
[image: Cover image: Wisdom Corner by David Heska Wanbli Weiden]




[image: Title page image: Wisdom Corner by David Heska Wanbli Weiden, Published by ecco, An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers.]





Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780062968982








Dedication

Dedicated to James Aubrey Cordry, who faithfully served the citizens of the Rosebud Reservation.








Epigraph

Old cars and new scars.
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1

I surveyed the wreckage around Wisdom Corner. Dozens of empty cans of Joose malt liquor, crumpled cigarette packs, old containers of butane and fuel injector cleaner, an exhausted bottle of Purell and water. No one was sitting in the battered gazebo, just outside an abandoned storage building and a parking lot. Three dirty benches under a corroded aluminum canopy, graffiti sprayed on every surface: HALF PINT; STAY HARD; KILL EVERYONE. Off to the side, someone had scrawled OMAKIYA YO. Help me.

In the old days, Wisdom Corner was the place on the Rosebud Reservation where elders would gather to tell stories and provide counsel to those in need. They’d be there nearly every day, speaking to each other in Lakota, offering advice if asked, and entertaining little kids with traditional tales and stories. Now the panhandlers, drunks, and addicts had taken over the space, using it as their own area to mingle and ingest their substance of choice. Most afternoons there were a handful of people there, drinking and drugging, many more joining as the day gave way to darkness. For now the place was deserted, only the waste and ruins of yesterday’s wayward souls remaining.

“You see anyone, Virgil?”

I shook my head. I’d been asked to accompany Pudge Iron Shell to a meeting with some gang members from the neighboring Pine Ridge Reservation who wanted a piece of his business. Pudge was a bootlegger, someone who bought liquor across the state line and sold it for a profit here on the rez. There were about ten bootleggers on the Rosebud Reservation, but Pudge was the most successful by far. He was known as the ethical boot—he wouldn’t sell to kids, didn’t mark up prices too much, never took advantage of a drunk woman, and refused to sell bottles of hand sanitizer mixed with water, the cocktail of the truly desperate. Because of all this, he sold far more hooch than anyone else on the rez, and now he had a target on his back.

I met Pudge back when I was drinking too much. He helped me out a few times when I was short on cash, and I hadn’t forgotten that, even though I’d given up alcohol. I guess I owed him, and now I was paying my debt. The gangsters from the Pine Ridge Reservation—just a hundred miles from our rez—had told him they wanted to expand and start selling bootleg liquor to our people. Pudge worked solo, but he’d agreed to talk with them. I’d been asked by our local medicine man, Jerome Iron Shell, to go along with Pudge and keep an eye on him. A big, gentle guy, Pudge was no brawler or fighter. Pudge was Jerome’s nephew, and there was no way I could say no. I owed Jerome as well, more than I could ever repay.

“What time are they supposed to be here?” I asked Pudge.

“Half an hour ago.” He shook his head. “I don’t know, maybe they’re not coming. You want to take off? I got a delivery to make over at the apartments.” He carried a paper sack with a big glass bottle of Tvarscki vodka, called T-Var by the locals.

Just then I heard the sound of a busted muffler roaring, and an old sky-blue Chevy pickup pulled up. Two guys were in front and two in the back.

I looked over at Pudge.

He nodded, then stuck his hands in his pockets. “That’s them.”

The guys climbed out of the truck. They looked to be in their late twenties, maybe younger. Supposedly they just wanted to talk to Pudge, but I was here to make sure things didn’t get out of hand. I was the reservation’s vigilante—the guy you hired when you couldn’t get justice from the courts or the tribal council. Some called me a thug, but I didn’t see it that way. The US government had sole authority to prosecute felony crimes on the rez, but they declined about half of those cases, even after the criminals had been caught. This meant that child abusers and worse were released, free to commit more crimes. That’s where I came in. Victims and their families hired me to lay down a beating on the assholes who’d hurt them. One hundred dollars for each broken bone, knocked-out tooth, and black eye—that was my price, and I had no shortage of customers.

Except that I wasn’t doing it anymore.

Last year, heroin started appearing on the reservation, and I’d been hired to find out who was bringing that crap to our lands. It got personal when my nephew Nathan overdosed on black tar heroin and nearly died. It took some time, but I eventually discovered how the drugs—both heroin and pills—were getting here, and I put a stop to it. I nearly died in the battle against the dealers, and I made a promise to the Creator that I’d quit hurting people, even if they deserved it. I’d try to help people in other ways—get on the Good Red Road and find another job. Change my profession and my life.

The people kept coming, asking me to avenge the wrongs that had been done to them. But I turned them all away, keeping my promise to stay away from violence. Some got angry, telling me I was an asshole for abandoning them. Others said I had a duty to uphold justice on the rez, since the US government wouldn’t do it. I’d been tempted, especially when I heard stories of kids being hurt or abused. But I hadn’t raised my fists since I’d made my vow.

The Pine Ridge guys came over to the gazebo. One guy walked ahead of the others. He was a little older than the other three; stocky, with short hair and a tattoo on his arm that read OGLALA PRIDE. He was carrying a can of Monster energy drink. The logo on the can—three jagged green lines—reminded me of Unktehila, the Lakota water serpent.

“You’re Pudge, right?” the guy said, then looked over at me. “But who the fuck is this?”

“Virgil,” I said. “Virgil Wounded Horse.”

He smirked. “I heard about you. You the OG who lays people out. You jumpin’ bad today?”

Pudge raised his hand. “No, Virgil’s just here to help me out. It’s all good. My uncle asked him to come along. Jerome Iron Shell? He’s a healer, our medicine man.”

The guy stared at me for a few seconds, then looked over at Pudge. “Jerome your uncle, huh? That’s cool. He come over to Pine Ridge sometimes. Run some ceremonies.” He took a drink from his can. “We all here to talk, yeah? Dang, I been rude. I know who y’all are, but you don’t know us. I’m Bear—some call me Mato, right? Keepin’ it real in Lakota. And that’s Jay Jay, Stacks, and Shorty.”

I glanced over at them. Young guys, all trying to look hard. They were here to scare Pudge into giving up his business. But I wasn’t going to let that happen. I’d vowed not to fight, but I was confident I could handle this without having to use my knuckles.

Bear motioned with his head, and the other guys moved behind us. “Anyway, we been wantin’ to yap with you. We hear you the top boot around; people say Pudge the man. That right?”

“I sell a little,” Pudge said. “Plenty of other bootleggers here.”

“Yeah, but you the boss, right? Been slinging hooch the longest.”

“I guess. Doing this about ten years, I think. Just getting by.”

“Well, damn!” he said. “Today’s your lucky day! Because we gonna up your sales like a mofo. What you think of that?”

I figured it was time for me to step in. “Pudge don’t need no help. He’s doing fine.”

Bear shifted his attention to me. “I hear that. He selling a lot of hooch. But we gonna help you sell more to the skins here, a lot more. See, we from Pine Ridge.”

“I figured that.” I pointed with my lips to his OGLALA tattoo.

He smiled. “Good eye. You see this one?” He pulled the sleeve on his other arm back. An image was inked on his skin in an ornate style: 705.

I knew what it meant. That was one of the dozens of Native gangs that existed on Pine Ridge and Rosebud. He was trying to scare us.

He smirked. “We like you Rosebudders. Y’all are nice, like little puppies. We like you so much, we decide to come over here and show y’all how it’s done.” He took a long swig from the energy drink. “Deal is, you gonna start working with us on the hooch sales. We gonna be your muscle, and Shorty over there help you with deliveries.”

“Hey,” Pudge said, “that’s cool, but—”

“I ain’t finished!” Another swig of the Monster. “Thing is, we gonna take care of the competition for you. We find the other boots and they gonna stop slingin’. Unless they wanna partner with us. You feelin’ me? In six months, we gonna control all the hooch round here—be like damn Amazon. You know, doing business like the wasicus.”

This triggered considerable laughter from the Pine Ridge boys.

“We gonna be the kings. Split the dollars fifty-fifty. That’s fair, yeah? Doin’ it Lakota style. So what you say?”

I glanced over at Pudge, who was staring down at the ground.

He cleared his throat and looked up. “Well, uh, it’s like this. I’m kind of a lone wolf. Been selling a long time with no one helping. You know, I got my own way of doing things. So, thanks, but I’m gonna pass.”

Bear smiled. “Lone wolf, I respect that. Goin’ solo.” Another drink. “But maybe I didn’t say shit the right way. We ain’t asking you. You gonna partner with us, or we bring some Pine Ridge thunder down on your ass. Hear me?”

I looked at Pudge. This was the scenario he’d been dreading. Pudge had been a football player back in high school, but he was a hundred pounds and twenty years away from any physical confrontations. It was on me to send these guys back to Pine Ridge.

“Hey,” I said. “This ain’t gonna happen. You want to sell some booze, go ahead. Free country. But don’t go threatening us, not on our patch. Why don’t you guys head back home, and we call it even.”

“Uh-huh,” Bear said. “Maybe you don’t know about the 705. We run shit at Pine Ridge. And now we gonna run shit here. You don’t like it, you can fuck off. You hear me, Chief?”

The other three guys moved behind Bear, waiting for me to make a move.

This was the moment I’d been trying to avoid for the last year. I’d worked hard to change my ways and become a better person. My girlfriend Marie had convinced me to quit smoking, and I’d done that. I’d gone to sweat lodges and spoken with my spiritual adviser Jerome regularly. I’d even started trying to learn to speak Lakota better. But most importantly, I hadn’t beaten anyone up since I got out of the hospital a year ago. The calluses on my knuckles had even started to soften and heal.

Did I miss it? Yeah, I did, much as I wanted to believe otherwise. I missed the feeling of kicking the shit out of someone who deserved it, and the gratitude I got from the person who’d hired me. And I couldn’t deny that I was bored most of the time. I earned some cash by serving legal papers for my attorney, Charley Leader Charge. Subpoenas, summons, complaints. I rarely encountered any problems in that job, beyond a few rude comments from pissed-off litigants. But I’d stayed with it, because I didn’t want to let my family down, and I knew people would judge me if I went back to my old ways.

But here I was, facing a group of dipshit gang members that wanted to muscle my friend Pudge out of business. If they knew my reputation, they’d leave without trying anything. That was one good thing about my former job as an enforcer.

I stepped away from Pudge. “Here’s the thing. Pudge already told you that he don’t want to work with you. You fuck with him, you’re gonna answer to me. And that’s it. We’re taking off now.”

I motioned to Pudge to follow, but the one called Bear stepped in front of me, blocking my way.

“Like I said, we ain’t asking,” he said. “We taking over the bootlegging. Gonna happen with you or without you.”

Bear signaled to the guys standing behind me. I turned around and one of them punched me in the stomach. Hard. I dropped to the ground, doubled over in pain. I hadn’t had time to brace myself, and it felt like my intestines had ruptured. I couldn’t breathe and started gasping.

“See,” I heard Bear say. “Damn weak-ass Rosebudder.”

I was still wheezing and feared I was going to throw up. I’d been hit hard in the solar plexus, and it felt like something was trying to crawl out of my midsection. It had been a long time since I’d had the wind knocked out of me. I focused on the trash on the ground to deal with the pain. I stared at an empty can of Bud and concentrated on the words KING OF BEERS while I struggled to clear my head.

After a minute, I was able to look up and survey the situation. Pudge was off to the side, away from the gang members. He looked confused, and I couldn’t blame him. I’d been asked to keep the peace, and I’d ended up on the dirt almost immediately.

“Now we straight,” Bear said, looking down at me. “We the new boots in town. So, y’all ready to join the 705?”

I was starting to get my wind back. I moved to a sitting position and slowly lifted myself while the four of them watched me. Pudge, still holding his vodka bottle, looked away.

“Okay,” I said. “You got a point. Change is good, right?”

Bear smiled. “Knew you’d see it the right way.”

“I get it now,” I said. “You guys just want to make some cash. Pudge, you cool with that?”

He nodded slightly. He was trying to stay calm, but I could see the tension in his face.

“How about we have a drink?” I said. “Pudge, you share that vodka?”

He handed the bottle to me without saying anything.

“Now you talkin’!” Bear said. “Share a little hooch, celebrate this shit.”

“I don’t usually drink, but today’s a special day,” I said. “Maybe make a little toast. You speak Lakota?”

Bear shook his head. “Naw, not really. Only the old people speak Indian at Pine Ridge.”

“That’s cool,” I said. “I can’t really speak it well, but I remember a few words.”

I held the vodka bottle in front of me in order to make a toast.

“So here it is,” I said, and raised the bottle up. “Ayustan yo!”

“Hold on,” Bear said. “What does that mean?”

“It’s not an exact translation,” I said, and looked over at him and the other gang members. “But it’s close enough.”

I gripped the vodka bottle tightly. They stared at me, waiting.

“Basically, it means FUCK YOU!”

I smashed the full bottle on Bear’s head, glass and vodka flying everywhere. He stumbled and fell, his hands going to his head. The bottle had shattered, but the neck stayed intact, with several jagged pieces of glass sticking out like a double-edged knife. The space reeked of vodka, and I realized I was drenched.

Two of the guys bent down to help Bear, and the other one started moving toward me. I backed up a few steps.

“Don’t move!” I said, while holding the bottle in front of me. Pudge was frozen, standing over to the side.

All of a sudden, the one called Shorty rushed at me. I faked like I was moving left but went to the right. I tried to get past him, but he came at me with his fist raised.

I took the vodka bottle and swiped the jagged edges across his face. The sharp glass went straight to the bone of his cheek, just under his eye. I could see the bloody flesh and subcutaneous fat gleaming in the wound I’d opened. He screamed and raised both hands to the left side of his face.

The other guys looked stunned, and I saw our opening.

“Come on!” I shouted at Pudge.

I dropped the broken bottle, and we took off running for my truck. My hands shaking, I fumbled for the keys. After a few seconds, I was able to fish them out of my pocket and unlocked the doors. Pudge jumped inside, and I started the engine.

I glanced back and saw that both Bear and Shorty were kneeling on the ground. The third guy was calling someone on his phone, and the last guy was standing still, watching us. I put the truck in drive and hit the accelerator. Within minutes we were on the road, driving past the St. Francis school. I opened the window to let some fresh air in.

It was a beautiful day, and I watched the road and the trees and the bushes glide by me as if I were in a dream. I realized I felt better than I had in months. I knew the gang would come for revenge, but that didn’t bother me. After a long time, I was in motion again.
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After dropping Pudge off at his house, I headed for home, reeking of vodka and regret. The exhilaration of the fight had worn off, and I was left with the reality of what had happened at Wisdom Corner. For the past year, I’d worked hard to avoid violence and brutality, but all of that effort had been waylaid in twenty minutes. Despite my good intentions, I was no better than the drunks and druggies who inhabited the space. I’d yielded to my base instincts and cut open a gangster’s face rather than find a way to defuse the situation. Yes, they’d started the fight, but I’d reacted too quickly. Now the Pine Ridge gang might try to come after me—or Pudge—and I’d have to deal with them again.

I realized that I needed to speak to Jerome as soon as I could and alert him about the gang. Jerome had helped with my nephew Nathan’s problems last year, and I’d repaid him by making a bad situation worse. And I’d have to own up to Marie, who’d never liked my work as an enforcer and believed I could leave all of that behind.

I’d always heard that people never changed, no matter how hard they worked at it, that it was impossible to alter one’s fundamental nature. And folks around here liked to complain that the rez never changed because the white man made sure that Indians could never succeed.

But I didn’t want to accept that—it seemed too cynical and negative, and not at all in the Native tradition. After all, in the old days Indian kids earned new names as their lives progressed and they gained glory and honors. Crazy Horse was first called Among the Trees, then became known as Curly before earning his final name later in life. My mother used to tell me that people are like rivers—they start small but change and evolve as they travel through the land.

And some things had changed on the reservation over the last year. There were new businesses, new people, and a new tribal council. And most of the people nearest to me had grown, in ways major and minor. Marie had become active in reservation politics. Nathan had switched high schools and now attended St. Francis. To my surprise, my friend Tommy Good Shield had gotten a job, his first in many years. He was working as the kitchen manager at Rations, the new restaurant at the casino, and taking classes at our tribal college. And even our casino had made a major change—smoking was no longer allowed inside, a regulation that was despised by local gamblers.

I’d stopped smoking myself upon the recommendation of Marie and found it to be way more difficult than I’d anticipated. But not as hard as giving up the beatings and the fights, which I’d apparently become dependent on, not only for my livelihood but also my mental health. Serving legal papers on an occasional basis barely paid the bills and provided no job satisfaction. Truth be told, it was hard to avoid punching some of these jerks when I handed them their summonses and subpoenas. Most kept their mouths shut, but a handful had tried to start some shit with me, as if I was to blame for their lawsuit or custody hearing. I’d kept my cool and simply walked away from these encounters, but my year-long record of practicing nonviolence was over.

I pulled up in front of the house and saw Marie’s Subaru there. She and I essentially lived together, since she tried to avoid spending time at her own place. Marie was now the sole resident of her parents’ fancy house on the reservation, which she’d acquired after she’d shot and killed her father, Ben Short Bear, during a standoff. He’d confessed to being the major drug dealer on the rez and was threatening to kill me to keep me quiet, but Marie had prevented that. After the news came out, Marie’s mother, Ann, had left the reservation in shame and gone back to Oklahoma. Marie’s sister was in California and wanted no part of small-town life. That left only Marie in the house, where she had to confront her memories of her father and her own role in his death. I’d suggested selling or renting out the place, but she wasn’t ready for that. Instead, she went there once or twice a week to do laundry or grab something she needed. Marie’s sister Julie also wanted to sell—and apparently so did their mother—but Marie was holding out for now.

I paused for a moment, then went inside. Ava, the little white bichon frise we’d inherited from Marie’s mother, greeted me with a tail wag and a lick on the hand.

Marie was in the kitchen tending to a large stockpot on the stove. She was wearing blue denim shorts and a pink T-shirt featuring an image of a bison from her favorite Indigenous designer, Lauren Good Day. Her long black hair hung down the back of the shirt.

“Hey, I’m making—” She stopped speaking and gaped at me. “Oh my god, what happened to you?”

I looked down at my shirt. It was covered in dirt and blood spatters.

“And what’s that smell? Is it—have you been drinking?”

I shook my head. “Long story. Let me take a shower, and I’ll explain.” I wanted to rinse off as soon as possible and get rid of my sodden clothes.

“No, tell me now! Did you serve papers on someone?”

I brushed some dirt off my pants and sat down at the kitchen table. No sense in putting this off. “You know Pudge Iron Shell? Jerome’s nephew?”

“Yes, of course. The bootlegger.” She shook her head.

“Well, Jerome asked me to go with Pudge to Wisdom Corner. Keep him safe. Some dudes from Pine Ridge are trying to take over his business. Gangsters. They wanted to meet and, you know, try to scare him.”

She stood up. “Did you fight with them?”

I didn’t say anything.

“Virgil, what happened?”

I thought for a moment. “I didn’t start it. One of the Pine Ridge guys hit me when I wasn’t ready. And we were outnumbered, four to two. Could have gotten real bad. I smashed a bottle of Pudge’s vodka over one dude’s head, and we got the hell out of there.” I didn’t mention that I’d cut another one’s face open.

“Sounds like it was pretty bad, if you had to break a bottle on somebody.” She walked over to the stove and stirred a large pot. It looked like wohanpi, my favorite bison and potato soup. “Why did you go along? You had to know this wouldn’t end well.”

Now was the time I really craved a cigarette. “It was a favor to Jerome. You know how much I owe him.”

She put a bowl of soup in front of me, but no silverware. “Yes, you owe Jerome, but you also owe me, and Nathan. Not to mention yourself. I don’t understand why Pudge would even go to some meeting with gang members. That’s really stupid. And now you’re involved in it.”

I got up, fetched a spoon from the drawer, and poured myself a glass of water. “I’m pretty sure it’s over. They thought they could come in here from Pine Ridge and bully Pudge. They were talking shit about Rosebud people—you know how they are.”

The Pine Ridge Reservation was home to the Oglala Lakotas, a separate branch of the Oceti Sakowin Oyate. There were numerous branches of Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota people. We Sicangus and Oglalas had always been close, given that our lands were right next to each other, but there was often a rivalry between the two bands, like cousins or brothers. We felt that the Oglalas tended to get more national publicity, due to the fact that some of the greatest Native leaders—Crazy Horse, Red Cloud—were from there. Our own great chief, Spotted Tail, had a more complicated history, given that he was one of the first Indian leaders to advocate working with the white people rather than fight until the end. This earned him some hatred from other Native leaders back in the day, but his emphasis on diplomacy had been justified, historically. Hostiles versus friendlies, fighters versus diplomats—these distinctions between the Pine Ridge and Rosebud peoples had continued for generations, and resentments sometimes boiled over. And now I had to worry about some Pine Ridge gangster idiots coming over here and starting more trouble.

“Yes, I know how they are!” she said, frowning. “That’s why you should have stayed away from that mess. Let Pudge fight his own battles. And it wouldn’t be a bad thing if we had one less bootlegger around here.”

“Hey, that’s not fair,” I said. “Pudge is a decent guy—he won’t sell that hand sanitizer shit, and he don’t rip people off.”

“Oh, okay. Just because he occasionally does the right thing, you have to step in and protect him. You know it’s going to get around that you helped Pudge. How much you want to bet Mitch Gagnon will use this against me in the election?”

I hadn’t thought about that. Marie was running for tribal council as the representative for the Two Strike district against the incumbent Mitch Gagnon, who I knew from school. Everybody seemed to like Mitch except me. He’d been elected before as the treasurer and now as a member of the tribal council, so he had some support from the local community, but Marie had decided to challenge him in our tribal election, which was coming up soon.

“No one from Rosebud was there besides Pudge and me. Nobody saw what happened.”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Virgil. There are houses right across the way from Wisdom Corner. And you know it’s impossible to keep a secret around here.”

This was true. The moccasin telegraph, as it used to be called. Now it was the moccasin internet, since every little beef or piece of gossip was instantly broadcast on social media.

“Look, I’m sorry if Mitch says something. But this is on me, not you. Let him talk whatever bullshit he wants.”

She shook her head. “It’s not that simple. Everyone knows who you are, and some people still hold a grudge. He’ll find a way to make me look bad, and—”

“He’s too much of a chickenshit.”

“No, he’s not,” she said. “But this isn’t about the election. It’s about you. You told me—promised me—that you were going to stop kicking the crap out of people. You said it was time to get on the Red Road. What about your promise?”

I didn’t say anything, just stared out the window.

AFTER A SHOWER AND a change of clothes, I decided to go and see Jerome Iron Shell before he heard about the incident from anyone else. That would give Marie time to cool off, and I’d be able to stop by the convenience store and pick up some energy drinks for Nathan, who was hanging out with his girlfriend. Marie refused to buy those for Nathan, claiming that they were full of corn syrup and chemicals. But he loved his Red Bulls and declared that he couldn’t stay awake in class without them.

Nathan had been through a rough time, to say the least. Last year, he’d been framed for drug dealing, and then kidnapped and tortured by the people bringing heroin to the reservation. After it was over, he was too depressed to go back to school, afraid of what people would say. He transferred to another high school twenty miles away to make a fresh start. He’d also started dating Shawna Little Moon, a young woman with pink hair he’d met the previous year. When Shawna found out what bad shape Nathan was in, she’d shown up at my house with chocolate bars, potato chips, and her backpack, and sat with him in his bedroom for hours, doing her homework and playing music, until he eventually started to come out of his funk. After a while they began to leave the house, usually going to the Starlite Snack Shop for hamburgers and slushies. Now they were inseparable.

I climbed into my Ford F-150 and started it. The truck still reeked of cheap vodka, now reminiscent of dollar-store rubbing alcohol. I drove past the Gus Stop market and the new Taco John’s drive-through, which was the hit of the reservation. Tommy was addicted to their fried chicken tacos and potato olés. For Mexican food, I preferred the little food truck located out by Soldier Creek—Rapper’s Delight Tacos, all their items named after hip-hop artists. Snoop Dogg Nachos, 2Pac Carnitas, the Biggie Burrito. I thought their food was better, but they weren’t always open, despite their posted hours. It was always a gamble as to whether you’d get some grub there.

As I drove, I thought about what I’d say to Jerome. In many ways he was like a father to me, and I was afraid I’d let him down by not protecting Pudge. It wasn’t enough to say that I owed him. When Nathan was kidnapped, Jerome had conducted a spiritual ceremony called a yuwipi that enabled me to find out where Nathan had been taken. But Jerome had collapsed during the yuwipi and nearly died. We’d each had a vision during the ceremony, but I believed that he’d taken all of the negative energy into himself so I could go out and rescue Nathan. Jerome had never revealed what he saw that night. Since then, I’d been spending more time with him at his camp, helping him run the sweat lodge or just cooking for him over the fire. Sometimes we spoke, sometimes we didn’t.

When I arrived at his house, Jerome was on the porch, a mug in his hand. He was wearing an oversize denim chore coat with a corduroy collar, his long gray hair pulled back.

“You want some coffee? It’s pretty fresh.”

Fresh coffee to Jerome meant that it had been brewed sometime in the last twelve hours.

“Little late for me.” It was dark outside, a full moon in the sky. I pulled up a chair, sat down next to him, and reached for my cigarettes, then realized I didn’t have any. We sat for a while without saying anything.

“You hear about the bison?” Jerome asked. “Think I saw them yesterday.”

“Yeah, I heard. Crazy.” The tribe owned a herd of bison on the reservation, but they’d somehow escaped and had been roaming the streets and alleys for a week now. Tribal officials had been trying to round them up but hadn’t managed to catch even one. People had been posting pictures of the animals on social media, demanding that they be captured and returned to their enclosure. I couldn’t deny that I was secretly cheering them on.

“How’s Nathan doing?” Jerome asked. “He still dating that young lady?”

“Shawna? Yeah, they’re still together. But she’s been talking about going off to college out East after she graduates. She wants to live in a big city; I guess it’s too slow around here for her.”

“Sounds like a lot of our young people,” he said. “Can’t wait for anything. Fast food, cell phones, video games. No patience, no stillness—got to get a quick thrill.” He shook his head slightly. “But that’s not the Indian way. We know it takes time to build something that matters. You make something that lasts, that’s more important than a fast buck. Teaching a child to read, making a star quilt, things like that—those stay with you.”

I nodded.

He took a drink of his coffee. “I saw some story on the TV news last week. It said that Pine Ridge and Rosebud are the two poorest places in America. I guess they mean people here don’t have giant bank accounts or fancy cars. But the thing is, we’ve always judged a person’s wealth by how much they give away, not how much they keep.”

I thought about the Pine Ridge gang and their plan to take over Pudge’s business. “Maybe the old ways are gone now. Maybe it’s too late for kids like Nate and Shawna.”

“They’ll be fine,” he said. “They’re at the beginning of their journey. Wherever they end up, they’ll remember their Lakota values. It may not seem that way now, but it’s true.”

I was quiet again as I considered how to tell Jerome about the incident earlier in the day. After a few minutes, I spoke. “So, I went out with Pudge to Wisdom Corner.”

“Yes, I know. Sounds like those Pine Ridge boys got more than they expected.”

I should have known that Jerome would have heard already. He seemed to know everything that happened on the rez.

“They want to take over Pudge’s business. And they were talking shit about Rosebud. Pissed me off.”

He took another drink. “Yeah, always been some scraps between Oglalas and Sicangus. You know, their name means ‘Scatter Their Own,’ but we used to call them Dust Scatterers in the old days. I worked with Pete Amiotte over there, a long time ago. He told me that Oglala really means ‘Take Me Back Home.’ ”

“I never heard that.”

Another swig of the coffee. “I hope those Oglala boys stay on their own land, leave Pudge alone. You know I don’t like Pudge selling booze, but he has to make his own choices. I did tell him not to sell to no kids.”

“He doesn’t. And he treats people right, not like some of the boots around here. I’ll keep an eye on him, make sure those Pine Ridge guys don’t start no more trouble.”

He nodded.

“You running a sweat tomorrow?” I asked. “You want me to help out?”

“No, I got to go to Rapid City. Another damn thing for the Land Project.”

Jerome hated to travel off the reservation, but he’d become part of an Indigenous group that was working to reclaim some land on which he had a personal connection. As a young boy, Jerome had been a student at the Rapid City Indian School. The state forced many Indian families to send their children to Native boarding schools, where they were forbidden to speak their language or practice their culture, and sometimes physically and sexually abused. The Rapid City boarding school was just one of hundreds, the first and most notorious being the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania. Luckily, Jerome hadn’t been taken out of the state, and his family was able to get him back.

Decades after that, the Rapid City boarding school was turned into a tuberculosis clinic for Natives, and later a hospital. But a huge amount of land remained: three thousand acres, nearly five square miles. The US Congress passed a law allowing the property to be given for free to the city, so long as it was used for municipal or educational purposes. If the land wasn’t used in those ways, it would revert back to the Department of the Interior or be given to “needy Indians,” according to the statute. But the city sold the land to private developers rather than use it for any charitable purpose. Over time the illegal sale was forgotten, and businesses continued to operate on the land.

A group of savvy Natives called the South Dakota School Land Project had discovered the illegal transfer a few years before and filed an action in court for the return of the land—all of it—to the Lakota people. Naturally, the city leaders and business owners were outraged, and they were staging a full-court press to derail the lawsuit. One real estate developer was building an upscale apartment complex on the site, another group was planning an outdoor shopping mall, and yet another developer had earmarked land for a luxury hotel. These businesses were leading the effort to fight the lawsuit, and they’d hired the top law firms in the city. The mall and apartments were the largest building projects in the state, and construction had already started on them. When finished, the apartment complex would contain hundreds of units, several outdoor pools, basketball and volleyball courts, fire pits, rooftop patios, feng shui serenity gardens, a dog park and pet spa, and a putting green. I was pretty sure that Natives were not its target demographic.

Jerome had been asked by the Indigenous group to take part in the effort to reclaim the land, given his status as a former student at the school and his standing in the Lakota community. He’d agreed, but it had taken up a lot of his time and energy. He’d done dozens of interviews with journalists and writers and even appeared on television a few times. Jerome had become the face of the effort to regain the land, and the issue was starting to get national attention. He was getting interview requests from some of the better-known magazines and newspapers, who’d begun to sense that this might be a story with larger implications.

I’d been happy to drive him to events and strategy sessions in Rapid City and wait in my truck while he spoke about his time as a student at the old school and the significance of the land to the Native community.

“You need a ride there?” I asked.

“No, Rocky’s going to take me.” Rocky was Jerome’s grandson and protégé, who’d been learning the ceremonies and traditions from him. “Figured we’d stop at the Indian Walmart in Rapid, and I’d pick up some groceries.”

“What’s the latest with all that legal stuff?”

“We’re going to hold a Ghost Dance around the entire development—shame them into shutting the whole thing down. It’ll be the largest Spirit Dance in a hundred years.”

“Count me in,” I said. “Anything else?”

“Yeah, and it’s not good.” He poured the remains of his coffee into the grass. “They found out that a bunch of kids died at the school, more than they thought. There’s already an old cemetery there, but they’re starting to find unmarked graves on the site. Terrible.”

I felt sick. Little children who’d died at the boarding school, buried there with no family present to grieve for them. The same thing had happened at the former Carlisle Indian School out in Pennsylvania, now an army base. There was a cemetery there with hundreds of graves of deceased kids. Our tribe had fought with the US government for four years to have Sicangu children exhumed and repatriated back to our homeland. We’d won, finally; eleven were returned to where they belonged. But now it seemed that even more Lakota children had been discovered at the Rapid City site.

I heard a phone ringing from inside the house. Jerome had a cell phone but rarely used it.

“Be right back,” he said.

I stared off into the distance, thinking about my own mother, father, and sister, buried in the little cemetery near the tribal college. I periodically went there and picked up branches, leaves, and debris. I thought about what it would be like to have a family member buried in an unmarked grave, far away. Even the basic decency of a gravestone had been denied to these children.

Jerome came back out and sat down.

“What’s up?” I said.

He tilted his head. “That was the director of the Land Project. Somebody started a fire at the construction site in Rapid City. The apartments. One of the buildings under construction burned down. Gonna be a real shitstorm now.”

The significance of this washed over me. The dispute over the school land had been heated, but now it would be a war.
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The next morning I woke up early, brewed some coffee, and started making breakfast. I’d surprise Marie and Nathan with some blue corn pancakes topped with chokecherry wojapi. It was Sunday, so they’d both likely sleep in.

I mixed some blue cornmeal with a little salt and sugar, then folded in an egg and some butter. I stirred the whole thing, tossed in two teaspoons of baking powder and a half-cup of flour, and let the mixture stand while I heated up our battered cast-iron skillet. When it was hot, I poured some of the batter onto the pan. I made ten pancakes and put eight of them aside, saving the last two for myself. Marie had made the wojapi earlier in the week, and I spooned some of it on top of the cakes. Delicious. The chokecherries weren’t too sweet and blended well with the pancakes. Ava smelled the food and came into the kitchen. I handed her a bite, which she sniffed suspiciously before reluctantly eating it. No doubt she’d been hoping for some bacon, but Marie had declared a moratorium on all processed meats.

I poured myself another cup of coffee and was debating having one more pancake when I heard some noise coming from Nathan’s bedroom. After a few minutes he came out into the kitchen and sat down. He was wearing his gym shorts and a St. Francis Indian School T-shirt. His black hair hung down to his shoulders. He’d made the decision to grow it out last year, which he’d proudly announced to me one evening at dinner. He’d also gained about twenty pounds and two inches in height, almost overnight.

“You want some pancakes?” I said. “They’re still warm.”

“Uh, yeah. Is it okay if Shawna has some, too? Like, if there’s enough for her.”

For the last few months, Shawna had been occasionally staying over at our house. The first time was a surprise; I’d discovered her in our little bathroom, wearing only a T-shirt and a pair of Nathan’s boxer shorts. But what could I say? They were old enough to make their own decisions, and I couldn’t stop them from being together, even if I wanted to. I was a little worried about Shawna’s mom, but apparently it was cool with her if she stayed overnight. Or so I’d been told. Not long after, I’d asked Nathan if he and Shawna were boyfriend and girlfriend now, but he’d just shook his head like I’d said the most ridiculously old-fashioned thing possible. Then I tried to ask him about birth control, but he ran away from me as fast as he could.

I put some silverware down, along with two plates of pancakes and glasses of orange juice. Nathan went back to his bedroom and came out with Shawna. She was wearing one of his ball caps, embossed with the logo of the Denver Broncos, his favorite team. Her hair, now a mixture of bright green and brown, peeked out from under the cap’s crown.

“Hi, Virgil!” If she felt any embarrassment for showing up at breakfast, it wasn’t apparent from her cheery greeting.

“Hey, Shawna, you hungry? Got pancakes.”

“Yes, please!” She and Nathan sat down and started eating.

“You guys ready for the end of the school year?” I asked. Nathan rarely shared any information with me, but I could sometimes get Shawna to talk.

“Uh, kind of,” Shawna said. “I’ve only got two exams. And, oh right, that stupid paper in English.” She looked over at Nathan, who didn’t say anything.

“Is this the class you both have? With that one teacher?”

Nathan nodded. I’d gotten two calls from the school in the last six months, informing me that Nathan had violated the dress code by wearing a bandanna, and—in the second call—wearing the hood of his sweatshirt up on his head and refusing to take it off. He’d told me that other kids wore bandannas and hoodies, but his English teacher had been singling him out.

“Just try and keep it cool until the end of the semester, okay?”

“That guy’s an asshole,” Nathan said. “He just hates me. Wants to make my life miserable.”

I looked over at Shawna to see if she had anything to say.

“You know, Mr. Choate isn’t so bad,” she said. “Nathan just got off on the wrong foot by calling him by his nickname. Not your smartest move, N!”

“Nickname?” I said. “What is it?”

Nathan looked at Shawna and shook his head. She started giggling and said, “Mr. Choad. But some kids just call him the Chodis.” Now they were both laughing.

I had started cleaning up the dishes when Marie stormed into the kitchen, her hair askew and wearing an old sweatshirt.

“Did you see this?” She held her phone out.

I took it and enlarged the text on the screen. It was a post from one of the Facebook groups on the reservation.


MARIE SHORT BEAR helping out boot leggers!!! Her man Virgil spreading booze on our lands! And supporting Pine Ridge gangbangers. I feel kuja over this. Share if you love the oyate.



I didn’t recognize the name of the person who’d posted it, someone called Akicita. “You know who this is?” I asked.

“It’s obviously Mitch! Using a fake account. I told you that jerk would spread some lies. What am I supposed to do now?”

I felt like an ass for contributing—whether my fault or not—to the situation. Running for a tribal council position was massively important to Marie. She’d quit her job and been living on her savings in order to focus solely on the election, which was just a few months away. She wanted to sponsor new laws and regulations that made sense for the Lakota people—policies
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