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A NOTE TO THE READER [image: ]

While one character’s background is inspired by a case involving the Indian Child Welfare Act, this is a novel. Its characters, action, and dialogue are wholly fictional and not intended to portray any real person or represent any real events. All the novel’s characters, and any details about them, are the author’s invention.




For my parents





“When you first came to us

we did not have an Ojibwe name

to know the sky beyond

the sky beyond the sky

How were we to know

he was she was

they are

you

How were we to know who?”

—From “How It Escaped Our Attention,” by Heid E. Erdrich







STEPH [image: ] REMOVAL

June 1987

I imagine her terrified. Our mother. Two children in the back seat. She drove like a woman followed, even after we left him at the foot of that tall hill. There was blood there, back in Texas, and tiny shards of glass still covered my sister. She sat beside me, her small body glittering in passing lights—the brights of cars, the moon.

I remember our mother pulling off the highway into dark towns, buying biscuits at the drive-through with small bills in a rubber band, pulled from under the driver’s seat. Kayla slept and I ate three biscuits, hers and mine and our mother’s, too. Our mother, who cried silently behind the steering wheel from Dallas to Plano to Sherman to McAlester. I practiced reading highway signs. Our mother helped me sound them out, until she didn’t.

I was in my school clothes. My underwear said Tuesday in cursive. A long time later, we passed a blue sign with a buffalo-skin shield and eagle feathers and little brown crosses. Oklahoma. Our mother corrected me, oh not ah, but she was talking again. She was alive. She pulled off the highway at the first rest stop past the blue sign and she took one giant breath, in and out with her eyes closed. I copied her. Kayla wiggled against the straps in her booster seat. She started to sing, happily and to herself.

I would grow up with stories in Tahlequah, though never the kind I asked for. There were no stories for what had happened, for why we’d left Texas and when we might return.

Instead, this: “When I was a little girl,” our mother said, “my mother and my father got into some trouble and my mother took us to spend the summer with my grandmother in Oklahoma. There weren’t any movie theaters, and we had to walk a long way to fill up jugs of water in the mornings, but my arms got strong, and I read a lot of chapter books, and it was peaceful, all the way to August.”

Instead, this: “When your great-grandmother was a girl, she was a student at the Cherokee Female Seminary, which was very special before it burned down. Your great-grandfather was a scholar, too, at the Cherokee Male Seminary. They learned there and then taught there, and even before that their parents had been educated there, too. One of them was a superintendent! People will tell you all kinds of things about Indians, all your life, but I’ll tell you this. You girls come from people who studied Greek and Latin. Who studied philosophy and astronomy. Steph! Astronomy!”

Instead, this: “When your great-great-grandmother was a girl, she had to go all the way from Georgia to Indian Territory. Not Tahlequah, but close, along the Arkansas River. To this land, for sure—it’s all ours—and on the way all sorts of people got sick and died. And after all that, Stephanie, no, for the love of God, I do not see the point in us moving again.”

Our mother took my sister and me, and she drove through the night to a place she felt a claim to, a place on Earth she thought we might be safe. I stopped asking questions. I picked little glass pieces from my sister’s hair. I watched the moon.





PART ONE

1995–2000





STEPH [image: ] ALL THAT IS OR EVER WAS OR EVER WILL BE

June 1995

Eight Years Later

I was thirteen years old in Oklahoma. Eight years now in the house in Tahlequah to which our mother had brought us. I wanted, more than anything, to be gone.

To outer space. To a better school than my own, that could help me get to outer space. And before that, to Space Camp. At least to Space Camp! The one thing that could hold me over while I waited for the rest of my life.

At Space Camp, I’d heard, you could take turns sleeping in a pod modeled after the real ones. You could zip yourself into a sleeping bag tethered to the wall, strap yourself down and close the hatch like it was real. Like if you didn’t do these things, you’d float away.

I used to get this feeling sometimes, where everything would stop, and it would be like I was flying above myself, watching, remembering the moment I was in but from years ahead. It happened in moments when I most believed that maybe my life would take the shape I wanted it to. I felt that so many nights, with my sister breathing softly in the bunk below. My sister, content. Me sitting up, shivering and wrapped in an old blue quilt, ordered piles of papers spread around me. Flashlight waving over PSAT scores and essays. Financial aid forms filled with numbers, from pay stubs I had slipped from our mother’s purse.

Whenever I started to think about how Phillips Exeter Academy might not let me in, and then how hard it would be to impress NASA without Phillips Exeter Academy, I’d switch off the flashlight. I’d lean back and look up at the glow-in-the-dark stars that Brett, my teacher but also my mother’s boyfriend, had stuck to the ceiling.

I enclosed a letter with my application. I told them I was “on track” to become an astronaut, which meant I’d done very well in middle school science and would likely attend Space Camp in Huntsville that summer.

Then I waited for my Exeter acceptance letter. And I waited for my Space Camp application. My mother had said she would call to request it.

On the phone they said camp costs a thousand dollars. She said thank you and hung up.

She spent the next four weeks changing the subject when I asked about it, and then in April (still no word from Exeter) she sat down me and Kayla and said she had a surprise. (Brett was apparently excused from this family meeting, as he’d gone out to the country. He was visiting his ancient parents, and I wished he’d brought me with him.)

There wasn’t money for Space Camp. It wasn’t happening.

Kayla said, “Got it, okay, can I please be excused?” She’d been calling it “nerd camp” since Thanksgiving.

“No, you listen,” our mother said, “both of you. You’re not going to the Space Camp, but you are going to a Space Camp!”

“Oh no,” Kayla said.

“Huh?” I said.

“I’m running it!” our mother said.

“Oh no,” Kayla said.

“Kayla, watch it,” our mother said, but she looked at me. Her hands gripped the couch cushion under her, tight. Her eyes were bright, wide, daring me not to be thrilled. I watched the clock above the couch, unwove the woven baskets on the bookshelf with my eyes.

Our mother explained that she and Brett had spent the last month staying up late, typing a grant proposal on the computer they’d bought together. “I even had a meeting with an astronomy professor, at his office,” she said, clearly having waited days to tell me that.

“You’re gonna make Cherokee Culture Camp all spacey,” Kayla said, “aren’t you?”

Our mother looked down at her hands, raw and rough but sweet-smelling from the bread factory where she worked. I used to press her palms to my face, used to breathe in the strange mix of rising dough and sharp-smelling machinery.

“You’ll like Space-Culture Camp,” she said.

I said we should try again for Space Camp. The real one, for next year. I could save up. Sometimes Exeter let kids have jobs on campus. I could see myself standing behind a tall marble desk in a library, getting paid to explain things to my fellow students. Maybe I’d wear my hair in a low bun.

Our mother looked like I had hit her. She was quiet and careful, opening her mouth and then closing it, and then she looked at me like, Is this really who you are?

She said, “This is the best that I could do.”

All that was left was to pretend. We nodded and said great, thank you, can’t wait.

We did the dishes. I washed and Kayla dried. I tried to look out the window over the kitchen sink, tried to find the night sky, but the lights were too bright. All I could see was the two of us reflected in the glass. Kayla played the Top 40 countdown on the radio and sang along.

Nothing stuck to her. The way she’d flit through the hallways at school—from class to class, friend to friend—it was incredible to me, and alien. My sister belonged, happily, like she’d sprouted out of the ground behind this house. I was something like a refugee, from a time and place my sister had forgotten. I wished I could have just a little of all that Kayla was.



At Space Camp, you strap into a multi-access trainer—like a spinning cage inside a spinning cage—and are rotated in every direction, no more than two turns the same way in a row, to keep the inner ear fluid from disrupting your balance. Astronaut candidates (they’re called “ascans!”) use something very similar in training, only with a joystick, so they can practice stabilizing a shuttle on reentry if it starts to spin out. Without stabilization, a real astronaut could experience g-forces so strong they die.

Space-Culture Camp was held in the middle school gym. It smelled like boys, and the lights overhead glared bluish green on our skin. Our words clapped off the walls and rushed back loud and harsh.

On the bleachers, which were folded against the wall, our mother had taped cutout paintings of planets and stars. She’d made them herself the night before, on the backs of old protest signs. Moms Against Nukes on the back of Venus. Della Owens Belongs with Her Tribe… Support the Indian Child Welfare Act! on the back of the moon. Our mother was never good at protest slogans and gave too much of herself to other people. When things didn’t go as she had hoped (when, for example, Della Owens was taken from her family and sent back to the adoptive couple in Utah), our mother saw it as evidence of her own powerlessness. Like she alone had let down the world.

After snack time, our mother and Brett stacked everyone into the bed of a truck and drove us to the top of a low hill behind the cemetery. They then brought out a new, clean garbage can with Styrofoam duct-taped to the inside, and tipped it over. One at a time, we put on a helmet and climbed in.

Our mother did a countdown from ten—she was working from a limited base of knowledge, and for near everything we did, she had to say “blastoff”—and pushed us down the hill.

When everyone had gone, we sat in a circle in the grass and talked about how it had felt. How we thought astronauts might feel in the same scenario. “This circle time is just like a mission debrief!” is what she would have said, probably, if she even knew about mission debriefs. Most people didn’t.

“They’d maybe be scared at first,” said Meredith. She was new in town, and had wide-set, blue-green eyes. She had a look to her that was serious and a little spooky to me, but also made me want to stare at her when she wasn’t looking.

“They’d get used to it, though,” I said. “If you can’t handle the vomit comet, then you can’t handle space!” I was proud to know that nickname—“vomit comet.”

Brett laughed. “Doyu hadvneliha,” he said. It was nice sometimes, having words and phrases in Cherokee as our own language.

“Anyone else?” said our mother. “How would astronauts feel?”

“Nauseous,” said Daniel. He’d lingered in the trash can at the bottom of the hill, before throwing up inside it and ending the activity for everyone. Kayla helped him climb out and brought him water and rubbed circles on his back with her hand. Kayla was always taking care of people. Even our own mother when she was sad, which was often. Kayla was so good at looking good, I sometimes looked bad in comparison.

“Nauseated,” I corrected. Brett scrunched up his eyebrows and cocked his head at me, like he did at school or at home whenever I “got in my own way.” That’s what he called it when I was a show-off or a know-it-all or a bad friend. “Tsaneldodigwu awaduli,” he’d say in the living room, the lunchroom, the carpool line. I just want you to try. Whenever he said that, whenever he made that face like he was worried about me, like I was the kind of child one had to worry about, I felt alone. I felt thrown out of the air lock, suited up without a tether. Do you see me? I wanted to say. Do you see me at all?



At Space Camp, there’s a twenty-three-foot-deep neutral buoyancy lab for mission training. At the bottom of the pool is the pretend wall of a pretend space station with loose screws and deep tears and faulty supply tanks. A death trap—but pretend! You swim down with a scuba tank on your back, and they give you a problem and you fix it. There’s an underwater countdown clock and a siren that gets louder and faster as you work, because it’s space, and in space you’re always one second from death. A red light flashes through the water, your white suit turning from swimming pool–blue to danger-red, and then blue, and then red red red, system failure like in Starfleet when the captain calls blue alert and it’s dark and quiet and time to focus or else. And you’re in your space suit, a hundred-pound mock space suit with the boots and everything, and with your clumsy, padded, white-gloved hands you’re trying to turn a small screw back in place with a silver wrench, your wrist turning and your legs flailing out behind you—you’re weightless, almost, you’re almost there.

We didn’t have that. We were driven to the creek behind Brett’s friend Beth’s house. Beth sat up high on her porch in a pink bikini and sunglasses like Barbie, and every so often she’d wave down to us. She held a cocktail with an umbrella in a tall glass, and I wondered again why my mother lived her life like fun was illegal. Why she was so downtrodden. Sometimes at church, back when we’d been new to town and had gone more often, I used to see charity posters of poor people in other countries, staring into the distance with everything they owned wrapped in blankets on their backs. In my mind I’d swap in my mother’s face.

“Ma, there’s a scuba park at Lake Tenkiller,” I said.

“Camp is free,” she said, and slapped a snorkel in my hand.

I laid my towel out neat on the grass and put on sunscreen, which no one else had bothered with even though skin cancer kills. I moved slowly down to the creek, keeping an eye out for sharp rocks and snakes, making contingency plans for if I cut myself or got poisoned. I only had about a decade or so to rid myself of every fear I still had. In the place of all those old fears I would put a more honorable kind of fear, which I called (and which NASA called) awareness and preparedness and disaster response protocol.

By the time I made it up to my shoulders in the water, most of the group was downstream. I hurried to catch up to them. John, a fellow almost ninth grader who had been mean to me when we first moved here, said he was Irish. Gracey, an almost seventh grader who was consistently kind and boring, said English and Polish and Scottish. Daniel said full-blood, the “full” sound like fool. His accent was country, like my father’s had been. My mother tried to correct us away from it.

It was a weird ritual, the listing of fractions. But you had to be a tribal citizen to go to camp, which required having ancestors on a list of Cherokees the government had made a hundred years ago. That left a lot of room for working out what now set us apart. Meredith waved me back over to the group—I had been swimming away from them, inches at a time.

I smiled and shook my head and cupped my hands in the water, pretending to catch tadpoles.

When people asked “what are you,” they meant what was my mother and what was my father. My father was white and dead. My mother refused to talk about him, except to say there’d been a car accident. She wouldn’t talk about her parents, either, but that was because they’d kicked her out of their house.

Meredith shouted my name. Everyone turned and looked at me. I gasped in as much air as I could hold, pinched my nose, and sank underwater.

My eyes squeezed shut. My toes dug into the muddy creek bed. I made myself small.



My father was shouting about the universe again. The memory pushed into me like cold water on all sides.

“It’s like this,” he said. The two of us, left alone together. The last few days had been bad ones. Soon I’d see him crumpled over the wheel.

My father stepped away from me, into the woods behind the house in Texas, and I was afraid. I was cold. I thought of my purple coat on its low hook by the front door but knew he wouldn’t let me leave. If I did, he’d chase me.

The white beam of a flashlight shone in my eyes, and a wall of black pushed toward me. I heard the heaviness of his boots on the ground. The crush of sticks and leaves.

“Can you see me?” he said.

I shook my head and turned away. Across the yard, through the bathroom window, I saw my mother bent over the bath. When my father had announced it was time for an astronomy lesson, she had let him take me.

I was getting too old to do bath time with Kayla. I missed our little boats with sails and our Marine Biologist Barbie. Our shark, toothy and open-mouthed. With a few turns of a crank, our father could make his fins move.

“Steph!” he said. “Try again! Can you see me?”

He turned my head back toward him and shook the light in my face. I closed my eyes.

“No, sir,” I said, careful. I needed my coat, the toilet, whatever my mother had saved for me from dinner. It would be a long time before my turn in the bath.

“Exactly. Quasars are supermassive black holes, feeding on gas in young galaxies. They’re like flashlights! So bright you can’t see what’s around them, or behind them—none of the whole rest of the galaxy.”

I nodded, eyes still closed, and my father continued to talk. He held the light steady in my eyes and told me to be tough. Earth was tiny and unprotected. The universe was big, deadly, not known well enough to trust. It didn’t matter who you were or where you came from. This part mattered because my mother was “part-Cherokee and stuck-up about it.”

Whoever you were when the end came, you had to be ready to run.

“I am,” I said. But he never believed me.

“I’m trying to protect you,” he said, when my eyes filled with water. “To teach you. It could be an asteroid! A super volcano. Nuclear war. Whatever it is, there’s gonna be a battle for resources. You gotta run before that, Steph. To the moon and back, if you’ve gotta.”

“I know,” I said.

My father nodded. With one hand, he brought the flashlight closer to my eyes. With the other, he counted out options for the end of the world. The Big Freeze, the Big Rip, vacuum decay.

I felt the wet on my cheeks. My eyes hurt so, so bad.

“Don’t tell me you forgot what those are?”

“No, sir,” I said, but it was a lie. I was five.



I came up for air.

Meredith spat water out her snorkel, dangerously close to Gracey’s face. Gracey laughed good-naturedly. I climbed out of the creek, unsure where I was supposed to go now, and Meredith called my name again.

“Um, I’ve got cramps!” I shouted, running toward the woods. When I looked back, Meredith nodded slowly and swam away from where I’d stood in the water. John stared at me, forehead creased, like I had broken a rule.

Creek Day, I knew, would stretch well into the afternoon. My suit was too tight, a one-piece with bright yellow fabric pinching at my bottom, and the sun was hot on my back. I sat at the foot of a tree and closed my eyes. I remembered the mosquitos and opened my eyes again. I wanted to yell out in frustration. I wanted to be somewhere else.

I slapped a mosquito on my leg, and blood shot across the surface of my skin. My thighs were heavy now, and therefore more often covered, and lighter-colored than the rest of me. The line where my suit hit my legs had hairs peeking through, a new and humiliating problem that I might never solve. I pulled my legs up to my chest and held myself, covering my thick thighs and pointy knees and oily face. You can’t be the kind of person who cares about this, I told myself. I was better than other girls, better than Brittany and Gracey and even—especially—Kayla. Kayla took a lot of pride in what she looked like. Because of that she had many burdens, like having to brush her hair every day. But I was different. I was a scientist.

I heard a laugh, high and fast, and then “hey, shut up!” Another laugh, deep or trying to be. I stood up and tiptoed forward.

The voices started up again, fast, excited. “You don’t think she got in?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Daniel, please, it’s June! She can’t keep waiting at the mailbox. It’s sad.”

The air was hot and humid, my skin wet from the creek or sweat or both. Quietly I stood up. Every step hurt the soft bottoms of my feet, not used to the twigs and rocks and cracked acorns strewn across the ground. The trees overhead made pretty patterns on my arms, surprising me, the sun passing through them to print a hundred little leaves against my skin. My arms were strong, even if they didn’t look it, and my fingers were long, thin—just right, I imagined, for fixing mechanical errors on a ship.

I was just observing, I thought to myself. Observe, orient, decide, act. They do that in the air force. A lot of astronauts start out in the air force.

I saw a foot sticking out behind a tree, a bare shoulder leaning against the bark.

“I mean, hasn’t she always been like that? Like, kinda off?”

That was Daniel.

“No! She’s fine. Normal. But sometimes it’s just like, we get it! You know a lot of shit about space!”

My sister.

Daniel laughed. He made his voice go up high and dumb and ridiculous, like a girl. Like me. “Excuse me,” he said, “but I feel like the aerodynamics of this stickball game are highly problematized. If you’d simply anticipate the coordinates of this dimension…”

Kayla snorted. Daniel stood and reached out a hand, pulling Kayla up beside him.

She saw me. Her face fell.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Kayla said. “Steph. Can we talk alone for a second?” She stepped toward me, and Daniel stepped toward her. She shook him off. Daniel reached for her again.

I caught the way Daniel draped his hand over her shoulder, his fingers dangling a few inches above her chest like it was nothing. The bow on her bikini had been tied and retied, haphazardly. Loose strings dangled over her belly. She was twelve years old.

“Steph, we were just—”

“Being mean to me?” I said. “Or letting Daniel molest you in the woods? Which is it?”

“Shut up!” she said, gripping her own shoulders. Then, softer, “Please, quiet down. Let’s go talk somewhere.”

“Let’s talk about this logically,” said Daniel.

“Shut up,” said Kayla, and me. Daniel held his hands up and stepped back. He ran a hand through his hair. It was thick and black and wavy. No, disheveled. I wanted to hit them both, but I had to keep Kayla safe. I yanked her by the arm and pulled her body behind mine.

“We’re supposed to be at swim time,” I said. I was looking at Daniel but talking behind me, to my sister. My younger sister. I felt her breath just under my neck. She was shorter than me.

“You’re just jealous,” she said.

That was unkind. Hadn’t she been a toddler on my lap, hiding in a closet? When our father locked us outside the house, I’d sat with her by the door. I would have taken her away with me, if I’d been older and known where to go. Now I really could run, soon, to Exeter—they were wrong, I still had time. But it was sad to know I’d be leaving her behind.

She seemed fine with that, though. She didn’t remember what had happened to us.

I could barely believe what had happened to us. The fact that it had, the unthinkable part on the night we ran, made nothing that could come after it unthinkable. Our planet and everyone on it, sucked into darkness in the space of a breath.

“Kayla, don’t be gross,” I said.

I didn’t know what I meant by that—if I was taking aim at her attitude or her body. It was true that I was jealous. Not of how her body looked, but of how freely she used it. How at home she was in it, how unafraid. She had, unlike me, no memory of what could go wrong.

I left Kayla and Daniel in the woods. Back at the creek, I sat down next to Brett. He had black hair and brown eyes and pink skin. He wore rolled-up blue jeans and a gray T-shirt with a tiny rip by the neck. Beth gave it to him, because she worked at the mall and got things free if there was something wrong with them. She was always giving us presents with something wrong with them. Once she gave me a purple water bottle that said Shoot for the moon! Even if you miss, you will land among the staIrs.

I looked down at our feet in the water, wishing our legs would look broken like a spoon in a cup because of refraction. It was the wrong angle, and the water was a kind of green that looked black. I listened to the kids swimming, far-off sounding in the echo of shrieks and splashing water. The snorkels were muddy, tossed in a pile on the bank. I wondered if my mother would drive to Walmart and try to return them that weekend. I could already see her standing over the bathtub, scrubbing them down, laying them out on a towel to dry in the yard. At Exeter, I thought, you can take scuba diving for PE.

Kayla was right; my acceptance letter had still not arrived.

Brett turned his whole self to look at me. He was smart, and he thought I was, too. He let me use his telescope whenever I wanted.

“Ahnawake,” he said. It was my Cherokee name, though only he used it. His mother had given it to me since my mother couldn’t.

“Mhm?” I said.

“What’s going on, Ahnawake?” he said. “Why aren’t you speaking proud in our camp language lessons? You know all this—it’s baby stuff for you.”

“Yeah,” I said. “No need to show off.”

Brett took one foot out of the water and folded it under him. He knew I loved to show off. “Are you sure that’s it?”

I thought about telling Brett the truth. How I was terrified I hadn’t gotten into Exeter, with the first day of school in just ten weeks. Shouldn’t I have heard from them by now?

I thought about telling him how Space-Culture Camp was humiliating to me. How the things he and my mother cared about were not going to get me to space. How they were irrelevant outside this town, which would make my life small and unimportant.

Brett put his hand on the top of my head. “Ahnawake?”

Sometimes Brett said my Cherokee name so many times in a conversation it was like he was maybe trying to tell me something. He’d been the first person to treat us like we belonged when we got here. Our mother in the early days had no friends, and no local close relations, so she would do things like show up at events and name-drop our more famous Cherokee ancestors. “Nancy Ward’s Cherokee name was Nanyehi!” she’d say. “We’re related to her!” So were forty thousand other people. Seven years in, though, and Brett was still clearing out a space for us. Kayla took it, like our lives in Texas had never happened. Her life, her Cherokee life, was the only one she knew, and she had nothing to prove.

“I’m fine, Brett.”

“Tsalagiha hniwi,” he said. Say it in all-Cherokee.

I rolled my eyes. “Tohigwu.”



In the early days of their relationship, our mother had asked Brett to cover our house in labels, bright pink index cards taped to every surface. Galohisdi. Gasgilo. Digohweli. Ganihli. They worked, to a point. Kayla quickly realized how happy her learning these words made our mother, and how important they were to our people’s continued existence. She set about being the most enthusiastically Indian child our family had seen in generations. Our mother learned almost a hundred words in Cherokee, but they were all nouns in a language of mostly verbs. Still, she asked Brett to speak it to us on whatever level we’d understand. If it was frustrating—this wall of language she built around herself—she didn’t let on. She’d say, “Keep going, I like to hear y’all talk.”

Once, when I was ten or eleven, I heard them fight about it. I was on the floor of the bedroom I shared with Kayla, my ear pressed to the cold metal grate of the air vent. I heard “sure” and “fine” and “what do you mean” and “what do you mean what do you mean.”

“Hannah, come on. Just say it’s ’cause I’m traditional,” Brett said.

The heave and jerk of a drawer on bent runners slammed shut. The snap of air caught under a sheet. My mother was making the bed. It was a Friday, and she did laundry on that day ever since learning the Cherokee word for it: tsungilosdi. Wash day.

“Just say that’s why I’m here,” Brett said. “If it’s really just for the girls, heck, if that’s all you want—Hannah, stop, listen to me—we could figure something out. I wouldn’t leave them.”

Water shot through pipes in the walls. I imagined her standing at the mirror, tapping lotion onto her cheeks with the tips of her fingers. I imagined her flossing, rinsing, taking her time.

I was almost asleep when she spoke again. “I’m not with you because you’re traditional,” she said. “I love you.”

Brett said something I couldn’t hear. I could almost see my mother, sitting up in bed, the way she’d let out a breath and close her eyes and hold up the palm of her hand. “But it’s not not that you’re traditional. I like what you give my girls.”

“Our girls, Hannah,” he said, and my heart broke open. Then he said, “Language practice.”

“Grounding,” she said.

Kayla came in and caught me then, said didn’t I promise I’d stop? Didn’t I know nothing good could come of this? I climbed onto the top bunk, and she flicked off the light. I fell asleep to the bright green patterns of glow-in-the-dark stars I could reach with my fingertips, to the low hum of my mother’s voice through the grate. I used to think my mother was self-conscious and shallow, that she would stop at nothing to belong. Not realizing—not for a very long time—the strength it takes to say what you want. The ambition of wanting a certain life, of demanding it.



After camp that day, I sat on the ground by the mailbox with a book. The mailman came an hour later, sweating like crazy even in the shorts version of his blue uniform. My mother brought him out a plastic cup of water, as she always did in the summer. There was no letter for me.

I barely spoke on Tuesday. Only Meredith noticed. She touched my arm in the hallway, gentle, and looked at me with so much kindness. She smelled good, like the chlorine from pool time. I could stay here, I thought. I could swim in this.

“I told you, I’m fine,” I said, pushing past her to go cry in private about Exeter. But I couldn’t find anywhere that wasn’t taken over by other people. Meredith didn’t follow me like Brett would have, like—maybe?—my sister, and against all reason my feelings were hurt.

After lunch, Brett asked my mother to teach us what a solar eclipse and lunar eclipse were. Despite practicing at the dinner table the night before, she struggled through her explanation. Then Brett told us a traditional story about a frog eating the sun or moon—the word is the same for both, nvdo, which offended me—and how that’s what an eclipse is. Nvdo walosi ugisgo translates directly to sun/moon the frog eats it the round thing habitually. Kayla already knew the story from her visits with Brett’s father, our sort-of grandfather, and she decided to show off.

“If an eclipse happens,” she said proudly, “we have to get out pots and pans and whatever, and make noise to scare the frog away.” Brett nodded. Our mother beamed.

Brett gave us watercolors to paint pictures of a frog with a sun or a moon in its mouth. Kayla’s frog was so realistic that a small line of campers asked her to paint portraits of them during our lunch break, her first work on commission. I painted a regular moon, all set to tell my mother that the frog was there, but it was frozen and suffocated and dead, its body too small to see on the moon at this scale. But Brett got to me first. He tugged at the collar on his unbuttoned button-down and leaned over my shoulder to pass Daniel a clean paintbrush. “I’m painting the frog next,” I said quickly, “after the moon.”

On Wednesday Kayla put her head on Daniel’s shoulder during the basket-weaving demonstration, and I thought about what it might feel like—his cheek warm against my hand, my hand tight around his waist. Our mother stood very still by the pile of dried hickory bark, her arms crossed, watching them. We weren’t allowed to have boyfriends till we were sixteen. Kayla knew that. It was kind of our family’s only rule.

I was surprised that Kayla wasn’t in trouble, because she and Daniel were so obvious! When it was quiet, they laughed. When the rest of us laughed, they touched their noses together and whispered seriously into each other’s mouths, eyes closed. At craft time, Daniel ran a dry paintbrush across the back of her neck.



On Friday, the last day of camp, I decided to tell my mother about Kayla and Daniel. How they were dating, which was against the rules.

I told myself I was worried about Kayla. Tattling would protect her. The very little I had understood of our life before Tahlequah colored everything in this new life worse than it was. There was no telling what a boy could do to her, if Kayla decided to let him.

I asked my mother if we could talk alone. “Sure,” she said, “when we get to the climbing gym in Tulsa.”

At the climbing gym in Tulsa, Brett and the gym staff set up our activity. Our mother explained the rules. “It’s like an extravehicular activity simulation,” she said. “Astronauts call it an EVA.”

I already knew what that was, from all but memorizing the brochures for real Space Camp. You hang from a rope outside a pretend-leaking ammonia tank outside a pretend space station and repair the tank. Your legs stretch out behind you as you work, like you’re flying.

“We’re going to do something like it,” my mother said, because the whole point of camp seemed to be to do our own, lesser version of everything. I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the ceiling. It was popcorned and yellow. I’d always pictured the training facility in Houston to be made mostly of glass.

My mother said we were going to be working in partners, and all up and down the rock-climbing wall we’d find index cards taped there by the staff. “One of you collects the English cards and one of you collects the Cherokee cards, and you match each Cherokee card with its translation. When you get to the top, let go of the wall and stick your legs out behind you a few seconds. So you can feel exactly what it’s like to be in an EVA.”

Exactly? Really?

Daniel said, “This sounds overly complicated?”

My mother shrugged. “Figure it out or lose.”

I asked her if now was a good time to talk, and Kayla grabbed my arm. She looked at me hard, pleading.

Kayla knew I planned to tattle. The day before, when the mailman again delivered nothing but bills, I’d told Kayla that there were good reasons we weren’t allowed to date at our age. “You know boys only want one thing,” I said. (I’d heard that on television, though I suspected I, too, might want what boys want.) Kayla had told me to stop waiting for the mailman because my Exeter letter was never going to come. “You’re, like, obsessed,” she said, “and when you get like that, you get mean.”

My mother said now was fine. “Just get me a Coke first, okay?” She handed me two quarters and dropped her purse on a bench.

The vending machine was different from the ones I was used to. Newer, with light-up square buttons and higher prices. I needed another ten cents.

I ran back to the bench and tore through my mother’s bag. We were running out of time to talk.

Her purse was heavy, motherish. An empty box of Band-Aids, Neosporin, crushed pretzel sticks, an apple, and a little tube of ChapStick melted into the lining. There were four bottles of children’s over-the-counter medicine, surely expired by now. There was a stack of unpaid bills she carried everywhere, as if waiting for inspiration. To better rummage for change on the bottom, I pulled out the bills and placed them on the bench. Water, electric, credit.

Phillips Exeter Academy.

I opened my fist. A few coins rolled across the floor.

Hands shaking, I unfolded the letter.

At the top was a golden embossed seal. Finis origine pendet. The end depends on the beginning.


Dear Miss Stephanie Harper,

It is with great pleasure that I write to offer you admission to Phillips Exeter Academy, with a full annual scholarship award of $22,590. Congratulations! Your thoughtful application convinced us that you would thrive at our academy. We sincerely hope that you will accept our invitation and inform us of your decision to accept your place no later than April 12.



The letter went on for a page, detailing the few expenses my family would be responsible for and how to browse the course catalog and when to speak on the phone with my adviser to plan my courses. My own adviser. My own courses.

April 12. It was June.

I burst into tears.

They had wanted me. And she had stolen that. She couldn’t have hurt me better.

I stood in a corner and sobbed against a wall. A teenage receptionist asked if I was okay, and I stopped mid-cry to say no, and she said, “Do you need me to go get your mom or something,” and I said, “Hell no!!!” and then I ran, wailing, into the women’s restroom.

I only took a minute there, catching my breath behind a closed stall door. Then I stopped. I held my palm against the wall and focused.

I needed to be taken seriously. I needed to stick up for myself. I washed my face with cold water and patted it dry with a brown paper towel. Finally, shoulders back and jaw set, I returned.

“Where’s the Coke?” my mother said.

“I forgot it.”

She looked puzzled, then waved it away. “What did you wanna talk to me about?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay,” she said, which was infuriating. “Everyone paired up already, so you and me are a team.”

“Ha,” I said.

She gave me a confused look, but didn’t push it. I knew she thought I was just being weird, like kids can be, and I hated her for it.

There were four slabs of rock-climbing wall lined up together, and we had reserved three of them. My mother and I were stationed at the end, strapping into our stupid harnesses that made a V-shape at the crotch. The fourth section was for the birthday party of a girl in a necklace that said HEATHER. She wore a glow-stick crown on her twisted-back, butterfly-clipped hair. It was a boy-girl party with a CD player and pizza and many family-size bags of chips. I had lost my spot at Exeter. I felt like I was melting inside my body.

I pulled up beside Kayla. “We need to talk about Mom,” I said.

We leaned against the base of the wall, in our matching orange Space-Culture Camp T-shirts, our harnesses bunching our shorts. My head hurt.

“I know,” Kayla said. “Please, please don’t tell her about me and Daniel. If I have an official boyfriend, you know she’ll make us break up.”

“No—” I started.

“Hey,” said Birthday Girl Heather, swaying over to us with one hand on a flat hip. Brittany, Kayla’s most annoying friend, followed. She was hooked to the other end of my rope, ready to belay.

“What’s your shirts say?” said Heather. She pointed at the Cherokee words printed across our backs, the same as were on my baseball hat. The characters looked close to English but not quite. A poster of a painting of Sequoyah, the man who’d invented the Cherokee syllabary despite his wife at one point setting fire to his life’s work, lived in a large wooden frame in our living room.

I looked at Kayla and Kayla looked at Brittany. I tried to remember what I had been doing on April 12, the decision deadline. Had the admissions people even once tried calling the house? Had they called during work hours? Back in December, when I was applying to Exeter, I should have asked for an answering machine for Christmas. I should have brought the mailman hot chocolate and told him what kind of letter I was waiting for.

“Really,” Heather said, when no one had answered her, “what do they say?”

“They say ‘camp,’ ” said Kayla. Brittany laughed. We were all bad, slow readers in the syllabary. Cherokee was hard.

Heather smiled tightly. “So y’all are here with the Indian group?” She reached for an open bag of Cheetos Puffs, bigger than a toddler, and held it out to us.

Kayla rolled her eyes, which was rude and embarrassing. She was sensitive about Cherokee stuff with non-Cherokees, like she was scared they’d make fun of something precious to her. It was weird to witness. An hour from here, at home, she didn’t care what people thought.

Kayla turned her back on Heather and started her climb.

“Oh my God,” Heather said, “I was just being friendly.”

“Yeah, that’s the group we’re with,” I said. I sighed apologetically, like being affiliated with Cherokee mean girls was my cross to bear. Heather gave me a small smile and a wave and a single Cheeto Puff. I pulled myself up the wall after Kayla.

“You’re supposed to say ‘on belay,’ ” snapped Brittany.

“On-freaking-belay.”

Brett was belaying my mother, but he was overinvested. He cheered nonstop for everyone. A very tall staff member, the scruffy blond man who’d done the safety talk when we first arrived, asked him to quiet down.

I climbed ahead of my mother, just a few feet from the ground. Careful. I felt the grainy fake rock, coated in sweat and dirt and chalk. I pressed my forehead to it and closed my eyes. It occurred to me that I could unhook myself and fall, the way it sometimes occurred to me on bridges that I could jump off them.

I pushed the thought from my mind. I gripped the wall. My mother had, somehow, nearly caught up to me.

“I know about Exeter,” I said.

“Oh God. Honey,” she said, “I had to.” She reached up and touched my ankle.

I jerked away. “That’s bullshit!”

She opened her mouth to correct me, maybe to say something about cussing, but she didn’t. Maybe she knew how weak that sounded, that she’d had to.

I actually did have to be an astronaut. And to get there, I had to make it to places like Exeter and Harvard. I was going nowhere in Tahlequah. Where my mother had chosen to plop me down.

“It’s my life!” I said.

“Not really,” she said quietly. “Not yet.”

Around us came the bangs and shouts of campers. The slap of a hand on paper and John yelling. EARTH! Another slap. Meredith. ELOHI! Slap. MARS! Slap. MASI! They were loud and fast and laughing, and the laughing told me that they knew the game was weird, and they were not ashamed.

My mother was breathing hard, trying to pull herself up to face me. “I left where I was from,” she said. “My mother did, too. Even my grandmother. All you need to know is it nearly killed us. I have to watch out for you girls, even if you can’t understand why.”

This was old news to me. My mother had gotten pregnant with me as a high schooler, and her parents locked her out of the house. She and my father left Little Rock for Dallas, where she had always wanted to be. She’d been totally alone, cut off from her parents, her Applebee’s tips taken from her each day by my father. It took six years for her to get us out of there. The first time she told me about losing her parents—in her own terrifying version of the sex talk—I’d had nightmares of being pregnant, or lost, or locked out of the house. Now I thought, her wildest dream was to live in Dallas.

“This is literally the opposite of that,” I said. “It’s the best school in America. It changes people’s lives, and they thought I was smart enough to go there!” I began to climb again, quickly, determined to leave her behind.

“GO team, GO!” shouted Brett from the ground.

I made it halfway up the wall, collecting index cards. Astronaut, gravity, oxygen, solar system. My mother fell even farther behind me, grunting with each pull of her arm.

“We’re not done here,” she said.

I pulled myself up higher, maybe forty feet from the ground. She huffed and puffed and pulled herself to the halfway point. I hadn’t expected her to make it this far. She was afraid of heights.

“I love that you’re ambitious!” she shouted behind me.

Her voice carried up and across the wall. What would Birthday Girl Heather think? She was standing under us with all her friends. They were eating pizza on bright paper plates, looking up.

“Kayla and I are ambitious, too,” my mother said. “You can do important things right here, where you’ll be celebrated and appreciated and safe. Where no one will make you feel less-than.”

“Please,” I said, catching my breath. “Stop. Yelling. About our Private. Business.”

To my left, Kayla made it up to my height. She shouted, “What are you two talking about?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“You got this, Steph!” Brett said cheerily from below.

“Kayla, talk to your sister,” our mother said. Her eyes were closed. She didn’t want to see how high up she was.

“I’m leaving anyway in four years,” I said. “At that point I’ll be in competition with people whose mothers sent them to Exeter and Choate and Taft. Whose mothers know how college works!”

“That’s enough.” She was sweaty and heavy and awkward, her arms shaking below me. Eyes still closed, she motioned with her head at the wall beside us, at the campers chasing one another to the top, screaming out Cherokee space words.

“I’m switching teams,” I said.

“But the cards won’t match up!” my mother gasped.

I raced up the wall.

“Steph! Wait!”

I made it nearly to the top, desperate to get away from her. When I looked down, I saw there’d been no need. She was curled into a ball, palms covering her face, all her weight released onto the rope. She shook her head in refusal as the scruffy staffer yelled for her to rappel by pushing out with her legs.

Brett told the staffer to please lay off. He pulled my mother down by the rope, inches at a time. At the bottom, he caught her in his arms. He had no idea what she’d done to me.

I yelled for Kayla.

“What do you want,” she said.

“Forget the game. I need to tell you what Mom did.”

Kayla stared at the grips above her and pulled herself up to meet me. “After what-all you did to me?”

“Oh my God. I didn’t tell her about your little boyfriend!”

“Right.” Kayla swung her rope to the side and banged into me. “Whoops,” she said.

Brett yelled up at us. “Kayla Harper, that better be an accident!” He was unhooking himself from the ropes, stepping out of his harness now that our mother was safe beside him. She rushed past him to the restroom. Her head was down, her hands still covering her face.

Kayla tried to kick me. I pushed off the wall, making Brittany hold all of my weight (“God how much do you weigh!”). My rope crossed over Kayla’s.

The staffer ran over, blowing his whistle. “DOWN! NOW! This is how folks get strangled!”

Brett hurried to him, talking fast and low. He put his hand on the staffer’s back, gentle, like settling a horse.

I landed mostly on the wall, kicking Meredith in the leg by mistake. It couldn’t have hurt much, but she was tired of me being so rude to her.

“I am tired of you being so rude to me!” She swung her body into mine, pushing me into Kayla. Kayla shrieked and pulled my braid.

The staffer whistled again and again, summoning his boss to whistle alongside him. The birthday party was enthralled. One of the boys waved his pizza triangle sideways over his head like a pennant flag and said, “Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Daniel swung over to me. “You shouldn’t have told on Kayla,” he said. “What are you, jealous?”

“I didn’t tell on her!” I said.

Meredith reached out to slap me, and I took both her wrists in my hands. I held her against the wall. She stopped struggling. She looked at me strangely, her eyes spooky-beautiful. Her lips parted in surprise. I thought, stupidly—what if we kissed?

Kayla tore me away by my hair. Without me to hold her body up with mine, Meredith fell a couple of feet. Her rope caught her. She dangled in the air, dazed. The birthday party cheered.

“This isn’t fair, Steph,” called Brittany from below. “You’re so, soo heavy.”

A third staff member had joined the first two, and he flashed the lights on and off while he blew his whistle. “GET DOWN,” he said, shouting into a megaphone. “GET DOWN IMMEDIATELY.”

Someone turned off the music. The room was quiet, and everyone stared at us. In their hands were sad slices of pizza, cut too thin. Was this, I thought, what it was like for astronauts? To look down in disappointment at the people of the Earth?

Brett switched to Cherokee, speaking slow so we’d understand. “My girls,” he said. “They know you’re Cherokee. I’m embarrassed.”

Kayla watched me, breathing hard. Meredith and Daniel swung in slow circles, untangling themselves from each other before the slow drop down.

Someone at Heather’s party turned the music back on, louder than before. They talked and laughed and somebody called out, “Guess they’re on the warpath.” Somebody’s palm skipped fast against their lips. Howowowowowowowow.

Daniel froze, one arm outstretched, forehead down.

Meredith swung around to face the party below. “FUCK off,” she said. Loud and then quiet.

I saw my mother holding me back, so afraid of her own past that she’d force on me a small life. I saw my sister growing up faster than me, leaving me alone in the world. I saw the laughter in Heather’s eyes, the confirmation that we were small-town and silly, that nothing I could do in Tahlequah would be enough to make me matter. I felt surer than ever that I would one day leave—that I wanted too much, too hard.

Our mother returned from the bathroom. Her face washed, her eyes red, her voice high and bright and weak. She said it was time to go home. The second group, which was supposed to get to climb after belaying the first group, didn’t complain. We all wanted to leave and never come back.

Brittany yanked on my rope, signaling that I should move. I looked at Kayla. We were the last two left to rappel down.

“I got into Exeter,” I whispered. “Months ago. Mom didn’t tell me, and now it’s too late.”

Kayla nodded. She cupped her hand over my hand, over the faded plastic grip that held me to the wall. She said, “Let’s go.”

She swung past me, brushing her lips against my calf as she passed. She didn’t want anyone to see.

People talk about wanting to be anywhere but here, but that wasn’t it for me, not ever, not at all. It was wanting, needing, to be somewhere specific. Like I was all my life at a bus stop, reading the schedule again and again, checking my watch. I knew where I was supposed to be.

I closed my eyes and stretched my legs out high in the air behind me. I felt myself wrapped in thick, insulated material, given air to breathe, heated and cooled and protected. I felt my fingers tracing along the rock wall, and it wasn’t a rock wall but an ammonia tank, a leaking ammonia tank. I was unscrewing the hatch, gripping sparkling silver tools in my space suit gloves, and I was a professional, my hands were still and expert and I had been born for this.

My crew was inside the shuttle and I was outside. On my own up here as I had been on Earth, but tethered tight with a short umbilical cable. I looked away from the crew, and down, in absolute wonder at the Earth below.





STEPH [image: ] SECRETS OF THE EARLY UNIVERSE

Despite everything that had happened in Tulsa, we still had all the parents waiting for our performance at the closing ceremony back home. Camp was ending. We lined up on the edge of the stage and sang our pop song in Cherokee like a funeral dirge. Kayla and Daniel held hands through the whole thing, taking a stand for their love. We were still in our orange shirts. Mine had a small tear at the sleeve, and I worried no one could see it. No one would know how much I was hurting.

Everybody clapped, and my mother hurried away from me. Brett gave me a long, hard look from his place behind the podium, like he sensed something was wrong but didn’t know enough to take sides. Only Beth came up to me after the performance. She gave me a tight hug, and a small, smooth rock, about the size of a quarter. She said it was called a moonstone. I wished it were a moon rock.

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked. I didn’t mean to be rude. That was just how she got free stuff at her job. There had to be something wrong.

“Nothing!” Beth said, like she’d surprised even herself. She laughed, saying she’d almost forgotten how to buy things the regular way. And then she stopped mid-sentence. She saw me, my eyes, how hard I’d been trying not to cry. Beth took a step back and lowered her voice. “There is nothing wrong with this stone, Steph,” she said. “It’s perfectly fine, just like you.”

She squeezed my hands in hers, once, firmly, and nodded at me. Like sending a soldier into battle, or one grown woman to another. I swallowed and nodded back at her. She left to find Brett and squeezed his hands, too.

Alone in my room, no one checked on me. The air conditioner broke. I was wet with sweat and miserable. No one seemed to notice my absence, except Kayla, who brought me a plate after dinner. We stayed up late trading stories about what a jerk our mother could be. Our mother had skipped Kayla’s end-of-year art showcase at school because it was held at one p.m. and she was at the factory. I thought that was fair, but didn’t say so to Kayla.



In the morning I heard Brett’s voice. Up the walls, the floors, and through the grate at the foot of the bottom bunk.

“Hannah, are you serious right now?” he said. “How could you do that to her?”

My scholarship. So she’d kept it from him, too. I hurried down to the grate. I wanted to find out if she’d decided to confess on her own that morning, or if he’d had to push her into it.

But it didn’t matter. I had lost my spot. Soon, the academic year at Exeter would begin without me.

In the popular but scientifically inaccurate understanding of the many-worlds theory of quantum mechanics, some other version of myself might be getting ready for boarding school. I was tired enough—sweaty and dirty and sore from the day before—for that to be a comfort. Brett and my mother yelled at each other while my sister slept through the morning with a pillow over her head and my stomach tightened up, waiting for something bad.

And then the sound of footsteps. The front door, the car door, wheels turning over gravel.

I put on my bathing suit. It smelled like mildew, from snorkeling in the creek two days before. I had forgotten to wash it.

The air-conditioning was still broken. I took a Coke from the fridge and lay on the cool kitchen floor with a book. The can felt good on my forehead and neck.

My mother lay down next to me in her stretched cotton nightgown. On the floor in front of her she set a red chipped mug of coffee. It was steaming, even in the heat.

She picked up my book. The Big Bang: Secrets of the Early Universe.

She gave me a nudge. “Well? What are the secrets of the early universe?”

I shook my head. She had thrown a whole thread of my life away.

She lowered her voice. “I wasn’t making fun of it, honey. I’m really curious.”

I tore my book out of her hands. She hadn’t asked if she could see it. I went back to reading.

My mother moved her mug onto a folded magazine, protecting the floor. “What was there before the Big Bang?”

I snapped my book closed. She jumped a little. Good.

She was never going to apologize for Exeter. And this was rare, her interest. I wanted to know where she thought she was going with this shit.

I edged toward it. “What do you want to know?”

I thought she was a creationist. She had, in her more desperate years after Texas, taken us to church. But she liked the Cherokee story of creation more, the one with the water beetle and the mud. Everything suspended from four ropes in the sky, which will someday break.

She smiled tentatively. “The Big Bang is supposed to be the beginning of the universe. How could anything come before that?”

“The inflation period,” I said, with enthusiasm. I couldn’t help myself. “Maybe a bunch of repetitions of the Big Bang and then the Big Bounce and then the Big Bang. A cyclical universe, where it maybe goes bang, bounce, bang, bounce? The singularity. Um, everything ever—like future galaxies and everything—was the size of a peach.”

The peach was a quadrillion degrees, I wanted to add. What a fun, weird fact. But I was embarrassed. It felt like she’d asked me about God, my deepest and most personal thoughts about God. And I was still mad at her.

My mother nodded. At first, I thought she just didn’t get it. Then I thought, maybe she saw me struggling.

In truth, this was my third time reading The Big Bang: Secrets of the Early Universe. It had been my goal to understand the origins of Earth, the universe, and everything in it by my fourteenth birthday. I was behind schedule.

She moved closer to me and leaned her head on my shoulder. I stiffened. She stayed. “When was the Big Bang?” she asked.

An easy question. A gift.

“13.8 billion years ago!” Most people my age didn’t know that.

“Huh.”

I could almost feel her smile.

My mother said, “Do they bother with time before all that?” She circled her hand in the air, gesturing at the expansion of the universe from a highly compressed state to this—her hand, the floor, and the broken air conditioner.

“It’s actually a controversy!” I had been too starved for her approval, for this brief feeling that I was okay. “There’s some people who say that time started with the Big Bang, and you can’t go further back in time than when time started.”

“Oh?”

“Like, they say time didn’t exist. But then other people, they say that where you put the zero is arbitrary. We happened to set the clock where we did, and like—you have to start counting from somewhere.”

I had, it seemed, forgiven her.

“But what was there?” she said. “If there wasn’t time?”

I had thought she was humoring me. Saying sorry in her own way. But her voice was different, hollow and sad, and the questions kept coming. All morning and into the afternoon, when the thick, wet heat pushed down to the floor and Brett had still not come home.

The questions came one after another, falling onto us, pressing us together. Each, one step closer to fear. How did it happen? Why did it happen? When will the stars burn out? What will happen to us then?





STEPH [image: ] OBSTACLES ON THE ROAD TO IMMINENT DISASTER

May 1997

I bought an ornate gold-colored frame for my Exeter acceptance letter and nailed it to a wall in our living room. Surrounding it were Kayla’s oil paintings, depicting elders in buckskin outfits harvesting corn. And elders in colonial outfits, freezing to death on the Trail of Tears. Kayla’s paintings had helped her win Junior Miss Cherokee. She wore a crown and rode through town on a float. My Exeter letter, framed, couldn’t even get me an apology.

I wouldn’t make it to NASA, not without Exeter. The least I could do, on my way to dying a nobody in Oklahoma, was guilt my mother. But I never once saw her look at it.

Two years passed, two years when I could have been at Exeter. In that time, I gave up.

You wouldn’t have known it from looking at me. My Cherokee improved. I received excellent grades. I went out to the country with Brett most weekends to help his parents with the struggles of being old. I read constantly, mostly sci-fi, and wrote some, mostly observations in what I called my geo-journal, about the soil and rock in our part of Oklahoma. Since I’d never get to study other planets, I was trying to figure out this one.

In the spring of my sophomore year, I decided to audition for the school play. It’s good to be well-rounded, I thought, when you are a person with no dreams. Also, Meredith was auditioning. She rarely spoke to me. But, in a play, she would have to.

The play was written by the senior class, following a Cherokee family on the Trail of Tears.

Kayla had no interest in auditioning, but she always lit up at the stories of our ancestors. To her they were like Bible stories, only true. At breakfast on the morning of my audition, once Brett had poured coffee for himself and our mother, Kayla pounced. Who in our family had been on the Trail of Tears? How many months had they walked? Barefoot, yes? Did they all die on the way?

“That far back, you’ve got a heck of a lot of ancestors to account for,” our mother said. “Not all of them Cherokee. And if all your ancestors had died on the way, do you really think you’d be sitting here?”

“Well. Do you know, like, any stories about them? Just the Cherokee ones?”

“If you’re interested, there are researchers who can help with that at the Heritage Museum,” Brett said. “I could take you over there, maybe after school?”

Kayla asked three more versions of the same question, even though Brett had just offered to help. His help required research and work, though, like when I wanted to look at the moon and he made me calculate its angular size. Kayla just wanted a story.

Our mother kept looking at Brett and then back down at her cereal bowl, increasingly uncomfortable, but I
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