past. He had no more chances left. One more screw-up, and he wouldn't graduate.

Soft sobs sent chills down his spine. Ms. White's gaze jerked to Liluye. Etu got bigger. His chest. His arms. His legs. He shielded the child that belonged on the other side of the building in the elementary class. It no longer mattered how sweet of a voice she had for her age. She belonged with the little kids.

He fisted his hands. He wasn't going to let the teacher harm the child.

Ms. White backed away. For each step, he moved away from the girl.

"Class, back to your spots." Ms. White returned to the front of the room. "Let's start the song over on the count of ten."

Etu sat behind the drum. Liluye, seeing him walking away, got out of her chair and hurried to his side, leaning against his thigh. He caught Ms. White glancing at him. He stared her down. His threat hung in the air. Nobody was going to harm the child as long as he was around.

He'd lived on the Blackfeet reservation, attended school with the same group of kids, and held on to the traditions. That's why he sat in a music class.

He was the only drummer now that his grandfather was too old and had hands crippled in pain. His naah sa taught him how to, first, pound the drum with his hands. Later, he moved up to double-headed drums and kettledrums.

On the rez, there was no festival. No gathering. No powwow without drums.

Drums were the instrument of his people. The music they created always came with percussions.

Soon, when he could leave the reservation, the elders would train someone else to play the drums.

Ms. White raised her hands and counted. As the choir sang, he rhythmically pounded the single-headed drum with his hand. The unwavering pulse of Mother Earth filled the room.

That answer. That vibration. That beat soothed him. 

It was the only reason he'd committed his life to the drum—no one else could connect to the four directions—east, west, north, south—like him. 

But today, he wanted to be somewhere else.

Ms. White could go fuck herself. 

He needed to participate in the upcoming powwow as much as he needed an education. If it were up to him, he'd be riding the road on the piece of shit Harley he put together from working in the scrap yard on the weekends.

He softened the beats. The echo in the room quieted.

Liluye picked at the hole in the thigh of his jeans, plucking the frayed material between her fingers as if the big singing part wasn't two counts away, and the teacher hadn't threatened to hurt her moments ago.

A soft hum spread over his skin, and he realized it was Liluye. She wasn't preoccupied enough to keep from singing. As he kept the tempo on the drum, he held his breath as the little girl's voice strengthened.

He lost himself in the sounds wrapping around him. The effortless pitch gave him chills.

Liluye sang of the past. Of their people. Of the hardships. Of their victories. How the sun directed them to where they would find the strength to live in the world today. The words flowed out of Liluye's mouth. Her voice a sense of pride for his people.

While she sang, she succeeded in ripping off strands of material from the hole in his jeans. He held that leg still while he played the drum, unable to break the bond they'd shared today.

Liluye came from a neighboring house where a single mother, hooked on drugs, tried to raise her daughter. Etu knew the girl was left on her own most of the time. Liluye was too young to fend for herself.

He was no stranger to the hardships, having lived with his maternal grandfather most of his life after his mother had abandoned him after choosing her addictions over him. He and Naah sa battled often. The new world was not like the old world. There was no going back.

More people were residing in Browning than in neighboring towns—off the reservation. They were overpopulated. He wasn't going to stay and become like his mother or knock up some girl looking to send the Child Support Enforcement team after him because he refused to become one of the many unemployed men on the rez.

More and more lately, the businesses in town leaned toward hiring those off the reservation who had no Blackfeet blood running in their veins. The IPA, the casino, the Dollar Store, and even Subway were hiring people from neighboring towns. Jobs anyone could train for, and yet others filled the position.

Even if he struggled outside the walls of the reservation, he would fight for what he wanted in his life. He was tired of growing corn for his grandfather and getting pennies at the Trading Post.

He wanted to work with animals and not crops—specifically bison. Buffalo could survive throughout the year on little care and feed many people. 

He was tired of fighting the short growing season and the lean winter months. But naah sa couldn't farm the land by himself. He needed to stay on the reservation for his grandfather's sake.

But someday, he would find a large enough plot of land and raise bison. He'd done a lot of research. Buffalo were hardier animals than cattle in Northwest Montana. The meat was more beneficial and plenty.

He could live off the land and still support his people by selling to the Trading Post. He'd have enough money to provide for himself and eventually a family.

Liluye's voice waned. She looked at him while singing as if she could sense his turmoil.

He would become someone who only depended on himself. A strong man with security so that he could give back to the Blackfeet Nation. 

Naah sa would not live forever. He would take everything he learned and find a better way of living. One that was more profitable.

Liluye slid her finger into the hole she'd made in his jeans and held the last note. Etu softened the drum's beats even more so as not to cover her pure voice.

When the song ended, Liluye moved back to the desk and slid onto the chair, putting her head on her folded arms. The child was tired. Singing had worn her out.

He'd never heard a voice like hers before. Lots of people could sing. Being Blackfoot, many of his people would chant at the powwows, but nobody needed to carry a tune. The sound came from within.

What came out of Liluye was a song. It was grace. It was a gift straight from Natosi.

Untainted and pleasing, the tone hypnotized everyone in the room. He could understand why the school wanted Liluye to participate in the beginning of the summer festival. It was an honor to have someone with a talent like hers, but the child's young age was even more special. She had a gift.

Unfortunately, he could see how the demands of practice strained Liluye. She was often restless and tired before class, irritating the teacher more than usual. There were a few times when she'd fallen asleep.

Ms. White had no patience with high schoolers, much less someone from the grade school.

"Very good, Liluye. Rest your voice for Friday night." Ms. White looked around the room. "As for the rest of you, I want you to show up an hour before we perform. Anyone late will flunk the class."

Groans from the students filled the room. He wasn't the only one who had better things to do than fulfill the requirements for the class. The girls—jingle dancers and singers, had already practiced earlier and were stuck waiting until Liluye finished—they scrambled to pick up their backpacks. They rushed out of the small music room.

Etu picked up the padded sticks and double-headed drum, returning the instrument to the storage room, where he kept them during the school year. Liluye waited for him at the door. He caught her eagerly shifting from one foot to the other as she tried to see around the much bigger and taller students.

She grabbed his hand as he passed through the door, hurrying to keep up. No one ever asked him to make sure she made it home safely. One day, she just started following him.

But lately, he rode his motorcycle to school, and she would climb on the back before he could tell her to get lost.

She skipped along beside him.

"Hey, Etu," shouted someone behind him.

He looked over his shoulder and spotted Kevin, half Blackfoot and one of his closest friends—not that he had many. He preferred to keep to himself.

"Yeah?"

Kevin held the side of his coat out from his stomach. Plastic from a sandwich baggie hung out from the top of his belt. "Want to smoke some before you go home?"

He looked down at the girl. She was too young to hang around while he smoked pot with Kevin.

"Nah, can't today." He lifted his chin. "I'll swing by later."

"I'll be down at the river."

He turned, taking Liluye with him. Many teenagers hung out at the river bend, away from the adults. It was easy to see when the rez patrol car swept by to look for trouble or someone's parents decided to check up on them. They could hide whatever alcohol and drugs were out in the open. 

Outside the school, he let go of Liluye's hand, shaking her hold on him, but she refused and held tight to his fingers. Next year, she'd need to find someone else to watch over her. He wouldn't be around.
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Chapter Two
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A high-pitched scream came through the rows of corn. Buffalo dropped the basket in his arms and ran toward the house on the other side of the field. That voice, no matter the tone, was branded in him.

Adrenaline fueled him. Lately, he worried about Liluye's mother bringing men home. If one of them hurt Liluye, they'd ruin her life. And he'd hunt the man down and kill him.

Running through the tall stalks, he pushed the plants apart to make room for his body when a sharper yell gave him a rush. He broke through the last row in the field and sprang into Liluye Painted Wing's backyard. 

A boy disappeared around the corner of the house. Etu stalked forward, following him.

He found Liluye. Two boys held a freestanding Cyclone fence gate in front of them, pinning Liluye to the side of the house.

Her red face showed her exhaustion and anger as she failed to get out from behind the gate and escape the kids. 

A young boy threw clumps of grass at her. "Sing for us, Tweety Bird."

Etu ignored the boys and grabbed the gate, ripping it out of their hands and flinging it into the yard. With Liluye freed, he grabbed the leader by the front of his shirt and shook him. The other two boys ran off.

He lifted the kid off his feet. "What's your name?"

The kid kicked out. "Let me go."

"What's your name?"

The boy pushed against Etu's hands, trying to break free. He looked at Liluye, rubbing the tears from her eyes. It appeared she wasn't hurt. More scared and angered than anything.

"Who does he belong to?" he asked.

"That's Sam Johnson." She huffed. "Of the Prairie Dog family."

He knew the oldest son—a partier that leeched off the rez. The family was known for causing trouble with the council.

"Why were you hurting Liluye?"

"I wasn't going to hurt her." Sam's body went limp. "She wouldn't talk to me."

"Have you given her anything to make it worth her time to listen to you?" He lowered the kid until his toes touched the ground. "If I hear you roughhousing with her or making fun of her, I'll come after you."

"You c-can't hurt me." The boy, for all his bravado, sniffled.

He lowered his head until he looked straight into the boy's eyes. So far in his life, he had never harmed a child. But when protecting Liluye, there could always be a first time.

"Listen to me carefully, Sam Johnson. I will kill you before you even see me coming if you touch Liluye again."

The boy gasped. He dropped the kid, watching him fall like a stone to the ground and then scramble away. His parents should've named him scared rabbit for how fast he tucked tail and ran.

Liluye huffed beside him. He looked down and found her glaring at the boy's back. How old was she now? Ten? Eleven?

Hell, it seemed like a lifetime ago when he graduated. Life on the rez crept along like an old woman.

He'd planned to leave the reservation right after graduating, but Naah sa needed him. The doctors at the clinic found cancer in his grandfather's lungs. There was nobody to take care of him as he battled for his life. Someone needed to tend the crops and keep money flowing.

The little white pills Naah sa took seemed to do more damage than good. His grandfather wasn't getting any better.

"Have you ever thought the boy picks on you because he likes you?" he asked.

Liluye scoffed, glancing up at him in disgust. "He likes nobody. He's a bully."

"Then, stay away from him."

"It's my yard."

"If you see him, go in the house."

"I shouldn't have to go inside." She crossed her arms. "It's my home."

He flexed his biceps. She was right. But until she was old enough to protect herself, she needed a plan to stay safe if alone.

"Where's your Na'a?" he asked.

"Inside."

He looked at the house. "Why didn't she come when you were screaming?"

She shrugged and walked a few feet away before stopping. He inhaled deeply. There was talk that Liluye's mother was into heroin. It was becoming a common problem on the reservation.

"You can go to the elders and ask for help."

She shook her head. "She'll get better."

He could hear the hope only a child held on to in her voice. He leaned against the side of the house, studying her. Her dress was too short and too tight. She went barefoot, but it was summer. Most people went without shoes while at home. Her hair hung straight down her back. Liluye had combed her hair recently, or someone had cared for her because it shined in the sunlight.

He suspected as she got older, she was able to do more without her mother's guidance. She'd need to adapt to taking care of herself.

"How old are you?" he asked.

"Nine."

Shit, she had a long time to go until she could escape the hardships of her life. The older she got, the tougher she'd become. He had no doubt she'd survive. All the forgotten children on the rez survived, one way or another.

He pushed off the house and walked toward the corn field.

"Etu?"

He stopped and turned around. She tilted her head, frowning. What had she expected? He had a job to do. The corn wasn't dropping into the basket by itself.

"I'm hungry," she whispered.

It took him a couple of seconds to realize what she'd said. Then, he got angry.

"There's corn right there. Over on Davis's property, you'll find cucumbers and tomatoes in his garden. Probably more. If you're hungry, take what you need."

She frowned. "That would be stealing."

His anger melted away. She was such an innocent. He couldn't remember when principles ever came into play for him. If he was hungry, he found food whether he had money or not.

"It's not stealing if I give you permission."

She seemed to think about that and finally nodded. He tilted his head. She should be able to make some food by herself at nine years old. But only if she had a mother to teach her.

He backed away from her. She followed him.

Knowing her intent, he led her to the corn field. He picked some ears off the stalk and handed them to her.

She licked her lips. He only gave her half a dozen. If she were starving, she'd make herself sick, eating more than that at a time.

"Peel them down to the corn and boil the cobs in water." He eyed her. "Do you have a microwave?"

She nodded. He turned her around and gave her a push toward the house.

"Just put the corn in the microwave, husk and all, for four or five minutes. Don't touch it right away. You'll need to let it cool for a while. Then, strip off the husk and eat it."

She looked over her shoulder as she walked to the house and said, "Thank you, Etu."

His chest thrummed. She'd need to learn to do things herself soon.
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Chapter Three
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A lot of community members gathered in Etu's backyard. Liluye stood at the corner of the house, not knowing if it would be okay to join the others. Etu's grandfather had died four days ago.

She came each day and stood, watching him mourn. There were always people coming and going. Etu had a pot of stew on the outdoor fire, and everyone sampled the food. To ignore the offering would be rude.

On the first day of his grandfather's death, Etu cut his hair above his shoulders. She cried, watching him perform such a respectful act for his naah sa's passing from one world to another.

For four days, Etu stood outside over the homemade casket. He knelt and put his head on the wood when he wasn't standing. She had to leave and go home at night because she was scared to run through the cornfield after dark, but she understood the Blackfeet rituals. 

Four days of mourning.

Four worlds.

Four mountains.

Four directions.

Today, Etu would have to say goodbye as the people who buried the dead would come for his grandfather. Afterward, Etu would be alone.

An elder brought a drum from the house and set it beside Etu. She swallowed hard, leaning forward. It was too much to ask him to play when it was his grandfather who had died.

She'd spied on Etu throughout the years whenever she could sneak through the cornfield. He had no parents to help him. Though he was an adult and could care for himself, he should have someone to help him when sadness knocked at his door.

Etu softly pounded the drum with the palms of his hands. He stared straight ahead the way she remembered him playing when he was part of the band at the high school. Looking at him, people would think he hated playing the drums. But she knew differently.

There was a peacefulness about him when he played. Even now, with his grandfather several feet from him in a box, Etu calmed, and his shoulders rounded as if tired. He'd done the same when he had to play while she sang.

She hadn't enjoyed singing since he'd graduated and left the school. No one appreciated her anymore. She felt obligated to sing the solos because Ms. White always threatened her—it was her contribution toward the school since she had no money to give for her free lunches or supplies.

She sang because she was too afraid of Ms. White coming to the house and trying to talk to her mother. If anyone found out the conditions of her home life, they'd send her to foster care and force her to live with another family.

Etu's voice grew louder as he applied more force behind the drumming. His strong voice held steady through the mourning song, though the tone never matched the sound. She fought against the pull of her spine curving as the two sounds fought.

She couldn't look away from him to see if the others were affected the same way she was with his cry of mourning. The sound was raw and powerful, and she wanted to soothe the outward roar of pain.

Her throat spasmed. She stepped forward. An invisible cord pulled her toward him. She fought back. It wasn't her place.

But he was hurting.

He needed someone, and nobody was coming forward to help him.

Her lips parted. Her answering cry rang out.

The heat of others looking in her direction outed her from her spot at the corner of the house. She walked toward Etu, not stopping. Stepping between the flames of the fire and him, never coming between Etu and his grandfather, she stood and sang the mourning song with him—giving him voice, strength, and understanding.

Together, their voices matched the magic he created with the drum. The intensity matched his shorter hair. The melody matched his broken heart.
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Chapter Four
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Sarah Brown led Little Clover and Autumn across the playground, stopping in front of Liluye. "Ugly girl, ugly girl, why don't you go home?"

The chant bounced off Liluye. Used to the three girls picking on her, she knew if she ignored them long enough, they'd go play hopscotch or chase the boys until it was time to head back into the school.

"Baby clothes, baby clothes, where's your bottle, baby?" chanted the girls.

She fisted her hands at her sides. They'd keep throwing their hate at her if she told them to shut up.

The school bell rang. She inhaled in relief. The girls were a year older than her and in a different classroom.

She stepped around Sarah to go inside, and the girl grabbed the back of Liluye's shirt. A ripping sound met her ears before her sleeve fell off her shoulder.

The girls laughed, pointing at her.

Kids hurried past her. She stood in the middle of the playground, crossing her arms to keep her shirt on.

When the last student disappeared through the door, Liluye ran in the opposite direction. The fence in the corner of the playground was bent. She wiggled underneath the wire, squirming like a worm.

Holding her shirt to her chest, she pulled herself from the fence. Jumping to her feet, she ran away from school. Once out of sight, she slowed to a walk, gasping for breath through her tears. She hated those girls.

They were beautiful. Their clothes fit them, and they wore white sneakers with black stripes.

She wiped her forearm across her eyes. Her clothes were too small. The shirts no longer covered her stomach, and she had to stretch them whenever one of the teachers called her up to use the chalkboard. Even then, everyone could see her boobs.

All the girls wore bras. But she had no way of buying one.

They'd still make fun of her even if she had a bra. All her skirts were too short, and she had to wear jeans and roll the bottoms up so kids wouldn't ask her if she was expecting a flood.

The last time she tried on one of her mom's shirts, hoping to wear it to school even though it was too big, her mom made her remove it. Not that her mom had extra clothes to share. She wore the same two outfits all the time.

Arriving home, she went around the house and entered through the back door. That way, the neighbors in front couldn't watch her. Etu's old house sat beyond the cornfield in the back but remained vacant since he moved away.

Tomorrow, the school would send a paper home with her asking about today's absence. She was getting good at forging her mom's signature. So far, the school never suspected she was the one signing the papers and not her mom.

Inside, she stilled, straining to hear any noise. The silence welcomed her home. Most people hated silence. She noticed other people liked to hear a television in the background, radio, or even have conversations. Not her. Silence meant she was alone, and nobody would bother her.

Not her mom. Not the kids at school. Not the teachers.

Looking in the cupboards, she found a stale cracker. She crushed it on the counter, licked her fingertip, and dipped the tip into the crumbs. The food lasted longer when she could break it into tiny pieces.

Since she skipped school, she wouldn't get free lunch. But starving was worth it not to put up with the other girls making fun of her clothes.

Halfway through eating, a rumble vibrated the house. The crumbs danced on the counter. Forgetting the last of her food, she ran to the front room and opened the door.

Etu shut off his motorcycle. She hurried over to him.

"You came back." She threw her arms around his waist.

"Careful." He set her away from the bike. "I've had a long trip, and you can burn yourself on the muffler if you touch it."

She bounced in excitement. "Did you come back to see me?"

"Don't I always?" He got off his bike.

Her stomach fluttered, only then seeing the box on the back of his seat. He always brought her food when he visited. The cracker crumbs no longer satisfied her. She wanted whatever was in the box.

But she'd never let him see how hungry she was today.

It was embarrassing that he always brought her food. She swallowed hard. Not that she'd ever turn groceries down. She needed to eat. Her mom rarely brought food home. Instead, she'd use the allotted money she received each month on drugs.

"This is too heavy for you to carry. I'll set it down by your door, and you can unpack it from there." He walked toward the house.

She followed him. Not once had he ever gone inside the house. When he brought her food, he always left it by the door if she wasn't home.

He put the box on the ground. "Did school get out early today? I wasn't expecting you to be here."

She dug the toe of her sneakers into the dirt, making her toes hurt more. The shoes were already too small for her feet.

"I left," she mumbled.

He put his hand on her head and tilted her face up. "Why?"

She shrugged. "I don't like school."

"Nobody likes school." He ruffled the top of her hair. "But when you go to the school, they have food, and it's warm in the classrooms. The weather is changing. Soon, you won't want to be outside."

She gazed into his eyes. "You brought me food."

If she could eat at home, then school wasn't that important. It was easy to do her homework. She'd catch up with everyone else.

He squatted until he was the same height as her. "You know the other kids are jealous of you."

She shook her head. "They hate me."

"They hate you because you're prettier than they are.  You're smarter than them" He put his finger over her lips when she opened her mouth to argue with him. "You sing better than an eagle—"

"They make fun of my clothes," she blurted.

His gaze dropped to her chest. She tugged on her shirt as tears burned her eyes. It hurt that the kids made fun of her. She never wanted Etu to look at her as if she was poor and helpless, or he might stay away and never come back and see her.

"Your clothes are too small." He motioned toward the box. "Under the food, there are some jeans and T-shirts, about your size, maybe a little too big, but I imagine you'll grow into them soon."

She dropped to her knees and dug through the box. Diamonds caught her eye, and she pulled out the jean material and found a jacket, not pants, with jewels all over the front and down the sleeves.

Hugging the fancy jacket to her chest, she looked at Etu. "It's really for me?"

"It's all for you." He stood.

She dropped the jacket and threw her arms around his waist. Her stomachache disappeared. She looked forward to going to school in her new clothes and jacket tomorrow. That jacket was better than anything the girls at school wore.

"Thank you, Etu," she whispered.

He stroked her head. She closed her eyes. Having him here and holding her was the best feeling in the world.
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