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            Dedicated to my amazing mother:

            “Whatever you do, don’t get shot off your horse.”
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         A couple of hours ago, I heard the barking muffler of Mom’s rez bomb pulling up to the run-down single-wide trailer we live
            in. At the sound of the mechanical squeak of the front door, I already knew what was going to happen. Mom and her jackass
            boyfriend, Doug, knocked on my door, laughing and trying to act like we were cool with each other. They tossed me a bag of
            chips and a Pepsi. Doug had an arm slung around Mom, like he always does before they drink.
         

         
         This is how it goes.

         
         They get back from a trip to the liquor store that’s right on the edge of the rez line for snacks, cigarettes, and beer. Acting like they’re in love. Pretending we have a happy home. Yeah, right. That’s a good joke. Happy. Home. This sketchy trailer we live in belongs to Doug, not Mom. There are copper-colored stains bleeding down my bedroom wall from pipes that broke this past winter. The hallway is littered with holes in those walls from when Doug has one too many drinks and decides to punch shit. They try, I suppose. There’s electricity, running water, Spam in the cupboards, bologna in the fridge, and white bread on the counter. Sometimes they cook ramen or fry up hot dogs. They chain-smoke cigarettes, drink, and laugh their asses off while jamming out to tunes from their youth. Part of me wishes they’d go and party elsewhere, but then again, Mom is on probation, so as much as I hate it, she’s better off drinking here. 

         
         About half an hour ago, lying on my “bed” that’s actually just a small mattress on the floor, I heard the sizzle of the frying
            pan. The undeniable smell of searing generic-brand hot dogs. Not going to lie. That salty, fatty smell did have my stomach
            growling, though if Mom had popped in to ask if I was hungry, I would have faked sleeping. That’s how I avoid them.
         

         
         They pretend to be in love.

         
         I pretend to be asleep.

         
         That way I don’t have to interact with them and listen to their slurred promises.

         
         The music blares from the living room. The bass rattles the one picture on my bedroom wall—it’s of me and my grandparents
            at a powwow from a couple of summers ago. Doug tries rapping along to the decades-old song. Mom sings the chorus, super loud
            and off-key. They laugh. Think I hear the crack of drink cans being opened, but maybe it was just snare drums from the music,
            and then the volume goes up another notch.
         

         
         This isn’t a good sign.

         
         The louder their music, the drunker they are.

         
         Nights like these—when they do their shitty karaoke—are when they get into their worst arguments. When they first met two summers ago at that powwow in Minneapolis, Doug was nice as hell to us. He used to make sure there was food in the fridge and help me get school clothes and even top off the gas tank of Mom’s car. Too bad that only lasted for a few months. 

         
         That’s the way it’s gone with everyone Mom has dated.

         
         They’re nice at first, then eventually become assholes to both of us. There is always an ugly breakup. And then comes the
            cycle of Mom connecting with her friends and family, getting sober, and finding a job, and just when things seem normal and
            good, she meets another guy. And everything falls apart.
         

         
         I smack the back of my neck, then check my hand. A squashed mosquito.

         
         Yuck.

         
         The window screen in my room is ripped to shreds. It’s a trade-off. It’s early summer and gets chilly at night, so letting
            a little air in cools down my sauna-like bedroom in exchange for a dozen or so winged vampires that will snack on my blood
            while I sleep. I rub the mosquito into the gross, discolored carpet. But I don’t feel bad; it was like this when I moved in.
            Mosquito guts aren’t going to make it any worse. Plus, if I go out to wash my hands, Mom or Doug might see me and try to convince
            me to hang out with them. No thanks!
         

         
         I bury my gaze in my crappy cell phone. I scroll through memes and funny videos until I see a clip of my childhood friend Robbie doing a spinning skateboard trick. I replay it. Wild. Robbie is next level with his skateboard skills. The shot he posted looks pro. Hopefully, I’ll be hanging with Robbie this summer. He’s been my best friend since kindergarten. Wild to think that we’ll be juniors this coming fall. 

         
         Sucks, though, that we haven’t been able to hang much these last few years since Mom moved me and her up to the Green Lake
            Rez so she could date Doug. But I guess my life already sucked before we moved. Makes me really miss the good days, back before
            Dad died. I felt safe. Loved. Had a place to call my home. But that seems like a distant dream now.
         

         
         Shit hasn’t been like that since third grade. Mom has been a hot mess ever since we lost Dad, always in and out of trouble,
            drinking, never able to keep a job. Dad was her high school sweetheart, and now it seems like she dates a different loser
            every other year.
         

         
         Doesn’t help that no one likes me at the Green Lake Rez school. What a crappy way to spend my first two years of high school.
            At least back at Wolf Creek High, I had friends. Plus, when Mom went on an extended binge, my grandparents were always right
            there to take care of me.
         

         
         None of the kids at Green Lake ever wanted to be cool with me. Mom forced me to try some sports. She said it was so that I’d
            make friends. I think she just wanted to get rid of me for a few more hours a day. But last fall, at football tryouts, I got
            bulldozed by this gigantic, muscular senior. Straight pulverized. All that padding and the cold weather were not fun.
         

         
         I tried basketball, too. Thought maybe I’d like an indoor sport and loose uniform better. But every time I took a shot and missed badly, I got laughed at. The basketball players even nicknamed me Airballs. But thank the Creator, earlier today the final bell rang on the last day of school. 

         
         I shoot Robbie a DM on social.

         
         
            
               
                  Can’t wait to hang this summer. What are you up to tomorrow? I bet I can convince my mom to drive me down to Wolf Creek. HMU

               

            

         
         Robbie has over three thousand followers now. During Christmas break, which was the last time we hung out, he showed me his
            phone. It’s always blowing up. Notifications nonstop, so I don’t expect him to get at me for a while. But it’s cool. I’m getting
            sleepy anyway. Think I’ll try to doze off here soon.
         

         
         Outside, rez dogs bark. Inside, the sound of glass breaking slices down the hallway. Mom yells. My body is stuck, frozen.
            Like one of those nightmares where you can’t run or move. Every time they get into a fight, it makes not having a dad hurt
            even worse. Like ripping the scab off my heart.
         

         
         The thin walls of the trailer tremble. I’m reliving the same nightmare. Doug gets vicious when he’s wasted. He’s shoved Mom
            more than once and yelled in her face. Slapped me last time I got between them. It stung, bad. And it broke something inside
            me. Made me feel so weak. Knowing that I couldn’t truly protect Mom or myself.
         

         
         Mom screams. Fuck. I’m shaking.

         
         I force myself to be brave. I pop out of bed, yank open my bedroom door, and race down the hall. Doug slams Mom against the wall. Picture frames quiver, then crash. Shards of glass erupt into the air. I yell, “Leave her alone!” 

         
         Doug jams a forearm into her neck, pressing her against the cigarette-smoke-stained wall, then turns his stare on me. “Go
            on back to bed, you little shit.”
         

         
         I hit the wall with the side of my fist. “You’re hurting her.”

         
         Doug pulls his arm away from Mom, and she slides against the wall, collapsing onto the broken picture frames. “Your mom has
            a big mouth.”
         

         
         “So do you,” I choke out.

         
         Doug steps closer until his face is inches from mine. I tilt my head to look up at him. His broad shoulders block the living
            room. The stench of cheap beer and cigarettes fills the air.
         

         
         I jam a finger into his chest. “You’re an abusive asshole.”

         
         Feels like a bad dream; I’m acting without thinking. I’ve never been this afraid before.

         
         Doug smiles. But it’s an evil smile. He’s going to slap me, punch me, shove me, or worse. He yanks my cell phone from my hand.

         
         “Give that back.” I reach, but Doug holds it above his head.

         
         “You want this?” He pitches it into the TV that sits on the floor of the living room, the last Christmas gift Dad bought for
            Mom before he passed. My phone smashes into the television screen, causing cracked lines, like a spiderweb, in every direction.
         

         
         Doug throws up his arms, storms into the kitchen, and opens the fridge. As I run to check on Mom, something crashes behind me. Doug has kicked over the garbage can, sending trash and beer cans across the kitchen floor. He has keys in one hand and a case of beer tucked under his arm. “Fuck you both,” Doug says, and slams the door behind him. 

         
         I help Mom off the floor. She holds a hand to her forehead and glares at me the way Doug did a minute ago. “Bryce, why’d you
            have to come and make it worse?”
         

         
         She retreats into their bedroom.

         
         How is this my fault?

         
         I push down my adrenaline and frustration. I think about the way Doug yelled at her. I don’t ever want to be like him.

         
         Mom is crying and knocking stuff around in her room behind the closed door.

         
         Should I try to comfort her? I don’t know what to say. Instead, I walk over to turn on the TV. It’s a mess of blue and yellow
            pixels.
         

         
         Dammit. Fucking Doug.

         
         I pick up my cell phone. A thick crack runs diagonally across the screen. I tap the screen, praying to Creator that it still
            works. It lights up. I flick the screen up to unlock it.
         

         
         Phew. I click around nervously, testing. Texting works. Social media apps still open.

         
         Okay. I just need to be careful with my fingertip when I slide it past the cut glass.

         
         Mom storms out of the bedroom and tosses me a duffel bag. “Fill this with your favorite things. It won’t fit much, but we
            don’t have a lot of time.”
         

         
         “We’re leaving?” I ask, catching the bag in midair.

         
         “Yeah.” Mom reaches under the sink for an empty garbage bag. “Hurry up now.”

         
         “For good this time?” I ask nervously, not daring to hope.

         
         As she speed-walks to the bedroom, Mom says, “Yes. Now hustle, before he comes back.”
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         The next morning, Mom drops me off so I can visit Robbie at the skate park on the Wolf Creek Reservation, and then she drives
            off. She didn’t say where she was going—maybe back to the sketchy motel we stayed at last night? It’s not even noon, but the
            day is already scorching hot and super muggy. The park is tucked away, almost hidden from the surrounding roads and businesses.
            It’s encircled by thick walls of pine trees and birch-bark trees. This skate park is elite, a concrete wonderland of ramps,
            slick bowls, and shiny rails. Graffiti decorates the concrete, featuring artist tag names and video game characters—mostly
            multiple pictures of Boo, the ghost from Mario Bros.

         
         Robbie is skateboarding. He spots me and waves. Even though we’re meeting at a place that I’ve only glimpsed on social media,
            being here with my best friend makes it feel like home. Finally.
         

         
         I don’t have a skateboard and wouldn’t have a clue what to do with one. Back when Dad was still alive, I remember messing on his board a little, but nothing more than scooting on it. And that was over six years ago. So I grab a seat on a bench and burn my ass on it. Nope. Ouch. Guess I’ll stay standing. 

         
         Robbie drops into a skate bowl and then flies out on the other end, spinning with a hand gripped to the nose of the board.
            He lands smoothly and cruises over to me. His board squeals as he turns it sideways, making a sharp stop.
         

         
         “Bryce Fairbanks, the man, the myth, my best friend of all time, has returned to Wolf Creek!” Robbie says through cupped hands
            aimed at the sky, roaring like he’s an announcer at a pro wrestling match.
         

         
         I blush and smile at the warm welcome.

         
         He wraps me in a bear hug, squeezing tight. “Missed you, bro.”

         
         “Missed you, too. You have no idea.”

         
         We break from our hug, but Robbie keeps his hands on my shoulders. “You good?” he asks with a familiar look in his eyes. The
            same look he gave me back in third grade when we were walking home from school and some jerk punched me in the stomach. Robbie
            had shoved him over and rushed to my aid. Or the week of Dad’s funeral, when I’d zone out and stare off into space. Robbie
            would always bring me back.
         

         
         “I’ve been better. Glad to be here, though. This place is awesome,” I say.

         
         “It’s dope, isn’t it? So what’s up? You moving back to Wolf Creek? How sick would it be to start our junior year together!”

         
         I raise my eyebrows and tilt my head to the side. “I hope so. That would be awesome. My mom hasn’t really said anything. My
            world is kind of upside down right now.”
         

         
         Robbie glances at the scars that run left to right from my wrist up to my elbow on my left forearm. Back from when I couldn’t hold the sadness in anymore. I felt powerless. That shit would build up until I needed to scream. Or cut. I’d hurt myself on the outside to take away pain on the inside. Now I’ve got these reminders, like lines on a prison wall. 

         
         I worry that he’s going to say something about them. I place my right hand over the marks the way I always do when someone
            notices.
         

         
         Robbie looks away from me, out at the skate park. He nods slowly with a broken smile and sad eyes, like he’s trying to compute
            bad news. I shrug and look down at my shoes, embarrassed. Sometimes I forget these scars are even there, and on hot days like
            today I can’t really cover them. It’s been a year since I made those mistakes. “I don’t do that anymore. I promise,” I say,
            so quiet that it’s almost a whisper.
         

         
         Robbie throws his arm around me and squeezes. Harder than normal. Longer than we’ve ever hugged in our whole lives. And just
            like that, everything feels okay again.
         

         
         “I’m glad to see you, bro bro. Sucks that the last two years we’ve hardly got to chill at all. Even though you were only an
            hour away, you might as well have been on Mars.”
         

         
         “I know. It sucked. I didn’t really know anyone in Green Lake.”

         
         “My cousin from there says that school is wild. Fights. Students swear at teachers. Sounds like a madhouse. Is it really that
            bad?”
         

         
         “It was like being trapped in Arkham Asylum. No joke. I hope my mom lets me transfer back to Wolf Creek.”

         
         “Hells yeah. Then we can hang out every day. There’s some serious hotties at school, too. Plus, if you want to learn how to skate, we got this place.” Robbie gestures to the park. 

         
         A group of college-aged white guys skate in. One of them lights a joint. The other guys set down their backpacks and water
            bottles and begin stretching. Two years of being on a rez like Green Lake almost made me forget about how different the Wolf
            Creek Rez is. It’s a checkerboard of land, some owned by our tribe and some owned by white people and businesses. So it’s
            a very shared space, with Ojibwe and white people in the same places all the time. The school is like that, too, about half
            Native students and the rest white kids.
         

         
         The new arrivals do a variety of tricks. Jumping and sliding, they make their boards twist and turn in the air as they leave
            the rails.
         

         
         “This is pretty dope. Green Lake didn’t have anything like it,” I say in awe.

         
         “The day this place opened I fell in love with skating.”

         
         “I can tell. I’ve been watching online. You keep getting better. The video clips you post . . . What you’re doing seems impossible.
            And you keep adding new tricks. You’re a natural.”
         

         
         Two kids on scooters zoom by, followed by their parents.

         
         “Shit. You’re the natural. Or you should be, with your genetics. Ever think about messing around on a board?” Robbie asks me. Before I
            can answer, a guy on a BMX bike flies out of a bowl, super high, twisting and turning his bike. Like a stunt man shot out
            of a cannon. My jaw drops. Holy shit.
         

         
         He lands inches from us, smiles, and pedals away.

         
         Robbie pays the feat zero attention and pats my chest. “You probably have your dad’s skills waiting inside you.”

         
         “Skateboarding looks scary. And hard as hell. Don’t think I forgot your early clips, busting your ass all the time. That shit
            looks like it hurts, fam,” I say.
         

         
         Robbie laughs. “Those posts still have more likes than any trick I’ve ever pulled off. You should consider it. Would be dope
            to have my best friend skating with me. I could show you the basics.”
         

         
         The park is buzzing with a swirling tornado of skateboarders.

         
         Clicks.

         
         Clacks.

         
         Shouts.

         
         “Come on, man. No one cares. They’re all too focused on what they’re doing.” Robbie kicks his board so it’s directly in front
            of me. “Take my hand. I won’t let you fall.”
         

         
         Using my right foot, I step onto the board and feel it trying to escape. The board wobbles and slides around. Robbie grips
            my hands, not unlike how he did when they lowered Dad’s casket into the ground. Robbie always seems to know when I’m the most
            afraid.
         

         
         “There you go. See, I told you it’s not that hard,” Robbie says.

         
         “I’m not even moving. I’m just standing on it.”

         
         “Hey, that’s a start. You got to crawl before you walk. Now get both feet over the bolts there; you’ll balance better. Your
            feet are too close together. It’s easy to fall like that.”
         

         
         Nervous, I shimmy my feet apart.

         
         “Okay, bend your knees a little. Now let’s get you used to a little movement on it.”

         
         “Must be date night!” someone yells from under the gazebo. There’s a group of pale white guys, dressed head to toe in brand-new
            skateboard-brand clothing.
         

         
         One of them has short, messy, bleached-blond hair and a long, dangling earring in his right ear. He stands up from the picnic
            table they’re perched on. “You two make a cute couple!”
         

         
         “These assholes are always causing drama here. That’s Aiden. He’s the leader of their shit squad.” Robbie’s face scrunches,
            and he turns to face the group of jerks. “Aiden, why do you always have to be such a dick?”
         

         
         “For fun. And because I can, I suppose. You going to do something about it?” Aiden asks, walking toward us.

         
         “I’m just here to skate,” Robbie says.

         
         “Then fucking skate. I’m not stopping you.” Aiden shrugs and turns back to his pals, who give him fist bumps and slap him
            on the shoulder.
         

         
         Robbie shakes his head and turns his attention back to me. “Never mind those rich-kid poseurs. They come here to skate, but
            also to clown on people. They’ve been talking trash to me for two years now,” Robbie says, defeated.
         

         
         I’m embarrassed. Getting teased or bullied or laughed at makes me feel like an overstretched rubber band. About to snap. I
            try to quickly turn the vibes back to fun. “I got this, Robbie. Let me try. I’ve watched enough skateboarding to know how
            to at least cruise around.”
         

         
         Robbie shrugs and lets go of my hand.

         
         I take my back foot off the board, place my front foot near its nose. With my first kickoff, the board flies out. I’m tossed
            into the air. Smash. My back slams hard onto the scorching-hot concrete. Shock reverberates through my bones. My teeth grit; my limbs curl inward.
            The noise of the park goes quiet.
         

         
         “Holy shit! Are you okay, bro?” Robbie asks.

         
         I’ve never known pain like this.

         
         Laughter. Louder than before. Two of the guys are holding their stomachs. Another has his phone still in the air from when
            he must have recorded my fall. He yells, “Nice one! I gotta post this.”
         

         
         Aiden does a flippy trick on his board, lands it, then yells through cupped hands, “Maybe you should try one of those scooters!”

         
         “Fuck them, bro. Everyone falls at first. I fell just like that so many times.”

         
         Robbie pulls me to my feet and brushes off the back of my shirt. “Hey, no blood. You didn’t hit your head. I’d count this
            as a W,” he says with a reassuring grin, then runs to grab his skateboard. As the laughter dies down, the sound of squealing
            brakes pierces the air. Everyone looks at Mom’s rez bomb. Duct tape keeps the bumper from falling off. The front passenger
            tire is a spare that we’ve been driving on since winter. Ugh. I hang my head. Like I wasn’t already getting clowned.
         

         
         Mom honks her car horn and yells, “Bryce! You ready to go?”

         
         In Green Lake, I didn’t care so much about the dents in the car, or that it hadn’t been washed, maybe ever. But in Wolf Creek, I worry what white people might think. Hell, even the Ojibwe on the rez here have nicer things than back in Green Lake. 

         
         Aiden shouts, “Where did that garbage can with wheels come from? A demolition derby?”

         
         Robbie makes a dash at him, but I grab his arm. “It’s okay.”

         
         Robbie pulls free from my grip. “Nah, fuck them. No one talks shit to my bro.”

         
         “Please, man. I don’t want any drama at your favorite place. Not because of me.”

         
         Robbie stares at them like he could shoot heat rays from his eyes.

         
         Mom honks the horn. “Come on, Bryce. I don’t have all day. Let’s go!”

         
         “I’ll hit you up tomorrow morning, okay?” I grab my backpack and leave.
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         The motel door bursts open. Mom stumbles into the bed next to mine. I rub sleep crust from my eyes and look at my phone to
            check the time.
         

         
         Seven a.m. The second day of summer break, and I’m still waking up just as early.

         
         Mom mumbles.

         
         “What did you say?” I ask.

         
         She plants her face into her pillow and murmurs something.

         
         My stomach growls. Only thing I ate yesterday was a gas station hot dog and some Doritos. You’d think the strange stench in
            this room—a mix between puked-up alcohol and baby poop—would make me too sick to be hungry. But now that we’re on day two,
            I’ve gotten used to the smell. My stomach pangs won’t go away.
         

         
         “Do you have any money for breakfast?” I ask Mom, but she’s already asleep.

         
         I scrounge around the dank and dirty room and find a couple of crumpled dollar bills and some change in a pair of Mom’s jeans on the floor. 

         
         My armpits sing with a mean stink of days-old sweat. So I go to the bathroom to take a shower. I lock the door behind me and
            get undressed. Slept in my clothes again. Feels safer. Never know when there’s going to be an emergency and I’ll have to bolt.
         

         
         The porcelain tub has a ring around it. The drain has eroded into a dark color, like melted pennies. Water rattles and clacks
            until a burst of orange and brown squirts out of the shower faucet. Not getting in there. No way. I’ll stay stinky. I wait
            and hope that it changes. Eventually, the stream runs steady and clear. Guess it’s not all that different from any of the
            rugged-ass places where we stay when Mom snags a new guy, or like now, when she leaves a guy. At least it has a small working
            TV. The water changes from lukewarm to cold. Spinning the loose dials doesn’t change it back. I grit my teeth and step into
            the stream.
         

         
         After my shower, I get dressed and unplug my phone from the charger. I grab the one painting of Mom’s that I made sure to
            nab before we darted out of Doug’s. She made it for me as a gift for my eighth birthday. It’s of my childhood dog, Sandwich,
            but I couldn’t pronounce sandwich, so I called her Sandoo. She was part husky and part who-knows-what. My parents told me
            she ran away, but I didn’t believe them. She never left my side.
         

         
         I spent an entire summer riding my bike around the rez, looking for her with a picture in hand, asking everyone if they saw
            her. Wish I still had her. To cuddle at night, to go on walks with, to play fetch with, to hug. To take away my loneliness.
         

         
         I shudder, and my breath becomes quick bursts. Big exhale.

         
         Even though the painting makes me miss Sandwich, it also makes me feel like she is with me in some way.

         
         Holding the painting a little closer, I admire each brushstroke, the blending, the perfectly contrasting colors. This painting
            is so beautiful and has Ojibwe art vibes. Mom used to paint all the time before Dad died. She went to school for it and was
            starting to sell her art online. I hold a faint memory of an art show that featured her work. She was so proud. That’s what
            I remember the most about that day: she never stopped smiling. As I gently set the painting back down and look over at Mom,
            snoring, passed out in her bed, I can’t help but wonder what she would have done with her art if Dad was still here. He was
            her biggest fan.
         

         
         “I’m going to walk to that McDonald’s down the street,” I say to Mom, like she can hear me. I send her a text with the same
            message, but her phone doesn’t buzz or ping.
         

         
         As I’m locking the door, a gruff voice comes from behind me. “Your mom said she was paying for the entire week, but so far
            she’s only covered for one day.” I turn to face a tall, broad-shouldered man with skin like a forgotten baseball glove. He
            takes a drag of a cigarette. “Gave her the weekly rate and let her pay for one day as a sign of good faith, even though the
            total week was due upfront. If I don’t get the rest today, you’re going to have to leave.”
         

         
         “I’ll make sure my mom knows,” I mumble, and shove the key into my pocket.

         
         “I told her already, but she was stumbling around. Couldn’t make out what she said. Figured I’d tell you as a friendly reminder so you can let her know when she wakes up.” 

         
         “Thank you, sir. I’ll tell her.”

         
         “This is your one and only warning. I don’t mess around when it comes to, you know, types like your mom.”

         
         I want to sock him right in his ugly face. But he’d beat my ass and kick us out.

         
         Helpless, I walk away.

         
         The sun is up, but thankfully it’s not humid or hot yet. I set out for McDonald’s, walking alongside one of the busier roads
            on the west side of our rez. Back in the day, I remember friends and family jokingly calling it the white side. I make a game
            of taking silly steps to avoid cracks on the sidewalk. But I’m glad I’ve been paying attention, as I’ve missed a bunch of
            holes and one or two dog turds.
         

         
         A lawn mower roars to life. A group of white teenagers are painting a church and tidying the small graveyard alongside it.
            Across the street is a run-down VFW hall and a butcher shop. I never really walked around over here, just zoomed by in a car.
            It feels different walking, taking my time to check stuff out. I pull my phone out of my pocket and look at the distance to
            McDonald’s. Halfway there.
         

         
         A rottweiler barks at me, snapping my attention away from my phone screen. I jump and flinch, picturing my skin being ripped
            off. Thankfully the dog is behind the picture window of a house with faded brown paint.
         

         
         Swoof.

         
         Across the street a couple of guys wearing dirty red baseball caps and grease-stained shirts chuckle at how badly I was startled. The overgrown grass in their yard nearly cloaks a sign that reads: 

         
         
            DXL Cares

         

         I hop over broken glass, then take a wide step to avoid a white pickup truck that’s parked halfway on the sidewalk. It’s covered
            in stickers. In the back window are a black-and-blue American flag, a metallic machine gun, and the Punisher.
         

         
         The ones on the bumper read:

         
         
            DXL = Local Jobs

            Blue Lives Matter

            I drink libtard tears

         

         Wow. I don’t even know what that last one means. But it sounds rude as hell.

         
         The rest of the walk there are a lot of DXL signs, posters, and stickers. On the Green Lake Reservation, I don’t recall seeing
            anything about that. But on the Wolf Creek Rez, one minute you’re in a Native area, the next, not so much. Grandpa told me
            a few times about how at some point, way back, our tribe allowed individual members to own land. Some sold theirs and moved
            in with family or their partner. Pretty quickly, the land was bought by others, and now it’s this tic-tac-oh-hell-no space
            where people who don’t care much or sympathize with us at all basically live next door.
         

         
         On my phone I do an internet search for DXL. Their official website pops right up as the first link. They are listed as an energy company, with promises of safety, charitable giving, and a focus on shifting to green energy. I click back out of there. Of course they would make everything look good. 

         
         The last few years I could have done a better job at keeping up on the news. But it’s hard when you are already sad as fuck.
            Seems like every time I bother to look and see what’s going on in the world, it’s just so damn messed up.
         

         
         School shootings.

         
         Violence.

         
         Fires.

         
         Global warming.

         
         Hurricanes.

         
         Drugs.

         
         Makes me bury my head instead in goofy reels, gorgeous influencers, and cute cat clips. Mom and her loser boyfriends never
            talked about the environment or political stuff. So if I didn’t seek out the news online, I definitely wasn’t going to catch
            up from them. But I do have memories of my grandparents on my dad’s side talking a lot about protecting our Mother Earth,
            our reservation, and our people.
         

         
         I make a mental note to do more research on DXL later. It must be a big deal right now if there are so many signs promoting
            it around here.
         

         
         When I finally get to the McDonald’s parking lot, I stop to uncrumple my dollar bills, then I count the change, make a note of how much I have, and walk inside. After looking over the menu, I realize I’m able to afford one sausage biscuit. I place my simple order, ask for a cup for water, take my breakfast, and sit in a booth. Most of the tables are filled with families. Together. Laughing and smiling. Little kids goof around in the play area. Like I used to as a kid. Back when Dad used to take me here. 

         
         I eat as slow as I can, hoping to make my breakfast last, even though I’m so hungry I want to stuff the entire sandwich in
            my mouth. If I had the money, I easily would have downed at least five sausage biscuits, two hash browns, and pancakes. OJ
            would have been nice, too.
         

         
         I sip my water, hoping to make my stomach feel fuller, and scroll through my phone, avoiding the crack in the screen. I have
            social media notifications from Robbie’s new posts. He uploaded a clip of him grinding down a set of stairs followed by a
            kickflip. I click hearts. Scrolling, I notice a pic of him at the skate park with a girl in a neon psychedelic bucket hat,
            a crop top that shows off her obliques, and heart-shaped sunglasses. They’re both holding their skateboards, and their tongues
            are sticking out. Her skateboard has a medicine wheel painted on the bottom.
         

         
         I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before. She’s stunning and looks cool as hell. Probably too cool to talk to a zit-faced,
            broke loser like me. Whatever.
         

         
         The thought of returning to the motel wakes up my anxiety. Heavy chest, thumping heart. I hate the way it feels. I stop, stand still. Focus on my breathing. Try to clear my thoughts. Auntie Janet. I could text her. I bet she’d help me. Or her son, my older cousin Devin, could, but the stuff he does to make money scares me. Which means seeing Auntie Janet might lead to hanging out with Devin. 

         
         Best to go see Grandma and Grandpa. They don’t live super far from here; they’re right in the heart of the rez. One more super
            big breath and a calming exhale and I’ve made up my mind.
         

         
         I begin walking the thirty or so minutes to my grandparents’ trailer, where they’ve lived since before I was born. On a basketball
            court there’s a girl with long black braids doing fancy basketball moves. Dribbling between her legs and behind her back and
            spinning around.
         

         
         Whop. Whop. Whop.

         
         The basketball snaps to the ground, creating a comforting sound that echoes into the pine trees that surround the park. Reminds
            me of a powwow drum.
         

         
         She spots me, and for a second I feel awkward for watching her, but that disappears when she smiles, throws up a peace sign,
            then splashes a deep shot.
         

         
         Kids climb around on a beat-up playground. Giggles and shouts fill the air.

         
         At the edge of the park is a sign painted in Ojibwe-style art of a jingle dancer. Under her the sign reads:

         
         
            
               
                  Our ancestors want you to dance, not do drugs

               

            

         
         The sun is higher in the sky now; the air is getting hot and humid. The powwow grounds are empty but comforting. I smile as I remember all those summers that I ran around with Robbie and my friends there, climbing on the wooden bleachers, which were all crusty. Scarfing down cotton candy and slushies. Eventually our parents would corral us in and make us sit still. Then we’d all jam to the music and admire the dancers. 

         
         This feels like home. This feels safer than the west side.

         
         A muddy rez dog strolls up to me, tail wagging, looking like it’s smiling. I pet it on the head, and it sniffs the McDonald’s
            smell on my fingers. The dog trots into a nearby yard. Maybe that’s its home, maybe it isn’t. Kind of doesn’t matter here.
         

         
         I step off the sidewalk and onto the dirt road leading to the mobile-housing area. It’s pretty chill back here: There are
            only about a dozen or so trailers, and they pretty much all look the same. One vehicle in front of each; rocky dirt driveways;
            four-step wooden porches; same white trim. Only way to tell them apart is by color, the vehicle in the driveway, or the pet
            lounging in the yard. It’s cozy, though. According to Grandma, most of her neighbors have lived here almost as long as she
            has.
         

         
         My grandparents’ rusted faded blue van with the “I Believe” Bigfoot bumper sticker is in their driveway. Flowers bloom outside
            in flower beds.
         

         
         Grandma is sweeping the small wooden deck that leads to their trailer home. Her silver hair hangs over her shoulders. She’s
            rocking her signature turquoise jewelry, a Mille Lacs powwow T-shirt, and a long blue skirt. As I walk closer, I see that
            the windows are still dressed with the colorful curtains that Grandma sewed a while back.
         

         
         “Bryce!” Grandma shouts like she just won at bingo.

         
         “Hey, Gram.”

         
         She sets her broom aside and squeezes me. “Oh, I really missed you, my boy. I haven’t seen you since Christmas Eve.” Grandma
            looks out at the street, maybe checking to see if Mom is out there. “What in the heck are you doing here? Alone.”
         

         
         What to say? I don’t want to make Mom sound bad. Or make Grandma worry.

         
         Her face changes. Sad, then happy, like she shook off a bad magical spell. “You hungry? I cooked too much breakfast. Come
            in and eat.”
         

         
         “I had McDonald’s.”

         
         “That’s not real food. Come in and have Grandma’s cooking. You’re just skinny.” She wraps a hand around my bicep. “See these little chicken
            wings? We need to get some muscle on you.”
         

         
         Grandma looks at the scars on my left forearm. Her smile fades and her eyes grow sad.

         
         Last summer, Mom dropped me off at Grandma’s to visit. It was only days after I had hurt myself. I wore a hoodie to try to
            hide the scars, even though it was scorching hot. Some gauze snuck down the sleeve. Grandma asked what happened and pulled
            my sleeve up before I could make up a lie. She gasped. I could tell she knew what I had done. I’ll never forget the look on
            her face. Heartbreak. Confusion. Love. All at once. I was worried I was going to get a talking-to, or something more serious.
         

         
         She took me to Jukken’s Ice Cream Parlor, but we only talked about happy memories as we enjoyed our dessert. I don’t know if it was Grandma or someone else in our family who made the call. But I ended up with an appointment for a therapist at Indian Health Services. We talked about what I did and why. I promised it was a one-time thing, that I knew it was bad to do, that I’d never do it again, and that was the end of it. 

         
         Inside, I take my shoes off. The food smells amazing, and the faint hints of sage make me feel less anxious. I wander from
            the familiar kitchen to the living room. Their double-wide trailer looks the same as when I was here last. The gigantic blue,
            yellow, and red God’s eye on the wall behind the same brown couch. The trophy-plaque deer antlers from one of Grandpa’s hunts.
            The landscape painting Mom did of a fancy dancer twirling on the moon hangs behind the TV. Grandma catches me staring at it.
         

         
         “Your mom is a brilliant artist. I really hope she gets back to it someday. I’ll buy her first painting. Grab a seat.” Grandma
            gestures to the kitchen table, which is covered in piles of unopened letters and junk mail. A blue Walmart vest hangs from
            a chair.
         

         
         “Do you have work today?” I ask.

         
         “Nope. I hope you’re hungry. I got scrambled eggs mixed with wild rice, blueberry pancakes—blueberries fresh from our rez—maple
            syrup—also local—and bacon.”
         

         
         The first warm bite makes me feel like I’m home, and the world is instantly less scary. It tastes just like my childhood.

         
         Grandma sets down a glass of orange juice.

         
         I chug half the glass and get right back to scarfing.

         
         Grandma pours herself coffee into one of her many powwow mugs and sits down. “Is your mom okay?” She knows I’m more likely
            to talk if she doesn’t look right at me.
         

         
         Grandma scolds me when I talk with my mouth full, so I finish chewing. “Yeah, but no.”

         
         “What’s going on? Did she break up with that guy?”

         
         I run a finger down the perspiration on my glass of OJ. “Yeah. They got into a fight. Worse than usual. I got in between them.
            Then he—”
         

         
         “Did he hurt you?” Grandma’s jaw clenches. “That fucker better not have.”

         
         “I’m fine. But that’s why we’re down here. Staying in that run-down motel by the trading post,” I say.

         
         “I’m glad you’re both okay. You know, you’re always welcome here. This is your home, too. Just like it was your dad’s.”

         
         “Thanks, Gram.”

         
         Her cell phone rings from inside her purse. She unzips it but has to dig and dig, pulling out keys, crumpled receipts, pens,
            cash, and a makeup compact. Finally, she grabs her phone and answers it.
         

         
         “Boozhoo. Yeah, I’m about to go see your dad at the hospital right now. You’re going later this afternoon? Good. You’ll never
            believe who is here—Bryce.” Grandma smiles and winks at me. “Auntie Janet says aaniin and wants to know why you never call
            or text her.”
         

         
         “I do. Sometimes.”

         
         Grandma stands and walks to the back of the trailer; her voice fades until she shuts her bedroom door. With Grandma gone and no one to talk to, I begin to shovel my breakfast, still chewing as I chug OJ to wash down bites, looking like one of those maniacs in those hot-dog-eating contests. As I get full and slow down, I pick up my phone and read through sites and articles about that DXL thing. I learn that what is proposed to come through this area is called the North Woods Passage Pipeline. They tried to make sure the name of it sounded safe, scenic. So DXL is a big oil company, and this is just one of their many pipelines. 

         
         After flicking through some news articles, I find some links to Native activist sites and social media profiles. Native folks
            are alarmed, worried, and preparing to battle on all fronts. I learn stuff from the activists that the regular news left out.
            Mainly that this pipeline would end up north of our land, super close. Right along the same rivers and streams that flow into
            the lake that is the heart of our land. If there was a spill, it would destroy everything we know, everything we call home.
            For a very, very long time. They share facts on how often DXL has had spills around the globe.
         

         
         This shit sounds dangerous.

         
         I’m sad and terrified. It all makes me feel really small. Helpless. I don’t want this to come anywhere near my rez, but it’s
            not like I can do anything to stop it. We’ll be fucked if it’s approved and there is a spill.
         

         
         Grandma’s door opens, and she rejoins me at the table. I set my phone facedown to have good manners. She picks up her coffee
            and takes a drink.
         

         
         I’m about to ask her what she thinks about the pipeline, but then she clears her throat and begins to speak. “I’m going to see Grandpa at the hospital. He’s not doing so well. I wish he would have listened to me sooner when that god-awful cough wouldn’t go away.” 

         
         Grandpa Bill is only sixty-two. I hoped that since I lost my dad so young, maybe the Creator would keep my grandpa with me
            for a long, long time. But I’ve never been that lucky. About two months ago, Grandma finally forced Grandpa to at least go
            see a doctor. Then it all happened like dominoes crashing and falling. Seemed like each phone call I got from Grandma brought
            worse and worse news.
         

         
         After a couple of visits, they diagnosed him with a rare cancer called thymus carcinoma. A visit and a bunch of tests later,
            and it was no longer in just his thymus. The cancer had metastasized, which is a fancy medical word that means the cancer
            cells had spread. And it just kept getting worse. They tried chemo treatments, but that didn’t help.
         

         
         I begged Mom and Doug a bunch of times to bring me to see Grandpa, and they kept saying they would, but they broke each promise.
            I’ve been trying not to think about it. It’s too scary. Too sad.
         

         
         When Dad died, Grandpa stepped up, coming to school events, making sure birthdays and holidays were real celebrations. He
            always called or texted to check on me. Losing him will feel like losing another dad. Grandma places a hand on my arm. “Do
            you want to come with? It would mean the world to him to see you.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I’d like that.”

         
         “Good. I need to get ready. Can’t show up without makeup on,” Grandma says with her signature “he-he” mischievous-sounding chuckle. Anytime she laughs, it makes my heart shine. 

         
         Grandma leaves to go get ready. I dig out my phone to check for new messages or notifications, but there aren’t any. Figured
            Robbie would have hit me up by now. I shrug it off and walk down the hallway, which is covered with photos. Pictures of our
            family at the hunting camp, fishing on the lake, and powwows. Dad and my aunt Janet when they were knee-high, through their
            childhood up.
         

         
         The pics of Dad’s teenage years trip me out. He looks exactly like me. Same skinny arms, sharp cheekbones, square jawline,
            and big nose. Black hair to our shoulders, brown eyes with what Grandma calls our “deer eyelashes.” Not only does teen Dad
            look like my twin, he’s rocking the same clothes that I wear on the regular—emo or punk band shirt, tattered jeans, and low-top
            Vans.
         

         
         I walk into his old bedroom, always the same. Like he still lives here
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