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For Wolf, my son.
For Adriana, my wife.
For Betty, my mama.

You three make me the man I am.
Gizaagi’in (I love you).





PROLOGUE


Adults often tell kids that life is a test. It will test your patience, your courage, your limits, and even test your heart. But my mom says life is not a test, because if you want to pass a test, you need to study for it. And we all know you don’t get to study life before living it. Life doesn’t come with a cheat sheet, notes, a set of directions, or a rehearsal. Instead, Mom says that life is a game. A game all kids are good at playing. A game some adults get better at the longer they play. This is the story of the greatest game I’ve played. So far.





CHAPTER 1


WE STOP KEEP RUNNING

Each morning I try to count to five. One, we will have a home 1 day. Two, everything can change for the better 2day. Three, it’s just the 3 of us: me, Mom, and my brother. Four, will life be like this 4ever?

I never get to five because number four trips me up and bums me out. Four is now my least favorite number. Our car has four seats. Mom just put her last four dollars in the gas tank. And I was four when my life abruptly changed. I went from having a home (which has four letters) to being poor and without one (poor also has four letters, and it even rhymes with four). And even though Mom says on the inside we are not poor, our blood is rich and full of warriors, chiefs, healers, and something called tenacity, on the outside, all we have is our little red car, parked in this ugly parking lot, which we must exit by 4 P.M. (ugh, there’s that number again) or else our car will get towed away.

It’s 3:52, and we have exactly eight more minutes to wait for my brother to return to the car. Even though we know he’s not coming back anytime soon, Mom insists on waiting. He ran away again. He runs away a lot. He’s fifteen and lately has refused to share the back seat with me. But he hates the front seat even more because it makes him more visible to people on the street as we trot down the road in our red horse. Well, it’s a Ford Pinto, but technically, a pinto is a type of horse, and we are Native American, so calling our car a horse makes me feel like I’m one of my ancestors galloping across this strange land called California.

My brother blames Mom for everything that happened to us, which is stupid because it wasn’t her fault. Dad was a monster. I know this because Mom has told me so.

“How do you pronounce this city?” I ask her.

“Sacramento. It comes from a Latin word. It means ‘consecrated one,’” she says while digging through her purse to find her red lipstick.

My mom is very smart. Probably one of the smartest people alive. On paper, you wouldn’t think so. She doesn’t have a degree. She never even made it past tenth grade. But she is what is called street-smart. Having street smarts is far more useful than carrying around a diploma that says you know how to sit still and memorize the Periodic Table of the Elements. She needs to be street-smart because we live on the streets. Every day she has to figure out how to beat the game. And this game is not easy. The only way to win is to survive. And the only way to survive is to keep playing.

The most important rule of this game is making money. Street smarts help us do that. It’s called hustling. Every day we must work out and exercise our hustle muscle. That’s what Mom calls our brains. And our brains don’t need to know how helium works or what the abbreviated symbol for sodium is. The science of hustle works differently. We know if you add some hustle and charm to each heavy day, the struggle becomes lighter. That’s street science.

I also study street math, which is mostly Mom trying to make and save up money while constantly having to subtract some for gas, food, and the occasional motel room. The goal is to never hit zero. But that’s a tough goal. We’ve hit zero many times.

Then there’s street history, which is just a better term for real history. Mom says that schools don’t teach what really happened to our people in America. And what’s still happening to us today. From the moment the white people arrived, they’ve been trying to erase us. And the only way to not be erased is to pull everything that they swept under the rug back out in the open and study it.

Mom is my teacher, and this car is my classroom, and the back seat is my desk. Still, I can’t wait until I can go back to school. I miss having friends. I’ve attended over twenty schools already. But we never stay in one place long enough for me to have a best friend. Mom promises we will, someday, when we can afford an apartment.

“What does consecrated mean?” I ask.

“It means something is holy, or special, or some crap like that,” she says, and drags the lipstick over her lips, ending it with a loud puckered-up “muah” as she stares at her reflection in the rearview mirror.

“This is a holy parking lot?” I ask.

“Sure is. Full of potholes. What do you say we get outta here and find a less consecrated place to sleep tonight?”

I look at the clock on our car stereo. It’s 4:01. We’re still waiting on Emjay. That’s my brother’s name. He was named after our dad’s two favorite basketball players: Magic Johnson and Michael Jordan. But Emjay hates our dad for what happened, so now he hates basketball. Nowadays, when people ask him what Emjay stands for, he tells people he is named after his two favorite music stars: Michael Jackson and Mick Jagger.

“How’s Emjay gonna find us?” I ask.

“Same as always. I’ll leave a note,” she says, and pulls out a napkin to write on, using the steering wheel as her desk.

Hotel Miranda. Back lot. We miss you. Come back. We love you.—Mama and Opin.

That’s my name. Opin. I was supposed to be named Jayem, like JM, after my dad’s two favorite football players: Joe Montana, the famous quarterback, and John Madden, the famous coach—but my dad didn’t show up to the hospital while my mom was giving birth to me, and she got upset and scrapped his wishes, naming me the first Ojibwe word that popped into her head as I popped out of her womb. Opin. It means “adventure seeker.” I love my name because I love adventures. And Mom says that a life on the road is the most exciting adventure of all. I don’t know if that’s true, because it’s only exciting sometimes. Other times I don’t like life on the road. It’s scary. And confusing. But I don’t tell her that. She already knows.

Mom exits the car and places the note under a large round rock near the concrete wall of the church’s parking lot. As she heads back to our car, the same man that told us to leave yesterday approaches her. “Hey there,” he says, grinning, keeping both his hands in his pockets. Mom is teaching me to read another street subject, body language. She claims people say more with their bodies than they do with their words. And, well, this guy is saying a whole lot with that grin and both hands in his pockets. He’s nervous.

“I know, I know. We’re leaving,” Mom says.

“Hold on. You can stay another night, if you reconsider my proposal,” he says, and tilts his head, the way vampires do right before they go for the jugular.

“I don’t date … your kind, sorry,” she says.

He scoffs. “My kind? White men?” he asks. “Isn’t that a bit—”

Mom laughs, cutting him off. “Not white men. Men who would sit in the stands and watch the game rather than play.”

“I’m not following,” he says.

I scoot closer to the window so I can hear them. Even though I am close enough for him to see me, he doesn’t. His eyes are glued to my mom. He looks at her the way all men look at her. The way I look at pizza. The way my mom looks at money.

“Do you think there is some giant invisible dude up in the clouds who gets to decide if you’re worthy enough to be invited into his fancy gated community after you die? Even though he supposedly knows all your moves because he apparently knows everything already?”

“I do believe with all my heart that everything that happens is the Lord’s will—”

“I have enough invisible men in my life. I don’t need another one. Especially a judgy one that beckons his sheep to kick a mother and her two kids out of their lot,” she says, and gets back into the car.

He lets out a sigh, turns, and walks back into the church. I don’t know why he is so upset. It’s not like he was in love with my mom or anything. I mean, he’s already in love. I saw the wedding ring on his finger. Dude needs to chill.

“He wanted to kiss you. I could tell by the way he was looking at you,” I say.

“They all want to kiss me, Opin. But you can never trust a man that believes he’s not behind the wheel of his own life. Got it?”

“Got it. There is no God.”

“I didn’t say that. All I’m saying is, if there is a God up there, the way that people think there is, one thing’s for sure … He has no plan. Never did. He’s just as shocked up there as we are down here. It’s foolish to believe someone would make this world as messed up as it is on purpose.”

“Yeah. I don’t think someone would plan to let cats get run over. Remember that orange one we saw in the other parking lot? That was so sad.”

“If someone planned that, then that’s someone we don’t need in our life,” she says, and pulls onto the street.

I grab my G.I. Joe action figure off the empty seat next to me and make him jump from headrest to headrest, bouncing from every pothole we dip in, as we drive toward our next adventure. Our next game. I know I’m too old to be playing with action figures and toys, but Mom says people in prison make toys out of bars of soap and people trapped alone on deserted islands make toys out of coconuts and paint faces on rocks so they have someone to kill time with. That’s what my G.I. Joe figure does for me. He keeps me company. And sometimes living in a car does feel like a prison. And other times it feels like it’s our own tiny little island. But most of the time it feels like we are on our way to get somewhere, but we just never get there.

My action figure is disfigured. Its face is melted from Emjay’s lighter. I begged and begged for him to stop burning it, but he didn’t stop. He found it funny that I was so upset. Now it has no face. Just a blob above its shoulders. It also only has one arm. My brother tore the left one off about a week ago when I told him to stop yelling at Mom. They argue a lot. Mostly about the same thing. How come we always have to keep moving? He makes a friend and then we drive off, city after city. School after school. He hates it.

But he hates a lot of things. My brother is a pretty angry person.

Sometimes I pretend I’m asleep while they fight. I listen to both sides argue their case. My brother yells. My mom yells. My brother storms off. My mom cries. Sometimes I hear them fighting when they’re not fighting at all. When they’re both asleep. Why can’t we just pick a place and stick with it? Even I know the answer to that question. We have to keep moving. We’re Native American outlaws, like Geronimo, like all our ancestors, and the United States cavalry is after us. We stay put, and they’ll catch us. Duh.

Emjay says we’d probably be better off if they did catch us. He thinks it might be good for us to stop running and just see what happens. But I agree with Mom. History has shown us what will happen. We’re outnumbered. It’s just us three against the government, or at least Child Protective Services. They must never find us. And if they do, we must escape, just like our ancestors did when the red, white, and blue started rounding us all up like cattle. Even cows know what’s coming next. The slaughter. The butcher. The burger. The burp.

We gotta fight. And the way we fight is we survive. And the only way we will survive is if we keep running. Together. The cavalry separates families. They put poor moms in jail for too many unpaid parking tickets and for raising their kids on the run. They put kids like my brother in Juvenile Hall for stealing shoes or fighting. They put kids like me in foster care. That’s how the system erases us Native Americans today. They used to bury us under schools and churches, but now they sweep us under rugs and bury us in paperwork. The butcher just changed his outfit. America is still a slaughterhouse for us. I’ll become nothing but a number. A statistic. Another Indian lost in the system. Mom warns me about this every time they track us down.

“Child Protective Services!” the cavalry shouts after a few knocks on our thin motel door, when we are lucky enough to afford a motel room. They always look the same, too. Three people, two men and a woman. Two in suits and one police officer in uniform. They’re always smiling, carrying a clipboard and sometimes a to-go cup of coffee. The woman usually calls out through the door so they appear softer and friendlier, but we don’t fall for their traps. Instead, we stay quiet. We don’t move. We listen. We wait.

And when they walk over to the motel office to demand that the clerk give them a key, after they flash their badge and whatnot, that’s when we make our move. We run. Even when we’re tired.

My mom tries to make it a game. “First one to the car wins,” she whispers. We have about thirty seconds to grab whatever we have, stuff it all into black trash bags, and sneak out the back window. That’s when we all run to our car—which is always parked in the very back and which is why we always try to get a room on the first floor.

But it’s not a game I like to play anymore. It was sort of fun when I was younger, when I didn’t really understand what was happening. But I’m twelve now. I’m not a kid. I know what’s going on. And it’s not fun to think about getting put into foster care. It’s scary … But still, I always try to win and be the first one to the car.

“You hungry?” my mom asks as we sit at a red light.

“If you are,” I say, knowing she is. She always is.

She finds a Burger King and pulls into the parking lot. We park, and I hop into the front seat. I can smell the food. My stomach howls.

“Ready for a game?” she says.

“I’m ready,” I say, and hold out my hands.

She hands me the buffalo bag. It’s the brown plastic bag we use for this game. We call it the buffalo bag because we imagine we’re Native American hunters in the open plains, even though we are actually just two hungry Native Americans about to steal food from Burger King.

“Lean in,” she says.

I lean into her as she drags her dark lipstick under my eyes to make me look like a fierce hunter. “You look so brave,” she says, and plants a kiss on my war-painted cheek.

One of the great things about fast-food joints is they are full of people who order a lot of food because it’s so cheap. Hopefully, not many of them will trash their leftovers. For this game to work, I rely on people who get up and don’t clean up.

My mom and I exit the car and head into Burger King. We both have a role to play. She walks up to the cashier and asks for two free waters while smiling and telling a joke or two, which keeps the employee distracted long enough for me to make my rounds. I open the buffalo bag and head toward the tables. Most are full of eaters, but some are empty. Well, empty of people. I already see a half-eaten burger. French fries? Check. Onion rings? Yes! Check. Another burger. Then another. I sweep through the plains and hunt down as much big game as I can fit into my buffalo bag. And even though there are cups of soda left behind and I can easily take one, we never take people’s drinks. Because backwash is gross.

Today is a good day. This was a successful hunt.

I meet my mom back at the car, and we sit inside and go through our loot. I hand her the half-eaten burger as I stuff my face with as many French fries as I can fit. It all tastes so good. Warm but not hot. Greasy. Juicy. Exactly how we would have ordered had we ordered at all.

After we eat, my mom makes me thank the people who gave us this food by kissing my fingers and touching the windshield. “Nothing is ever free,” she says, and wipes the lipstick lines from my face. “Someone paid for this food. An animal died for this meal. Say it.”

I feel the salt on my fingers as I touch the glass. “Someone bought it. An animal died. We stole it. Miigwech,” I say.

Miigwech means “thanks” in Anishinaabemowin. That’s what the Ojibwe language is called. It took me a long time to know how to pronounce it correctly. I try to learn at least one new Anishinaabe word every day. Mom says it’s important.

She snatches an onion ring out of my hand. Her eyebrows narrow in on me. I said something wrong.

“Just because we didn’t pay for it with our own money doesn’t mean we didn’t earn it. You worked hard for this food. And it’s better to be in your stomach than to be dumped into some trash can. The cow deserves better than being wasted.”

“Gaagiizom, Mom. We didn’t steal it. We earned it,” I say.

Gaagiizom means “sorry.” I say that one a lot.

She smiles and hands me back my onion ring. “You moved quick in there. You didn’t hesitate. Not once. You’re becoming a great hunter, Opin. Your ancestors would be proud,” she says, which fills my chest with pride—right above my belly full of greasy fast food.

“Should we save some for Emjay? In case he shows up to the hotel,” I ask.

“He won’t eat any of this, but yes, we should still save him some.”

After we eat and ball up the wrappers and thank the animals who died for us, we head back out on the road toward Hotel Miranda.

I know what game comes next. It’s a fun one. A bit more difficult than hunting buffalo, but still pretty fun. We call it How to Take a Shower with No One Knowing.





CHAPTER 2


IT’S NOT REALLY A GAME

Hotel Miranda is one of the nicer hotels in the area. Mom must have been saving this one for last, before we leave Sacramento. I bet she was hoping Emjay would be with us so we could all enjoy a nice hot shower before departing on our new adventure. I wish he was with us too, kind of. He’s not very nice to me, but when he’s around, Mom relaxes a bit. She smiles more. The worried look on her face disappears—until they start fighting again.

We plan on heading south the day after tomorrow. Our goal is to reach Los Angeles. The City of Angels, where dreams come true. Mom lived there when she was a teenager. She ran away at sixteen. She hitchhiked to California all the way from her home in the Grand Portage Reservation in northern Minnesota, and ended up in Hollywood. Where all the rock-and-roll musicians and movie stars live.

She got a job cutting hair on Sunset Boulevard. She told the owner she was a pro. Truth was, she never actually cut hair before getting that job, but she asked herself, How hard could it be? They supplied the scissors, the mirror, and the chair. The job practically did itself. All she had to do was stand behind the person and snip snip snip.

That job lasted a few months. And since she was super attractive and liked to dance as she worked, no one complained about their awful haircuts. In fact, she became pretty popular. She was raking in the dough. People wanted to get their hair cut by the Native American girl who danced around the salon and who they imagined looked like Pocahontas.

One day, Mom gave a haircut to this mega-famous guy named Bob Hope. And even though she accidentally snipped his ear and stained his expensive shirt with his own blood, he saw something in my mom that made him offer her a new job. A job far away from sharp scissors.

She says it was the way she danced that brought all the men in to sacrifice their heads and ears to her. Music and dancing are powerful medicines, she says. And all people need good medicine, but not all people need a good haircut. Bob Hope was no exception. Because a week later, she was hired as a professional dancer for his upcoming tour with the USO, which stands for the United Service Organizations, which provided entertainment for soldiers. Bob Hope would perform on navy ships for all the sailors and on base camps for all the marines. He even performed on aircrafts for the US Air Force. And even though Mom was underage, she told Bob Hope she was eighteen and ready for a new adventure. So, she left the Job Corps housing complex, where she shared a room with three other girls, and set out to start her new life as a dancer.

She went by Lady Chippewa—that was the stage name they gave her. And the way she tells it, she was the most popular dancer on every base they toured. Word of her spread fast, and soldiers packed in just to see her shake it onstage. Each dancer had a song to perform to. My mom’s song was “For Your Love” by a band called the Yardbirds. I know it by heart. She still dances to it when we do our street performances for cash. Usually I sit near the bucket and make sure no one tries to steal her tips, but every once in a while, I get up and dance with her. Having good rhythm connects you to the earth, she says. And our people are from the earth, so dancing is like your body returning home. Until the song ends.

The USO took her all the way to a place called Fairbanks, Alaska. It was her first time on an airplane. She felt like a star up in the sky. A dancing star.

Although most of the other dancers were jealous of my mom, she did make a few friends. Her favorites were Elizabeth, who danced as the Vixen Viking. She was a tall blond girl who had legs for days and would dance to “White Room” by the band Cream. She had a Swedish accent, but Mom never knew if it was real or part of her act. And Sarah, who was actually from Michigan but went as the African Lioness. She was a beautiful Black girl who danced to “Baby Love,” by the Supremes. There were others, but those two were the ones who she liked best.

Still, those friendships didn’t last very long. Everyone was coming and going at such a fast pace. Some girls got swept up by a sailor, and they’d run off together and get hitched. Some girls got pregnant and left the tour. Others, like my mom, just simply stopped when they’d had enough. Mom said that one day she danced her last dance for America, grabbed her coat, and went back to Hollywood to see what else the world would offer her.

It’s always important to know when one ride is over and the next is about to begin. She says that’s how adventures work. You can’t enjoy them forever. But to be honest, I think she quit dancing because her feet got too sore. I mean, when we dance on the side of the street for money, my feet get tired after about an hour. I can’t imagine dancing on a stage night after night after night.

We pull up to Hotel Miranda. The game is about to begin.

“This place has a huge lobby, so head toward the elevators. And hunt for a good elk. Make sure it’s a woman. Older-looking. Rich-looking. Got it?” Mom says as she removes her jean jacket and puts on one of her nicer coats.

“Am I selling candy for school? Church? Boy Scouts?” I ask.

“You’re the hunter. You decide,” she replies, and hands me my blue backpack.

I open it and see six packs of peanut M&M’s and three Snickers bars and four Butterfingers. I’ll use these sweets to set the trap.

“I think I’m going to say I’m selling these to raise money for my hockey team,” I say.

“Hockey? Here in Sacramento? It’s risky. People may not believe there’s a hockey team here,” she says.

“Which is why we need the money. We want to bring hockey to this place. But ice rinks are very expensive, I bet,” I say.

She smiles. “I’m sold. Hockey it is. I’ll be outside waiting. When I see you open the door for the lady, I’ll swoop in. Any questions?” she asks.

“Which floor do you think we’ll get? There’s so many. I hope we get the very top,” I say excitedly.

My mom touches the tip of my nose with the tip of her finger. And even though I don’t like the smell of cigarettes, and I can smell them when her fingers are this close to my nostrils, I still love it when she does this part. She lowers her voice, looks me right in the eye, and talks to me the way a coach would to their star player. I get goose bumps before every game. And in a few seconds, it’s game time.

“Did you know that Geronimo once fought the entire US Cavalry off with just sixteen warriors? Imagine that. He and sixteen of his friends took on thousands of troops and lived to tell about it.”

“Did they win?” I ask.

“If you don’t die, you don’t lose. And if you don’t lose, guess what?”

“You win.”

“That’s right.”

She ruffles my hair and plants a kiss on my cheek. “How do I look?” she asks.

I stare at her face. My mom is thirty-eight, which sounds so dinosaur, but with her, it doesn’t matter. So many men ask her out when they meet her. I’ve seen it happen hundreds of times. And truth be told, she’s even been approached by some women. She’s like the opposite of Medusa. When people see her, they don’t turn to stone, they turn into mush. Silly Putty. Mashed potatoes. They all stumble over their words, trip over their feet, and have that same stupid smile on their faces. “You look okay,” I say back to her.

She laughs. “Just okay?”

“You look tired. And sad. But no one will know that except for me. Everyone else will think you’re beautiful,” I say.

“Oh, the irony. The only set of eyes I care about is yours, Opin. The world will find me beautiful, but you just find me … old.”

“I didn’t say old. I said tired and sad.”

“Tired plus sad equals old. It’s a deadly combo,” she says.

“Sometimes I’m tired and sad—does that mean I’m old, too?” I ask.

“No, it just means you’re growing up. But rage against it. Keep fighting. Try to be a kid for as long as you can, because once it is gone, it’s gone for good,” she says.

“In that case, I’m ditching the hockey team idea and going with something way more fun.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know yet. Kids don’t plan things. We just do things,” I say.

She smiles. “Then let’s do it, kiddo,” she says, and exits the car.

I get out of the passenger seat and put on my backpack. We’re parked all the way in the back lot of the hotel. We go from one game to the next.

It’s high time for a hot shower.





CHAPTER 3


SORRY THANK YOU, ELEANOR

We walk together through the lot, go around the hotel, and reach the front entrance. This is where we split up. Mom stays behind and lights up a smoke as she pretends to wait for her ride, so no hotel employee bothers her. But people, especially men, tend to be drawn to her, so someone is surely going to try to strike up a random conversation with her.

I open the door and head into the lobby. It’s so nice in here. The floors are squeaky clean and way too white for my dirty duct-taped shoes to walk on. There’s an expensive-looking golden chandelier above my head. There’s even a dude in a black suit playing piano next to the staircase.

But what I love most is the smell. It smells like toothpaste. It’s minty and warm. Mint is my third-favorite smell, behind the smell of brand-new shoes and freshly made donuts. I haven’t smelled either of those in a while, so my nose dances with joy as I head to the elevators.

Once I reach them, it doesn’t take long before the doors open and people are getting on or getting off. The first two people are men, which won’t work for this game. So I wait.

Even though I stand out as the only person in this place who looks like they just wandered in from off the streets, no one ever approaches me and asks me to leave, because most of the staff at hotels don’t get paid enough to care, and those that do get paid enough to care won’t waste their time on a kid. They just assume I’m waiting for my parents to come down to the lobby. If I was a teenager or an adult, I’d be escorted out of here right away, but my youth is what makes this hunt work. No one suspects a kid could be a skilled hunter.

About three minutes later, the doors open again, and a woman walks out. She’s a white lady with silver hair and wears a matching black skirt and blazer. Gold is everywhere on her. It wraps around her wrists, dangles from her ears, and hangs off her neck. I hit the jackpot. One older rich white lady coming up.

I make my move as she passes by me.

“Excuse me, young lady,” I say, and even though she’s probably in her late sixties, my mom tells me to refer to all women as young women—because compared to tortoises and sea turtles, all of us humans are young.

The woman stops when she hears me and lets out a small chuckle. “Are you speaking to me, young boy?”

“I most certainly am. Are you on your way out to dinner?” I ask.

“Why, yes. You’re an astute young man, aren’t you?” she says as I walk with her.

“I don’t even know what astute means, but I am sure I’m it. What’s your name?” I ask.

She smiles and looks in all directions. “I am Eleanor. Where are your parents?” she asks.

“They’re home. In our house. I’m here for work.”

She lets out another laugh. “Work? What are you, ten?”

“Twelve. But the faster I start working, the quicker I can retire, right?” I say. I’m using this line for the fiftieth time, but it never feels old. It always garners the lifted eyebrow of whoever I deliver it to.

And Eleanor here lifts her eyebrows. “Astute indeed. This is where you sell me whatever it is you’re selling, correct?” she asks, thoroughly entertained by this interaction.

I peel off my backpack, flip it around, unzip it, and pull out a Snickers bar.

She laughs, holding one hand over her mouth, nearly coughing. “You’re quite adorable, and I’m running quite late. I have no need for candy, but tell you what, how about I buy one anyway,” she says as she reaches into her purse.

“I’m sorry, Eleanor, but I don’t accept cash,” I say.

Her eyes flick up to meet mine. “Excuse me?”

“A kid carrying cash in this city alone—I mean, you might as well paint a target on my head,” I say. “Outside these hotel walls is a whole different world, Eleanor. It’s like the wild West.”

She doesn’t know whether to laugh or not. She doesn’t know what to do. Surely, she’d never hand over her credit card to a kid. No one ever does. And I know what she’ll say next. The same thing everyone says next.

“I had no idea … Well, how am I supposed to buy your candy bar?” she asks.

“Easy. A way to keep young ultra-manures like myself safe, the hotel has agreed to allow each candy bar purchase to be billed to your room.”

Her eyebrows rise again. “They do that here?”

“Yes. I’ve sold seven already. It’s only one dollar and fifty cents. But if you changed your mind, I understand,” I say, and give her the best sad puppy dog face I can muster. I even stop wagging my nonexistent tail for her.

“Entrepreneur. Not ultra-manure,” she says, returning her smile and hoping it brings mine back.

And it does. I got her. Hook, line, and sinker.

“Very well. Room three twenty-seven. And put me down for two candy bars,” she says.

“Two! Thank you so much. The least I can do is open the door for you,” I say, and escort Eleanor to the front entrance, where I see my mom waiting by the curb.

I open the doors, and Eleanor exits. I hand her the two candy bars and look over to see if my mom sees our transaction. She does. She flicks her cigarette away, straightens her posture, and puts on her game face.

My job is done. I lured the fish to the shore; now it’s up to my mom to drive the spear down and finish this game.

I wait near the doors so I can hear my mom work her magic. I’m pretty good. But my mom is a master. And every time I get to hear her work, I learn something new. She’s so natural at getting what she needs out of humans. I bet she could sell air to the wind or water to the ocean. I once saw her convince a cop to let my brother off the hook after he was caught stealing a radio from that same officer’s squad car. She’s that good. And yeah, my brother is that careless. And yeah, Mom had to agree to go on a date with the cop. But she didn’t. We left that city the same night. Mom would never date a cop. Not even an attractive one. They’re way too scary.

As Eleanor passes, my mom gives her a warm smile and says, “It’s just so great to know there are still people like you walking this planet,” my mom says. “It may be just a candy bar to you, but you really helped out that boy.”

“It was nothing, really,” Eleanor says, and continues walking, but my mom cuts her off—gently.

“I supervise these kids. We go from hotel to hotel, trying to raise money for their after-school sports teams, or instruments, or art supplies. But sometimes there’s just not enough candy bars in this world to make a dent, am I right?”

“Well, I was happy to help. Good luck with everything,” she says, and again attempts to walk on.

“As a thank-you, we always love to give appreciation cards. You can toss it, stick it on your fridge, stuff it in a drawer, but please, accept this from us to you.” My mom pulls out one of the thank-you cards we got in bulk at the Dollar General. Fifty cards for five dollars. What a deal. We’ve gone through about a dozen of them already, and the amount of joy they’ve brought us so far has been … priceless.

“Of course,” Eleanor says.

Mom pulls out her pen. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“Eleanor,” she says.

“How curious. You’re the second Eleanor this morning. The last one was Eleanor Miller. Are you a Miller as well?”

“I’m Eleanor Valeski,” she says. “And I’m sorry, but I really am running late.”

“Of course,” my mom says as she jots down Thanks, Eleanor Valeski. Signed, The Kids of America, and hands her the thank-you card.

Eleanor accepts it, tucks it into her purse, and walks off. My mom grins and approaches me. I feel like the little spider that just led the fly toward the web. And on the web, the bigger spider was waiting. “Name confirmation?” she asks.

“Eleanor.”

“Name confirmed. Room number?”

“Three twenty-seven.”

“Three twenty-seven. Good job. Why’d you give her two?” my mom asks.

“She bought two. She was super nice.”

“Yes, she was. Now let’s hope nice old Eleanor enjoys long dinners. Go wait for me by the elevator,” she says as she opens the front door for us.

“I want to watch. Can I?”

She considers.

“The only way for me to get better is to learn from the best,” I say.

Normally, Mom does this part alone, since technically this part is illegal, but we’ve never been caught this far into the game before, so the learning experience for me must outweigh the risk, because my mom wraps her arm around my shoulder and says, “Fine. But don’t talk. Just listen.”

This is so exciting. I can almost feel the hot shower already. We approach the front desk. A man with a very well-groomed face takes one look at my mom and perks up. She’s got him. He’s not drooling, but he’s definitely trying not to drool too. I can tell by the way he’s swallowing as he stares at her. It’s like she puts a spell on everyone she meets. He hasn’t even noticed me yet.

“How can I help you?” he asks.

“I’m such a goof. I went outside to get something from my car and left my room key on the counter. Is there a way you can give me a new one and I’ll bring the extra one back down?” she asks.

“I can do that for you, no problem. What’s your name?”

“Eleanor Valeski. But you can call me Ellen. And you are?” she says with the smile that staggers most men.

He takes a deep, nervous breath, trying to remain cool. “Mark. I’m Mark. My name is Mark. What’s your room number?” he asks while typing her name into his computer.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mark. I’m in room three twenty-seven,” she says.

He types it in.

“All looks good. Mrs. Valeski. I mean, Ellen.”

“Miss Valeski,” she corrects him, and gives him a wink.

He just stares at her like a goat staring at piece of furniture it wants to jump on.

“My key?” she reminds him.

“Right. Here you go.” He swipes a card into the key code device and hands it to her.

As she takes it, she brushes her fingers against his. I roll my eyes. We already won, Mom. No need to play with your food. I tug at the bottom of her coat. “Thank you, Mark,” she says, and walks off.

I look back and notice he is watching her walk away. Still not noticing me at all.

I follow her to the elevator. “He’s staring at you,” I say.

“Of course he is, Opin. They hate to see me go, but they love watching me walk away.”

We enter the elevator and hit three. This is where the real game begins. The walls are covered in mirrors. I see how dirty I am. I haven’t washed my hair in weeks. I’ve been in these same pants for five days now. My shirt is a bit stiff, and my teeth are wearing sweaters; Mom makes me brush them every night, and gargle water, but we’ve been out of toothpaste for two days, and she told me this morning my breath is kickin’ like a three-legged chicken. I hope Eleanor didn’t smell my bad breath. I hope astute doesn’t mean “dog-breath.”

The elevator doors open, and we enter the hall. It’s carpeted, with orange triangle patterns on the floor and hotel rooms on both sides of us. I follow Mom as she heads down to room 327. She doesn’t walk nervously like I do, hoping to not get caught when we are this close to the shower … No, she struts along like she owns this place. Like she’s home. Like all is right with the world.

We reach the room. My mom slides the key into the card reader like a rich person slides their feet into fluffy slippers when the fireplace isn’t heating their feet to their liking. It flashes. Green light. We’re in.

She opens the door and allows me to be the first to enter. A mama bear and her cub entering their cave. But this cave is fancy. And spacious. And it shows me a glimpse of what life is like for other people. People not like us. People who are on the cavalry’s side.

“Holy sh—”

“Opin! Thank Eleanor,” she interrupts.

“Miigwech, Eleanor.”

There is a large kitchenette. I bet this lady stocked the fridge full of food. There’s a couch. A flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. A glass coffee table. A window overlooking the city. And another room! This is heaven. Eleanor must be an angel to stay in a place like this.

“How much do rooms like this cost, you think?” I ask.

“Around two hundred bucks a night, at least.”

“Two hundred bucks! For one night? That’s crazy.”

“It’s a crazy world.”

My mom places the DO NOT DISTURB placard outside the door. That way, housekeeping won’t bother us. As soon as the door closes, she lets out a long-winded sigh. Like she was holding it in this whole time … Just in case.

I enter the bedroom, and the bed is the biggest bed I’ve ever seen. I touch the comforter. My fingers squeal from the softness against my skin. I can’t believe people get to sleep in these things. It’s like a cloud. Why would anyone ever get out of bed? I never would.

“Can we just live here? I’m sure Eleanor wouldn’t mind, Mama. This room is so big, I bet she wouldn’t even notice us,” I say.

“Yes, Opin. We can live here … for about forty-five minutes. So, remember, don’t touch anything. The cavalry mustn’t catch wind we’ve been here. We must be sneaky. Hop in the shower. I’m going to make some calls,” she says, and sits on the bed. I can’t hear it, but I just know her butt is shouting in joy, the same way my fingers were.

“Who you gonna call?” I ask as she pulls out a pile of loose papers from her purse.

“Let’s see … Babysitter wanted. Piano teacher wanted. Barback needed. Security guard wanted. Looking for models for a photo shoot. In need of a math tutor,” she reads as she flips through the many torn-out sheets she pulled off the bulletin board at the last coffee shop we were in. “Looks like we got some good options before we head out.”

“You can’t play the piano, Mama. Which means you definitely cannot teach someone how to play,” I say while removing my shoes and socks.

“How hard could it be? I got fingers. It has keys. All I gotta do is teach them to dance with each other, and you know I can dance,” she says.

“True. Maybe I can be a security guard. I’m strong.”

“So are your armpits. Hit the shower,” she says as she picks up the phone and begins her job search.

Inside the bathroom, I remove my clothes and just stare at the shower. Five people could fit in here. The shelves are lined with shampoos, conditioners, and body washes. I don’t even need the half-used bar of soap I keep in a ziplocked bag stuffed in my backpack.

I run the water, making it as hot as it can get. I’m taking full advantage of my time in here. Most of my showers are at dirty truck stops that have no towels and no water pressure, so it just kind of dribbles out and gets you more cold than clean. Or standing outside the car while my mom red-buckets me with warm water. But by the way the steam has already engulfed the bathroom and covered the mirrors and glass, I can tell this is going to be the best shower I have ever taken. Maybe the best shower anyone has ever taken, besides Eleanor, who gets to shower in here every day.

I step inside, and the water nearly burns the skin off my bones. It sizzles. I wince but don’t back away. I like it. I need it. I open the bodywash and spread it over every corner of me. I scrub and scrub. Dead skin peels off of me. I watch the dirt rinse away, streaking down my legs like brown falling stars. The dirt swirls and spirals around my feet and down the drain. Goodbye, dirt. I’ll see you again soon. I lift my face to the stream and fill my mouth with hot water, only swallowing a little.

I open the shampoo and pour it over my head. My hair is so thick and matted that it takes a lot of it just to make it feel like hair again. I claw over my scalp wildly, creating a large white bubble nest on my head before I dip it under the showerhead and watch it all run down my body. I close my eyes, so it doesn’t sting, and I smile. This feels so good. Half of me wants to be mad at Eleanor for having it so easy, whenever she wants, but the other half of me wants to like her even more, because without her in my life, even briefly, I wouldn’t have this shower. Eleanor may just be my second most favorite person on earth, besides Mom. Emjay can be third, even though most of the time I don’t like him at all.

I don’t turn the shower off because I know Mom needs one too, so I step out, wrap the crisp white towel that was folded neatly by the toilet around my waist, and open the door.

Mom is right there, waiting for me, in a white robe. She already undressed and even had time to set out our next outfits.

“How was it?” she asks.

“I’m not saying a word. Because words can’t describe it,” I say.

She laughs and heads in. As I dry off, it just feels wrong that I am going to have to put another set of dirty clothes back on, but we haven’t had the money for the laundromat this week. I grab my underwear and run it under the kitchen sink. I see my mom has already put her panties in the toaster oven, on preheat. I place mine near hers and hope they dry before we have to leave this place. There’s nothing worse than putting on wet underwear.

As my mom showers, I lie down on the bed. It’s fluffy. Puffy. I can’t get enough-y. I could close my eyes and be asleep in seconds. And I’m so tempted to, but I keep my eyes open. This isn’t real life, where I can just fall asleep and wake up hours later like everything is normal. Nope. This is a game. A game we need to win. I can’t relax too much. I can’t let my guard down. I can’t be caught slipping. Or sleeping. Maybe Eleanor can, but we can’t.

Mom takes quick showers. She’s better at this game than I am. And about five minutes after she headed in, she heads out. Towel wrapped around her body, tucked under her arms. Another towel wrapped around her head, and that look wrapped around her face. I know that look. It’s time to go. The game is almost over.

She pulls our underwear out of the toaster oven and tosses me mine. It’s nice and warm and mostly dry. I get dressed. Mom scans the room and makes sure there is no evidence of our arrival. Thieves would ransack the drawers and dig through Eleanor’s suitcase, taking money, jewelry, and any other valuables that I am sure are in there, but we’re not thieves. We were just dirty, and now we are clean. Simple as that.

After we are both fully dressed, we each use the bathroom one last time and drink as much water as we can from the nice glasses and filtered faucet water. Then we wash them, dry them, and return them to the cabinet. In order to win games, one must always stay hydrated. That’s very important, Mom says. Water is the strongest force on earth, and we are made up of 60 percent water. So if we want that strength to live in us, we have to keep drinking.

We exit the room and take our wet towels and place them by another hotel room door. Housekeeping will just pick them up, and all evidence of our visit will be gone. We head back toward the elevators. There was no housekeeping cart on this floor, so when we get in, we don’t press L for lobby. We hit 2 and head to the second floor instead.

The door opens, and we enter the hall. Here there is a housekeeping cart. And it’s sitting there, all alone, like an elk, waiting to be taken down.

“I’ll be lookout,” my mom says, and hands me the brown buffalo bag. “Good luck on your hunt, brave warrior.”

I pull out my imaginary bow and arrow and slowly approach the unsuspecting cart. I pull back, aim, and fire. Ftttt. I fire again. Ftttt. I shoot three arrows into the cart. Ftttt.

One in the heart. One in the lung. And one in the liver. Just as Mom taught me. Kill them quick, kiddo. Set their spirits free.

I tiptoe up to the fallen beast cart. I make sure it’s not moving. Nope. It’s dead. The housekeeping cart is not breathing at all. The door to the room beside me is slightly ajar. I hear the vacuum eating the dirt on the carpet. Good. The housekeeper is occupied. I have at least thirty seconds to collect my winnings and offer my thanks to this fallen animal.

To the untrained eye, it may appear that we’re two Indians raiding this hallway, but we’re not stealing at all. Mom once worked at a hotel as a cleaning lady. She says most of this stuff is never used and boxes of all these items get thrown out every month. We are putting it to use. Just like my ancestors did with the buffalo. They used every single part of it. None of it went to waste … And none of this stuff will either.

I open the buffalo bag and grab all the mini shampoos off the cart. I grab five rolls of toilet paper. It’s one-ply, and Mom hates one-ply, but we can’t be picky right now. I take a stack of folded rags, two white towels, and as many packets of hand lotion and hand sanitizer as I can fit into the bag before it’s completely full. I look back at my mom and give her the thumbs-up. “Thank you, buffalo cart. You will provide for my family for many moons,” I say to it.

Another successful hunt.





CHAPTER 4


NIGHT OWL PROWL

We head back to the car and get inside. This is where we’ll sleep tonight. Unless a security guard sweeps the lot and kicks us out, but chances are the guard will be a man, and if he is, my mom will work her magic and convince him to let us stay the night. Unless he’s a jerk, which there are many of out here, so we never really know what’s going to happen until it happens.

My mom goes through the buffalo bag to see what I got. She’s happy. When you’re broke, toilet paper is much harder to come by than you’d think. And these five rolls should last us awhile. “You did good in there. Your aim was on point. The buffalo didn’t suffer at all.”

“I should have taken more. I should have taken some pens,” I say.

“We take only what we need. Too bad we couldn’t fit that bed into the bag, right?” she says.

“That bed was bigger than our car,” I add.

“Someday, kiddo. Now, where is that brother of yours?” she asks.

We never know where Emjay is. And Mom hates wasting gas when we scour the streets looking for him, because we hardly ever find him, and half the time when we do, he refuses to come with us and just runs off again. He’d rather spend all night out with people he met that day. And my mom rarely likes the people he hangs out with. He’s like a magnet for troublemakers. Which makes sense, because as much as my mom won’t admit it, Emjay is a troublemaker. Maybe more so than the people he hangs around. He’s prone to fighting and running from cops and not letting Mom know if he’s okay or not. The street people call the police the popo. I thought it was short for police police, but Emjay says they are called that because they are always after the poor. They hunt down the po’ people. The cops race down the streets shouting “po’ po’” like hungry hippos looking for a snack. And the way lions hunt and eat the injured gazelle or the zebra who is too old to keep up with the herd or even the wildebeest who is too young to run away fast enough, the trigger-happy boys in blue seek out the people with the broken taillights, the expired tags, and the jaywalkers darting across the street to make the bus on time. We also call them the fuzz, One Time, Five-O, the heat, and pigs. I don’t like calling them pigs because pigs are cute and really smart, and I’ve never heard of a pig shooting an unarmed person before. I just call them what they are: the cavalry.

Every time we hear a siren or see an ambulance flashing by, Mom puts a hand to her chest and whispers to herself. But who knows, maybe Emjay at least gets to sleep in a real bed sometimes. Maybe I should be a bit more of a troublemaker.

“I wish he wasn’t so much like his father,” she adds.

“How so?” I ask.

“Always gone.”

I don’t really remember my dad, but the truth is, if he’s just a bigger version of Emjay, well, I hate to say it, but I’m kind of glad I don’t know him. Emjay is my brother, and I know I’m supposed to love him, and I do, but I’m also scared of him. Have been ever since I can remember.

“And I hate leaving you alone,” Mom says as she starts to do her makeup in the mirror.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“I got to go make some money. We’re broke, kiddo. We need to do the laundry and get gas money for the drive.”

“Can I come with you?” I ask.

“Not tonight. But I won’t be gone long. Midnight, tops. You got your book?” she asks.

I reach under the seat and pull out my book. 100 Amazing Science Facts.

“You’ll learn more in those books than any classroom would teach you,” she says.

I’m halfway through this book. It’s super interesting. Mom bought it for a dollar from the bargain bin when we were at the library last week. Libraries are some of our favorite places to go. They let you stay for hours. You can just sit there and read, from the moment they open until the moment they close if you want to. My mom can read an entire book in two visits. It takes me much longer; that’s why she ends up buying me books when she can.

Another great thing about libraries is there is at least one in every city. Even the rough towns where we only stay a night or two. Some librarians are so nice that they let us eat and drink inside, even when we’re not supposed to. I love libraries. Mom does too. She’s only been permanently banned from one public library. The Placerville Public Library. They really didn’t like it when she moved all the books on British imperialism and American colonialism over to the crime section.

“Is that one as good as the animal one?” she asks.

Not even close. 100 Amazing Animal Facts blew me away.

“Almost,” I say.

Mom taught me how to read. And write. And how to catch a ball. And how to change a tire. Soon she’ll teach me how to drive. Still, she hasn’t taught me everything. She says some things in life need to be experienced, like drawing and dancing. She says no two people on earth draw or dance the same. Isn’t that amazing? According to one of my books, there are almost seven billion people on earth. That means there are nearly seven billion ways to draw. Almost seven billion different ways to dance.

“While I’m gone, I’m giving you homework.”

“What?” I protest. “Why?”

“Because there is nothing more important than a good education. Those books are decent teachers. But they’re just telling you things they’ve already learned. Some things you need to uncover firsthand. Got it?” she says.

“Fine. What do you want me to do?” I pout.

“For math, I want you to count how many minutes I am gone. Not in hours. In minutes. Got it?” she asks.

“Okay. Just don’t be gone long,” I reply.

“For reading, I want you to give me at least two amazing science facts from your book. For spelling, I want you to come up with at least ten words you can find using the letters from the word … teacher. And for art class, I want you to draw me a … pelican.”

“That’s a lot of homework, Mom.”

“Tell you what, if it’s all done by the time I get back, I’ll take you to the movies tomorrow,” she says.

My eyes light up. Is she serious? The movie theater? For real? “You better not be joking!” I say.

“I saw a theater down the street. I’ll make some money tonight, you do your homework, and hopefully you and your brother will be sitting in the middle row, chomping on popcorn, come tomorrow.”

“What if he doesn’t show up?” I ask.

“Then it will just be me and you. What do you say? We have a deal?”

“Deal.”

I love love love going to the movies. I’ve been in a movie theater seven times, and those seven times were the best seven times of my life. It’s like being invited to another world. And the seats are so comfortable. And sometimes, if no one is around you, you can put your feet up on the seat in front of you. You can live like royalty for about two hours. Most of the time.

The last time we went to the movies, we only had enough money for one ticket, so Emjay and I split it. I watched the first half, came back to the parking lot, and handed him the ticket stub. Then he went in and watched the second half. Mom sat in the car and had each of us tell her what happened to piece the movie together. She made it a game, of course. She said hearing about the movie from her two sons was way better than sitting there and watching a bunch of actors stumble through a story. When Emjay and I tell it to her, she imagines it as us. And that makes her happy. Her two kids saving the world. Her two kids hitting the buzzer-beater shot to win the game. Her two kids befriending an alien and making sure it safely gets home before the humans do what they do best, kill everything they don’t understand.

But to me, the best part of going to the theater is, after the movie, if you stay for the end credits, you can walk the aisles and usually get a bunch of left-behind popcorn and candy. People never throw their stuff away after a movie. It’s great. But we don’t take the left-behind sodas. Because, the backwash.

When I grow up, I’m going to make sure I have enough money to see at least one movie every single month. That’s twelve movies a year. That’s one hundred and twenty movies a decade. Now I see why Mom insists on teaching me math. I need to keep track of all the movies I’m going to watch during my lifetime.

Mom is doing her makeup in the way that is not my favorite. She’s putting on extra mascara. Extra eyeliner. Darker lips. Batting her eyes to herself. She calls it her Night Owl look, because when she does her makeup like this, everyone that sees her acts like a damn owl. “Who? Who? Who are you?”

But she doesn’t give a “hoot” who they are.

I don’t like it, because when she does her makeup this way, she’s usually gone all night, no matter what time she says she’ll be back. It’s often a race to see who greets me first, Mom or the morning sun. And when she does come back, the next morning, she washes it all off right away and doesn’t want to talk for a few hours. She’ll just want to sleep it away and pretend whatever happened didn’t happen.

I don’t ask her about these nights anymore. I used to, but she never answered. She’d just change the subject, and if I pressed her for an answer, she got really emotional. I hate seeing her cry, so I made myself promise to myself to never press her about it again.

Emjay isn’t so nice. He presses her all the time about it. He wants details. He wants locations. He wants names. But he gets exactly the amount of answers I get: none. It’s the one secret she keeps from us. A secret she keeps locked up tight behind her eyes. And if you ever try to jiggle the lock or attempt to pry her secret open, the floodgates open in her eyes and drown out the whole conversation. And as awful as Emjay is to me and Mom, even he can’t stand it when she cries. Some secrets are best kept buried, I guess. I have secrets too. I secretly hope that Emjay leaves and doesn’t ever come back. I can never tell this to Mom, but every time he’s gone, I cross my fingers and pray. Emjay has secrets too. So many secrets. He never tells us where he is or who he is with or what he was doing, ever. He’s full of secrets. I bet if you cut his arm, bloody secrets would pour out of him.

And although I really want to go to the movies tomorrow, I also don’t want my mom to do whatever it is she plans on doing. I know she’s tired. She needs sleep.

“Stay here, tonight, Mama. Maybe we can just take a walk and tell jokes on the street for money. Last time we made, like, seventeen bucks in two hours. What do you think?” I ask as I reach under the seat to find the 101 Best Dad Jokes book we got on clearance at the library.

“Jokes will only get us about twenty miles south. We need to go three hundred and eighty-four miles. The funniest joke in the world can’t get us there. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she says, and kisses me on the forehead. “If you get hungry, eat what we saved for your brother. He won’t eat it anyway.”

She exits the car, takes two steps away, then turns back and leans toward the window. I roll it down and bring my face close to hers.

“I have a joke for you. Did you know that diarrhea is hereditary?”

Huh? “That’s not a joke, Mom. That would be a science fact,” I say.

She smiles. “It runs in your jeans,” she says, and laughs.

I get it. I laugh too. It’s an instant classic. I’m going to use that one next time we hit the streets on a “laugh for bucks” mission.

“Keep the doors locked. And what else was I going to tell you?” She closes her eyes for a moment, then opens them. “Oh, yeah, give this to your brother if he shows up,” she says, and hands me the hotel key card.

“You really think that’s a good idea?” I ask her.

“No. It’s not. But I know Emjay. He’ll want to hit the pool or the gym or wherever, and I’d rather him have access to get in rather than break in and get thrown in the back of a cop car. Just don’t give him that lady’s room number.”

I take the key card.

“I love you, Opin.”

“I love you too, Mama. Don’t be gone long.”

“I’ll hurry back to see that pelican of yours,” she says before she turns away. Only now do I notice her outfit. A short skirt. She changed out of her jeans, and I didn’t even notice. She’s so sneaky. Why would she do that? It’s cold outside.

Mom is gone. Time for school. Mom knows to always park under a light post for two reasons. One, so I am able to read. And two, being under a light is the safest spot for a car to be parked. We’ve learned the hard way that you must always stay out of the shadows and away from the corners.

I open my book and look for two amazing science facts I can relay to my mom. We did this last week, so I can’t use anything I’ve already read. Let’s see. Physics, gravity, DNA, blah blah blah. She knows all this stuff. My mom reads more books than anyone I’ve ever seen—and that’s saying a lot considering all the time we spend in libraries. I have to impress her. I have to teach her something for a change.

Here’s one. Even though I have no idea how to pronounce it. Sphenopalatine ganglioneuralgia. That is the scientific name for the instant headache you feel when you drink a cold drink or eat ice cream too quickly. Also known as brain freeze. And the only known way to stop the freeze is to press your tongue to the roof of your mouth and repeat the words “Billy Goat, Billy Goat, it’s so cold, put on your coat.”

Okay, I made up the last part, but Mom will think it’s funny.

As for amazing science fact number two … I can tell her that a peanut is not actually a nut at all; instead it is in the legume family. Whatever that is. Or here’s another one … On average it takes a human being approximately seven minutes to fall asleep. Nope. I won’t use that one. Mom will feel like there’s something wrong with her. It sometimes takes her hours to fall asleep.

I keep skimming … Did you know that shark teeth are as hard as steel? Can’t use it, though, because she’ll find that more of an amazing animal fact rather than science.

Wow. Here’s one. The winner. Sound travels four times faster in water than in air. That’s amazing. I don’t even know how to process that. The ocean must be so loud. Sharks can probably hear fish farts from a mile away. And the entire ocean can probably hear when whales sing. It’s like a deep-sea party. Kind of makes me wish I was a dolphin or something.

I put down the book and realize I didn’t clock the exact minute my mom left. But it doesn’t matter. Her makeup told me that I’ll be fast asleep before she comes back. What was next? Spelling. I’m really good at this one. I need to find ten words using the letters from the word teacher. Easy peasy. I won’t even use the obvious one, teach. 1. Rat. 2. Each. 3. Eat. 4. Ate. 5. Tea. 6. Race. 7. Act. 8. Her. 9. Car. And lastly, 10. Heart.

Boom. Done. Ten words in under thirty seconds. Mom says if I keep an active mind and challenge myself every day, my mind will stay sharp all the way until I’m a wrinkled old man. That’s why she loves doing crossword puzzles and reading mysteries and solving riddles in the Fun & Games section whenever she can find a newspaper.

Her absolute favorite book in the world is one she had since she was a little girl. It’s a book of our Ojibwe language. It doesn’t look special. It’s just a black spiral notebook that has tape all over it from accidental rips and a few coffee stains, but Mom says it’s the one item we have that she can’t live without. She studies it every free moment she finds, which isn’t very often. But for some strange reason, a page of the food section is torn out. The entire book is written by hand; nookomis gave it to her. Nookomis means “my grandma.” Mom says it is up to us to keep the language alive. She believes if we lost the book, we’d lose the language forever.

Mom got kicked out of school, up in Minnesota, in the ninth grade. It wasn’t because she was caught smoking in the bathroom or fighting a classmate at lunch, even though she did those things too, but what got her expelled is something she had no control over. She was Indian. That’s all it took. Back then, people didn’t say Indian followed up by “oh, I mean Native American.” It was just Indian. Nothing more, sometimes less, like Injun.

And it wasn’t just the kids who made her time at school a living hell; my mom said the real villains were the teachers. Back in the day, her teachers were angry white people with a chip on their shoulder over the old land battles of their grandparents, who wanted the Indians gone. A lot of people were killed, on both sides. People up in Minnesota didn’t like Indians that much. It wasn’t like today where white people love to brag about being one-sixteenth Cherokee. If I had a dollar for every time a white person has told me they are a direct descendant of some famous chief, I’d be rich by now. We’d have a home. Okay, maybe we wouldn’t be that rich, but we’d definitely have, like, fifty bucks.

But when my mom was growing up, being Indian was nearly a crime. And she doesn’t want us to go through what she went through. Times may have changed, but Mom doesn’t think people have. That’s why she hasn’t moved back to Minnesota. She wants to raise us in a place where the color of our skin won’t weigh us down. And what better place to go to than the colorful melting pot of California?

I wonder if I’ll love it in Los Angeles. I wonder if we’ll get an apartment. I wonder if I’ll enroll in a school again and make friends. Maybe I’ll even get to join a sports team or something. That would be so cool. Maybe Mom could get a job and make enough money for us to get beds, a fridge, and even a TV.

Emjay says it most likely will never happen because to get a job you need an address, but to get an address you need a job. He calls it a catch-22, but Mom calls it just another way that America keeps poor people poor and rich people rich. But maybe they’re both wrong. Maybe it hasn’t happened for us because we haven’t found the right city yet. That’s why we keep moving. We’re not just running from something; we’re searching for somewhere. I cross my fingers and hope hope hope that place is Los Angeles, because I’m so tired of moving.

I snap out of my thoughts, grab my notepad and a pen, and try as hard as I can to remember what a darn pelican looks like. Big chin. That’s all I can picture. What do pelican eyes look like? I’ve only seen one in real life before. It was perched on a wooden plank at the end of the pier when Mom took Emjay and me to the beach on the California coast for his birthday last year.

Mom and I built sandcastles and dug holes most of the time, but Emjay, he swam far out into the ocean. He stayed out there for a long time. Yelling at the sea. Challenging every wave to fight him. Daring every unseen shark to bite him. I wanted to swim out to him, but Mom held my shoulder and told me that he was going through something only he and the ocean could resolve.

Now that I know sounds travels four times faster in the water than air, I bet every single sea creature heard him cursing that day.

But to his credit, no shark dared to come after him. Every wave crashed and crumbled under him. My brother won. But he didn’t celebrate like a winner. He just walked right out of the ocean, stepped on my sandcastle, and told our mom it was the worst birthday ever. After he took his backpack full of clothes out of our car, he disappeared again. He was gone for six days. Mom was a nervous wreck. I felt bad that he didn’t get a birthday cake; I mean, cake is awesome, but the cake would have probably been ruined by all the sand, so it’s a good thing we just had peanut butter and jelly sandwiches instead. That was the last time we went to the beach. That was the first and last time I have ever seen a pelican.

By faded memory, I draw the funny-looking bird as best I can. Mom never said it had to be good—or even recognizable. I just had to draw it. And I did. There! Homework done.

I put my homework away and look out the window. I watch the orange sun sink behind the gray concrete wall in front of our little red car. Mom says only boring people get bored, which sucks because that means I must be a boring person, because when she’s gone and Emjay is gone and it’s just me in the car all night, I get so bored. And it’s not like I can take a walk or anything—Mom insists I don’t leave the car. Emjay is a fighter and can take care of himself if something were to happen, but me? I’m quiet and sensitive and too skinny. Or as Emjay says, “You’re too weak, and crying won’t get you out of any real trouble, it will just prove to everyone that I was right when I said you’re weak … Plus, you don’t run fast enough.”

I don’t think I’m weak, though. Maybe I don’t like fistfights as much as he does, and maybe I am too quiet, but that’s just because I’m too busy thinking. I mean, I’m talking a lot in my head. I hear me. I never shut up.

But to everyone else, I appear quiet, and somehow that’s a bad thing. But silence can be a good thing too. It allows you to notice things around you, things you usually wouldn’t notice because you’re too busy talking. Like footsteps of people approaching. Like faint voices getting louder. Like the wind when it seeps through a crack in the window, which means it’s going to be a cold night.

Like tonight. I can hear the wind crawling in. Mom always tells us to lock the doors, but the locks haven’t worked in a long time. The front passenger window rolls up most of the way, but a sliver is always open. It broke a few weeks ago when Emjay slammed the door too hard as he argued with Mom about having to leave Roseville. He met a girl there and wanted to stay. He said he was in love, but he says that about every girl he meets in each city we pass through. We almost got an apartment in Roseville. We were so close. We were on the list and everything. But it fell through, and it crushed Mom. Then the grocery store she was working at laid her off, along with ten other people. So it was time to hit the road. Again. Emjay was pissed. Mom was sad. I was bummed that we didn’t get a place of our own.





CHAPTER 5


A BOY’S BEST ONLY FRIEND

A cold wind touches my cheek, then wraps around my neck, sending chills through my body. I wake up, launched out of a dream that I think I was enjoying but have already forgotten. I see the passenger door open. It’s still night. Is Mom back?

No, it’s my brother. He slings his backpack over the seat, and it lands beside me. He sits down and closes the door. He has headphones on. Big thick ones. He must have gotten a new Walkman because his was stolen last week.

He pulls his headphones off his hat. I hear the beat from the song playing. I recognize it. Mom works out to this song outside the car sometimes in the mornings. It’s called “Push It” by Salt-N-Pepa. Sometimes I join her and do jumping jacks and push-ups while she does all her butt stretches and lunges.

“She out?” he asks.

“She’ll be back soon,” I say.

“Was she Night Owled?” he asks. He’s looking straight ahead, out the window.

“Yeah.”

“Then she won’t be back soon.”

He’s wearing a black bomber jacket, one I’ve never seen before. And a black baseball cap he’s had for years. His shaggy black hair hangs to his shoulders. I can’t tell if it’s dirty or not. His hair always looks cool.

“Where were you?” I ask.

“With friends. It smells like old French fries in here,” he says, and finally turns around to face me.

I see that his lip is busted. There’s a bruise under one eye. “What happened?”

“Was playing ball. Caught an elbow.”

“You hate basketball,” I say, not buying the lie he’s selling.

“I guess it was football, then,” he says, and smiles.

“You got in another fight. Mom is gonna be pissed,” I say.

“She’s not here to be pissed. And someone tried to take my backpack. So I lumped him up and took his jacket. You like it?” he says, and lifts his arm up so I can touch it.

It’s puffy. I bet he wasn’t cold at all out there. “It’s cool. We saved you some food,” I say.

“I already ate. Real food. Not that crap you dug out the trash,” he says.

“It’s not from the trash,” I snap.

“Off some table, seconds before landing in the trash. Same thing,” he says. “Did you guys hit this hotel?”

“Yeah. Got a lot of toilet paper if you need to poop,” I say, and hand him a roll.

He doesn’t take it. Instead: “She give you the key card?”

I pull it out of my pocket and hand it to him. “The lady is probably back, though. So, be careful,” I say.

“I’m not going to the room. These fancy hotels have hot tubs,” he says, and reaches for the door handle.

“Can I come with?” I ask, knowing our mom would feel better if we were together.

“No. Because where there are hot tubs, there are hot girls, and there’s no way I’m going to be seen hanging out with my baby brother,” he says, and exits the car. “Toss me a towel.”

I sit back and ignore him. He reaches in and snatches one of the new folded hotel towels beside me and says, “You know she’s crazy, right?”

“Who?”

“Mom,” he says, and shuts the door.

I watch him walk through the lot toward the hotel’s back entrance. I don’t bother to shout out how wrong he is and how Mom is not crazy, because he didn’t say it to be right. He said it just to be mean. Just to confuse me. Just to make me think about it while he’s in the hot tub having fun and I’m out here, in a parked car, alone, waiting for our mom to come back.

I spend a few minutes silently talking myself into getting out of the car and joining Emjay in the hot tub with the hot girls, but then I spend a few minutes silently talking myself out of it. He doesn’t want me there. He never wants me there. And if I did show up, he’d tease me, and he is funny and witty, so whatever he said would make the girls laugh too. But they’d be laughing at me. My brother’s jokes aren’t the kind where everyone high-fives and hugs afterward. No, Emjay’s jokes are cruel. And sometimes they even go from teasing to physical displays of how he can make beating someone up look hilarious. He doesn’t know when to stop. Mom says he gets that from our dad. But I don’t remember him, so I don’t know.

Ugh. I am officially not interested in joining Emjay. No way. I won’t be a punching bag tonight.

I lean my head against the window and wish Mom would just ditch whatever it is she is doing and come back. Screw the movies. Let’s just sit here and listen to the radio.

Mom left the key in the ignition, so I can flip on the radio. As I reach for the key, I hear something outside. A whimper. A series of whimpers. What is that? I climb into the front seat and sit behind the wheel. I roll down the window and stick my head outside. The lot is half empty. I look down and see a dribble of red drops on the asphalt. Is that blood? The trail leads under the car.

I open the door, lean out, and look under the car. Two eyes stare back at me. It’s an animal. But it’s too dark to see which kind. I hope it’s not a skunk. I reach under with one hand. I hope it’s not an opossum. My hand touches its face. It’s shivering. Either from the cold or out of fear. Maybe both.

I grab ahold of the fur behind its little head and pull. It doesn’t resist. Maybe it’s too tired. Maybe it’s too scared. It’s small, no bigger than a football. And just as light. I scoop it up and onto my lap.

I see it clearly now. It’s a puppy. Or maybe just a really small frail dog. It’s filthy, but under the dirty coat, I can tell the dog is supposed to be golden. Or yellow. But right now, it just looks like a wad of peanut butter covered in Oreo crumbs. It looks up at me in a way nothing has ever looked at me before. Like I’m a rescuer scooping it from beneath an avalanche—a very dirty avalanche.

“Boozhoo!” I say.

Boozhoo means “hello.”

And when it hears my voice, it stretches out and puts two paws on my chest, face up to mine, and licks my chin. I run my hands down its body. It’s so skinny. I feel its ribs. And its fur is matted and bone-dry and coarse. Then I see it. A pawprint on my shirt. It’s red. This pup is bleeding.

I lift it up and examine its paws. I see the shiny cut and press my finger to its wounded paw, and it whimpers in pain. There’s something there, something sharp. The shiny piece of the paw is a shard of glass. I grab it and wiggle it out, fully expecting the pup to cry again. But the puppy’s tail starts wagging, and its tongue goes wild on my hand.

I toss the shard out the window and grab some toilet paper. I wrap it around its paw a few times so it can soak up the remaining bleeding. “There you go, little…” But I don’t finish my sentence because I don’t know if this puppy is a little guy or a little girl. I lift it up to check. No balls. I guess it’s a girl. “Little girl,” I say.

I wonder where she came from. Where’s her mother? No mom in her right mind would leave her baby out here alone in a parking lot at night … Even though my mom did just that. But I’m not an adorable puppy. Something must have happened. And by the looks of her, I can tell she’s been on her own awhile now. I bet she’s hungry.

I reach into the bag atop the center console and dig out the half-eaten burger we were saving for Emjay. Mom was right, he won’t eat it. But this girl will. I hold it up to her face and she licks it.

“You got to bite it,” I say. “Like this.”

I take a small bite. It’s cold now. And a bit stiff. But I’ve had worse, and I’m sure this puppy has too. And as if she understood my demonstration, the little furball bites into the burger.

“That’s it.”

Then another bite. And another. I grab the nearly empty Burger King cup and pour a bit of water into my open palm. “Now wash it down,” I say.

And she does. Every drop. I pet her head as she gulps it down. I wonder if she has a name. There’s no collar around her thin neck. No collar means no owner. No owner means no home. This little girl is homeless.

“You and me both, girl,” I say, and pull her into my chest.

Hugs are natural. I didn’t think anything of it … But the moment I felt her heart beating against mine, I felt something I have never felt before. It was some sort of connection. Like when you’ve worked so long on a thousand-piece puzzle and the library is about to close, but you’re so close to completing it, so you beg your mom to beg the librarian to stay open for just five more minutes, and four and a half minutes later, you place the last piece in the empty spot and jump up to your feet in victory. Yeah. It feels a bit like that—but times a thousand.

“You’re safe now,” I assure her.

Is this how my ancestors felt about wolves? A connection? A love? An urge to protect them? I am a trickle-down of their blood. A descendant. They are inside of me. And dogs are blood trickle-downs of wolves. I believe that wolf blood is in every dog. Even the scrawny ones like this girl.

And as a Native American, it is only right that I follow in my ancestors’ footsteps and make sure this little hand-me-down wolf is protected too. I can’t just kick her out of this warm car to brave the cold streets alone. This world is dangerous. It is now my job to keep her safe. This little girl got lucky when she chose our car. When she chose me. Because I’m one of the good ones. “Our blood remembers,” I tell her. “Even if we don’t. Our blood does.”

I cradle her in my arms and realize that there is one huge hiccup to all of this … I need to convince Mom that we need a dog. I need to convince her that the dog needs us. Yes, the same lady that wouldn’t even let me bring beetles or snails into the car. Not even roly-polies. She says nature belongs outside. And we need to keep the car clean. Always. A messy car is a messy life. Now I need to somehow get her on board with letting a homeless dirty dog with an injured paw live with us in here.

This is not going to be easy.

But Mom’s not here right now, so no point in worrying about that yet. What I can do is get this girl looking presentable before I present her to my family. I dig through one of my mom’s bags and pull out her brush. I know there’s a beautiful coat of fur under all this dirt and knotted-up dreads. I dip the brush into the plastic water cup, which barely has any water left, and drag it over her back. Her fur is so tight and thick and matted together. I push it through harder, and a clump of dirt lifts off her body and clings to the brush. Dirt begins to fall onto my lap. The more I brush her, the more dirt piles onto my pants and the floor.

Mom is not going to like this one bit … I hope this pup is potty trained. The last thing this car needs is puppy poop and pee in it.

Maybe I should do this outside.

But as I reach for the door handle, her body goes limp in my arms. I lift her up to my face and press my ear against her furry ribs to make sure she is still breathing, and she is, but she’s not only breathing … I hear something else. She’s snoring. I was a complete stranger to her moments ago, and now I’m her safe spot. I’m her caretaker. I’m her bed. I set her down in my lap and watch her body curl against my hip. I just stare at her as she dreams. She’s so innocent. She’s so fragile. She’s so beautiful.

Does Mom feel this way when she watches me sleep?





CHAPTER 6


ANIMOSH

“Open ’em, Opin,” a voice whispers beside my ear.

I feel the warmth of her breath and immediately know Mom is back. This is how she always wakes me up. And as I stir awake, she leans the front seat back so she’s practically lying down. It tells me that she needs rest from wherever she was and whatever she did. I look at the time on the radio. It’s 1:46 A.M.

She’s late. By midnight, my butt.

I tuck the puppy deeper into my jacket, so Mom doesn’t notice her yet. I need to ease her into this.

“How were piano lessons?” I ask, both of us knowing a piano was nowhere near her tonight.

“I took another gig. Some … lady … wanted me to clean her place, so I did.”

“Who hires someone to come clean their place in the middle of the night?” I ask.

“Lazy people with money, I guess. Did your brother show up?” she asks.

“He did.”

My mom turns around quickly to face me. “When? Really? Where is he now?”

“I gave him the key card. Hours ago. He said this place has a hot tub full of girls.”

Mom laughs. Her eyes spot the balled-up burger wrapper on the back seat.

“Did he actually eat this time? Or was it you?” she asks.

“I ate it. I got hungry,” I say, and see my opportunity. “But I didn’t eat it alone. Gaagiizom, Mom.”

She smiles and sighs at the same time. “Oh, Opin. I wish we could.”

Wish we could?

“Wish we could what?”

“I clean this car every morning. I scrub the windows, I spray the dash, and I lint roll the seats. Every morning. You don’t think I know what a wet dog smells like? The moment I sat in here, I knew what you were up to. But we can’t,” she says.

It may appear that I have lost this battle. Everything she said is true. It will be harder to keep the car clean with a dog on board. A dog will smell like a dog. All true. But I have an ace up my sleeve. A secret weapon. A game changer. This girl’s eyes. There’s no way my mom will be able to resist them, because I couldn’t.

I pull the dog out from under my jacket and lift her up to Mom’s face. Which is a bit risky, because my mom could easily take her the way she did all of the slugs and bugs I’ve snuck in here before. But I was right … One look at her, and my exhausted mom is pretty much melted. I need to pile on drama.

“She’s homeless. Just like us,” I say.

“Zip it,” she says, knowing exactly what I’m doing.

“She chose us. She could have picked any car in this lot. She could have gone up to anyone, but she chose me, Mama.”

“She smelled the half-eaten burger, Opin. If you’re gonna sing the blues, know the correct lyrics,” she says, and slowly takes the puppy from me.

“Why is there toilet paper wrapped around her paw?”

“She was hurt. I had to pull glass out of her paw. And she was hungry. You feel her ribs?”

“Yes, Opin. I can feel her ribs. But I don’t think we can keep her.”

Most kids would hate hearing those words right now, but I don’t. Because Mom always tells me to pay attention to the words people choose when speaking to you. And she went from “but we can’t” to “I don’t think we can,” which means we are slowly inching toward her eventually saying “fine.” I just need to fight on. This puppy is my wolf. I’m her warrior. We must fight for each other.

“Look how small she is. You won’t even notice her,” I say.

Mom lets the pup lick her nose. “Another mouth to feed is another mouth to feed, no matter how big or small the belly is.”

“I’ll give her half of whatever I eat,” I say, and immediately regret it. I never feel full.

“Nope. Take that one back. If you want to keep this moving in your favor, you cannot sacrifice my kid’s food intake,” she says. “That’s a losing battle, got it?”

“Got it. Where were we … Oh, yeah, umm … Whatever we can manage to give her is more than she’s getting on her own now. She won’t survive another day out there. She needs us,” I say.

My mom half smiles, impressed with my counter, but also a bit annoyed she’s allowed this game to go on this long. Because I’m winning. And maybe she’s letting me win.

“You gonna walk her every day and night?”

“Of course. She’s just like me. You walk me every day and night so my legs and body don’t get too used to the sitting position. Just like that one doctor said. I don’t want this dog getting muscle epiphany, like I did.”

“Muscle atrophy. And darn you, Opin. That was the nail in the coffin. Good job. You made me lump you and this damn dog together in my head. Well done. That was manipulation at its finest … But … with that being said, I will allow you to take care of this dog, but not unconditionally.”

“State your terms, Mama,” I say with a smile that reaches both my ears.

“One. You do your homework every time I give it. No more ‘I was too tired’ or ‘I forgot.’ No homework, no dog.”

“Fine.”

“Two. I will allow two poops and two pees in here. That’s it. Everyone, even dogs, makes mistakes. And I’m a firm believer in giving second chances to all, but after two mess ups, that’s it. She does it a third time, and she’s gone. We clear?”

“Okay … but how do I potty train her?” I ask.

“Make it a game. That’s how I potty trained you.” She hands me back the puppy. “She needs a bath.”

Mom’s right. The pup smells pretty bad.

“But before that … she needs a name,” Mom adds.

She does need a name. A sturdy name to make up for her scrawniness. A name that would make her wolf ancestors proud. “What’s a strong Ojibwe name for a girl?” I ask.

Mom opens her Ojibwe book and flips through the pages … She lets out a long hmmmmm.

“It’s so hard to remember these words. I only spoke it as a kid at home with my mama. Teachers would kick me out of class if I was caught speaking it at school. My brothers and I just kind of stopped trying. Then, after my mama died, I left it all behind. All I have is this book,” she says as she turns the pages. “What’s the word for puppy…”

“She won’t be a puppy forever. What if she grows up?”

“Okay, let me think … Got it … I remember how to say dog. But she’s got more to her. Little Dog with a Big Wolf Heart suits her, but that’s Agaasa Animosh Gichi-Ma’iingan’de.”

My eyes light up, which makes my mom’s eyes light up. Even the puppy’s eyes light up. We’re all alit. “That would be the most perfect name ever,” I say. “But it’s so long.”

“Animosh is the word for ‘dog,’” she says slowly.

“Animosh sounds like it should mean ‘animal,’” I say. “Animosh, animal.”

“You can just call her Ani for short. Your ancestors will understand,” she says.

“Ani. I like that. She looks like an Ani. Small dog. Small name.”

I kiss Ani on her forehead as she licks my nose. I don’t know what kind of dog she is, but that doesn’t matter. Because at the end of the day and every day that follows, she’ll know what kind of dog she is. She’ll know she’s my dog. And that is all she will ever need to know.

We hear faint laughter. Footsteps. Two sets of them. Mom looks past me, through the back window, and smiles. I know that smile. It’s a relief smile. It’s the same look she wears when she finally sees Emjay as he makes his way back to her.

I turn around and see Emjay and a girl approach the car. She looks about his age. Maybe a year older but a foot shorter, in skintight jeans. Her short, frizzy blond hair looks damp—I guess they successfully hit the hot tub. Emjay says something that makes her laugh. White girls love Emjay. Maybe it’s his long black hair and how he looks better than most movie stars when his shirt is off. His skin is lighter than Mom’s and mine, but he never gets mistaken for white. Even though he is half our dad. And Dad was a white man with pale skin and a beer belly. Emjay luckily looks nothing like him, but Mom worries that they both have the same poison in their heart. Dad had a bad temper. So does Emjay. Dad was violent. So is Emjay. They are both restless, and they both enjoy making other people feel bad so they’re not the only ones hurting.

But Emjay has some of our mom in him too. And that’s what draws the girls in. He’s attractive and funny and extremely charming. This girl doesn’t stand a chance. She’ll be eating out of Emjay’s hand in no time—that is, if she hasn’t already. Who knows what they were up to in the hot tub?

Mom climbs out of the car and leans against it, getting a good look at her son … and his girl.

“Seems like both my sons are bringing in strays,” Mom says, and smirks.

“Hey, Mom. Speaking of strays, how was your night?” Emjay asks, and smirks back.

“My night is about to end. As is yours. It’s late. We should—”

“Go back home? Should we do that, Mom? Get in the car and drive back to our house? Get in our nice, comfortable beds, under our heavy blankets, and just call it a night?” My brother is trying to do two things at once: one, make my mom feel bad for not being able to provide a roof over our heads. And two, he doesn’t want this pretty white girl to know that we are homeless.

Emjay is ashamed of how we live. Mom says, no, she promises, it’s not forever. It’s just temporary until we land on our feet, but Emjay says it feels like forever. And if we haven’t landed on our feet yet, then we must be still falling. Plummeting. He blames her. He’s sick of falling. Because if it’s this bad and we haven’t hit rock bottom yet, he’s terrified of what ground zero will actually look like. Feel like. Be like.

“Get in the car, Emjay. Say good night to your friend,” Mom says.

“She has a name. It’s Tina,” he says.

“Lisa,” she corrects him.

“I know it’s Lisa. Tina is a word in our Ojibwe language. It means … ‘firecracker,’” he says.

My mom lets out a laugh but doesn’t call him on his lie.

“Firecracker. I like that,” Lisa says, and bats her eyes at him.

“Yeah, because … you’re hot. And you’re a cracker,” Emjay says.

Mom lets out another laugh. I do too. Lisa notices me for the first time. I smile at her. She smiles back.

“It’s so cool you’re all Indians. My mom says she’s, like, one-sixteenth Cherokee. And how we’re related to some famous chief or something. How much Indian does that make me? I suck at math.”

I roll down the window.

“That makes you one-thirty-second Cherokee. I’m good at math,” I say.

“Rad. Thirty-two percent Cherokee. Can you guys teach me how to do it?” she asks.

“Do what, exactly?” Mom asks, thoroughly amused by her.

“Be Indian. You know, like, listen to the wind or figure out my spirit animal. I hope it’s a cat, I love cats, but watch, it’s probably something totally stupid like a walrus or something,” she says, and laughs.

“Emjay will teach you. Emjay’s, like, really good at being Indian. Isn’t that right, Em?” Mom says, and approaches him.

They eye each other intensely. Like they are communicating through brain waves and not words. A whole other conversation is being had, and this girl can’t hear it. And you know what the wind is saying to you now? Mom is saying without speaking. That it’s time to go.

Emjay caught the message in her brain-breeze. She’s telling him that the fun time is over. It’s time we move on. Sacramento isn’t it. The search continues.

Emjay’s smile fades. His shoulders stiffen. He’s upset, but not mad enough to make a scene in front of this girl. He still has to be cool and smooth. “Fine. This place sucked anyway,” he says to Mom, then turns to Lisa. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Tina,” he says, and kisses her—right in front of us.

My eyes widen. Wow. I wish I was smooth like that. He gets to kiss pretty girls while I’m stuck in here doing homework. He’s getting rewarded for being a troublemaker and staying out all night. I guess it’s true. Girls like bad boys. I shoot my eyes to Mom. She knows Emjay kissed the girl in front of her just to piss her off. It was his last attempt at winning their unspoken battle. A battle they are constantly fighting. Instead of fighting back, Mom gets in the car. Neither of them won.

She takes a deep sigh and turns to me. “Dogs read people best. Did Ani like that girl?” she asks.

I lift my coat to show her that Ani has been asleep this entire time. Mom smiles. “Did you do your homework?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say, and hand her the pelican drawing. She looks at it way longer than she needs to.

“It’s beautiful,” she says, and her voice cracks halfway through the word, like she is about to cry.

I hate seeing her cry. I relay the two amazing science facts to her and tell her the ten words I pulled from teacher. I explain to her I couldn’t time her because I forgot to clock the time she left and was asleep by the time she came back. I don’t know if she hears any of it, though. She’s staring at the rearview mirror to see if Emjay is done kissing the blond firecracker.

“Does tina really mean ‘firecracker’?” I ask her.

“No,” Mom says, and pulls out her notebook and skims through it.

The passenger door opens. I guess he’s done.

Emjay sinks into his seat. He and Mom don’t turn to each other. They just face forward, blankly, like they are both paralyzed by the magnificence of the ugly concrete wall staring back at them.

Finally, Mom says, “Ishkode bakwezhigaans.”

“I don’t care,” Emjay replies.

“That’s how you say firecracker.”

“I still don’t care.”

She sighs. “Did you eat?”

“Yeah,” he says, and pulls the lever, reclining his seat.

He turns away from Mom, giving her his back. His face is inches from the door. Mom stares at him for what feels like ten million minutes but doesn’t speak. Her hand twitches. Slightly rises. I know she wants to reach out and push her fingers through his hair. Either that or just rest her hand on his shoulder, but she doesn’t. Instead, she reaches behind and pulls a blanket from the floorboard, near my feet. She unfolds it and places it over Emjay. He doesn’t protest. He doesn’t shrug it off. Which is doing something, I guess. Ignoring Mom? Apologizing? Pretending to be asleep? I don’t know. And Mom doesn’t know either, because she just keeps staring at him, hoping he’ll turn around. But he won’t. He never does.

I didn’t even get to introduce him to Ani.

I pull out another blanket and hand it to Mom. She unfolds it and spreads it over her body, then scrunches down in her seat. I grab the third blanket and sprawl out in the back seat, shifting Ani to my chest and covering us both.

It’s time to sleep. It’s time for all of us to forget we are in a car and dream about being in a bed. A real bed. With pillows and sheets. In a place we can all call home.





CHAPTER 7


OUR LAST APARTMENT 4

Knock. Knock. Knock. Knock.

That’s the fourth knock since I started counting them. There were probably twenty before. I keep eyeing the door, wondering why Mom isn’t answering. Instead, she’s pacing back and forth, a worried look on her face.

I’m on the floor. Playing with my green plastic army men. They surround my teepee. One that I made from brown construction paper. It’s easy, you just make a funnel, tape it in place, and flip it over. The general, who stands upright and holds a pair of binoculars, shouts, “We know you’re in there, Opin! Come out with your hands up!”

But my red plastic Indian isn’t in there. I knew they’d be coming. I outsmarted them. The same way my ancestors outsmarted the soldiers for hundreds of years. I took a high position and posted up on the shoulder of my brown stuffed bear. I pull out my bow and arrow, and aim for the general. You take out the leader, and all his men will panic. Panic brings chaos. Chaos makes you disorganized. And disorganized troops lose battles. I fire. The arrow rips through the air and descends on my target. It hits him right in the face. I tip him over with my finger. He’s dead. I then load up my bow and fire at his second in command. The arrow lodges into his chest. Dead. The soldiers run in circles, firing the rifles and pistols toward me. But my stuffed bear mountain takes the bullets, keeping me safe. I fire more arrows, killing more soldiers. They drop like flies.

But just before I climb down to finish the remaining soldiers off with my tomahawk, my mom yanks me up, scattering all my enemies.

“Fill this bag with everything you want to take,” Mom says, and hands me a black garbage bag.

“Take? Take where?” I ask.

“Opin! Just do it.”

I don’t know what’s going on. Why would I put all my stuff in a trash bag? “Is this a game?” I ask.

“Yes, Opin. It’s a game. There’s a Texas Ranger on the other side of that door, and he wants to take us away and put us on a reservation,” she says.

“What’s a Texas Ranger?” I ask.

“White people hired by the government to track down and kill Native Americans,” she says.

“Then let’s fight him and kill him,” I say, finding this game kind of fun but also wondering why Mom looks so scared.

“We kill him, and we go to jail,” Emjay says from behind me. “I’ve already considered it, but Mom says no.”

I turn to see him. He looks upset. Very upset. He’s holding on to two stuffed trash bags.

The door opens. The apartment complex manager did us dirty and gave the Texas Ranger a key to our door. He steps inside. He’s a big man. I suspect he could fit about five full trash bags in his belly. He wears a black uniform, and his shiny badge sparkles over his heart. His skin is so pale that it’s no longer white, but pink. Like the sun touched him for only a minute and he began to burn. I notice the rolls on his neck. He has a fat neck, with little red bumps on it. It’s ugly, like his face. A thick orangish mustache hides his lips. In his hand is a piece of paper. Probably another peace treaty he’ll say he agrees to but then will go back on the moment he leaves.

“You can’t come in here,” Mom says to him.

“You had until five P.M. to have everything out and to vacate the premises. It’s now five fifteen.”

“We have nowhere to go. This is our home,” Mom says, and I’m just now beginning to realize that we are not playing a game.

“You should have thought about that before not paying rent,” he says.

“I’m just a little short. I’m looking for another job.”

“She’s over two months short,” the apartment manager chimes in.

“We can’t be evicted. That will make getting another place impossible,” Mom says.

“Leave now, and I won’t report it,” the apartment manager says.

“If there’s someone you need to call, to help you put all this stuff in storage or something, make the call now,” the officer says.

Mom looks at Emjay, then at me, then back to the man. “There’s no one to call,” she says.

“I’ll give you thirty more minutes to pack up. After that, I’m locking the door.”

The officer steps out of the apartment. The manager follows him. I turn to the Christmas tree filled with all the Carl’s Jr. ornaments my mom got from work. The yellow star, smiling, wearing a hat and scarf. The white snow star, also smiling. The brown reindeer star with the red nose. Then I look at the two presents under the tree. Wrapped and ready to be ripped open. My mom turns our little TV off. I stare at the couch. And the coffee table we found at a yard sale for only seven bucks. There’s no way all these things are going to fit in a trash bag.

I kneel down and scoop up my army men and my Indian. They’re all dead. Buried together. I stuff them in the black bag and stare at my bear. I’ve had it for as long as I can remember. I put it in the bag.

“How could you let this happen?” Emjay asks Mom.

“What do you want me to do, son?” Mom says with tears dropping down her cheeks.

“Stop it. Don’t let them do this,” he says, and punches the wall, indenting it with a fist-shaped hole.

Emjay storms into the bedroom he and I share. He slams the door. Mom doesn’t follow him. She begins to but stops when we hear him tearing the posters off the wall. He tries to make it loud, to cover his crying. But we both hear it. No amount of poster shredding can cover that noise.

Then it hits me … There’s no way our bed is going to fit in our car. Where will we sleep? Where will I poop?

I’m five. Emjay is seven, turning eight, and my mom is thirty-one. But right now, it feels like we are all newborns. Starting over. From scratch. We’re helpless babies. “Why are they doing this, Mama?” I ask.

She bends down to me and brushes the hair off my face and tucks the loose strands behind my ear. “Because, Opin, this is America … And America loves taking away homes from people like us,” she says. “They’ve been doing it since they got here.”

“Can’t we fight back?” I ask.

“We’re outnumbered.”

“What are we going to do?” I ask.

“Survive. We do what all our ancestors did. We look for somewhere else to live until they come find us again,” she says.

“Like hide-and-seek?”

“Yeah, like hide-and-seek,” she says.

Maybe this is a game after all. A really difficult game that takes a whole lifetime to play and a whole lifetime to win.

“I got some room in my suitcase. Wanna pick some books to come with us?” she asks.

I nod, but look over at the bedroom door. It’s closed. There’s no way I’m going in there. Being in there with Emjay is like being trapped in a cage with a hungry grizzly bear. And Mom senses my hesitation.

“Tell you what. How about you go outside and play, and I’ll pack everything up for you?” she suggests.

“Okay,” I say, and walk out of the apartment. Not knowing that would be the very last time I did.

Goodbye, Apartment Number Four.



When I wake up, we’re moving. Emjay is in the passenger seat, looking out the window—still not facing Mom. Ani is still on my lap, stirring awake.

I hate that dream. Because it’s not a dream. It’s a memory. Aren’t dreams supposed to be fun? Don’t dreams exist to let you briefly escape reality?

I want to dream of something cool like riding a triceratops or traveling in a rocket through space. I’ll even take the dreams that kids my age hate, like sitting in a boring classroom taking a test on geography. I’d even dream long enough to hand in my test and see the teacher’s eyes widen because my answers were so impressive. It would be my dream, so instead of naming all fifty states and their capitals, it would be a test about which California towns are safest to drive through. Or which towns in Northern California have the friendliest homeless shelters. Or maybe even which religious groups are the most accommodating for a family living in a car to spend a night or two in their holy parking lots? Easy peasy. Buddhists are the best. They’ll even offer you food sometimes. Unfortunately, they are few and far between. The worst would be Christian churches. They call the cops and get your car towed away. The bonus question on the test would be this: What three structures do all low-income neighborhoods have an abundance of? You would think the answer is a food bank or a police station, or maybe even a YMCA so people can take free showers whenever they need to, but nope. Those would be the wrong answers. The right answers are liquor stores, gun stores, and churches. Every poor city has those. And more often than not, all three are right next to each other, on every corner. Get drunk, get a gun, and find God. That’s how America keeps the poor people poor.

I’d welcome a school dream. At school there are kids my age. And even if it is just a dream, it would be fun to have friends again. Maybe Mom would let me sleep in and I’d dream long enough to go to a birthday party. That would be the best dream ever. It wouldn’t even have to be my birthday party. I just want to be there. Around people. Around presents. Around cake and balloons and a backyard where we all play games.

We pass a sign as we head south down the highway. I didn’t get a chance to read it, but Emjay did. “Let’s go to San Francisco. Live under that famous bridge,” he says jokingly.

“There’s only water under the bridge. And Opin can’t swim,” Mom says.

She’s right and wrong. I can swim, just not very well … yet. Every time we find a pool and go swimming, I always stay in the shallow end, near the stairs. I bet I would be swimming by now if Emjay tried to teach me, not drown me. He says he’s just messing around, but I’m not so sure. Last time we found a pool, he held me under for so long I was throwing up water when Mom finally rescued me. That got us kicked out of the apartment complex pool we’d snuck into. The manager didn’t recognize us and realized we didn’t live there. So we had to leave. We hardly ever drive around apartment complexes looking for pools now. People can be so territorial. Mom gets mad because she says, technically, all this land was ours. And water should be free. But that’s not how the world works, from where I’m sitting. Nothing is free.

“Frisco is too expensive. Sactown was too expensive. Opin, it’s your call … Oakland or Stockton?” Mom asks.

I never heard of either of them. “Umm,” I say.

“Choose quick. We’re on the Five. We either go west or stay heading south,” she adds.

I look down at Ani and wonder where would be best for her. For me, it really doesn’t matter where we go. Everywhere is the same. A parking lot is a parking lot. My mom will spend a few days taking odd jobs while looking for a real one. She’ll maybe make enough money to get us to the next city, but never enough to get first and last month’s rent and a security deposit and credit checks for a new place. Down payments are almost impossible for people like us. Credit checks are constant reminders that my family is not good enough. But they are all wrong. We are more than just numbers on a piece of paper. If one of these places took a few minutes to get to know us, they would see that we are good enough.

Oakland rhymes with broke-land. We already know that town. We are that town. Stockton … Maybe we can stock up on a ton of food and money. That sounds logical. Maybe it’s a sign. “Stockton,” I say.

“Stockton it is,” Mom declares. And we keep heading south on the highway, past the exit for Oakland. I hope I made the right choice.

“Let me see that mutt,” Emjay says to me.

I hesitate. I wouldn’t put it past him to take Ani and toss her out the window of this moving car. I know that’s a terrible thing to say about my brother, but Emjay is a loose cannon. Calm one minute and completely furious the next. I’ve been scared of him ever since we left Dad, which is as far back as I can remember. One time, during our eye exams, when I was six and he was eight, I was told I have 20/20 vision. A sniper’s sight, the doctor called it. But Emjay, his vision was not so good. And he didn’t take the news very well, especially being told he had to wear glasses. Right there, in the middle of the exam room, in front of Mom and the doctor, Emjay threw me to the ground, got on top of me, and began poking me in the eyes. Luckily, Mom pulled him off before I took any lasting damage.

To this day, Emjay refuses to wear his glasses. His vision must suck by now. But my brother believes not looking like a nerd has its advantages for people living the kind of life we live.

“No,” I say, and tuck Ani into my ribs.

Emjay turns around. “Opin, let me see it,” he repeats, and grins.

I know that grin. One time we found a loaded BB gun, and he pointed it at me and gave me that grin. Run, he said. And even when I begged him to leave me alone, he started his countdown. Three, two, one … I started running. And on my third or fourth step, he shot me in the back of my thigh. I remember the giant bruise it gave me. I remember the hole it made in my camouflage pants. Emjay never apologized for shooting me. And I never apologized for throwing the BB gun into a ditch. After that day, Mom told Emjay that if he ever touched another gun, she’d slam his fingers into a door so he could never pull a trigger again. And as far as I know, her threat worked.

“Mom,” I say, hoping she’ll keep Emjay at bay.

She reads the worry on my face. “You’ve seen a dog before, Em. Why don’t you decide where we should eat?” she asks.

Emjay usually doesn’t let me off the hook this easy, but this time, he does. He must be hungry. He faces forward and looks through the CDs we have in our green CD case. He pulls one out and inserts it into the dash.

One thing the three of us have in common is our love for music. Sometimes, being stuck in a car, music is all we got. My mom and Emjay have an agreement to never fight over music. She won’t ask where he got the CD, and he won’t play anything that is vulgar and full of cuss words. So far, their treaty is going strong. He’s just picked the LL Cool J CD, and the song “Mama Said Knock You Out” begins. Mom turns it up. And as soon as the beat kicks in, I relax. Mom is smiling. Emjay’s sinister grin is gone. We rap along as loud as we can as we head south on Interstate 5 toward the city of Stockton.





CHAPTER 8


RAINDRAINBOW

My mom pulls into a gas station. Stockton smells the same as Sacramento. It kind of looks the same too. There are buildings everywhere. I was secretly hoping for fields and fields of green grass so Ani and I could run and pee and play for a while … But all I can see are cars, bus stops, and chain-link fences.

Most people don’t like gas stations. For them, it’s just a pit stop to get from one place to another, but I like gas stations because they are the only place in the world that I know of that has drainbows. Drainbows are like rainbows, but they are on the ground. Emjay says they are just oil smears, or gasoline puddles, but I love how they look. They’re as colorful as rainbows, but different. Like my family. Some people live a life with rainbows, beautiful arching colors spreading from one side of the sky to the other. And we get the drainbow, where we are constantly stepped on and hardly ever noticed. But if you do look down and see us, you’ll see we are beautiful too.

Mom gets out and heads to the cashier. We don’t need gas. We still have some. So she probably went in there to buy cigarettes and snacks, and get directions to the Stockton shelter. Just as most towns have libraries, most towns have a shelter. I guess those are the two constants in this country: books and homeless people. People need a place to sleep. And people need a place to read.

While she’s gone, I get out before Emjay takes advantage of us being alone in here. Sometimes he just spits on me for no reason. I don’t get it. And now I have Ani to take care of, and my main goal is to keep her away from him.

But before I get out, Emjay turns around to face me. Instead of lunging toward Ani, he reaches out and grabs his backpack. “Give this to Mom,” he says, and tosses a crumpled-up twenty-dollar bill at me. It hits my chin and lands on my lap. “Say you found it.”

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“Wherever I want,” he says, and gets out of the car.

I scoot over to the window and roll it down to get more details. “Emjay. We’re gonna eat. Stay with us for a little bit,” I say, and find it so strange that I don’t want him here but I also don’t want him gone.

“Don’t be such a baby. I know where you guys will be. Wherever anyone is when they’ve got nowhere to go,” he says, and walks off.

He’s right. We always end up at the shelter until we outstay our welcome. Usually the first couple nights are okay. We get to meet other families like us. I’ll even make a two-day friend, or if I’m lucky, a weeklong friend. But there are downsides to shelters too. Some people in those places are not only broke but broken. And a broken person can be scary to be around. I’ve seen broken men and broken women just snap and become violent. One minute they are eating soup, and the next minute they are shouting at the top of their lungs, tossing chairs everywhere, making the shelter bring the cops in—which is our cue to leave. We avoid cops like the plague. We have had plenty of bad experiences with the police. They throw us out of apartments, tow our car, give us tickets, and call Child Protective Services on us when they find out our living situation. Protect and serve they do not. At least not for people like us they don’t.

Plus, cops carry guns. And ever since my mom’s brother Jonny was shot by a cop just for being Native American in public, Mom does her best to keep us away from them. Jonny was shopping at a grocery store when the LA Riots started. People were looting and running, and it was all very chaotic. A white cop showed up and assumed my uncle was a criminal because of his long black hair, dark skin, and large build. My uncle was holding a box of cereal. It looked nothing like a weapon. But still, the cop fired three shots on aisle six. Luckily my uncle survived, but he can’t use the right side of his upper body anymore. Mom says he hasn’t left his apartment since. He lives in a place called Watts, like the electricity in a light bulb. It’s somewhere in Los Angeles. He left Minnesota a few years after my mom. He didn’t know where to go, so he went where my mom was. But she kept her distance from him. She is hoping for us to not need to stay with him, because he wasn’t a very good brother to her growing up, but if worse comes to worst, it is an option. Mom says he’s a drunk and a bit off. Off what? I don’t know. Maybe that means he’s broken.

But in the shelters, the broken people aren’t the worst. They’re easy enough to spot. It’s in their eyes. A vacancy. So, it isn’t too hard to avoid them. There are four kinds of people that stay in shelters. There are the “Be the Change” people, who are still optimistic and working toward leaving the shelter. That’s what we are. There are the “Beg for Change” people. They have mostly given up and are either spiraling down or have already hit rock bottom and will be permanent shelterers. There are the bad-luck folks who got dealt a crisis or hit with a huge medical bill that took everything they had away and landed them in a shelter. Those people are still in shock and cry a lot. And lastly, there are the creeps. They are the worst. And they are harder to spot, because they look normal and they can start off nice. Every time we arrive at a shelter, my mom makes me keep a fork in my pocket. Not a knife because if ever a cop were to see it, they’d say it’s a weapon and shoot me. But a fork, it looks less like a weapon and more like something a kid carries because they are always hungry. And if I ever find myself alone with a creep, and they act creepy toward me, I have full permission to stick my fork in them. Luckily, I haven’t had to stab any creeps yet. But Emjay punched one. And my mom punched one. And I know, sooner or later, I’ll have to punch one too. Because that’s what you do when you grow up this way. Punch creeps.

Mom opens the door and gets in. She immediately notices that Emjay is gone, but she doesn’t say anything. She just stares at his empty seat for a moment. I uncrumple the twenty-dollar bill, making it flat and nice-looking, then hand it to her.

“He said to say I found it, but he gave it to me. It’s for you,” I say.

She shakes her head, which is an attempt to shake her thoughts away.

“I’m hungry. Let’s eat,” she says, and we drive out of the gas station.

On the corner is a Jack in the Box. With that twenty and the money Mom made last night, I don’t think we’ll have to hunt buffalo this time. We can actually stand in line like real customers, order food like real customers, and sit at a table and eat our food like real customers. This excites me. And I know it excites Mom too, because she loves soda and today she can get one and not have to worry about someone’s gross backwash.

I climb into the front seat, cradling Ani on my lap.

“She needs to pee,” I say.

“She tell you that?”

“No, but I need to pee, so she probably needs to.”

We pull into the lot, and I set Ani down in the small patch of grass next to the drive-thru lane. And I was right; Ani didn’t just need to pee, but she also takes a huge poop. After I let her walk for a few minutes, Mom insists that she stay in the car while we eat. We crack the windows for fresh air and place her in the back seat. As we reach the entrance, we see a homeless man sitting near the door. A cardboard sign rests at his feet that reads WILL WORK FOR FOOD.

Mom stops, digs into her purse, and pulls out five dollars. Instead of placing it in his tin can, she makes sure to hand it to him—person to person. They share eye contact.

“Thank you,” he says, and as he speaks, I see he is missing a tooth up front.

“Kaa wiika boontaake,” she says.

I know he didn’t understand her. Most people wouldn’t. But it’s something Mom says to herself and sometimes to me and often to Emjay. It means “don’t give up” in Ojibwe.

Mom and I enter Jack in the Box and walk up to the counter. The place is pretty empty. No line. Only one or two tables are occupied. Good thing we are ordering our food this time, or else this would have been an unsuccessful buffalo hunt.

We order our food. Before we head to the tables, my mom asks if they’re hiring. The teenager at the register tells her he doesn’t think so but hands her an application anyway. He then hands us our number. We are number four. Ugh. My least favorite number again. We take a seat at the table near the window, where we can see our car.

“How are you going to fill that out without an address?” I ask.

“I’ll use a fake one. I doubt this place will swing by to see where we live. All I got to do is give them the phone number of the shelter and hope I’m there if they call,” she says.

“If they do hire you, we can have Jack in the Box every day,” I say.

“As long as they allow some dancing from time to time, I’d be good at this job.”

“We could save up money and get a place of our own. Emjay and I could go to school. We can get Ani a leash. This could be so cool. I hope they hire you.”

They call out number four. I get the food. When I get back with the tray, Mom is filling out the application. I thank the animals that died so we can eat, and I dig in. Crispy chicken sandwich. Side salad. Fries and a root beer. Mom has a cheeseburger. Side salad. And a Coke.

We eat like royalty.

Halfway through our meal, Mom stops chewing and just stares at me.

“What? Do I have ketchup on my face?” I ask.

“Did you know that Hawaii moves seven-point-five centimeters closer to Alaska every year?” she says.

“You were reading my science book,” I say.

“I couldn’t sleep last night. I read that, and it made me realize something.”

“What?”

“It’s not just us always moving. The world is constantly spinning. The universe is always expanding. The blood inside of us never stops and takes a break. Especially our blood. We’re Ojibwe. We are always going places, even when it feels like we’re not,” she says.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“It means, I know how difficult and unfair all of this is for you. But everything you’re going through today is only going to make you stronger for tomorrow. You’re going to be a good man. And do great things. And life will always be hard, but it won’t always be this hard. It will get … easier. I promise.”

“Did your life get easier?” I ask.

She stares out the window and speaks, and I wonder if she’ll start crying. But I didn’t mean to make her cry. I just asked a simple question. But maybe the way she heard it made it not so simple.

“My life never got easy. But you are not me. I made a lot of mistakes. Made a lot of bad choices. But you’re smarter than I ever was. You’ll get what you’re after,” she says, and finally looks back at me.

“What am I after?” I ask.

“You tell me. What do you want more than anything?” she asks.

More than anything? I would say a friend, but I have Ani now. I would say for her to be happy, but she’ll just say she’s happy if I’m happy. I would say for us to have more money, but I know she’s working on that and I don’t want to give her added pressure. So, I guess, I’ll just tell her the truth. “Eleven walls.”

And there they are. Her tears. She wipes them away just as fast as they leaked out of her eyes. “Eleven walls,” she says. “Why eleven?”

“Four walls in the living room, four walls in the bedroom, and three walls in the bathroom. Eleven walls.”

“Why don’t you count the walls in the kitchen?”

“Because kitchens always look different. Sometimes it’s just a stove and a few drawers in the corner of the living room. They put a small fridge in there to make you think it’s a kitchen, just like in all the motels we stay at. A kitchenette is not a kitchen. They add the ‘ette’ to trap you into thinking it is. But we’re too quick. So, until I see differently, it’s eleven walls.”

“Then that’s what we’ll get you. Let’s go,” she says, and grabs her soda.

She gets out of the seat and hands her application to the cashier. Then she walks over to the soda fountain and refills her drink. Normally I’d pack our leftovers in the bag, but this time I won’t. This time I’ll leave our half-eaten food here, on the table, just in case another family is hunting buffalo.

I refill my root beer and meet Mom outside, beside our car. She’s smoking and holding Ani with her free hand. I’m pretty sure I made my mom sad, accidentally, but she did whatever every sad person should do when they want to get rid of the sadness and get happy again: find the nearest puppy.

And it’s working. She smiles at me.

“Where to next?” I ask, knowing the going-to-the-movies deal we made is long gone by now.

“The shelter isn’t too far. But we should stop at a store and get Ani some puppy food,” she says.

She hands me Ani, and I get in the passenger seat. My mom finishes her cigarette and gets in. “Buckle up or knuckle up,” she says.

That’s her way of telling me to put on my seat belt. It means if I refuse to click it, my butt, she will kick it. She won’t really, but I smile because, when she says this, it means she’s in a happy mood again. Thanks, Ani.

We pull out and enter the street. I grab the CD case and flip through the discs. I pull out one of Mom’s favorites. Guns N’ Roses. The Appetite for Destruction album. I slip it in and skip over to song number nine: “Sweet Child o’ Mine.”

Mom rolls down her window. I roll down mine. We turn it up as loud as it’ll go, and the speakers vibrate as we drive down the street, singing along with Axl Rose all the way to the pet store. And even though the driver’s seat can only fit one human butt and not much else, my mom treats it like a huge dance floor and rocks out in her seat. And I do too. And I even make sure Ani does, because, well, she is now a sweet child o’ mine.





CHAPTER 9


ANOTHER GIMME SHELTER

After the pet store, where we scored two bags of dog food and a thin red collar for ten bucks on a “buy one get one free” sale, we head over to the Stockton Shelter. Shelters for homeless people get a bad rap. Every time my mom tells someone where we’ll be staying, they always put on a frown, arch their eyebrows, and say, “A shelter? I’m so sorry.”

Emjay never tells anyone that we stay in shelters sometimes. Maybe that’s why he runs away so often. People have this image in their heads that shelters are these filthy places with human poop in the corner, where old dirty bearded men that smell like pee are fighting over the last slice of bread. But most shelters are pretty clean. And most smell okay. And even though you do see an occasional altercation with two dirty bearded men fighting over food, it’s usually pizza or chicken strips. Not bread. There’s plenty of bread for everyone. Shelters are the epicenter for stale donuts.

Shelters go by many names, depending where you are. So far, I’ve heard them referred to as the Hobo House, the Bum Base, the Bed Shed, the Rat Shack, Beggar’s Palace, the Toilet Bowl, and the BUB Hub, which stands for “Bottom Udda Barrel.” But the only people that call shelters these names are people who have never stepped foot inside one. People with homes. People who don’t know what they’re talking about.

Mom calls shelters Notels. You got hotels, where you brag about staying there. You got motels, where you are a little bit mo’ quiet about staying there. And then you got Notels, where you tell no one. Emjay calls them Coyote Farms. He says homeless people, like us, are like coyotes. We’re both trapped inside cities, only seen on the streets, near trash cans and restaurant parking lots, looking for a meal. And if a regular person sees us, they take a few steps back and walk the other way. And later tell their friends about it.

But if cities were wiped away and coyotes were free to run wild, then they’d be seen for how they truly are: beautiful, like wolves. Like Alaskan huskies. Like all other dogs. But coyotes are the bums of the canine world. Because humans built cities on their homes and made up a bunch of rules, making them poor, like how they made us Native Americans poor.

Mom says before our land was taken away from us by white people, there was no such thing as being poor. There was no rent, no bills. There were no evictions and late fees. There were no catch-22s and balance dues. It was just people living their life freely, amongst the animals, who were also free.

That’s how Native America was. We took what we needed. We gave what we could. We helped who was in need. And we fought whoever threatened our way of life. This was Nature’s law … But when the white people came with their guns and diseases and lies, they strangled Nature to death. They slaughtered the buffalo. They slaughtered the beavers and otters, and cut down our trees. They stole Native American kids and tried to turn them into white people to make their angry god happy. They killed the fathers and mothers, so the kids had no home to run back to. Then they poured wet cement all over our homes and built giant walls and invented barbed wire and sewed uniforms together and told us we now need to pay money to sleep here. Even though this is where our family has slept for thousands of years.

And they call us the savages.

We have a tradition. Before we arrive to any homeless shelter, Mom insists we listen to “Gimme Shelter” by the Rolling Stones. Not only because of the title making sense for our situation, but the song always puts us in a good mood. There’s no better way to arrive at a place than singing and dancing the whole way there. And when you’re about to walk into a homeless shelter full of depressed and hopeless people, being in a good mood is a necessity. Hopelessness is contagious. Music is the best way to combat it and give you a fighting chance against catching it.

We pull into the Stockton Family Shelter. It’s a pretty large place. There must be a lot of down-and-out families around here. That’s a good and a bad thing. Good, because I might be able to meet a friend while I’m here. Mom says I need to make friends everywhere I go because being social is a good way to understand other people. But making friends is hard. Well, making them isn’t the hard part, but keeping them is. Boozhoos are easy. Goodbyes suck—that’s why I call them boohoos, because saying goodbye always makes me sad.

And a large, crowded shelter raises the chances of running into a creep. But I have my fork in my pocket, so I’m not that worried about it.

Not many homeless people have cars, so this is the one place where we actually park up front near the main entrance and roll up all the windows. We are in the thick of a lot of desperate people now. And desperate people can be dangerous. We’ve definitely had busted-out windows and belongings stolen from us while staying at some shelters. Mom doesn’t blame the people who did it, though. She blames colonization, which is her fancy way of saying she blames America for selling people a dream but giving them a nightmare. They’re rigging the game, she says. Setting people up for failure. But life is unfair, so the best we can do is survive. If we can do that, we can win.

Sometimes I get annoyed when Mom rambles on about how America and all the colonizers did us wrong. I mean, I know they did, we’ve read enough books in enough libraries to understand very well how dirty they did us, but every time I tell Mom that was the past and now is now, she always gives the same reply: “You can never become who you are until you overcome who you were. That goes for you, me, and the entire United States of America.”

I get it. I just wish we didn’t always have to talk about it. Most people say “let the past stay in the past” and “look forward, never backward.” But Mom isn’t most people. And she doesn’t want me to be like most people. But sometimes I do want to be like most people … Because most people have homes. Most people sleep in a bed, not the back seat.

But I can’t complain, not really, because even I know some people out there have it worse than me. Some people don’t even have a back seat. Some people have nothing but a cardboard box. I’m pretty lucky for an unlucky person, because I know it can always get worse. I just hope hope hope it doesn’t.

We lock up the car and walk into the shelter. I have Ani tucked under-into my coat, just in case they don’t allow pets. Which most don’t. Mom approaches the lady at the desk.

“Hello. We need three beds for the night,” Mom says.

The lady looks at her, then me, clearly not seeing who the third bed would be reserved for.

“My other son. He’s running an errand for me. He’ll be back shortly.”

She nods and hands over a sign-in sheet. “We’re pretty full. I can probably arrange two beds,” she says.

“That will work,” Mom says, and fills out the sheet.

“The soup kitchen opens up at six. First come, first served. So be in line early. They always run out,” she says, and accepts the sign-in sheet from my mom.

“Miigwech,” Mom says.

“Miigwech,” I say.

Somehow, the lady knows that means thank you, because she smiles and says, “No prob” as she points us to the wooden double doors.

I follow Mom in. The room is huge. It’s like a gymnasium where people play indoor basketball. In fact, I think it is. There are dozens of bunk beds lined up in a dozen rows from front to back. Wow. Stockton has a lot of homeless people. That usually means there aren’t many job openings around here, which is not a good sign for Mom. For us.

A lot of people with nice homes and comfy jobs think that most homeless are people are lazy and don’t want to work. But that’s not true. Homeless people work really hard every day. They’re just not paid for it. Imagine waking up and not knowing how you’re going to eat, shower, or wash your clothes. And where you’ll sleep that night. Figuring all that out day after day is hard work.

Mom finds a bunk bed with no belongings on it, which means it’s vacant. She plops her bag on it and tosses my backpack on the top bunk. It’s official. It’s ours for the night. And even though it is not nearly as fluffy and soft as Eleanor’s bed at the hotel, it will be much better than the back seat.

“How are your legs?” she asks.

“They work,” I say, and climb up to the top bunk.

I reach into my coat and pet Ani as my mom reaches up and massages my thighs and shins. The doctor we last saw told my mom to massage my legs every day to help with my blood circulation. If I go too long in a car, while sitting and not stretching or walking or running enough, my legs get numb. Then it’s hard to move them, and sometimes it hurts when I stand up. He said she needs to massage my butt too, but there’s no way I’m going to let my mom do that in front of all these people. That’s just weird. But apparently butt muscles are very important, so I try to massage my own butt when I’m alone, so my muscles work and I am strong enough to tighten them and hold in my poop. If they get too weak, the doctor said my muscles won’t work and the poop will just come out and ruin my underwear. One of my biggest fears now is accidentally crapping my pants. But that’s probably everyone’s fear. Especially people who wear shorts or white pants.

“Can I go outside and play with Ani?” I ask.

“Don’t go far. We got to work in about half an hour. After I rest for a bit,” she says, and lies down on the bed.

“Do I have to work too?” I ask.

“Not if you don’t want to. It can just be me. But I need you there to collect our earnings,” she says.

“Okay,” I say, and climb off the top bunk. I put Ani back in my coat and kiss Mom on the cheek. But before I head out, she reaches into her bag and pulls out one of her knee-high black lace-up boots.

“Here. You can use this until we get a real one,” she says, and begins to unlace her boot.

She hands me the long black shoelace. The leashes at the pet store were too expensive. Who would pay twenty bucks for a rope? That’s ridiculous.

I tie the end of the shoelace to Ani’s small red collar and fasten the other end in a loop to be a handle for me to hold. And as I walk toward the door, I take notice of all the other people here. Most are families, mothers with kids younger than me. But there are a few lone coyotes too. Women sleeping, women on the phone, and women going through stacks of paperwork laid out on the beds, which I’ve seen Mom do many times. The only men in here are either passed out or sitting on the bed staring blankly in front of them, looking either really depressed or really bored. None give me the creepy vibe … yet.

Outside, I find a nice patch of grass and walk Ani. She sniffs the air and wags her tail. Technically, she may still be homeless, but she’s not alone anymore. She has a family now. She has me, and I will never let anything bad happen to her ever again.

I was hoping someone my age would be out here. Sometimes, at shelters, kids my age want to play catch or kick a soccer ball around, but out here, it’s just me and Ani. Maybe Stockton kids do things differently.

Thirty minutes go by super quickly, because my mom meets me outside and in her hands are a bucket and her small radio that no one is allowed to touch but her. It’s our moneymaker. Without this little boom box CD player, we’d be in deep trouble.

“It’s rush hour. The sun is yawning. We need to get going,” she says.

I don’t have time to change my outfit, but I’m not really the main attraction here. My mom is. And she changed while I was out here with Ani. She wears her long brown skirt. The one that flows and whirls through the wind when she twirls. Up top, she wears her sleeveless black crop top shirt. Her hair is braided in two long snakes, which she does herself in less than ten minutes. She doesn’t even need a mirror to do it anymore.

“What music did you choose?” I ask.

“You choose. The powwow mixed CD we used in Redding or Run-DMC?” she asks.

“Do we need a lot of money?” I ask.

“When do we not, kiddo?”

“Then bring both.”

Mom and I stop at our car to fill a plastic bowl full of dog food and then walk a few blocks until we find the busiest street we can see. It’s Main Street, which is exactly where we want to be. All cities have a Main Street. It’s the street we always look for when we arrive somewhere new. Other street names we have found to always be the busiest are Broadway and Martin Luther King Boulevards. And if we are in a city near the coast, we’ll make the most money on Ocean Drives and Beach Boulevards. As chaotic as living on the streets is, if you pay attention to details, there’s a pattern that is pretty universal when it comes to where people hang out and where people are more likely to spend money. I told Mom we should always go where the tourists are, but she says everywhere we go is where the tourists are. If you’re not Native American, you’re a tourist. But I think she’s wrong about that. From the people we see in homeless shelters and poor neighborhoods, these people live more like refugees, not tourists on vacation.

I carry Ani, because she did a lot of playing in the grass and might be tired. At a busy intersection, we set up shop. It’s bumper-to-bumper traffic, which is perfect for what we are about to do. I sit on the curb, with the bucket at my feet, and my mom places her boom box on the sidewalk.

She pulls out the two long turkey feathers that she keeps sealed in her ziplocked bag. When she was younger, she says she danced with eagle feathers and red-tailed hawk feathers but has since given them away to people who needed them. Most people think turkeys are just big round birds that cannot fly, but they’re wrong. Turkeys are smart, and they can fly when they want to. They stick together in families, like Mom and me, and sometimes Emjay. And their feathers are beautiful.

She ties them to her hair, letting them hang down, so when she dances, they dance too. She puts on her bracelets, which have small bells on them. She straps on her leather belt, which also has a row of tiny bells attached. This is my mom at her utmost. This is when her smile is real. She says when she dances, no matter which kind of music is playing, she is never dancing alone. She is dancing with nookomis and nimishoomis, her parents. She says music transports her back to when she was a little girl, dancing at Gichi-onigaming, which is the name of our reservation back in Grand Portage. That’s the only time she likes to talk about her childhood. She calls this the aanikoobijigan niimi’idiwin. The ancestor dance. Sometimes she even closes her eyes while dancing, which I don’t like on a busy street full of cars, but I don’t get too worried because she moves like the wind, and no one, not even a fast car, can grab the wind. She mostly stays on the sidewalk anyway, but sometimes she dips into the street, depending on the song or the flow of traffic. She says she goes where her feet take her. That’s when I grab her hand and pull her back to the sidewalk. It makes me nervous, but the people love it. And if they love it, they pay up.

“You ready?” she asks, after she puts on her dance paint under her eyes and below her chin. She says it’s mostly to grab attention. People more often stop when she looks like an Indian about to go to battle. White people are amazed by a real Indian, not just someone they’ve read about in a history book. As if we are only from the past. And if someone is amazed, they’ll more likely drop a few bucks into the bucket.

“I’m ready,” I say.

Emjay gets pretty embarrassed about this, so he never participates, but I think it’s cool. Not only the dancing and the music, but the thought of my ancestors dancing with her. Even if I can’t see them, sometimes I actually do think I feel them around us.

Mom is a true performer. An elite entertainer. She grabs the audience like her dancing is a web and she’s the spider. And the entire crowd is just a bunch of houseflies. One random fly once argued with my mom that she was exploiting our dying Native American culture by dancing for change on the street. Mom told him to kick rocks and to mind his own business. She told me that stupid man couldn’t be more wrong. What we do isn’t exploitation. It is reviving our culture. It is our blood reclaiming our rhythm. It is our truth. Our dance. And in today’s world, if it doesn’t make dollars, it doesn’t make sense. And we all got to eat.

Mom hits play on the boom box and turns the volume up as high as it will go. The drums begin. The singing starts. And my mom starts moving her hips. Then her shoulders. Then her arms and head. She begins dancing. Stepping high, then low, in a circle. Blending our Ojibwe dancing with her modern sixties rock-and-roll dancing. Becoming a sight no one has ever seen before.

I watch all the drivers, stuck at the red light, turn their heads toward us. Each face forms a smile. Eyes widen. Windows roll down. A few people honk in approval. A few people honk to tell the driver transfixed ahead of them to drive. Mom’s job is to paralyze them. And she is an expert hunter. My job is to run the bucket to as many cars as I can while the light is red.

Green light. Yellow … red. I get up and grab the bucket. In one hand is Ani, who is thoroughly transfixed by everything happening around her. She must love this music. The wolf inside of her must recognize it. I start at the front and work my way back.

Blue car. A man. He drops a dollar inside the bucket. “Miigwech,” I say. Mom says to always speak her mother tongue to the drivers. It not only makes the experience better, but it also teaches a stranger a new word. They may even go home and use it.

Next car. It’s silver. A woman. She pretends not to see me. No dollar. The next car. Black. Expensive-looking. A man and a woman. They both smile and drop a few dollars into the bucket. “Miigwech,” I say to both people, and move on to the pickup truck behind them.

It’s a woman. She drops a fiver into the bucket. Score. A motorcycle. He hands me a dollar. The van beside him hands me two.

Green light. I run back to the curb. My mom dances on. Heavy drums. Echoing chants. The speakers rattle. A few bystanders stop and watch. I offer them the bucket. The ones who stay dig into their pockets and drop cash and change into it. The ones who don’t give any money continue on. “Nothing is free in this world,” I say as they walk away.

I don’t know if Ani is good luck or what, but this is one of our most successful hunts yet. Stockton loves us. Red light after red light, I make my rounds, and in only about two hours, our bucket is almost completely full.

“What do you say, last song we give them some Run-DMC?” she asks, and I can tell by the way she’s leaning up against the pole and the amount of sweat glistening off her face and arms that she is exhausted.

I smile. “‘It’s Like That,’” I suggest.

Mom puts it in and presses play. I know all the words to this song. So do my mom and Emjay. I doubt there’s a human alive that doesn’t know all the words. And if there is, what the heck is wrong with them?

The song begins. People recognize it immediately. They clap along from their cars and bob their heads. A large crowd forms around us. I lip-sync. Mom lip-syncs. People rap along as we both dance on the sidewalk to Run-DMC.

I wish Emjay could see this. But as I scan the crowd, I know he’s not here. So my eyes leave the happy faces, and I keep my eyes on the bucket, making sure no one tries to take any of the money, because in the end, even though I am having fun, collecting the money is my job. And we are working hard for every single cent.

The song ends and is immediately followed by a loud round of applause. More people fill the bucket. Best hunt ever. But here’s the inevitable part that I find so strange. The lingerers. After each set, and today more than ever, I need to be a protective warrior and stand beside Mom as all the lingering men stay behind and try to talk to her. Some ask for her number, some give her their numbers, and some just flat-out ask her on a date. But she always turns them down with the same response. “I don’t mix business with pleasure. And this was all just another day at the office, boys.”

Only I know the truth. She always mixes business with pleasure. But if you ask me, I’d say the reason why she never wants to go out with any of these guys after a dance is because her feet are too exhausted. Especially after today’s dance. Her feet will be so sore tonight.

Almost as sore as her cheeks will be. I haven’t seen her smile this much in a long time.

But music and dance can do that to people. Even my cheeks hurt.

I wonder if Ani’s cheeks hurt too.

As we collect our earnings and pack up our things, a car stops at the red light. Right beside us. It’s a silver SUV. The back window rolls down, and a blond girl my age pops her head out. Why is she smiling like that? She has braces. Her armored teeth match her vehicle. How fancy.

“Your dog is so cute,” she says to me.

I hold Ani up, facing the vehicle, and make Ani wave by holding her paw. The girl waves back. “Can I pet it?” she asks, and sticks her hand out.

She’s only three steps away from us, so I smile and take those steps to them.

“Her name is Ani,” I say, but as I approach, her mother in the passenger seat turns back to her daughter and says something. I can’t hear what she says, but I know by the girl’s reaction that it wasn’t nice. The girl says, “Sorry,” then rolls up her window.

I stand there beside their car and see my reflection against their window glass. Why did that lady not want her daughter to talk to me? Why didn’t she let her daughter pet Ani? Is it because I’m not in a fancy car like they are? Because all my clothes are hand-me-downs? Because my skin is a bit darker than theirs? My mom must be thinking the same thing as I am, because she walks up and starts shouting at the lady.

“Mom, don’t,” I say, because this isn’t the first time we were looked at as less-than people. Like we are just street people who are unworthy of interacting with the address-possessing folks. The girl’s mother keeps her eyes forward, pretending to not hear Mom. And as soon as the light turns green, they speed off.

“Some people shouldn’t be parents,” Mom says, and ushers me back onto the sidewalk.

I look down at Ani, who sees me for who I really am. She loves me, not because where I live and how I live or how I look. She loves me because she knows me. The real me. “At least she thought you were cute,” I tell her, and plant a kiss on her head.

Even if that girl had snatched Ani out of my arms and driven off back to their fancy home in their fancy gated community, where she’d be given a fancy bowl full of fancy dog food, Ani would still choose me. Because I can give her one thing those people can never give her: real love. I’d fight ten lions for Ani. I’d empty this entire bucket of money and spend every penny of it on medicine if Ani got sick and needed it. That family, I bet they’d toss Ani out of their home the moment they found something cuter.

“You okay?” Mom asks me.

“I’m fine.”

“Don’t take it personal. People fear what they don’t know. And they don’t know you. That’s all,” she says.

“Don’t take it personal? You were screaming at that lady. Sounded like you took it very personal,” I say.

Mom smiles. “Yeah, well, you’re a lot smarter than I am, Opin. You can take good advice. I’m still learning how to, even when the advice comes from my mouth,” she says.

“Advice taken. They just feared me because they don’t know me. Not sure that makes me feel any better.”

“You feel bad, but that little girl feels worse, trust me. She just realized what kind of person her mom is,” Mom says, and begins pulling the feathers from her hair and placing them neatly in the ziplocked bag she keeps in her purse.

I can tell by the way her restless body keeps moving that she’s still pissed at that lady. It’s good that she’s angry, because that will keep her talking and trying to calm herself down by focusing on the good stuff, like all the money we made and how time flew by and how fun it was to dance again. If she wasn’t angry, she’d be sad. And when Mom is sad, she’s quiet and doesn’t want to do anything but sleep.

“It’s a lot easier to be mad than sad,” I say as I hand Mom her jacket.

She puts it on and knows exactly why I told her that. “Don’t worry, kiddo. I’d rather beat her up than beat myself up about it,” she replies, and slings the boom box strap over her shoulder. “If we can’t knock it off, what do we do?”

I smile and take her hand. “Walk it off,” I say, and that’s exactly what we do next.

We grab all the bad mad sad thoughts we have about that lady in her stupid silver SUV, and we crumple them all up together and put them under our feet as we walk it off.





CHAPTER 10


PLAN IT PLANET

Even though Mom’s feet are extremely sore by now, we spent the last hour walking around the city in an attempt to make me feel better. Mom likes to show me all the parks and architecture each city has. Every city is different. Stockton is pretty nice-looking. The parks are big. The buildings are tall. And we stopped at Taco Bell for some bean and cheese burritos, which were really good. She filled out an application to work there too, which would be awesome because I love Taco Bell.

It’s eight o’clock now, and the shelter has a strict curfew; doors lock at nine o’clock sharp. So we head back and give Ani one last chance to pee in the grass before we call it a night. Mom is starting to worry about Emjay already. He hasn’t shown up yet. But I told her that there’s nothing to worry about because he is always gone for the first couple days when we get to a new city. A part of me likes when he’s gone. The other part of me wishes he’d stay gone, but a very, very small sliver of me wants him to come back. Not because I miss him, but because even when he’s missing, and it’s just Mom and me, it’s never just Mom and me. A part of her is off searching for my brother, even when she’s right beside me.

I won’t ask Mom how much money we made today. Any talk of money stresses her out. Even the slightest question can send her to chain-smoking or biting her fingernails or needing to breathe into a brown paper bag. I’ve learned how to avoid it. Sometimes I let it go, but if I’m really curious, I’ll count it when she’s asleep. Sometimes I just need to know how much we’re working with. Emjay hasn’t learned how to avoid it yet. Or maybe he has but maybe he enjoys seeing my mom all flustered and on the brink of tears. Like I said, he’s a pretty mean person once you get to know him. But for all his flaws, I’ve never once seen him take money from her. In fact, when she’s asleep, he often puts money in her bag. When he does that, it means he’ll be gone for a while. Which makes me happy.

“We can probably get to Los Angeles now,” I say, assuming today’s hunt was successful enough.

I climb up to the top bunk, with Ani hidden in my arms, and lie down. I don’t know why I feel the need to keep her hidden here. The NO PETS ALLOWED signs at shelters are more of a mild suggestion. I’ve seen all kinds of animals in places like these. I’ve seen dogs, cats, a parrot, a ferret, and I even met a girl who had a pet bearded dragon. And yes, I was surprised to find out when she showed it to me, it did not in fact have a beard. It wasn’t even a dragon. It was just a cute lizard. But this is my first time bringing a pet with me. So I’m being extra careful.

Mom is resting on the bottom bed. She’s lying on top of one of our blankets, and I have the other. Even though this place looks pretty clean, we made the mistake of forgetting to use our blankets once, and we slept with the shelter-provided blankets, and we all woke up with lice. It was awful.

Mom was so mad. Mostly at herself for forgetting. She always refuses to use their blankets. She said the government once handed out free blankets to as many Native Americans as they could, saying it was a friendly gesture … but it was not an act of kindness at all. That winter, more Native Americans died of the white man’s disease than any battle fought between the two combined. Smallpox. That was their gift. And although this happened long before my mom was born, she says the blood in her body will never forget it. But I bet she would make an exception if we were still in Eleanor’s room, lying on that gigantic, fluffy bed.

I know I would.

“Hey,” a voice says from below me. I roll over and look down. There’s a boy standing beside Mom’s bed, looking up at me.

He’s thin and wears glasses. His skin is dark, and he kind of looks like a nerd. But a cool nerd, like one of the rappers from Run-DMC, the one in the glasses, but way, way younger. I think he’s my age and a little taller than I am, but it’s hard to tell looking down from the top bunk.

“My mom says I should come over and say hi. She thinks I am antisocial,” he says.

“What do you say, Opin?” Mom says.

“Hi,” I say to the boy.

“In our language,” she insists.

“Boozhoo,” I add.

His eyebrows wrinkle. “That’s a funny word,” he says.

“It means ‘hello’ in Ojibwe,” Mom tells him. “That’s my son Opin.”

“His name is Open?” he asks with a smile.

“Yes. And what’s your name?” she asks.

“Leland,” he says.

“That’s a funny name too,” I say.

“Opin, why don’t you come down here and introduce Leland to Ani?” she suggests.

“Okay,” I say, and scoop Ani up in my arms as I climb down the top bunk.

I take a seat on Mom’s bottom bunk and place Ani in my lap. Leland takes a seat next to me and pets Ani’s head. “I have a dog,” he says. “Her name is Shasta.”

“Like the soda?” I ask.

“Like the mountain,” he says. “Mount Shasta. We lived there with my grandma,” he adds. “But Grandma had to go to heaven, so now we have to find a new home. Mom thinks it’s at a place called Shreveport. It’s a city in Louisiana. It’s where she grew up.”

“We’re looking for a home too. We think it’s in Los Angeles, where all the movie stars live,” I say.

“Are you gonna be a movie star?” he asks.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“I’m going to be an astronaut. I know all about outer space. I can name all the nine planets in order. Can you?” he asks.

“No. I just know our neighbors. Venus and Mars.”

“Did you know if you went to space without an astronaut suit, you’d immediately turn into ice because it’s so cold up there?” he says.

“Seriously?”

“Seriously. And did you know that the universe is always expanding?”

“Like a rubber band when you stretch it?” I ask.

“No, because rubber bands snap back. More like if you spilled milk and how it spreads across the floor, but instead of just making a mess you got to clean up, the mess never stops. It just spreads and spreads and spreads forever.”

“Is that why it’s called the Milky Way?” I ask.

“That’s our galaxy’s name. But there are kazillions of galaxies in the universe.”

“That’s a huge mess … Where is your dog, Shasta, now?” I ask.

“When we had to move, the neighbor promised to take care of her. I was sad, but Shasta loved that place, and she had other dog friends there. And Mom said we’ll come back for her when we can. She’s big. She wouldn’t fit in my coat like your dog.”

“Leland, I see you made a friend,” a woman’s voice says from behind us.

I turn and see his mom. She’s my mom’s age, I think. She’s dressed like she works in an office or something.

“We’re just talking about space and dogs, Mama,” Leland says.

My mom approaches her and gives her a big hug, which catches Leland’s mom off guard.

“Wow. Okay. I see they let the huggers in,” she says, and laughs.

“Sorry. It’s a habit I’m not trying to break,” Mom says. “I’m Inde, Opin’s mom.”

“I’m Tessa. Leland’s mom. Where you guys heading?”

“South. Making our way down the river, you know?” Mom says. “And you guys are heading east?”

“Southeast. Back home to good ole Louisiana. Is it just you two?”

“My other son, Emjay, is somewhere around here, hopefully not getting into too much trouble. He’s a teenager,” she says.

“Gotcha. This your first night here?”

“It is. You too?” Mom asks.

“Third. Getting home isn’t as easy as I thought it would be,” Tessa says.

“It never is. At least we got these rug rats to keep us happy,” Mom says.

“At least. Can I ask you a personal question?”

“They’re the only kind I answer.”

“How old are you?” she asks my mom.

“Thirty-eight.”

Tessa shakes her head while smiling. “How do you keep yourself looking so young? I mean, you look twenty-seven, tops. And I know, black don’t crack, but I’m thirty-six, and it feels like the last two weeks aged me a decade.”

“You kidding? You’re beautiful, girl. All that growing old stuff, that’s just on the inside. Life on the road does that. You just got to ignore it. It’s your body telling you you’re tired. That’s all,” Mom says.

“Ah, yes. Sleep. I remember those days,” Tessa says.

Adults talk about the most boring stuff. I mean, why would anyone ever want to talk about sleeping? “Mom, can Leland and I walk around?”

“Just don’t go outside,” she says.

“We won’t.”

“You’re in bed in twenty minutes, Leland. Is that understood?” Tessa says.

“Understood, Mama,” Leland says.

“And leave Ani with me. She hasn’t met Tessa yet,” Mom adds.

I hand Ani to my mom, and Leland and I walk off quickly, before they bore us to death with more sleep talking.

Since Leland has been here longer and knows the place better, I follow him. He leads us out of the main housing room, and we enter a hallway. On the walls are bulletin boards crowded with notices. Some are job opportunity flyers, some are help group flyers, and some are even photographs of missing persons. I stare at all their faces. They look like normal people. How did they all get lost? Most of them are grown-ups, but some are boys and girls my brother’s age, and that makes me a little bit worried about him. He’s out there. Somewhere in this new city, knowing no one. He says he can handle himself on his own because no matter where he lands, he’s always the toughest and bravest, but Mom says that’s a dangerous way to look at the world because there will always be someone tougher, smarter, and faster than you are, and you’ll run into them when you least expect it. I just hope Emjay hasn’t met his match yet. He won’t take it very well.

“This way,” Leland says, and I peel my eyes off the hallway walls.

We go through another set of double doors and enter the cafeteria. “This is the soup kitchen,” he says.

He tries the door, but it’s locked up for the night. “This would stop most people,” he says.

“But not us?” I ask.

“Nope,” he says, and pulls out a key.

“How do you have a key?”

“I know people. Juan knows I don’t sleep very well, and my flashlight keeps people up at night, so he snuck me this key. I come in here to read when everyone else is snoring. That’s another thing you’ll notice about this shelter. It’s the home of the loudest snorers ever,” he says, and quietly opens the door.

We enter. It’s dark and empty of people but full of rows and rows of tables and chairs. “They only serve soup?” I ask.

“Sometimes they have other food. But they kind of make everything into a soup near the end of the day. You know what is the grossest one?” he asks.

“Egg soup would be gross,” I say, and he laughs.

“That was Thursday. But that’s not the grossest. The most awful soup award goes to … hot dog soup,” he says.

I picture it in my head. Yep. That would definitely be the most disgusting soup ever.

“Somehow, the grown-ups don’t mind it. I went on a hunger strike that night,” he adds.

We hear a voice from outside the room. Leland and I duck under a table and hide. The door opens. A man with a flashlight steps in and shines his light around the room. He doesn’t see us. Good.

“You have ten minutes, you little space cadet,” the man says aloud.

“That’s Juan,” Leland whispers to me. “He’s on a diet. He said he weighs two hundred twenty pounds, but I told him if he was living on Mars, because of the lower gravity, he would only weigh eighty-four pounds. So now he’s saving up to move to Mars.”

“Why doesn’t he just go to the gym?” I whisper.

“Why go to the gym when you can go to Mars?”

After Juan shuts the door and leaves, we burst out laughing.

We’re still sitting under the table when Leland turns to me. “My mom lied to your mom. She said we’ve only been here three days. But we’ve been here for two weeks. I like Juan, but I can’t wait to get out of here,” he says.

“It doesn’t seem so bad. At least there are beds. I tell my mom I don’t mind it, but I hate sleeping in our car,” I say. “Being homeless sucks.”

“You said the H word,” he says, shocked.

“H word? What, homeless?”

“Yeah. Mom says we’re not homeless. She says we’re just in between homes,” he says.

“My mom said that for a while too. But now she says I’m tough enough to face the what’s what.”

“What’s the what’s what?”

“The truth. We are homeless. Not because we did something wrong, but because something wrong was done to us. It’s a game that we got to play to win. It’s us against the world. Sometimes it knocks us down. But we get up and try to knock it down. It’s a game but also a battle.”

“My mom says that God is just testing us.”

“Maybe. But sometimes moms get it wrong too. My brother says our mom has a bad case of fire legs. No matter where we are, she feels the burn and just needs to keep running. And if she runs far enough and for long enough, maybe the fire will go out. But he says it will never go out. I used to think that was stupid. But sometimes I think he might be right.”

“You and your mom should visit us when we get to Louisiana. My aunt lives there. She has a house there. Probably even a bed for you guys,” he says.

“Can I bring my brother too? My mom won’t go unless he can come too.”

“Yeah. Maybe my mom will let you all live with us,” he says. “We can pour water on your mom’s legs and put out the fire.”

“We can stay just until the cavalry shows up. Then we have to run again.”

“The cavalry?”

“Yeah. They’re after us. We’re Native American, and the cavalry wants to kill us.”

“That’s terrible. What do they look like?” he asks.

“They are red, white, and blue. But mostly white.”

“Maybe they are after me and my mom too, because she says we have to take the long way to Louisiana because parts of this country aren’t safe for people like us,” he says.

“Because you’re a nerd?” I ask.

“Because we’re Black. And I’m not a nerd. I’m a stargazer. There’s a huge difference,” he says.

“It’s okay. I’m a nerd too. Emjay says only nerds read books. And you wear glasses, so you must love to read too. I love books. I know just about everything about some things.”

“I know a ton of stuff too. Did you know that it rains diamonds on Neptune?”

“Really? Diamonds? That’s not true.”

“It is true. That’s why I’m going to be an astronaut. I’m going to go to Neptune and bring back some diamonds. I’ll be so rich, and I’ll give them all away and make sure no one is ever homeless again.”

“Maybe I’ll be a movie star and I’ll play you in the movie they make about you,” I say.

“That would be epic.”

We finally crawl out from under the table. I have no idea how long we’ve been hiding, but Leland’s expression when he looks up at the clock lets me know we’re late. “She’s going to whoop my booty,” he says, and rushes to the front door. I notice a slight limp.

“Your feet hurt?” I ask. “My mom’s hurt after she dances.”

He stops. “Worst part about not having a home on three. One … two … three … Wet socks!” he says at the exact same time I say, “Soggy socks.”

We both laugh. We both know there is nothing worse than that. That’s why you’ll hardly ever see a homeless person step in a puddle. We avoid them as if they are infested with sharks. For people living on the streets, every deep puddle is like the deep sea. And if your feet step into one, you’re in deep trouble … And when it rains, forget about it. Not to mention how bad your feet start to smell after they’ve been wet all day and wrapped in a dirty sock and encased in a dirty shoe. It’s one of the worst smells in the world. Ask anybody.

We leave the cafeteria and enter the hall. It’s empty. We run back to the sleeping area. The lights are out. We have to be quiet. Which I am great at.

Leland and I tiptoe through the rows of sleeping people. He was right. This is the home of the loudest snorers ever. Some people are still awake, mumbling to themselves.

“I’m this way,” Leland says, and holds out his fist. “See you tomorrow.”

I bump his fist. “Tomorrow.”

He heads left, and I go right. And as I whisper-walk toward my bunk bed, a strange thought enters my head. Maybe scientists have no photographs of neighborhoods, houses, or people living on Mars because all the Martians are homeless. Maybe rent is way too expensive there too. Maybe they are all at a homeless shelter like this one. And we just haven’t seen it yet.

But on Neptune, it’s raining diamonds.





CHAPTER 11


GOOD TOUGH TIMES MAKE GOOD TOUGH PEOPLE

The bottom bunk is empty. I look up top, to see if maybe Mom is up there, but that one is empty too. Her bag is gone. All our stuff is gone. Ani is gone. The only things of ours still here are our blankets.

I grab one of them and roll it up under my arms. Mom does this sometimes. I don’t really understand it. But that’s okay because there are a lot of things I don’t understand. I walk outside and let the door close behind me. I don’t bother trying to be quiet anymore.

The lady in the hallway sits at the front desk. She’s on her phone, giggling to someone on the other end. When she sees me walk past her, toward the doors, she tells whoever she’s talking to, to hold on. “Excuse me, kid. Where are your parents?” she asks.

“My mom is outside,” I say.

“Doors are locked. There’s no going in and out past ten.”

“I’m not coming back in tonight,” I tell her, and keep walking.

She gives me an odd look, but I’m not her problem, so she resumes her phone call. I open the front door and head out toward the parking lot.

I hear the music. I hate this part. Even though there’s no one else in this parking lot, Mom has the music on so no one can hear her crying. But I’ve heard her cry so many times that I can always hear her through the music. Sometimes she slams her hands against the steering wheel. Sometimes she just leans her head against it. Sometimes she cups her face in her hands, muffling her cries.

There are so many different ways she cries at night. And I dislike them all. People talk about how laughing is contagious. And how yawning is contagious. But crying is contagious too. I think she sneaks off to the car to be alone and cry because she doesn’t want me to think she’s not as strong as she wants to be. But that doesn’t make sense to me, because I don’t think crying is weak. I think crying is just something that needs to happen from time to time. Like how Mom calls our car a horse. Horses need water to travel us around, so we stop and get gas. The mechanic is like the horse doctor; he checks our car out and fixes it so we can keep it alive. I think crying is like taking the car to the car wash. It needs a cleanse. A fresh start. My mom is just washing her mind. Rinsing away all the sad thoughts and making it clean for tomorrow. I wish she didn’t have to clean her brain as much, but it’s not a weakness.

Why doesn’t she know that? I’m twelve, and even I know water washes away the dirt. Physically and emotionally.

I’m close enough to recognize the song she’s playing. It’s the same song she always cries to. “End of the World,” by Skeeter Davis. It’s about the world ending, I guess, but Mom says it is about missing someone you love. And when Emjay’s gone, she feels like it’s the end of her world. She misses him so much. I don’t, though. I breathe better when he’s away. This song makes me hold my breath. I don’t hear singing or guitars or piano. All I hear are Mama’s tears.

I open the door and climb inside. She immediately turns the music down and begins to wipe the tears off of her face. I see Ani is on her lap. I wonder if she was crying too? Mom places Ani in my arms, and up close I see some glisten in her eyes. Yep. Cries are contagious not only from person to person, but dogs can catch it too.

“Why aren’t you sleeping, kiddo?” she asks, leveling her voice to hide the lingering moisture in her words.

“I could ask you the same thing, young lady,” I reply.

She smiles. Another pair of tears jump off her eyes and land on her cheeks, streaking down toward her chin. “I just needed some fresh air.”

Yeah. In a stuffy car? Nice try. “It’s okay, Mama. Everybody cries. Even Emjay,” I say.

And as his name leaves my mouth, Mom’s tears return full force, invading her face. Charging south down her cheeky hills. Her mouth opens. She lets it out. More than she’s ever let it out in front of me before. I watch in awe. Or shock. I don’t know how I watch. I just watch. My mom is crying. She’s erupting. She’s exploding. She’s … Oh no, she’s hyperventilating. I open the glove compartment and pull out one of our many brown paper bags and hand it to her. She grabs it and begins breathing in it. “I’m sorry,” she keeps saying.

“It’s okay,” I repeat, over and over again, but she doesn’t hear me. She keeps crying and talking and breathing into the bag.

“I don’t know what I’m doing, Opin. I’m failing you and your brother,” she says between sobs.

“You can’t fail unless you quit. Remember? You told me that,” I say.

“Look at me. I can’t even give you a home. I can’t even keep us all together. Emjay hates me. You deserve better. I’m a horrible mother.”

“No, you’re not! Don’t say that!”

“It’s true! What am I doing? How did this happen? I’m such a—”

“STOP!” I shout, which catches her off guard. She stops mid-cry. “Just stop!”

We stare at each other for a few seconds. The tension is heavy. Heavier than a buffalo. But neither of us move, like we are both afraid of it charging us.

I need to say something … “You’re not a failure. The cavalry has been after us for a long time. And have they caught us? No. Have they split us up? No. Because we’re winning.”

“Look around, Opin. We live in a car. You have duct tape on your shoes to keep them from falling apart. Everything we own fits in a trash bag. Does this feel like winning to you?” she asks.

“You always say tough times make tough people. And to not worry, because there’s a light at the end of this tunnel. But for that to be true, that means the tunnel we are in must be dark. It’s supposed to be tough. That’s how battles are. It won’t feel like winning until we’ve won. We can’t let the cavalry catch us, Mama,” I say.

“Opin. You’re a strong boy. Stronger than I ever was. Stronger than your brother. And the way you feel everything … It’s special. But it’s also painful. I know how much you love me. And I know how much you love Emjay, even when he’s not a good brother to you. That’s what makes you strong. But if you want to live a good life and have a good future, you need to be nothing like me. You need to not make the mistakes I made. I felt too much, too. I used my heart when I should have used my feet. I should have walked away from a lot of things.”

The strongest person I have ever known is right in front of me, telling me that our life up to this point has been a mistake. What does she mean? Leaving Dad? Was that a mistake? Running from the cavalry? Teaching me how to survive in a world that tried for hundreds of years to kill us? What was the mistake? “What are you saying?” I ask.

Her face is soaked with tears. “Everything you see me do. Do the opposite. Everything I tell you and everything I believe, believe the opposite. I’m wrong. I took my shot and missed. The cavalry have me surrounded. I’m all out of arrows, Opin. But if there is any good that I can give you, after everything I am putting you through, let it be this … I am teaching you how not to live. I am showing you the wrong way to do it. I can feel good about showing you my failure, so you don’t ever have to experience yours.”

“You said this is just temporary. You said we will one day have eleven walls. Were you lying?” I ask.

My hands are trembling. I’m not cold or hungry, but still they tremble. All ten fingers. Both palms. I lock my hands together to secure them and hold them against my chest, but that only makes my body tremble. I don’t know what I’ll do if Mom tells me this has all been a lie and we’ll never get a home.

“I wasn’t lying. I was trying. But maybe your dad was right. Maybe Emjay is right. Maybe I’m just not good enough,” she says.

She never mentions my dad. All I know about him is that he was not a good person. “If you’re not good enough, then I’m not good enough. Because you made me. All of me is half of you. Am I not good enough, Mama?” I ask.

Mom rolls down her window and exhales all the pain and confusion out of her lungs and into the night air. It looks like a stream of skinny white ghosts escaping.

“You’re a kid. Kids are supposed to have childhoods. I spent all this time trying to protect you, not realizing what I am really doing to you,” she says.

“Which is what?”

“Robbing you of your childhood. You’re supposed to have friends, ride bikes, scrape your knees up, and see a damn dentist once a year. You should be getting grounded for having bad grades,” she says in a half-laughing, half-serious tone.

“You can’t say these things. You can’t say it like it’s never going to happen, because then it won’t. You can’t just give up, because if you do, then I have to. And I can’t give up, Mama. I have Ani now. I promised her all the things you promised me,” I say, and hate the fact that my eyes are beginning to sting.

I don’t want to cry. I can’t. Someone needs to be the up to all this down. That’s usually her job. She’s the light in this dark tunnel. That’s her job. She can’t just quit her job. But the more she sinks into these bad thoughts, the more the light dims. And I can’t let that happen, because then we’ll both be trapped in this tunnel forever. We’ll be stuck in this darkness.

“Sometimes promises break, not because you dropped them or weren’t careful enough, but because you held them too tightly,” she says.

“No! Promises aren’t stupid eggs, Mom. They don’t crack because you squeezed them too hard. That’s just you feeling sorry for yourself. I get it. I feel sorry for you too. I feel sorry for Emjay and Ani and me, but then I get over it. Because it doesn’t help. It’s just too heavy to carry. So let it out if you need to, but then let it go. I’m tired of this. I’m tired of being scared and sad and worried. You made me a promise, and you’re going to keep it. I don’t care how many cracks it gets. It’s not breaking,” I say, and fold my arms, facing forward.

There’s a long silence. And I’m not trembling anymore. I’ve never spoken to Mom like this before, but for some reason, whatever I said made my body stop trembling. And, surprisingly, made Mom stop crying. She’s facing forward, like me. We’re both staring at a concrete wall. We can either see the wall as a dead end or we can see the wall as just another obstacle in our way that we need to bulldoze through. It’s up to us.

I notice a word in graffiti tagged on the wall in black spray paint. Mom notices it too. It says Monster in cursive. Some gangster’s street name. Someone should tag Cookie in front of his name. That would be funny.

“You believe in monsters?” she asks.

Her tone is back to normal. Her words are dry again. Whatever I said to her helped her.

“I don’t know. I guess so,” I say, wondering if I actually do or not.

“You’re a kid. You’re supposed to believe in monsters.”

“Do you believe in them?” I ask.

“Yeah. I married one,” she says, and just stares at the word on the wall.

My dad is a monster. Does that make me half monster? I hope not. I bet she’s afraid of Emjay growing up to be a monster. I don’t have the heart to tell her that he’s already well on his way to becoming one. If I told her that, we’d just be right back to her believing she failed as a mother again. Maybe she thinks he’s not a monster yet. Just a bad egg full of cracks. Maybe she’s terrified of what is going to hatch from the bad egg. Will my brother be a monster, like our dad, or will he become a good person, like her?

I guess I have to believe in monsters. I’m the son of one. But before he could hurt us, she packed us into a car and escaped. Still, it seems nowhere is far enough away. Maybe monsters are everywhere. Some are dads that are supposed to love you, but don’t. Some monsters wear uniforms and carry guns. Some wear suits and try to split families up. Some are landlords. Some are mothers who won’t let their daughters pet a cute puppy.

Maybe the world is full of monsters.

What a scary thought.

“Tomorrow will be better. I promise,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say.

“You think so?” she asks, and wipes her tears away.

“I think so,” I say, and lean my upper body against her. My chest rests on her chest. And even though I’m not a baby anymore, I know she needs to hold me like I was one. Moms need that sometimes. It’s her way of protecting me. And it’s my way of protecting her.

I cradle Ani in my arms and close my eyes. Mom and I both slowly lower the backs of our seats. I wonder if Emjay is sleeping in a bed tonight. I wonder if he wonders if we are.

We were close to it. Darn close. The beds were right there. They were ours for the taking, but sometimes sleeping in a car with your mom when an empty bed is twenty feet away from you is more important. Not as comfortable, but more important.



Opin, the youngest and bravest Native American warrior, rides along on his loyal red horse, Pinto. By his side is his fearsome wolf, Ani. They exit the forest and enter a clearing of green grassy hills. Opin’s home is just over the hill.

Opin stops. In the distance, a thin black line of smoke travels toward the sun. Bam! Bam! Bam! Opin hears gunshots ring out.

“Nimaamaa!” he shouts out for his mother.

His eyes harden. He grabs an arrow from his quiver and loads it into his bow.

“Gizhiibatoo!” he shouts for his horse to go as fast as it can.

The pinto gallops at full speed toward the smoke. Ani lets out a howl and races beside them.

When he rides over the hill, he sees many of his people being loaded onto a large white truck by armed US soldiers. A truck? But trucks weren’t invented yet! That’s okay. This is a dream.

On the side of the truck is a large American flag. Under the flag, in big bold letters, it reads SEPARATING FAMILIES SINCE 1786.

Opin sees homes on fire. A few of his relatives lie on the ground, not moving. Grandma? Grandpa? Uncle? Aunt? Neighbor?

What have they done?

Opin charges, releasing arrow after arrow, dropping soldier after soldier. Some of the soldiers return fire, but Opin is too quick. Some of the soldiers are in suits, shouting, “Child Protective Services” as they fire. Some are in uniform, not shouting at all—just shooting. Some are dressed as priests, shouting, “If you don’t accept Jesus as your personal lord and savior, then you cannot park here!” Some of the soldiers are Opin’s previous landlords shouting, “Eviction! Eviction!” But no matter who they are dressed up to be, Opin knows one thing for sure. Opin knows if he is going to survive another day, he has to defeat these monsters. And he nearly does, until …

The general, a monstrous-looking white man with a comb-over and heavy gut aims his rifle and fires. BANG!

Opin’s horse, Pinto, is hit and collapses, sending Opin hurtling into the dirt.

Ani rushes to his aid.

“Drive!” the general shouts.

The truck races off, filled with Opin’s people. Opin knows their fate. They are either being sent to a reservation, a residential school, a jail, or a foster home. All of which are death sentences for Native American kids.

Just then, Opin sees his brother, Emjay.

“Wiidooka!” Opin shouts for his brother to help him.

But instead, Emjay grabs Ani by the back of the neck and carries her over to the general.

Emjay and the monstrous general laugh as Opin finds himself all out of arrows. He is heartbroken that his brother switched sides and now works for the enemy, the cavalry.

The general lifts his rifle and aims it at Opin. “You have no home. No horse. No family. Not even a dog. I should just put you out of your misery now,” he says.

But before he pulls the trigger, an arrow rips through the air and slams into the general’s chest. He stumbles back and hits the ground. Ani turns her head and bites Emjay’s hand, causing him to drop her. She runs to Opin, who turns to see his beautiful mother, Inde, holding a bow. “Animibatoo!” she shouts for Opin to run.

Opin and Ani run to Inde, but Inde doesn’t run yet … She and Emjay have a moment, staring at each other with pained eyes. “Indaashaan, ningozis,” she says, calling to her son to come here.

But Emjay doesn’t move his feet to join them. He just whispers no to her: “Gaawiin.”

The general gets up and aims his rifle to shoot, but Opin, Inde, and Ani ride off on their injured red pinto.

The general pulls the arrow out from his heart.

“Are you okay, Dad?” Emjay asks.

“Right in the heart. Good thing it doesn’t work. If it did, I’d be dead. Now, be a good boy and go find them. Bring them back,” he says to Emjay, and shoves him forward.

Emjay begins to walk, alone, in the direction of his family, now homeless, following the trail of blood from the injured red horse.



My eyes fly open, and I sit up. I’m still in the car. I’m breathing hard. My sudden jerking wakes Mom, or maybe she was already awake. My arms are wrapped around Ani. I feel the sweat on my forehead. I feel my heart still galloping in my chest.

“They almost caught us,” I say.

“It was just a bad dream. Go back to sleep,” Mom says.

I close my eyes again.

But it felt so real. As real as real life, like at any moment this too could all be a bad dream I’ll wake up from. Maybe in real life, I’ll be in a large, comfortable bed, under a fluffy blanket, in my very own room, in a house, where Mom will be standing over me to see if I’m okay. I’ll tell her I had an awful dream. A dream that we were homeless. And she’ll laugh at the impossibility of that. Then I’ll feel silly for even dreaming up such a far-fetched idea.

“Look around you, what do you see?” she’ll ask.

I’ll get up and count the walls. Four in my room. Four in the living room, where Mom sleeps. Three in the bathroom. I’ll rush back to my room, hop over Emjay’s bed, where he is still asleep, and dive back into my bed. Mom will tuck me in and fluff my pillow while she awaits my answer.

“I see eleven walls,” I’d say.

“Eleven walls, plus us three, equals what?” she asks.

“Home,” I say.

“That’s right. You’re home. Good night, Opin.”





CHAPTER 12


STUMBLE TUMBLE CRUMBLE

Tap. Tap. Tap.

I open my eyes. The sun is up. I’m in the passenger seat. Mom is standing outside the car, speaking with Leland’s mom. Ani is in her arms. Another set of taps against the window. It’s Leland. He’s holding two donuts. One is half-eaten. The other isn’t. Before I get out, I decide to forget about everything my mom said last night. She didn’t mean any of it. Or at least, I hope she didn’t.

I open the door, and Leland hands me the unbitten one. It’s a glazed donut. My seventh-favorite kind. I step out and take a bite. “Miigwech,” I say, while chewing.

“That means thank you,” I add, before he asks.

“I saved you the last one. They are gone in, like, five minutes at this place,” he says. “Why did you sleep out here? Do you sleepwalk or something?”

“Nope. Sometimes I just have a hard time getting to sleep,” I say.

“Really? I can do it with my eyes closed,” he says, and laughs. I laugh too. Leland is funny. “Maybe all that talk about stars and planets made you come out here to see them.”

“I saw a few stars and the moon. But that’s it. I wonder how long it would take for us to get in this car and drive to outer space,” I say.

“An hour,” he says.

“One hour? No way.”

“Technically, one hour and two minutes, given that we are driving the speed limit of sixty miles per hour. Space is only sixty-two miles away.”

“Mom, is he telling the truth?” I ask.

“If it’s about space, believe me, that boy knows,” Tessa says.

Leland is funny and smart. I bet he’ll be the funniest astronaut the universe has ever seen.

“So, if we drove straight up, we’d get to outer space quicker than we’d get to Los Angeles?” I ask.

“We can’t go to space instead. Neither of us have passports, silly. Now, he gave you a science fact, why don’t you give him one of your animal facts?” my mom suggests.

I look Leland in the eyes as I think of a good one. “Do you know which animal has the strongest bite in the entire world?”

“Easy. A great white shark?” he guesses.

“Good guess, but no. There’s an animal that has a bite even harder than them … Give up?”

“Yeah.”

“The Nile crocodile. Their bite can apply five thousand pounds of pressure. Us humans can only produce about one hundred. Imagine getting bit by one of them.”

“It would bite my head off,” he says.

“They kill almost a thousand people every year,” I add.

“Okay. Enough people-eating talk. Opin, we got to get ready,” Mom says.

“For what?” I ask.

“The welfare office opens at nine. The line will wrap around the block, so we got to get there early. Then we go to social security, then we have to see if there are any hotel vouchers left so Emjay has a place to sleep tonight. They are out of beds here, remember?”

“Do I have to go with you? That’s going to take all day. Those places are so boring,” I say.

“I’m not leaving you here all alone—”

“He can stay with us,” Leland blurts out. “Right, Mom?”

Tessa sighs. “I mean, I’ll be here all day. I’m waiting for a phone call. I can’t miss it. Your boy is welcome to stay with Leland, if that’s all right?” Tessa says.

My mom considers her offer. “Please, Mom?” I plead.

“Hmm … I’ll make you a deal. If you both can come up with three facts that will blow me away by the time I get back, you can stay and play,” she says. “Deal?”

“Deal,” we say simultaneously.

She hands me Ani and digs in her pockets, pulling out a scrunched-up fiver. “This is for lunch. I’ll be back soon. Stay out of trouble.”

“I will,” I say, and accept her kiss on my cheek.

“Chi-miigwech,” she says to Tessa.

“I don’t know what ‘chi’ means, but the next part means ‘thank you,’” Leland tells his mom.

Tessa smiles. “I should be thanking you. Leland hasn’t had a friend to play with in a while. These kids need it.”

“Yes, they do. And so do we, friend,” Mom says to Tessa, then looks at me. “Ani already peed and pooped, but don’t forget to eat her, I mean feed her,” she says, causing Leland and me to laugh.

She gets in the car and reverses. Loud music blasts through the speakers. She put in one of Emjay’s CDs. I love this song. It’s called “Posse on Broadway,” by a rapper with a funny name. Sir Mix-A-Lot. She peels out of the parking lot.

Tessa turns to me. “Your mother is one wild woman.”

“I know. She’s weird,” I say.

“I’m going to go back in and wait for that call. Would you like me to watch Ani for you while you two play?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say, and hand her over to Tessa. “She loves lying on your lap,” I add.

Tessa rubs her nose against Ani’s nose. “Just stay close,” she says as she walks back into the shelter.

I turn to Leland and show him the five-dollar bill Mom gave me. “This can get us, like, five comics,” I say.

His eyes light up. “There’s a liquor store across the park,” he says excitedly.

I know both our moms told us to stay close and to not get into any trouble, but I haven’t hung out with someone my age in so long, and I don’t think he has either, so it would just be a waste if we sat in a parking lot all day and counted pigeons. “Let’s go,” I say.

We walk through the parking lot, toward the street. Leland’s jeans and T-shirt look new. Maybe not new, but clean. I, on the other hand, haven’t been in a clean pair of pants in over a week. I hope I don’t smell. I lift my arm and smell my armpits when he’s not looking. I smell … okay, kind of like onion-flavored potato chips. I guess I’ll just keep my arms down today.

“We can get five comics or we can get three comics and two drinks. Or we can get—”

I interrupt him. “Two comics. One for you, one for me. A bag of chips to split and two drinks.”

“Epic! I hope they have Superman. He’s my favorite superhero. If I wasn’t going to be an astronaut, my next choice would be to be him,” Leland says.

“You already look like Clark Kent,” I say, referring to his glasses. “My favorites are the Ninja Turtles. I had three of their comics once, but I lost them.”

“Why are they your favorite? They’re just … turtles.”

“No way. They are so much more than just turtles. They’re brothers. And they look out for each other all the time. And they live in the sewer, so in a way, they’re homeless too, like us. But they have shells, and real turtles live in their shells, so at the same time, they can never be homeless. And they can fight. And they love pizza … And I love pizza.”

“Who’s the purple one? That one is, like, the scientist of the group, right?” he asks.

“Donatello. He’s like you. He’s super smart. I’m more like the orange one, Michelangelo.”

“I bet Superman can beat all four of them at the same time,” he says.

“He’d have to find them first. They’re ninjas, remember?”

“True.”

We cross the street at the crosswalk and reach a park. It’s a pretty big park. There are people playing basketball on the courts to my left and skateboarders launching off concrete ramps to my right. In front of us is a large green field. “Race you to the end of the park?” he says.

My mom is a runner. Not just metaphorically, but in real life. She did cross-country in middle school and planned to one day run for the Olympics until she got kicked out of high school. Now she just runs for fun, and sometimes money. But I don’t have her legs. Maybe I did once when I was littler. I ran all the time, but sitting in the car so much has made my legs act funny. But I’m not going to tell him that. “On your mark … get set … go!” I shout, and take off running.

Leland sprints ahead. Wow. He’s fast. I’ve never seen a person in glasses run so fast. He should do what my mom does and challenge people to race him. He’d make so much money.

“I don’t know about the ninja part, but you got the running like a turtle down,” he calls over his shoulder.

That’s it. I bite my bottom lip and run with everything in me. I try to tap into my ancestors. They were warriors. They would run for miles. I imagine myself running beside them, chasing down buffalo or cowboys. I try to hear their war chants, but all I hear is the wind as I tear through it. And Leland is still faster. So I imagine Ani as a wolf and invite her into my right leg. I need to run like a wolf. I imagine our beat-up red Pinto and morph it into a beautiful strong red horse and invite it into my left leg. I am a wolf. I am a horse. I am the wind.

And for a few seconds, I actually pass Leland up. His expression is utter disbelief. But my potential victory is short-lived, because my legs start doing that thing I hate. They seize up. They lock. They go numb. Then turn to mashed potatoes again.

I stumble tumble crumble into the grass and roll from the momentum. Leland, who could have easily kept running and won the race, stops and runs back to check on me. He cracks up when he sees the patches of grass in my hair. “Did you run out of gas?” he asks, in between laughs.

“My legs quit on me,” I say. “It happens sometimes.”

“That’s weird. Do I have to carry you the rest of the way?”

“No. They’ll kick in again. It just takes a minute,” I say, and begin massaging my legs up and down, the way the doctor showed my mom and me how to.

“Okay. I was going to win anyway. You know that, right?” he asks.

“I don’t know. The turtle does beat the hare at the end. And you did call me a turtle.”

“Yeah, but I ain’t no hare. I’m the cheetah that ate the hare. Did you clock how fast I was going?”

“If you’re a cheetah, then I’d say your top speed was about seventy-five miles an hour.”

“Dang. I’m fast. You know, from here to the moon is about two hundred and forty thousand miles. How long would that take a cheetah?”

I’m pretty good at math. Mom makes me solve these types of problems all the time. It makes time go by faster. Seventy-five miles per hour. Two-hundred and forty thousand miles divided by seventy-five equals … three thousand two hundred hours. That would be about … “A little over one hundred and thirty-three days,” I say.

“You just did all that in your head?” he asks.

“Yeah. My mom gives me pop quizzes. If I get them right, I get a prize.”

“Maybe you should be an astronaut too. You gotta be good at math up there,” he says, and points up to the sky.

I stop rubbing my legs. “I think my legs work again,” I say, and move them around.

A little wobbly still, but not bad. I brush the grass off my head and shirt before I try to stand. Mom is going to be pissed. Grass stains are hard to get out. We’ll need one of those expensive detergents, not the little powder packs they sell at the laundromat.

“Can I ask you a question?” he asks before I get up.

“Sure,” I say as he sits down.

“Why are you guys poor?”

What a weird question. And how do I answer it?

“I only ask because I’m still trying to figure out why I’m poor. I mean, I know my mom says the system is set up against my people, and the fact that Mom got laid off after my dad passed away didn’t help, but you’re not Black. Is the system set up against you too?” he asks.

“I’m basically going to repeat what my mom tells me every time I ask her why we’re poor,” I say. “Cool?”

“Okay,” he says.

“Native Americans have been poor since the moment the white man came and took everything from us. But before they invaded, there was no such thing as poor. Money wasn’t a thing. We traded everything with other tribes. If you had something I needed, I’d give you something you needed for it. But for, like, the last five hundred years, we’ve been shoved down to the bottom. Some of us have been able to climb out of the hole. Some of us haven’t,” I say.

Leland nods. “I guess the only way left to go is up, right?”

“My family have been climbing up for a long time. It’s a deep freaking hole. It takes lifetimes to get back to where we once were. But my great-grandma’s family got us closer. My mama’s mama got us closer. My mom’s trying to get me closer. And hopefully, I will climb out of this hole, and my kids won’t fall in it. They’ll just be able to do what we were born to do … live.”

“Your mama told you all that?” Leland asks.

“Yep. She talks a lot.”

Leland helps me up, and we continue walking toward the end of the park. After we cross the street, we enter the liquor store. To our right is the spinning rack of comic books. We spin it and search for the ones we want.

“Yes!” Leland shouts, and pulls his chosen comic off the rack. It’s not Superman, but an issue of another superhero: Captain America. “I’ve always wanted to read this,” he says.

All I see is a blond dude in a blue uniform. Honestly, he looks more like a villain to me. “Captain America? Why?” I ask.

“Look at him. He goes by Captain America, but America’s flag is red-and-white-striped with fifty stars. This guy has red and white stripes with only one star. That’s the flag for Puerto Rico. I bet he just dyed his hair yellow and changed his name to get the job. Now he’s super famous. I want to read this and see if his accent ever slips out. I am Capitan Puerto Rico, I am here to save you, amigos!” Leland says, and laughs.

“I am pretty sure Puerto Rico is part of America, though,” I say.

He stops laughing, realizing I am right, and puts the comic back. “I’ll just go with this dude, then,” he says, and grabs a comic of Wolverine. “He looks like Freddy Krueger’s better-looking brother. Look at his blades!” he says.

But I don’t look at Wolverine’s blades. Instead, I am looking at the comic I am going to devour. The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. I snatch it and hold it to my chest. I want to feel the turtle power radiate against me. I want these four green brothers to enter my heart, like a splinter. Like a Master Splinter.

We have our comics, so we head toward the back for the drinks. I grab a can of root beer. I love root beer. It tastes like I am drinking the insides of a tree. And Leland grabs an orange Shasta, probably to remember his dog, but I don’t say anything. Plus, I don’t want him to think I am somehow implying he wants to drink his dog. I doubt his dog was orange, anyway.

We agree on a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos and head toward the register.

Four dollars and ninety-eight cents. Perfect. I tell the nice man who rang us up that he can keep the change, and we walk out of the liquor store, completely victorious. Mission accomplished. The work is done. Now it’s time for play. And for two nerds like us, playtime means reading time.

We find a nice spot under a tree, in the shade, near the center of the park. Leland and I lean our backs against the trunk, rip open the bag, and crack open our soda cans. Ahh!

I’m grass stained and wearing the same clothes I’ve worn for days. My shoes are falling apart. My armpits stink, and my teeth are wearing sweaters, but right here, right now, hanging out with my new friend, I can honestly say this is perfect … But I should know all good things come to an end—sometimes abruptly, because as soon as we open our comics, a group of four teenagers are walking in our direction. Like, directly toward us.

Leland looks up and sees them too. They look my brother’s age. All four of them are white, but not the white group of friends you see in the movies. They don’t resemble surfers or football players or rich kids on the way to a high school party. They look like the kind that ditch class and go hang out in the alleys looking for windows to break or people to beat up.

I immediately wonder if I’m going to have to protect Leland; even though he’s taller and thinner than I am, I can see he is already scared. And it’s not like I am able to protect someone; I hate fighting, but I’m pretty sure I have had more practice at it than him. My brother beats me up all the time. Punches come in bunches from Emjay. I’m pretty good at rolling my shoulder and making slugs graze me instead of hitting me at full force.

But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe they are just a group of friends passing through the park. And as if Leland was reading my thoughts, he stands up and says, “We should go.”

I stand up, but the group is getting pretty close. And if we run, my legs might give out again and then Leland would have to fight them three on one while the other one is stomping me. If you’re in a fight, no matter what, don’t hit the ground. And if you do, get up immediately. I hear Emjay’s advice ringing through my head.

“You know where we are, right?” Leland says to me.

“Stockton,” I say. “Why?”

“We are less than ninety miles away from the San Quentin State Prison,” he says.

“You think these guys escaped from prison? They look too young.”

“San Quentin is where the biggest White Power gang started. Now this area is full of them.”

“How do you know this stuff?” I ask.

“My mom researched our entire trip. She was worried about this place but didn’t think we’d be here this long. We need to flag down a cop,” he says.

I don’t have the heart to tell him that cops, in my family’s experience, are just as scary as these guys. Maybe their dads are cops. Maybe they’ll one day end up being cops. Can you imagine these four allowed to carry guns? But maybe Leland is right. I’m not stupid; even I know there are such things as good cops out there. I just haven’t seen one. They’re like narwhals and pangolins. I know they exist, but they’re rare.

If we were going to run, we just missed the chance. They aren’t happily strolling through the park. They saw us and decided to make our business their business.

“You two on a date?” the tallest of the four asks, and his friends laugh.

I don’t reply. And neither does Leland. Instead, we start walking away.

“We’re talking to you!” one of them shouts.

We ignore them and walk on; well, we try to, but we don’t get far. They catch up and surround us. “I asked you a question, nerd,” one of them says to Leland as they snatch the glasses from his face.

“Give them back,” Leland says, and reaches for them, but the one that took them tosses them to his friend.

“This is our park,” another one says, followed by a word-train of racist slurs.

It makes me mad. Real mad. But I know, if I throw a punch, there will be no turning back. And reality is that we are outnumbered two to one. “And what are you? Mexican?” he asks me.

“Nah,” another one chimes in. “Look at his slanted eyes. He’s a Jap,” and he shoves me from behind.

It makes me drop my comic. He picks it up and rips it in half, then tosses it behind them. His friends laugh. They do the same thing to Leland’s comic book. I don’t know what to do. If I was my mom, I’d sweet-talk my way out of this. If I was my brother, I’d have already pounded their heads in by now. But I’m me. And I can take a punch, sure, but that doesn’t mean I want to. I just want out of this. Maybe I’ll try a bit of both. My mom and Emjay.

“You guys proved your point. You’re scary. You’re tough. You ripped up our comic books. You had your fun. But now we should all go our separate ways … before I make you regret messing with us,” I say, and I already regret saying that last part.

That was the Emjay part. Dang it. Leland looks at me like I just stuck my foot into my own mouth. Not only metaphorically, but physically.

“Is that right?” one says, but before I can respond—

BAM!!!

A fist slams into my cheek from behind me. I fall. I remember Emjay’s advice and launch back to my feet. Another punch hits my nose. I smell blood. My vision steams up like a bathroom mirror. Everything goes white. I feel grass. I must be on the ground again. I try to get up, but I’m being held down. I hear laughing. I cover my head to make sure no kicks hit my face or neck. They are laughing about my shoes. “Duct tape” and “bum” and another set of racist names are thrown down at me. Half about me and half about Leland. His are worse. Mine are off target. They keep calling me Asian names. My shoes are gone. They took them off of my feet. I feel bruises forming already. Knuckles. Sloppy punches. Then it stops.

I get up and see them walking away. They are holding my shoes. And another pair. I look over and see Leland lying on the ground too, weeping. His white socks, now with green stains on them. Streaks, from trying to crawl away while they were beating on us. “You okay?” I ask.

He crawls over and picks up his bent glasses. He puts them on. They are cracked and lopsided. “Why’d you say that? Why’d you say they were gonna regret messing with us?”

“They were gonna jump us anyway. I took a shot and missed,” I said.

“Mom’s going to kill me,” he says, and stands.

I stand up. My face hurts. I pick up as many ripped pages from our comics as I can see and hand them to Leland. “Good as new if you can find some tape,” I say.

“The shelter has tape,” he says, and gathers all the pages. “Let’s go. I hate Stockton.”

We start walking back toward the shelter. I could tell him that what just happened could have been way worse. I could have told him that out of one to ten, our beating was about a three. I could even tell him that all we lost out on besides our shoes was our drinks and chips … But even though I’ve been jumped way worse than that before, I don’t tell him any of these thoughts. Because I’ve been down this road before, and I can clearly see he hasn’t. This was new for him. Too new. And all the horrible names they called him hurt worse than their punches and kicks. Their words will leave much bigger bruises. They may even scar. We can fix his glasses with tape, but what he saw and heard, there’s no fixing that.

I know how he feels. And if he’s anything like me, he won’t tell his mom all the things they said to him. He knows how bad they’ll taste if they ever have to roll off his tongue and leave his mouth. He’ll keep them all bottled up, hidden inside his head. It will protect her from being sad. That’s what I do.





CHAPTER 13


HITTING BULLIES AND THE ROAD, AGAIN

“What in God’s name happened?” Leland’s mom shouts as soon as we enter the shelter.

She was sitting by the one public phone mounted on the wall, but in three large mama steps, she is right to us, with her boy’s face cupped in her hand as she examines his war wounds. Ani is in her other hand, also looking at Leland’s lumped-up face.

“We got jumped,” I say, since he’s not making a peep.

She turns to me. Looks me up and down. “You got it worse. And if your mama is anything like me, she won’t be happy.” She turns back to Leland. “Get your butt in the washroom. Now!”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, and sluggishly walks away.

“And where are your shoes?” she shouts, after seeing the full scope of him.

“They took our shoes,” I say.

“They took our shoes,” he says, and walks off.

She turns to me. “Now, why in the world would they take your shoes?”

“Just to do it, I guess,” I say.

“Come here,” she says to me.

“You going to spank me? Because I don’t think you’re allowed to do that.”

She laughs. “Looks like you’ve been hit enough. Come here.”

I approach her. She hands Ani to me. It feels so good to have an innocent ball of fur in my arms. I missed her, but I’m glad she wasn’t with me. That would have made things much worse. Ani is not a wolf yet.

Tessa cups my chin in her hands, just like she did with her son. Her palms are warm. And they don’t smell like cigarettes. They smell like coconuts. She examines my face.

“Your cheek is red, which will go down in an hour or so. But that shiner under your eye is turning purple. Your mama is gonna see that. What do you think she’ll say?”

“She’ll ask if the person that gave me this got it worse or not,” I say.

Tessa looks at me with a tilted smile, like she doesn’t know if I’m telling a joke or not. “Did he?”

“No. But to be fair, there were four of them and just two of us.”

“What did they look like?” she asks.

“You did the research. You know what they looked like.”

“I’m sorry this happened to you two,” she says with a cloud of sadness rolling over her skies, I mean eyes.

“It’s okay. I’ve been punched by Blacks, Mexicans, my brother, and now whites. And you know what? All fists feel the same. It’s kind of unavoidable, staying at cheap motels and shelters. For some reason, the cities always like to build these places in bad neighborhoods. Makes no sense to me.”

“You should go wash up too. Looks like you took a dirt nap,” she says.

I get three steps away from her when I hear a voice from behind me. A voice I recognize, with a tone that sends shivers down my spine. “Who did that to you?”

I turn and see Emjay. The marks on his face, from his recent fights, have pretty much cleared up. I guess the baton of bruises gets passed around from brother to brother as we grow up and move from shelter to shelter.

“Just some guys at the park,” I say, hoping what I know comes next won’t come next.

I don’t know where Emjay has been, but wherever he was, he sticks out like a lion in a room full of homeless hyenas. His pants are new. His shoes are new. His shirt is new. I’m starting to think I need to adopt his lifestyle a bit more. I’m covered in grass, shoeless, stained, and I smell like onions. “Hand the mutt to this nice lady, Opin,” he says.

And there it is. The inevitable. Emjay’s chance to lay a beating down on someone. A part of me likes the fact that he will defend me. His blood wants to protect my blood. If someone messes with me, they are messing with him. That’s how families should work. But another part of me knows that he’s not really doing this for me. He loves fighting. It makes him feel alive. And he’s good at it. Practice makes perfect.

“Opin, is everything okay?” Tessa asks, growing suspicious of Emjay’s tone.

“Yeah. This is my brother, Emjay. We have to go do something. Can you watch Ani a bit longer?” I say, not waiting for her reply and handing Ani to her.

“Violence doesn’t solve anything,” she says, looking me square in the eye.

“Of course it does, lady. Where have you been?” Emjay says.

“I beg to differ,” she replies to him.

“You can beg all you want. But I don’t think the white man just handed your ancestors their freedom, now, did he? No. They had to fight for it. Problem solved.”

Tessa doesn’t respond. I can’t tell if she’s offended or if she actually thinks my brother made a valid point. Personally, I just want to get this over with. “This is what we do when we do what we gotta do,” I say, and follow my brother out of the shelter.

We walk through the parking lot. He doesn’t say a word to me, or even look at me. His eyes are dead set on the park across the street. The asphalt is uneven, and it kind of hurts my shoeless feet as I try to keep up with my brother. He walks fast and focused, like a gladiator entering the coliseum. I bet this is how our Native ancestors walked when they were about to go to battle with the cavalry. They knew they could potentially die, but they didn’t care. And if they did care, it didn’t show in their steps. They were ready. Always ready. Like Emjay.

Unlike me.

We cross the street and enter the park. His eyes scan the area. He sees the basketball players. “Them?”

“No,” I reply.

His eyes turn to the skateboarders. “Them?”

“No … them,” I say, and point to the four guys across the park. They are sitting on a picnic table, and there are now four girls with them.

I guess while they were waiting for their dates, they saw us and decided to beat up a couple of kids to pass the time. Big mistake. They had no idea I have a fighting-machine brother who fears nothing. And no one. And has never lost a fight because he’d rather die swinging on his feet than accept defeat. It’s not that he’s bigger or stronger than everyone else. It’s because most people know when to quit. Emjay doesn’t. I almost feel sorry for these four guys … Almost. They are so going to regret not going to school today.

Emjay heads toward them. Each step he takes, I hear thunder. I know the lightning is coming next. And instead of running for shelter, I follow the storm. My body tenses up. I hate this feeling. No one should have to feel their hearts beating so hard. My hands shake. My knees shake. But Emjay shows no signs of nervousness. Instead, I see joy. I see a pride that I wasn’t born with. I see a hungry lion hoping his next meal puts up a worthy fight. It makes the meat taste better, I guess.

We reach the picnic table, and I stop just before Emjay does, leaving me a step behind him. The four guys see my brother. Then me.

“This is my brother,” Emjay says to them.

They get off the picnic table and face Emjay. They don’t look afraid. Dumb gazelles.

“It’s the little Jap kid. He went and cried to his brother,” one says, and the others laugh. Even the girls are amused. “But you don’t look Jap. You look more … I don’t know, what are you? Mongolian?” he says, and his friends crack up.

“They look like Aztecs,” one of the girls says.

“What the hell is an Aztec?” the guy asks.

“We are Ojibwe,” I say aloud. “The direct descendants of Chief Shawano of the Anishinaabe—”

“Shut up,” Emjay snaps at me.

The group laughs. “An ojib-what? What’s that?” one asks.

“I’m about to show you,” Emjay says.

They move closer to us. They still don’t realize how bad their day is about to become. “What did you think would happen? You’d come here, and we’d what? Say sorry for beating his ass?” the taller one says with a smirk. “Because that’s not happening.”

“I didn’t come here for an apology,” Emjay says, and rolls up his sleeves.

The group laughs again. It’s always chuckles before knuckles. They inch closer. They are within striking distance. It’s like four muscle cars playing chicken with a tank.

“It’s four on one. You really want to do this?” one of them asks.

“Too bad for you. You should have brought more friends,” Emjay says, and before they have a chance to react, Emjay throws a right, down the middle, slamming into the closest guy’s nose.

Blood splatters the guy’s face, like a red butterfly spreading its wings. He drops to his knees, cups his face, and makes the sounds of an animal caught in a steel trap.

The other three guys charge, but Emjay lands a kick right into the nutsack of one of them. The kid buckles in pain.

Emjay is tackled down by the remaining two. They all hit the ground. Emjay is the first one back to his feet. He’s always the first one up. Always.

My brother lands a knee into the face of the guy on his knees cupping his balls, which sends him crashing down into the grass. Emjay takes a few punches from the two guys—but their swings are sloppy, which allows my brother to counter, easily, and knock both to the ground with a series of combinations he learned by watching boxing fights whenever we were at a place with a TV.

I watch in awe as my brother starts kicking them while they’re down. Four on one. It wasn’t a fair fight at all. The girls start begging my brother to stop; even I try to tell him he’s done enough, but Emjay is done when Emjay is done. Never a second sooner.

I wonder if our ancestors are watching this. Are they proud? Disappointed? Entertained?

Emjay starts removing their shoes. One by one. And tossing each pair to me. “Take the best fit,” he says.

I notice the symbolism here. He just went to battle with the white man. He won. Now he’s taking their souls by taking their soles. These shoes look new. I bet they all have rich parents. Or at least middle-class parents, but from where Emjay and I are sitting, the middle class is rich to us. I try the shoes on. They are all way too big for my feet. “Fine. Pick them up. They’re mine now,” Emjay says, and approaches me. I see his lip is swollen and leaking blood.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

He punches me in the stomach. I buckle. I drop to my knees. I drop all eight shoes. I lose my breath. “That’s for not fighting your own fight,” he says, and walks away, back toward the shelter.

I was right. He didn’t fight them to defend me or to honor our ancestors. He was just a shark that smelled blood. I catch my breath. The four guys are still on the ground, in pain, but not seriously hurt. They got lucky. If Emjay was in a bad mood today, they’d all be in the hospital. I stare down at their shoes. Eight empty shoes. Then I stare at my feet. Dirty socks. I know I should just do the right thing and leave these shoes where they are, in the grass. An eye for an eye or a shoe for a shoe never ends well. But instead, I pick them all up and carry them toward Emjay, because if I did leave them, I’d most likely get another punch in the gut from my brother. And I’m done with punches. There’s been too many today.

I catch up to Emjay at the street. We’re near a bus stop. A large trash can is propped beside it. Emjay tosses all eight pairs of shoes into the trash. It’s not like he didn’t want these souvenirs as a reminder of his epic victory in the Battle of Stockton Park. Eight trophies would have looked nice on his wall. It’s just the reality of our situation. Emjay has no wall. These shoes would just take up space. Space that we don’t have.

We get to the parking lot, and I see that Mom is back. Our car is parked in the same spot she drove out of this morning. My mind doesn’t race through whether or not she’s going to be mad at me for getting beat up or mad at Emjay for fighting again, no, my mind goes straight to wondering if she was approved to get the food stamps she’s been hoping for. Don’t get me wrong, Taco Bell and Burger King and all those other fast-food places are fine, but I miss the other foods we used to eat. The good foods. The apples. The grapes. Corn on the cob. The real bread. The peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Cereal with milk in it. Shelters only have Cheerios. I don’t know why. And they’re always out of milk. I’m so sick of stale Cheerios in a bowl of water. I want to eat those fun ones. Fruity Pebbles. Cap’n Crunch. Lucky Charms. Apple Jacks. Cinnamon Toast Crunch. I want to drink orange juice and apple juice again. I want to eat Salisbury steak and green beans and pancakes. I miss those instant ramen noodles in the Styrofoam cups. I know it says to microwave them for three minutes, but I like to do it for only one minute, because it keeps the noodles crunchy. I want a Hot Pocket. I want macaroni and cheese. I’m sick of KFC and cheeseburgers and French fries.

With gas being so expensive and us constantly driving, topped with no refrigerator to keep real food cold, we haven’t been grocery shopping lately. The closest we are to getting non-junk food is the occasional trip to 7-Eleven for a banana or a packaged tuna sandwich. And maybe, if we’re lucky, they still have a couple pizza slices left.

Before we enter the shelter, Emjay turns and heads to the car. “Aren’t you coming in?” I ask.

“I’m not going in there,” he says.

“Why not?” I ask.

“That place is for bums. I’ll be in the car,” he says, and opens the passenger-side door.

I watch him get in and recline the seat. I bet he’s exhausted. Battles do that to him. He always sleeps after he fights. Mom says he fights way too much, but at least he’s getting enough sleep.

I enter the shelter and walk down the hall. There’s no mirror around for me to check how bad my face looks, so I just bite down on my bottom lip and open the double doors. Mom will see what she sees. There’s no hiding it.

Deep breath. I open the doors. The large room is mostly full of people. Strangers. A bunch of families that can’t catch a break. I walk over and see my mom sitting on the bottom bunk. She’s going through a stack of papers, while Ani hops around it, trying to get her to play. The blankets we own are folded neatly on the edge of the bed. I know what that means. We’re leaving.

“You should see the other guy,” I say, trying to break the ice about my broken face.

She looks up and sees me. She studies my face. Her eyes move up and down my clothes, briefly stopping at each stain. “I did see the other guy,” she says, her gaze stern. “Leland.”

“I meant the other guys,” I say.

She takes my hand and sits me beside her. Ani licks my arm. I scoop her up and kiss her. Her little body in my arms makes everything feel a bit better, even my recent punch to the gut.

“They did a number on you,” she says.

“Emjay did a number on them,” I reply.

She sighs. “See? Your brother loves you.”

“I never said he didn’t love me. I said he doesn’t like me.”

She pulls me in and hugs me. “Stockton isn’t for us. You ready to hit the road?”

I am not ready to hit the road. I earned this place. I took a beating for it. I have a friend now. Leaving means I’ll take another beating from people in the next city. At the next shelter. And maybe at the next one I won’t make a new friend. “Do we have to leave already?” I ask.

“We can’t stay here. Emjay has enemies now. The HUD-housing list is too long. Plus, someone complained about Ani. No dogs allowed. But … I have some good news,” she says.

“What?” I ask, not even trying to hide my disappointment.

I knew we were going to be leaving soon. We never stay long. But still, every time we do, it feels like tearing off a scab. Maybe the next place we can let it heal. But we never do. It’s not painful, necessarily. But it sure is disappointing.

“I was thinking, there’s a city about thirty miles south from here called Modesto. I got a hotel voucher. Good for two nights. What do you say we stop at the laundromat, for obvious reasons, then go grocery shopping before we check into our room?”

My eyes light up. Even my bruised one. “You got the food stamps?”

“They thought I didn’t qualify at first, but you know me. I was able to talk them into giving me an emergency pack. Seventy-five smackaroos’ worth,” she says, and tosses it onto my lap.

I flip through it. It’s like a coupon book. Every amount is a different-colored coupon. The green ones are worth ten dollars. The purple ones are worth five. The blue ones are worth two. And the yellowish-brown ones are worth one dollar. US Department of Agriculture is printed on all of them. It looks like play money. Which is fitting, because it sometimes feels like this life is just a game. This colorful play money will feed us well for the next few days.

There’s no point in asking if we can stay longer. We’ve gone through this so many times. I know how this works.

This was never my home. It’s time to go.

“Can I go say bye to Leland?”

“You do that. I’m going to go tell Emjay the plan. Is he in the car?”

“He’s sleeping.”

She piles all her paperwork into her purse, scoops up Ani, and manages to take both folded blankets with her as she leaves the large room.

Here I am again. The same place I am always at, just at a different location. About to say bye to someone I really like and will probably never see again. Making friends is easy. Keeping them is impossible.

Leland and his mom are in a bunk a few rows over. He’s lying on the bottom bed, reading his Wolverine comic. It’s all taped up. Tessa sits beside him, reading a book. How cool. They have reading time together just like me and my mom do.

“Is it any good?” I ask.

He looks up and sees me. His face doesn’t look too bad. And he is in a new outfit, blue jeans and a navy-blue hoodie. His mom sees me and closes her book. “I’ll give you two a few minutes,” she says, and gets up.

Mom must have already told her the plan. She knows this is goodbye.

“It’s pretty good. Wolverine has issues, dude,” Leland says.

“I just wanted to say that I’m sorry you got beat up today.”

“I’m sorry you got beat up too,” he says.

“If it makes you feel better, my brother did them worse.”

He smiles. “It kinda does.” I smile too. “You’re leaving? I heard your mom talking to my mom.”

“Yeah. We saw enough of this place, I guess.”

“I think we did too. Mom thinks we’re going to head east tomorrow. Drive through a place called Yosemite, then try our luck in Nevada,” Leland says.

“Cool.”

We both just stare at each other. This is the hard part. The awkward part. The last part.

“How about one more outer space fact before I go?” I ask.

He smiles again. “Did you know that Earth is the only planet in our solar system not named after a god?”

“I did not. And that’s weird because we are the only planet that thinks there is one,” I say.

“I’m sure aliens have their gods too. Or maybe the aliens are the gods. I guess I won’t know until I’m up there.”

“How did Earth get its name?” I ask, not yet ready to say the words I came to say.

“It’s from an old English word. It means ‘ground.’ Isn’t that funny? All the mountains and oceans and deserts and jungles, and to give it all a name, we went with Ground.”

“It makes sense for you astronauts,” I say. “It’s all you’ll see when you’re floating up there with the stars. Just a big round ground.”

And that’s that. There’s nothing left to say but … “See ya, Leland.”

“See ya, Opin,” he replies, and hands me my Ninja Turtle comic. It’s taped up.

“Turtle power,” he says, and holds out his fist to me.

“Turtle power,” I say, and bump his fist with mine.

I turn around and walk away. Away from Leland and this shelter and Stockton and the bullies in the park and everything that was my life for the last day or so. With each step toward our car, this place gets smaller and smaller. And by the time I am in the back seat, this place will no longer exist.





CHAPTER 14


FOOD STORE STAMPS

After a stop at a gas station where Emjay pumped the gas while Mom went in and bought us each a snack, we hit the road and head south toward the next place in our game, Modesto. I sit in the back and play with Ani while we listen to a new CD my brother somehow acquired. It’s a rapper named Kool Moe Dee. The song Mom kept making him play over and over again was called “I Got to Work.” She loves it. He raps so fast. Faster than we’ve ever heard before. But I think she wants it repeated so I can learn it. I bet she plans on us performing it on the street next time we need money. Everyone will be impressed if we can pull it off. And impressed people tend to give more money.

I feel weird, and realize it’s because I miss Leland. I think we would have ended up being best friends if things were different. Maybe in the next life. When we’re not poor. But I need to erase all that from my mind. Look forward, never back. The past is the past, even the fresh past from earlier today. Stockton to Modesto is thirty-three miles. All we got to do is stay on the 99 headed south. As Mom drives and as Emjay tries to sleep a bit more, I try to help Mom by sorting all our laundry. I make two piles, lights and darks.

When we arrive in Modesto, the sun is sinking out of the sky. It gets dark pretty darn fast here. I wonder why. Maybe it’s because even though this is just another city, we are nearer to a desert. I can feel a desert nearby. Deserts have a particular feel to them. The air is dry. The wind is hot. And it smells like dust.

We drive through the city for a few minutes until we reach the laundromat. Another good thing about all cities. They have enough residents that don’t own washers and dryers, so they pop these places up every few blocks. I’ve been to at least a hundred of them so far, and I think it’s the same dude that owns every single one, because laundromats all look the same. They even smell the same and have that same annoying buzz from all the machines and fluorescent lights combined, and it rings in my ears for days after each visit.

As we park and get out, Emjay and I carry the loads inside. Mom makes a quick phone call at the phone booth near the corner while holding Ani. I don’t know who she’s always calling, but I figure it’s her checking up on her applications or some government assistance office that keeps giving her the runaround.

As I start loading the washers, Emjay meets Mom by the front entrance. They speak briefly, before it turns into a shouting match. I hate this part. This is the only time I wish that annoying buzz was louder. After a few minutes, Emjay returns. He kicks off his shoes and kicks them toward me.

“Just stuff them with socks when you put them on,” he says.

“Then what are you going to wear?” I ask.

“I’m not as helpless as you are. I’ll get new ones,” he says, and walks away.

I want to say thanks, but I also know his shoes will be even bigger on me than the ones from those four guys in the park. And he knows that too. And he just called me helpless. And he’s leaving again.

“Emjay,” I shout, but he doesn’t turn around—even though I know he heard me.

He leaves, and my mom enters. That’s always how it is with them. I wish they’d stop fighting for once and just talk. I don’t even need them to laugh. Just a talk where it doesn’t end with him leaving and her crying.

Mom is hiding her tears better this time than last time. Maybe it’s because she has Ani in her arms. She smiles when she sees I loaded up the washers. All that’s left is putting the quarters in the slots, adding detergent, and pressing the button.

“I’ll take it from here, kiddo,” she says, and hands me Ani.

“Did you tell him to give me his shoes?” I ask.

“No. That was his idea,” she says, and begins digging in her purse for her laundry pouch full of coins. “It looks like your brother won’t be joining us tonight, but he knows where we’ll be if he changes his mind.”

“Didn’t you tell him about the grocery store? About the food we’re getting?”

“I told him everything. He didn’t care. But you know what? We care. And we are going to have so much fun. Why don’t you go make a list while I finish this up?” she suggests.

As she is doing the clothes laundry, she’ll also be doing her brain laundry. That’s when she goes over all her thoughts and separates them into lights and darks.

“Just make sure you don’t accidentally leave a dark thought in with the lights. It will ruin the whole load,” I tell her.

She nods. She shouldn’t even bother washing her dark thoughts, she should just toss them in the trash. But that’s easier said than done, or so she says.

I run out to the car and grab my backpack that holds our art supplies. Back inside the laundromat, Ani and I head over to the long plastic bench that runs along the window wall. I zip open my backpack. A stack of my drawings stares up at me. I love these drawings. They are all animals. They’re not very good—I’m no artist or anything—but still, I love them. Mom loves them too. She says when we have a home, she’s going to frame them and put them on the walls. There used to be more. I had twenty-seven of them. But over the past months, we had to sell some. Mom made a sign for it. It reads AUTHENTIC NATIVE AMERICAN ANIMAL ART, which is technically true, I guess, but I still find it funny. We sit on curbs, medians, road islands, corners, and sidewalks to sell them. Mom calls it our side hustle. I call it our sidewalk hustle. Everyone is quite impressed when they find out little old me drew them. The crocodile was my favorite. It went for thirteen bucks. Most go for five or ten. Emjay made a hummingbird that flew for twenty-five dollars. But he’s really good at drawing. His drawings look like photographs. And that was when we had colored pencils. We don’t have those anymore. And Emjay doesn’t draw anymore. He said it’s a waste of time. But I know he misses it.

I should draw Ani. But that one won’t be for sale. That will be only for me. Unless someone offers me a hundred bucks, then maybe. I pull out a blank sheet and a pencil. I lick my lips and begin my list … Well, I almost begin it. Mom’s ready to go.

“We’ll shop for an hour, come back and switch it all to the dryers, make a quick stop, come back and load it all up, and then go check into our room. How does that sound?” she asks.

“Daunting,” I say.

She smiles. “Nice new word. Where’d you hear it?”

“Some guy said it at the shelter. At first, I thought he said the shelter was haunting, but Leland said the man said the shelter was daunting.”

“Definition?” Mom asks.

“Seeming difficult to deal with. Intimidating. Discouraging. Leland’s mom had a dictionary.”

“Quick! Daunting rhymes with?”

“Wanting. Flaunting. And haunting.”

“You missed taunting, but good job. Use it in a sentence,” she presses on.

“The beaver won’t give up, not ever, however daunting his job is, he will make that damn dam,” I say.

Mom shakes her head. “Clever little amik. But it will all go by quickly, and in no time, we’ll be chowing down. Let’s go,” she says, and I zip my backpack up and carry Ani out of the laundromat.

The grocery store isn’t far. It’s just enough distance for one song to play while Mom drives. She chose “Heart of Gold,” by Neil Young. He’s one of her favorites. And she sings the entire song at the top of her lungs, with the windows down.

We pull into a huge parking lot. The grocery store is massive. FOOD 4 LESS is mounted up on the top of the building in large, bold yellow letters. It’s like a theme park. A hundred liquor stores and 7–Elevens could fit into this place. We get out of the car, but I leave Ani in the back seat, with a window cracked open so she gets some fresh Modesto air.

Mom and I walk to where all the shopping carts hang out and pick one. I wonder if I look like a clown walking in Emjay’s shoes. They’re way too big. I stuffed socks in them to fit better, but I still feel like a clown with each step I take. They make me wobble instead of walk, like a penguin. I choose the shopping cart for us. Mom doesn’t care when one of the wheels goes AWOL and starts spazzing out, but I do care. The squeaks and wobbles drive me crazy.

We push our cart into the grocery store and begin. Most kids my age probably find grocery shopping boring. But I think the supermarket is one of the most exciting places to be. It’s like a really fun game. There are aisles and aisles of food. And you get one metal basket on wheels to fill up with whatever you want, depending on how much money and how many coupons you have. Then, at the end, instead of giving everything back and thanking the store for letting you play, you get to stand in a line and show one of the employees all the stuff you chose. Then they take your money and coupons and put all your stuff in bags for you. You get to then take it all home with you. Imagine going to a toy store and playing in there all day, and when it’s time to go home, the store says you can keep all the toys. Supermarkets are like that. They’re amazing.

“We can’t go berserk, we only have seventy-five dollars,” she says as we stroll down the first aisle, which is the breakfast section.

“What’s berserk mean?” I ask.

“I think it means ‘wild.’ Like in an out-of-control way. The wolves went berserk on the fallen caribou.”

“Emjay went berserk on those skinheads in the park,” I say as I grab a box of Cocoa Puffs off the shelf. “Gotcha. I won’t go berserk.”

“He won’t say, so tell me, did he get hurt?” she asks.

“Just his knuckles.”

She half smiles and half frowns. “Go grab a milk. Half gallon. One percent.”

As I take a step away from her, she does what she always does when we are in grocery stores together. She sets her hips, arches her back, and raises her chin.

“Opin, mighty Ojibwe ogichidaa of mine,” she says in a way that our ancestors would have said it, if they spoke English.

Ogichidaa means “warrior.” She emphasizes each word, and takes her time, like each word is its own sentence. Kind of like how white people imitate Native American speaking, but better. And we’re allowed to do it, because we are Native American. We’re not making fun of them. We’re having fun with them. They are inside of us. She calls it Broken Ojibwe, which she shortened to Brojibwe. “Noodin has spoken to me, ningozis.”

Noodin means “wind.” Ningozis means “my son.”

It’s my turn. “What did the wind say to you, ninga?” I ask.

Ninga means “my mom.” We don’t know many words, but these ones we do. These ones we use every chance we get.

“It said … today is a good day to hunt,” she says, and pulls out her invisible bow and arrow.

I pull out mine. We are no longer two people grocery shopping. We are now two warriors hunting down our next meal. Emjay doesn’t play this game with us. He thinks it’s stupid and says we look like fools, but Mom says caring about what other people think is the biggest waste of time anyone can ever do. Because even if we get strange looks, laughs, pointed fingers, and whispers … we still won’t ever know what people actually think. They might look like they’re making fun of us and say we’re crazy, but who knows, on the inside, they might be jealous of our free spirits. They might even want to join in on the hunt. But they’re just too afraid of looking silly.

My mom pulls back her bow and fires an arrow. It hits a box of blueberry breakfast bars. “Eya!” she shouts as it drops off the shelf and lands in her hand. “Go, feed your spirit,” she says to me. “And get something for your little ma’iingan,” she says.

“Ma’iingan is ‘dog’?” I ask.

“No, I think it means ‘wolf.’ Or is makwa wolf? No. That’s bear. I think. Ugh. It’s all a blur. I’ll check my notebook later,” she says.

“I will take my wolf. We will bring back food or die trying,” I say in Brojibwe.

“Okay. Just don’t die, and be careful,” she insists.

Armed with my bow and arrow and Ani, my wolf, I walk off toward the other aisles. There are so many colors in all directions. Shelves and shelves of food. I can’t believe some people get to go to these places whenever they want and get whatever they want. Over time, do those people start to find supermarkets a pain in the butt to go to? I would never. It would take me an entire lifetime to try every single item of food in a place this huge. But it would be so fun trying. I bet I’d like everything. Everything except sour cream. That just sounds gross to me. Sour Patch Kids, yes. Sourdough bread, sure. But sour cream? Yuck. The only two creams I’m cool with are ice cream and whipped cream. Oh! Ice cream. We should totally get some!

I enter an aisle and fire an arrow at the peanut butter. Then at the jelly. Both kill shots.



Okay, so we had to put a few things back. The total went over seventy-five. But we kept most of everything I wanted. We’ll get ice cream next time. I asked Mom why she doesn’t use some of the money in her purse for the remaining groceries, but she said she needs to keep it for gas and for our quick surprise stop. Quick surprise stops mean I’m about to get a present. I love presents. My last present was a skateboard. Mom got tired of seeing me watch all the other kids at the shelter skateboarding in the parking lot. She surprised me at Kmart. I got a brand-new Variflex skateboard. She spent over forty bucks on it. It was the best thing I’ve ever owned. I didn’t even care when I fell and scraped my knees and elbows. But I only had it for a week. Some teenager offered me ten bucks for it. When I said no, he knocked me down, took it, and ran. I chased him for two blocks until I realized that if I caught up to him, I had no idea what I was going to do. He was much bigger than me and would have probably beat me up. So I stopped. I don’t even know why he ran off in the first place. I told Mom I was okay and that we’d one day get another one. I didn’t want her to see me sad because it would make her sad and then I’d be even more sad because she’d be sad, and the sadness would never end. So I told her I was okay. Truth is, I’m still not over it. And more truth is, she got really sad anyway.

We load up the car’s trunk with all five grocery bags and drive back to the laundromat. This time, I get to choose what we listen to. I choose the song “Bad Reputation” by Joan Jett. I love this song. I pick up Ani and we dance to the beat as it blares through the speakers, making the drivers on each side of us take notice. At the red light, Mom milks the attention and becomes Joan Jett, using my hand as her microphone.

Live in concert. In Modesto, California. Performing from the front seat of a red Pinto. Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, and dogs, I give you the one and only … JOAN JETT!!!!

She must have sold it well, because no one rolled their windows up or turned their heads away. They were all entertained.

They even sang along and bobbed their heads at us like happy pigeons. I bet we could have pulled over and sold another couple of songs and made some money. And I also bet Mom was thinking that exact same thing. But our night is full. And our bellies are empty. So all her fans are going to have to wait until her next free show.

We load the dryers with all the wet clean clothes. We have another hour to kill before it’s all ready to be folded and put back in the car. We try not to leave our clothes at a laundromat while they dry. Someone could easily walk in, fill a basket with all our clean clothes, and leave. And it’s happened to us before, but Mom wants to make the surprise stop and says we’ll be back before the cycle is complete.

We get back into the car and drive down the street. There is a row of shops on our right side. One’s a barbershop. Is that my surprise? I do need a haircut, but paying for one is a waste of money. They charge, like, fifteen bucks to cut hair. Scissors are only about two bucks. That’s why Mom cuts my hair whenever I need it. There’s also a thrift store, but I doubt that’s my surprise. Our clothes are being washed, and we don’t have much more room left in our car for extra clothes. Then I see it. I smile. I hold my breath. I hope this place is my surprise. My ten toes hope this place is my surprise. Both my feet hope it too … Those yellow letters. Those two orange balls replacing the o’s. This is the best store in the world … Payless ShoeSource.





CHAPTER 15


GROWING UP PAINS

We pull into the parking lot. Yes! No more clowning for me. No more penguining. I will soon be walking like a normal person. I practically bounce in my seat from the excitement. Mom sees my smile. It lights up her face. “Seriously?” I ask.

“Any pair you want,” she says.

As soon as she parks, I grab Ani and race out of the car and into the store.

Ahh! The smell. Brand-new shoes. Is there anything in this world that smells better? I think not. I wish they made soap in this scent. Maybe when I get older, I’ll make colognes and perfumes that smell exactly like new shoes. I’d make millions.

The clerk sees my excitement. He comes out from behind the register and meets me in the boys’ section. “You definitely need new shoes,” he says in a Spanish accent with his eyes fixed on Emjay’s shoes wrapped around my feet. “Your feet are swimming in those.”

I kick off Emjay’s shoes and reveal my whitish-brownish-greenish stained socks. “Aye, yes, indeed I do, good sir. Which is why I am here. Can you be a gentleman and escort me to your finest pair of foot-gloves?” I say in my very bad attempt at an English accent.

I know my impression sucks, but it always makes my mom laugh, so I thought it might make him laugh too. But he doesn’t laugh, he just raises his eyebrows and sighs. “I’m just kidding. Yeah, I need shoes,” I add.

The door opens. Mom enters. I see by her posture she has already planned on playing the British accent game I’ve started.

“And we require this set of particular footwear to be simply divine. Point us to your absolute finest. Spare no expense, good man. Money is of no issue,” Mom says.

But her accent sounds real. And when his eyes meet her, his face goes from curious about me to goofy and bashful toward her. “Of course, follow me,” he says. “What size are you?” he asks her.

“Oh, not for me, darling. For my royal son, Opin, the duke of House Van—”

“I already told him we were kidding,” I say to her.

Her shoulders drop. Her chin lowers. “Oh. Okay. The boy needs shoes. Size five,” she says in her normal voice.

“Right this way,” he says, and leads us to my section.

I’m in heaven, and every shoe staring back at me is an angel. There are so many kinds. There are black ones, white ones, red ones, striped ones, high-tops, low-tops, some with laces, some with Velcro. This is like the supermarket. Aisles and aisles of colorful options, but instead of all the food to eat, here, it’s all the foot to feet. I know that doesn’t make sense, but how can I make sense right now? I am literally standing barefoot in the halls of heaven, and I’m about to earn my wings.

Then I see them. The pair of shoes that were made for me. I point to them because I can’t form the words yet. The man brings them down from the shelf and hands them to me.

“Mama, hold Ani,” I say, and hand Ani to her, not taking my eyes off these beautiful shoes.

They are high-top sneakers. Good thing I spotted them too, because they are camouflage. It says Pro Wings on the tongue. See? I was right. These are angels. I am getting my wings. Professional ones too. I hold them up to my nose and inhale. I close my eyes.

“Would you like to try them on?” the clerk asks.

“He’d love to,” Mom says to him, smiling.

Then I catch a glimpse of the price, written on a sticker stuck to the bottom of the shoe: $29.99.

“Thirty bucks for shoes?” I say aloud.

“Those are the Pro Wings XP Street Edition Sneakers,” he says. “Very good price.”

“No way. How much for those Airwalks?” I ask, and point to the white-and-black pair in front of me.

“Those are fourteen ninety-nine,” he says.

“I’ll take those.”

“No. He’ll take the XP street wingy ones,” Mom chimes in.

“Mom, those are—”

“The coolest ones in here, I know. We’ll take ’em,” Mom says, and walks toward the register to pay.

I drop to the floor and put them on. First my left. Then my right. But … they’re too tight. My feet have grown. When did that happen? And no wonder my last pair were hurting my toes. I’m a size six now. I’m growing up.

I grab the size-six pair and put them on. They fit perfect. Just enough room for my toes to keep growing a little. I stand up and walk, and it really does feel like I am on a cloud. I just wish my nose was closer to my feet so I could smell them all day.

“How do they feel?” she asks.

“I’m never taking these off.”

Mom hands me Ani and opens her purse.

“Will you be paying with cash or a check?” he asks her.

She bites the insides of her cheek and pulls out her cash. “The only checks I see are the ones reality gives me. Know what I mean?”

He looks confused.

“Reality checks? Never mind. I’ll pay cash,” she says, and places the cash on the counter.

I go outside and let Ani walk on the patch of grass outside the store, in between the parking spots. She pees and does a big poop. I hope no one saw that. I don’t have a bag to clean up after her. I pick her up and take her back to the car.

Mom gets in and flips through the CDs. “Let’s listen to my boyfriend,” she says, and pops it in.

She has a crush on two people: Bon Jovi and Bruce Springsteen. I wonder which one she’s dating today. The CD cover is just a picture of a butt in tight jeans. That’s Bruce. I have no idea what his face looks like. Maybe she doesn’t either. Maybe she just fell in love with his booty. But I admit, he is fun to listen to. She mashes the button from song one all the way to song eleven. Her favorite song. “Dancing in the Dark” begins to play.

We pull out of the lot and head back to the laundromat. I look at the gas tank. We just dipped below the half-tank line. I know Mom notices it too, but she doesn’t care right now. When music is playing, her mind is onstage. If she wasn’t strapped into the seat belt, she’d be dancing in the street. But a familiar thought won’t leave the back of my mind. Spending a lot of money on shoes today means that tomorrow we will have to work all day to make up for it. And if she didn’t fully fill the tank up earlier today, that means money is on her mind and we have less than I thought. But I shake that thought out of my head because even though it’s the truth, I still want to enjoy the rest of today. There are so many good things left to do before bed. Yes, bed. I’ll be sleeping in a bed tonight. And my belly will be full. And I’ll be in clean clothes. And Mom and I won’t have to worry about creeps coming up to us or cramps in our butts from the car seats. We will live like kings tonight.

After we load up the car with all our clothes and say miigwech to the laundry gods for watching over our clothes and not letting anyone steal them while we were out shoe shopping, we drive to the Modesto Motel.

It’s only six minutes away, and when we pull up to it and park in the back spot, Mom turns to me. “You got to hide Ani. No dogs allowed,” she says.

I put on my heavy baggy jacket that hid her well last time.

“Stay in here. I’ll go check in, then come back, and we will park closer to our room.”

“Don’t we have to stay in the back so Emjay knows we’re here?” I ask.

“It’s not a very big lot. He’ll see our car,” she says.

“What are you not telling me?” I ask, knowing she’s hiding something, because she never breaks our rear-parking-only rule.

“Leland’s mom. She researches everything. She said Modesto has a high crime rate. Especially this area. I just don’t want what happened in Sacramento to happen again.”

“I won’t let anyone take these shoes. No way,” I say.

“And we got a lot of groceries to carry. Hunger feeds desperation. And people are hungry,” she says as an elderly homeless man walks past our car pushing a shopping cart full of soda cans and liter bottles. “I’ll be right back.”

Mom exits the car and walks toward the motel entrance. There are groups of people loitering about. Nothing I haven’t seen before, but every new city we come to has the potential to be worse than the last one until we know differently. Being cautious keeps us alive, so I stay inside the car as Mom gets a feel for the area. It can be worse, but it can also be better. And so far, Modesto has been pretty dang cool to us. No one stole our clothes. We got a bunch of food. And I got new shoes.

Mom gets a little on edge when Emjay isn’t around. It makes sense. I must protect Ani. Mom must protect me, and whether she would admit it or not, Emjay protects her. It’s how it is. It’s how it will always be until the day I’m old enough to protect our mother myself. Then Emjay can take a break and hopefully, finally, be whatever his version of happy is.

I bet that’s why they were arguing earlier. She must have told him not to leave, because this area is dangerous. And he probably said that the city should be the one that’s afraid, not him, because it is he that’s the dangerous one. And he’d be right. Modesto has no idea who just came to town.

After a few minutes, Mom returns to the car. She gets in and slams the door shut. Never a good sign. I can tell she was crying, but only a little bit. “What happened?” I ask.

“We have to go,” she says.

“Why?”

“They said they no longer honor welfare vouchers. How’s your brother going to find us?” she says, panic rising in her voice.

“Is there a different hotel that takes vouchers?” I ask.

“Yeah. But it’s across town. We need to find your brother,” she says, and starts the car.

“But the milk and stuff. We need to get it—”

“I know, Opin!” she snaps at me. “I know. Don’t you think I know that?”

I hate when she yells at me. “Sorry. Gaagiizom,” I say, and lean back in the seat, averting my eyes from her and shifting my gaze toward Ani, on my lap.

This is going to be a long night. We won’t find Emjay. We both know we won’t. But we both know we’ll still try. We drive up and down the streets, in and out of alleys, and around the parks. And we’re not the only ones coming up empty; so is our gas tank.

We stop for gas, and Mom puts in as much as she can. It’s strange seeing how she can be so funny and full of happiness one moment, and then spiral down a dark hole and be completely miserable the next. Her hands are starting to shake. That’s what they do when she gets nervous. Her mind goes straight to the worst-case scenario. She mumbles under her breath. She touches her chest to make sure her heart is still beating. Then she touches it again to hold it in her body because it feels like it’s beating out of her chest.

At times like these, I try to calm her down by telling her how wrong she is. I have to say things I hate saying out loud. Emjay is not dead. No one killed him, Mom. He’s not in jail for trespassing or for stealing a car. He isn’t lying in a ditch somewhere, facedown, with his legs broken while he’s crying out for help. None of that is true. Get it all out of your head. I tell her what she tells me when I’m scared. That’s just the monster in your mind trying to scare you. It eats fear and it’s always hungry and it’s trying to make you feed it. But the only way out of this mess is to let it starve to death.

I tell her that Emjay is doing what he always does. Exactly what he wants. He’s probably out somewhere having a great time. He probably met a girl already. They are probably at her house. She’s probably rich. He’s probably eating dinner and watching a movie and making out while we are out here searching for him. I promise he is okay. Because he is always okay. Even when he’s not.

I wish I could tell her how I really feel. Not that I want him hurt or anything like that, but I want to tell her how much of a selfish jerk he is. He could easily stop her from panicking and searching the streets all night by simply not running away every chance he gets. He could do his job and protect her. He could be here, with us, and make all this really hard stuff a little bit easier. He could help, but he doesn’t. He’s too angry. He’d rather beat me up, argue with Mom, and take off and not have to think about us. I also hate when we drive around looking for him, because it is the only time Mom doesn’t want to listen to music. The car has to be silent, like somehow her eyes will work better if her ears don’t have to. And the silence is super loud, much louder than music.

But I get it. He is her son. Moms worry about their kids, even the mean ones like Emjay.

After about an hour of driving around and getting no closer to finding my brother, Mom finally decides to drop me off at the hotel that accepts vouchers. She pulls in, checks in, and takes Ani and me to the room. She calls this place seedy and roach infested, but we don’t have the time or the money to be picky right now. She doesn’t even let me help her with the grocery bags. And we are on the second story. But she insists I don’t leave the room, not even to take Ani out to pee, until she gets back.

Now I’m alone in this place. Mom is out continuing her search. I can hear the people in the next room arguing. A man and a woman. The walls are thin. I guess they are fighting about which of them is to blame for being the clumsiest, because I keep hearing glass break. I think the woman is the clumsy one, because I definitely hear the man yelling more.

The room doesn’t smell too good, so I take off my new shoes and put them up to my nose to combat the room’s aroma. They still smell so good, but not as good. They kinda smell like my feet now too. There’s a yellow couch. Mom said I can sit on it, but to lay our blanket over it first, so that’s what I do. Ani and I are playing fetch with one of my clean balled-up socks. She’s small but strong. I wrestle it out of her mouth, and she has the cutest little growl as she tries to keep it in her jaws.

The best part about this room is that it has a TV. It’s been a while since I’ve sat and watched something. Sometimes the shelters have a TV mounted on the wall and everyone pulls up chairs and watches a movie or a TV show. People complain every time a commercial pops on, interrupting the movie, but I never understood that. I love commercials. They are like tiny movies. I especially like the airline commercials. I get to see people traveling to places because they want to, not because they have to. They’re always smiling and hugging and looking so comfortable. I’ve never been on a plane before. I hope someday I will. That would be so fun. In the car, the only way to see clouds is to look up. But I’d feel like I’m doing pretty good at this game if, one day, I’m on another level and to see the clouds, I’d have to look down. That would be so cool.

It’s not as fun being here without Mom; the plan was we’d both be eating and watching a movie together, but Ani is good company. We both eat dinner. She has her bowl of dog food, and I make myself a PB&J sandwich with a side of carrots, grapes, and strawberries. And a large glass of apple juice. I think Mom was hoping our room would have a kitchenette, where she could cook something, but it doesn’t. It doesn’t even have a real fridge, just a small cooler that barely fit our milk, fruit, and apple juice. But that’s okay. Anything is better than another cheeseburger.

Ani and I are ready to get into the bed, but it feels weird to fall asleep in it with Mom still being out and Emjay still being missing. I try to convince myself to live like a king. Sprawl out under the covers, with my head on a pillow and Ani in my arms, but I can’t bring myself to do it. I stay on the couch. What is my problem? I should love this. I should be taking a hot shower, walking around the place like I own it, and telling Ani how lucky we are tonight. But I don’t feel lucky. I feel sad.

“Emjay is such a dick,” I tell Ani.

“Don’t tell Mom I said that,” I add.

Ani nestles into my body as we lie on the couch. I turn the TV up to drown out the people next to us, who are still arguing over whatever is broken. On the screen is an old Western. The white cowboys just went to battle and killed all the Indians. The movie made Native Americans look like dumb animals. Crawling in and out of bushes and pointing their rifles the wrong way and accidentally shooting themselves. I think they looked so dumb because they were clearly white dudes dressed up as Indians. It looked like they were in Halloween costumes. They painted their faces like kids at a carnival. I don’t really know what war paint looks like, but I doubt it’s that. And their skin was painted too. Their entire bodies. It was almost golden, but brown too, but for some reason, the cowboys kept calling the Indians redskins. And every time a cowboy was on screen, this heroic music would play, and they’d pose and look strong and good. But every time one of the fake Indians was on screen, the music would speed up, making me feel like I was looking at someone scary. A villain. A monster.

I don’t like this show, but all the other channels are these super long infomercials about a sponge that can clean the entire kitchen or a vacuum that can clean the entire house, even all those hard-to-reach places. So I just turn the TV off and stare at the bed again. The empty bed. The delicious piece of cake that no one will eat tonight. What a waste of sheets and pillows.

But just before I close my eyes, I remember something that Mom told me once after Emjay beat me up. She said, Don’t let someone else ruin your day. And I never thought much of it before, but right now, it makes sense. Emjay isn’t even here, and I’m letting him ruin my day. And for what? To be miserable? To be mad? To be scared. Why would I do that to myself? That’s stupid. Mom and I worked hard for this bed. We played the game. This level is hard, for sure, but we’re still alive. We’re still in it. We’re winning.

So why am I acting like I’m losing? Because the situation is not perfect? That’s ridiculous. Nothing is perfect. Nothing ever will be. I have to appreciate what I do have and not cry about what I don’t. And I have a bed tonight. And as Ani is my witness, I am going to use it!

I get off the couch and I jump onto the bed. This is a win. I turn off the light on the bedside table, put Ani on my chest, and say miigwech to all my ancestors for tossing this thought into my head and reminding me that not every battle is going to feel like a victory, but if you survived through it to see another day, then a victory it was. I close my eyes and ask my people for one more favor.

Please make sure Emjay is okay. Not for me, but for Mom.





CHAPTER 16


LET’S GO HOME

I had the familiar dream last night. The general of the cavalry tried to shoot me, but Mom saved me again. She shot him in the heart with an arrow. Ani was a wolf again. And all three of us escaped.

Emjay was still a traitor. He was on the general’s side. It broke my mom’s heart. I saw it in her eyes. But I didn’t wake up at that point. My dream went a little longer, maybe because I was in a comfy bed. But my dream lasted long enough for our injured red horse, Pinto, to collapse. Our horse was broken. And Mom and I sat beside her until she breathed her last breath. Our Pinto was gone. She had gone on to the next world. To run free with all the other spirit horses.

I sit up and see Mom is making me a bowl of cereal. Cocoa Puffs. With milk. Ani is still passed out beside me. I look over and see Emjay asleep on the couch. Holy Hamburger Helper, she found him! But he looks different.

“It’s gone,” Mom says as she approaches me and hands me my bowl.

The cereal smells so good. I definitely go cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs. I take my first bite, and my mouth throws a chocolate-flavored parade. It’s delicious. And crunchy. And sweet. And … Wait … “What’s gone?” I ask.

“His beautiful hair. He chopped it all off,” Mom says, standing over him, looking at his freshly cut head.

That’s what is different. But why? His hair was long and black and so freaking cool. Much cooler than mine. Mine is only half his length. “Why did he do that?”

“In his words … he felt like it,” she says, and fixes herself a bowl of cereal.

“How’d you find him?” I ask, my mouth full.

“He found me. I gave up the search and just parked back at the other hotel. Then up walked your brother, wearing new shoes and his head buzzed.”

All our talking stirs him awake. He sits up and yawns. Mom hands him her bowl of cereal. He takes it and begins eating. And even though his long hair was my favorite thing about him, I must admit, his super short buzzed head looks pretty cool too. It makes him look like a Hawaiian surfer or an Olympic swimmer, that ones that keep their hair real short so no wet strands get in their face and in their eyes.

“Mom says our strength is in our hair length,” I say.

“Just because something rhymes, doesn’t make it true,” he says.

“But if it is true, that means I’m the strong one now. It’s my turn to call the shots,” I say, and leap off the bed, standing proudly.

“Mom’s wrong. Strength is in your muscles, not your hair. And you have no muscle. You throwing a punch would hurt your hand more than whatever you hit,” he says.

Ani jumps off the bed and heads toward Mom, but halfway there, Emjay swoops his arm down and picks her up, like an eagle plucking a fish from a lake. I immediately feel my skin crawl.

“Give her to me,” I say, and reach for her.

Emjay ignores me and just holds Ani up to his face, examining her. “What an ugly dog,” he says.

“She’s not ugly. You’re just going blind,” I say.

Mom gets in between us. She knows how Emjay is, which means she probably wants Ani back in my arms just as much as I do. “Give her to me. I bet she needs to pee,” Mom says, and extends her hand to my brother.

He’s not an idiot. He knows what we’re doing. “I’m not going to snap this mutt in half, even though I easily could. Calm down,” he says, and tosses Ani back onto the bed.

I reach out and pick her up. She has no idea how close she was to danger.

“Out of everyone in the world, it could have chosen anyone … and it chose you. What a stupid dog,” he says, and laughs and fills his mean mouth with a spoonful of cereal.

I guess the saying “you don’t get to choose your family” isn’t true anymore. Ani did choose her family. She chose me. And I’m going to be the best decision she’s ever made. But I bet Emjay would choose a different family. He wouldn’t choose me or our mom. That’s clear. He’s stuck with us and still doesn’t choose us. He only comes back because he … Well … I don’t really know why he comes back. Maybe he has nowhere else to go. Maybe there’s a small part of him that cares about Mom and maybe even a smaller part that cares about me. He just doesn’t show it.

“You’re wrong,” I say, and finish my last bite of cereal, then revel in my favorite part: drinking all the remaining chocolate milk.

“Get dressed. We got a busy day today,” Mom says to me.

I look at Emjay. “And will Emjay be joining us on our day of festivities?” I ask in my most proper voice.

“Not a chance. I just came here for the shower,” he says, and gets up.

That answers that. That’s why he came back. Emjay grabs clean clothes from our folded stacks of laundry. Mine is stack number one, his is stack number two, and Mom’s is stack number three. Before he enters the bathroom, I shout to him, “Em … do you like my new shoes?” I ask, and point to them beside the front door.

He takes a long, hard look at my camouflage sneakers, then back at me, and says, “What shoes?”

He closes the door, and moments later, the shower begins running. It takes me and Mom a few seconds before we both laugh. Emjay can be funny when he wants to be.

“Last night sucked, I know. But we still have this room for tonight. We’ll eat dinner together. All three of us,” she says.

“All four of us,” I correct her, and hold up Ani.

The number four left my mouth, and I usually taste sour on my tongue when it does, but this time, it felt right. We are a family of four. Maybe I won’t dislike that number anymore. Maybe four can be a good word now. It’s okay that I don’t get to five. There are four seasons. Four directions. I hope we’re a family of four-ever.



The next few hours flew by. Emjay stayed at the hotel, but Mom and I went down to the social security office to do more of her adult stuff. Then we went down to the welfare office to see if there were any more food stamps available, because we’re out. And all the cash we have left we need for the rest of our trek down south to Los Angeles. We didn’t stay long at the HUD-housing office because they said the list for an available apartment for low-income families qualifying for Section 8 is a three-year wait.

We don’t have three more years in us.

It was nice to show Ani all these places, and I’m glad I have her, because usually these places are super boring, but she was a hit. Everyone loved her. Mom didn’t have much fun, though. She was told she didn’t qualify for government assistance funds because we don’t have a permanent address. She didn’t get any more food stamps because the records show she received some recently from a different city, even though it was only seventy-five dollars. And she didn’t want to argue too much about it because she’s always afraid of them calling social services on us when she tells them we’re currently homeless. Sometimes, it just slips out when trying to explain the situation to people.

This world makes no sense. Like when you’re staying in a bad neighborhood and need to call the cops. For some reason, it takes them hours to show up. I mean, they should know the neighborhood isn’t safe. They should be there right away. But nope. So why is it that one phone call to Child Protective Services, and within minutes, they’re knocking on our door and trying to arrest my mom? Makes no sense.

I suppose that’s a good thing, in some situations. Like when a parent is beating their kid or is drunk and not feeding the baby, then yeah, in those cases, run all the red lights to rescue that kid. But my mother is not like that. Never in a million years would she hit us. And she’s trying harder than most parents to raise us to be good people. She’s trying her best. But they don’t care. They’d rather split us up and let us all become “products of the system.” That’s what Mom says it’s called when they take kids away from their mamas. In fact, most of the kids I’ve met at the shelters we’ve stayed at are on the run from them. No one wants to be separated from their blood. No one wants to be tossed in a foster home. It’s not like in the movies where a loving family brings you home to your new house with your own room and a bike in the garage.

No, the truth is uglier. The truth is America pays people to house a bunch of kids whose families have no money or are broken in other ways. And who doesn’t want money? Who would say no to that? No one. So kids like me are sent to random houses with random people.

I’ve heard a lot of bad stuff happens at these places. Awful things. And if the kids run away from these places or fight back, they go to juvie. It’s on their record forever. Then what chance do any of those kids got? And does America care? Nope. They treat us like being poor is a crime. Well, if it is, it is America that committed it. Not us. They made the game. They wrote the rules. We shouldn’t be punished for playing it.

Needless to say, the moment Mom mentioned we were homeless, she bit her lip and we got in the car and took off. I am not a product. I am a warrior. And Mom doesn’t deserve jail. She deserves a break.

We pull into a parking lot next to a busy intersection. We need to make money. Mom pulls out our art bag and our AUTHENTIC NATIVE AMERICAN ANIMAL ART sign, and we exit the car and set up on the corner.

I love my drawings, and Mom does too, but I try not to make her feel bad about needing to sell them. “I’ll draw more,” I say as the first person that walks by hands her five dollars for my porcupine.

Another two hours crawl by, and we’ve sold almost all my drawings. Usually, making this money would make us happy, but it doesn’t feel too good today. Maybe we’re both tired. All that’s left is my raccoon and moose.

“I don’t know why no one wants the moose. Meese are so cool,” I tell her.

“Meese isn’t a word. It’s just called moose,” she says.

“But goose has geese,” I say.

She takes my two drawings, and we walk back to the car. “You’re right. Meese are so cool,” she says.

I don’t know why, but when someone offered to buy the raccoon from me, she said that one wasn’t for sale. They even offered fifteen bucks for it, but she still said no. Maybe this is the one that she plans on framing and hanging above her bed. I don’t mean to brag, but it is really freaking good. One of my best, for sure.

“Why didn’t you sell the raccoon?” I ask once we’re back in the car.

“The esiban is all mine,” she says.

I guess esiban means “raccoon.” I’m glad I didn’t draw Ani yet, because chances are, with her adorable face, we would have had to sell it today.

“You know what’s the weirdest part about living in a car after working hard all day?” she asks.

“What?”

“We can’t say, ‘Let’s go home.’”

She’s in her head again. Modesto took a turn on us. I smell it in the air. Mom wants to leave. She wants to try somewhere new. We’ve only been here a day, and too much has already happened … Plus, there’s always a chance Child Protective Services is looking for us now. If they find us, it’s game over.

“Then we’ll just say, ‘Let’s go,’” I say to Mom, and put our DJ Jazzy Jeff & the Fresh Prince CD in, in an attempt to make her smile again.

If anyone can do it … Will Smith can.

The song “Summertime” begins to play, and as I crack my window down, Mom cracks a smile. It worked! Miigwech, Will!

When we get back to the motel, Emjay is gone. That’s nothing new, but still it bums Mom out a little bit. She was hoping to cap this day off with some long-overdue family time. But nothing about today went to plan. We didn’t make enough money to pay for gas, food, and emergency expenses yet, and we have to leave tomorrow. The voucher expires at 11 A.M.

While I stay in the room and play with Ani, Mom heads out to the neighboring apartment complex, beside the motel. We saw people grilling food and hanging out when we parked. So, Mom being Mom, and since we don’t have a kitchen, she filled a bag with our two cobs of corn, three chicken patties, four asparagus, and four zucchinis. I assume the people said yes to sharing the grill, because she’s been gone for almost an hour.

When she returns, she looks happy again. And whew, the smell tackles me and covers me in kisses. It smells so good, like a restaurant.

“Those nice people even let us borrow some plates,” she says as she places both on the table and pours us drinks. She’s drinking Coke. I’m drinking the rest of the apple juice. And Ani is drinking water. “Didn’t speak a lick of English, though. I should teach you Spanish so you can teach it to me,” she says.

“How you going to teach it to me if you don’t know it?” I ask.

“Same way I teach piano,” she says with a smirk. “What did you think of Emjay’s new look?”

“I don’t know. I guess I liked it.”

“Yeah, me too. It’s hard to be mad at him for it when it looks so good. Still, he better not get any tattoos,” she says.

“You have tattoos,” I say, and point to the thunderbird tattoo she has on her left shoulder.

“I’m an adult. I’m allowed to make mistakes that last forever. He’s not,” she says.

“That was a mistake?” I ask.

“Mine? Well, no. I love it. But most tattoos are mistakes. He can get one when he’s eighteen. This one. Our thunderbird. But no girls’ names or those cheesy tribal bands.”

“Can I get the thunderbird tattoo too when I’m eighteen?”

“If you want it. Yeah. It’s your shoulder. But until that day, your skin is my skin, got it?”

I nod and continue eating. Ani eats loud. For such a small body, she eats her weight in dog food.

“I know tonight was supposed to be family night, but…,” she starts.

“I know.”

“You know what?”

“We didn’t make enough money. So you have to go out tonight and fix that,” I say.

“Yeah. Sorry, kiddo.”

“Where do we go next? What city?”

“Plan A, I’m hoping to get us enough to get to Ventura. Plan B, Bakersfield. Plan C, Fresno. All depends on tonight.”

“Where you going to get the money?” I ask.

“Word is, there’s an underground arm-wrestling tournament going down tonight. I thought that I’d enter it and who knows, win.”

“Can I come?”

“Sorry, kiddo. There’s an age limit. You’re going to have to stay here and babysit Ani,” she says, gets up, and walks off to the bathroom.

I sit at the table, staring at my empty plate. I know there’s no arm-wrestling tournament tonight. I know she just doesn’t want to tell me where she’s really going. Which makes me wonder where she is going even more. But I’m not going to ask, because I don’t want her to have to lie to me. That would make her feel too guilty. And tonight, whatever she is doing, will suck if a cloud of guilt is raining down guilt-drops on her all night.

But tonight, since so much has happened, if she gives me homework, I’m not going to do it right away. Because tonight was supposed to be fun, and last night, I didn’t let Emjay ruin my day. Today I won’t let Mom. I’ll eat and play and sleep like a king tonight. Again. With Ani, my trusty and loyal hound, at my side.





CHAPTER 17


NO DOG ALLOWED

It’s eleven o’clock. Mom’s still not home.

And just as I’m about to fall asleep, the door handle rattles. Ani jumps up and starts barking. This is the first time I’ve heard her bark. It’s loud for her size. She runs to the door, growling and barking and scratching at it. I get up and look through the plastic hanging blinds and see it’s Emjay.

I open the door, and he comes inside. He’s soaking wet. I didn’t even know it had started raining.

“Where’s Mom?”

“She went to work,” I say.

He laughs.

“What’s so funny?” I ask.

“Was she in the dark lipstick? Smoky eye shadow? All dressed up?”

“Well, yeah.”

“You know she’s at a bar, right?”

“No, she’s not. Why would she be at a bar?” I ask.

“How stupid are you?”

“I’m not stupid. Look at you, soaking wet with a dumb haircut. You’re the stupid one,” I say.

Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. He’s wet. He’s in a bad mood. And the littlest things can set him off … And I think I just set him off. But before he can beat the living crap out of me, there’s a knock at the door.

Emjay stops. I freeze. If it’s Child Protective Services, we’re screwed. There’s no back window to sneak out of, and there’s no car to run to. We’re sitting ducks. And to make things worse, Ani goes wild again, barking at the door. I quickly pick her up and try to calm her down.

“Who is it?” Emjay shouts.

“Motel manager,” he shouts back.

Emjay and I look through the window. He’s alone. There’s no officer with him, no woman in a suit holding a clipboard. It’s just him. But what does he want?

Emjay opens the door. “What do you need?”

“Where’s your mother?” he asks.

“Out. Why?”

“I told her, there are no dogs allowed. People are complaining.”

“We’ll keep it down. It just got spooked,” Emjay says.

“No dogs allowed,” he repeats. “Dog leaves now, or you all leave. You choose,” he says.

“Dude. It’s just a dog, not a bear. I said we’ll keep it down.”

“I don’t care what you said. My motel. My rules. Dog goes now, or I’ll call the police.”

My stomach drops. If Mom was here, she’d be able to sweet-talk the guy and make this all go away, but Emjay is not a sweet-talker, he’s a trash-talker, a troublemaker, and he’s making everything worse.

“We’re sorry,” I say. “Please just let us—”

“Stop begging!” Emjay snaps at me. “For once, take it like a man.”

“Take what?” I ask, becoming more confused about where we’re at with all this.

Emjay turns to the motel manager. “No need to call the police. The dog is gone.”

“No!” I shout, and back up against the wall with Ani in my arms.

“Break the rules again, and it won’t be me at your door next time,” he says, and walks out of the room.

Emjay turns to me. “Give it to me.”

“No. We can say we did and just keep her hidden in here. He won’t know,” I cry.

“Opin! If the cops come, Mom goes to jail. You go into foster care, and I’ll die fighting them. You want all that? For a stupid dog?” he says, and approaches me.

“You try to take her from me, and I will fight you. I swear I will.”

He smiles, but it’s a weird smile. Not his scary grin. And not a smile of joy or amusement, but more of a smile like when you’re watching a tiny kitten trying to jump onto a bed but there is absolutely zero chance of it ever happening.

“Mom will get you a new one,” he says, and grabs Ani.

We struggle. He easily overpowers me and pushes me against the wall. I can’t hit him, because I’m trying to hold Ani, so I kick him in the shin. As hard as I can.

He doesn’t like that at all. He slams me onto the floor, takes Ani from my grasp, and starts walking toward the door. As soon as his back is to me, I launch up to my feet and punch him in the back as hard as I can. He stumbles forward and turns around. That hurt him. I can tell by how his eyes are almost watering and turning red.

“This is happening. Accept it,” he says to me.

This is happening. Accept it. I don’t remember much about our dad. Hardly anything, really. But I do remember his stern words to Emjay the night Dad hit Mom. I was crying. Emjay was too. But then he stopped crying and starting fuming. He balled his hands into fists, and he ran in between our dad and our mom. “Leave her alone,” seven-year-old Emjay shouted.

“This is happening. Accept it,” Dad replied, and pushed his son out of the way.

My brother has turned into the monster. The monster Mom has been trying to get away from. My dream was right. Emjay is a traitor.

“NO!” I shout back at him. “I’m not going to let you take her!”

“Grow up, Opin. This is life. This is how it works,” he says, and with one hand holding Ani, he swings and hits me in the chin.

Everything goes blurry. My knees buckle. I hit the floor and feel the carpet on my back. Then, just like a light switch being turned off, my whole world goes black.



I wake up to a screaming match of familiar voices. They sound muffled because I’m still groggy. My body is comfortable and covered with a blanket. My head is on a pillow. I’m in the bed, but who put me in here? Last thing I remember was lying on the carpeted floor because Emjay punched me. Why did he … Oh no! I remember now. Ani!

I launch up and open my eyes. My chin hurts. Emjay and Mom are arguing again. I hop out of bed and search the floor, the couch, the bed again, but Ani is not here. I was hoping and wishing and begging for last night to be nothing more than a horrible nightmare, but it was real.

“Where’s Ani?” I shout.

“Gone,” Emjay says.

I charge at him, but Mom catches me before I can attack. I burst into tears. She holds me back as I try to break free. “What did you do?” I repeat over and over again.

“Go find her,” Mom yells at Emjay.

“Why? So we can do this all over again tonight? Tomorrow night? You didn’t come home until three o’clock in the morning, Mom! You know what happened while you were out? They were going to call the police. Because of me, you’re not in jail and that little crybaby isn’t being shipped off to some foster home,” he yells back.

“Ani was mine! She needs me!” I shout.

“That stupid dog now has a chance to find someone that can take care of her. You think it likes living in a car? No! Let it find a boy that can give it what you can’t.”

“You’re a monster,” I tell him.

“Grow up, Opin. This is real life. Get used to it. It’s not this stupid fairy tale that Mom keeps feeding you. There’s no happy ending. There are no ancestors watching over us. None of this is a game.”

“Shut up,” Mom tells him.

“Why? He should know. Tell him the truth, Mom. There’s no cavalry after us. There’s no magical place we’re going to ever call home. It’s always going to be like this because you split up the family,” he says. “Tell him!”

“I split up the family, are you serious? Leaving your father was the single best thing I have ever done for you kids,” she says.

“Really? Because look at us. Does this look like the best thing for us?”

“You don’t remember him much. But if you did, you’d know why we had to get away from him,” she says.

“I remember enough. Did I like him? No. I hated him. I remember that much. But whoever said we have to like the people we’re stuck with? At least we had a home. Now we got nothing. And why? Because he was mean? Because he drank too much?” Emjay asks as everything bottled up inside of him is finally coming out.

“He was mean. And he did drink too much. And when he did, he was violent,” she says.

“I’m no stranger to violence, Mom. I get hit all the time. Did he ever hit me?” Emjay asks.

“No, Emjay. He never touched you.”

“See? He doesn’t sound like the monster you tell us he is,” Emjay says.

“When I say he never touched you, I mean literally. He never held you. He never wiped the food off your face. He never changed your diaper. He never rocked you to sleep or tucked you into bed. He never so much as smiled at you. Not once.”

I can see Emjay is affected. Almost like he wants to cry, but he won’t. He thinks crying is for babies. He’d die before cry. “Did he ever touch Opin?” he asks.

Mom doesn’t hide her emotions, though. She’s crying while talking. All the past is bubbling up and swallowing us. “When I told your father I was pregnant again, he didn’t smile. He didn’t hug me. You know what he did? He punched me in the stomach. That was the first and last time he touched Opin. After that day, I came up with a plan to leave him. I got a job at McDonald’s. He allowed it as long as I gave him the money. I did, but I hid some of it from him. A few dollars here and there, from each paycheck. Never enough for him to notice. It took me four years to save up enough. I even asked our neighbors for help. My friends. Unfortunately, those friends told their husbands about my plan. Those husbands told your father. He wasn’t happy. And he let his fists fly. Opin was four. You were seven. He beat me and then he took all the money. So, I took you and your brother and left. With nothing. And here we are, Emjay,” she says with tears streaming down her cheeks.

There’s a long silence. I can almost hear all our hearts beating. Mom’s is fast like a runner’s heart. Emjay’s is steady like drums. And mine, well, mine is not beating at all. My heart is broken.

“We still have nothing, Mom,” Emjay says, finally ending the painful silence.

“We have what he would’ve taken away from us. We’re free. We’re safe. We may be broke, but we’re not broken. I regret many things in my life, but leaving that man is not one of them.”

“He was still my dad,” my brother says.

“A dad is someone who loves their kids. And I hid this from you because I don’t want you hurt, but you’re already hurt, Emjay. Maybe the truth will do you some good.”

“What are you talking about?” he asks.

“Every time I walk off to use the phone. Every call I make. Every chance I get … I call your father. I don’t call him for me. Not at all. But I won’t rob you kids of having a father, even one as crappy as him. So, I pray, I hold my breath and pray that just once, just one time, he’ll ask about you two. I wait for those words when he says he misses you. Hoping he’ll ask where you are or want to hear your voice … But he never has. He never cared. He still doesn’t,” Mom says.

“Maybe he’ll change?” Emjay is staring at the floor.

“I’ve lived long enough to see that people don’t change. They just grow. If you are good, you grow to be better. If you’re bad, you grow to be worse. And he is not getting any better, son.”

Emjay falls to his knees. What is happening? I’ve never seen him do this before. His hands cup his face, and he begins to cry. Only for a second, though. As soon as Mom puts her hand on his head, he shoves it away and stands back up. “You’re a liar.”

“I’m not lying, Em. And you know it,” she says.

“Yes, you are. You always lie. You lie about everything. You talk about our ancestors and how they’re watching over us, but they’re not. That’s a lie. They were just people, like us. They were just as lost and confused as we are. They were just trying to survive. Stop filling our heads with this spirit crap. None of it is real. They are dead and gone. We are here. And we are drowning at the bottom of the ocean,” he shouts, fully back to his angry self.

“Where we are now doesn’t define who we are now,” she says.

“Stop it, Mom! No one cares when you toss out some stupid quote to try to make everything better. Screw our blood. Screw our roots. What good are roots if we don’t stay in one place long enough to plant our feet? Just pick a place. They’re all the same. Everywhere is awful for people like us. Can we please just stop? I’m so tired of this. I should have just let them call the police. Maybe a stranger would do a better job than you,” he says all in one breath.

The anger and pain inside of him are battling for control. He’s crying, but fuming. And I’m sure everyone in this motel can hear him. But his last words struck my mom. Like lightning to the chest. But I don’t think she has any tears left. It’s a dry cry.

“I’m trying my best,” she mutters.

“Your best isn’t good enough,” he fires back.

She stands there, stunned and unable to say any more words.

So I speak up. “You’re just like him now. He used his fists, you use your words, but you two are the same. You both hurt Mom. You’re both monsters,” I say.

“I’d rather be a monster with an address than a pathetic bum,” he says to me, grabs his backpack, and heads toward the door.

“Where are you going?” Mom manages to squeeze through her trembling lips.

“I’m done living like this,” he says.

“Do not open that door, Emjay!”

“It’s too late to play the mother, Mom.”

“Emjay … please, don’t leave,” she says.

“I have Uncle Jonny’s address. I’ll know where you’ll be,” he says, opens the door, and turns back to me. “Don’t believe the stuff she tells you. You’ll end up crazy like her,” he says.

“She’s not crazy. And I’d rather end up like her over you any day,” I say.

He laughs. “You’re such a dumb little French fry,” he says.

Mom’s eyes light up in fear. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” I ask.

“Yeah, Mom, don’t what? Don’t tell him the truth? How long are you going to lie to him?” Emjay asks.

“Emjay, stop it,” she says.

“What’s he talking about, Mom?” I ask.

“The tater tot should know his mom has been lying to him his entire life,” Emjay adds.

“Why would you do this?” Mom asks him.

“What is going on? Someone tell me!” I shout.

“Your name, Opin. It doesn’t mean ‘adventure seeker.’ Mom didn’t have her stupid book with her when you were born, so she went off memory. Apparently, her memory sucks,” he says, and laughs. “Why do you think there’s a page torn out in her book? Because she screwed up and would rather lie to you forever than to own up to it.”

“Leave,” Mom says, which must mean something huge, because she was just begging him to stay.

“I’m already gone. I’ll let you clean up your own mess,” he says, and walks out of the motel room.

He leaves the door open. I see it’s still raining. But Emjay doesn’t care. The storm was much bigger in this room.

Mom doesn’t chase after him. She knows better. Emjay won’t change his mind. I’ll give him that. When he decides to do something, he does it.

But I’m glad he’s gone. He took away my best friend. My only friend. I’ll never forgive him for that. All those punches and names he’s called me, all of those don’t matter anymore. I would have—could have forgiven him for that stuff, but not this. Never this.

And whatever it was they were talking about regarding my name can wait. Right now, I need to find Ani. I start loading up my backpack with all my stuff. I hurry through the room, shoving everything into bags, and I put my new shoes on. “Come on, Mom. We need to go find Ani,” I say.

She’s still as steel. But her body agrees with me, so she gathers up all her stuff too.

In less than five minutes, we are out the door and in the car. We didn’t bother showering or having breakfast. We are on a mission. I need my little girl back where she belongs … With me.

We don’t listen to any music while we drive through the city. We need our eyes and ears attacking at full capacity. Mom is looking for Emjay, and I am searching for Ani. We are both in pain. We are both scared. And we are both desperate. Alley after alley, park after park, and street after street, we search and search. But … reality sets in. We both have failed at this hunt. We are both terrified of leaving Modesto without those pieces of our hearts, but we also know the sad truth … They are gone.

After another few hours of searching, Mom releases a deep sigh and pulls onto the highway heading south. I know what that sigh means. It’s over. I can’t believe this happened. I lost her. All the remaining tears inside of me pour out of my eyes and head south down my face. I cry and cry and cry. My best friend. My only friend.

Rage tackles my sorrow and pins it down. I taste hatred coating my tongue. It’s sour and hot. I hate Emjay so much. I’ve never hated anyone before, not really, but him I hate. It’s an ugly feeling, to hate someone. It fills the stomach and puts a bad taste in my throat. I swallow to keep it down, but it doesn’t ever go away. It’s like a trapped, angry ghost, scratching at the walls with its sharp claws. I open my mouth to release it, but it doesn’t want to be free. It wants to stay inside of me and make me its home. It wants to haunt me forever.

Hate makes you breathe differently too. It is a rotten feeling that you can’t throw up to get out. Because every time you want it gone, you remember why it’s there and it fills up your gut all over again. I give up trying to force it out. I’m too tired. I close my eyes and listen to the angry ghost. It shouts in a whisper. I hate my brother. I hope someone beats him up badly. I hope a cop sees him stealing a bike or a raincoat and throws him in jail. He’d deserve it. He dumped Ani somewhere out on the streets, all alone, in the rain. She’s probably wondering what she did wrong. She is probably crying under a car, terrified and cold. She’s too small for this world. She’s too nice for this world. She’s too innocent, and Emjay knew all that and did what he did anyway. He did exactly what a monster would do. My dream nightmare was right.

They were visions. They were all the words my mom taught me coming to life. Foreboding. Premonition. Intuition. An omen. Presage. Listen to your dreams, she’s always said. And they told me, they showed me, my brother is a traitor. I should have seen it coming. I should have seen the signs my ancestors were sending me. They were warning me about him. Now my wolf is no more. Now it’s just me and Mom. And we’re both incomplete. And we’re both so very tired. And we’re both so very sad.

“You hungry?” she asks after we pass Fresno.

“No,” I say.

“Fres … No?” she asks, trying to make me smile, which is her attempt at trying to make herself smile too. Because if I do, she does.

But neither of us can. People with broken hearts can’t smile. They can only stare ahead and pretend the world around them isn’t crashing down.

“I’m never going to eat again,” I say.

“Then we’ll just keep driving.”

The silence must be way too loud in here, because Mom grabs a CD and slips it in. “Smooth Criminal” by Michael Jackson plays. I usually love this song, but right now I hate it. It’s mocking me. I swear I can hear Michael Jackson repeating the lines “Ani, are you okay? Ani, are you okay? Are you okay, Ani?” Over and over again.

I hit eject and welcome back the silence. Mom doesn’t protest. She rolls her window down so we can listen to something other than our thoughts. Screaming wind. I turn my head toward the window and look out. California is so ugly. Everything is yellow and dead and dry during the day, and at night it’s even worse. All that darkness, reminding us that no matter how fast we drive and how far we drive, there’s no escaping this tunnel. I hate this game. I wish I never started playing. Life sucks.





CHAPTER 18


GAME PULL OVER

My appetite is still a ghost. It’s there, I know I’m hungry, but I can’t imagine going through the process of eating. I’m too tired to chew. In too much sorrow to swallow. The only thing I am is angry enough to bite.

We passed Fresno without stopping and continued down the 5 South until we reached a town called Bakersfield. As soon as we entered the city limits, Mom and I both immediately rolled up our windows. The smell of this place is awful. How can anyone live here? The air is filled with the stench of cow poop. Usually, I can take a lot of smells. I’m pretty dirty most of the time, and my showers are few and far between, but this amount of manure filling my nostrils makes me gag. Mom too.

And as if we both weren’t sad enough, our view of this horrible little place makes our hearts break all over again. Hundreds of cows on both sides of us, trapped behind fences, standing in their own feces, waiting for death.

“Is this hell?” I ask.

“For those cows it sure is, but not for us, we’re just passing through its gates,” Mom replies.

As we continue our drive, I try to get a look at as many cows as possible. Maybe if I see them, their lives were worth something. Maybe the image of each cow that goes into my brain makes them exist a bit more than they do now. I tell them, silently, how sorry I am for what we humans do to them. In my animal fact book, I discovered that cows and bison are related. They are from the same family, called Bovidae.

Hundreds of years ago, I’d be one of my ancestors, on horseback, riding past their ancestors. The only difference is that they’d be roaming free. They’d be happy and grazing and doing what they were born to do. But time is cruel. And over time, the white people came and slaughtered our buffalo. And now some of them make a living off slaughtering these cows every day.

“I bet they’re all women,” Mom says as she tries to keep her eyes on the road and away from the horror around us.

Her statement hits me in the gut. All women. Trapped their entire lives in these lots, and the only silver lining for them is the hope for a quick death. I’m so sorry, ladies. Humans are horrible creatures. And if it makes you feel any better, just know, sometimes, we even do this to other humans. Yeah, we can be that awful.

“Every butcher needs to be butchered,” I say.

“No, it’s not the butcher’s fault, Opin.”

“Why not?”

“The cow’s already dead by the time it gets to a butcher. The butchers chop it up and package it to make rent.”

“Who kills the cows?” I ask.

“Some kid making minimum wage. Or someone willing to do anything to make some money to send back to their family in Mexico or wherever. We can’t blame them either.”

“Then who is the villain?” I ask.

“Partly you and me. Each time we order it, we’re telling them to kill more. That’s how the world works. Supply and demand.”

“I don’t want to be the villain anymore,” I say.

“Me neither. All those cows are all of us. We’re all born from the same dirt, air, and water. They just look different. If you want to be the hero and tell those fat billionaires in their mansions that make all the money killing these innocent cows, all we gotta do is say no more.”

I look at her, then back at all the cows, and make myself a promise that I’ll keep forever: “I’m never eating a hamburger again.”

“You and me both, kiddo,” she says as we drive out of hell.



After driving through all the yellow hills and brown fields, we pass a green sign. I missed green. It’s the only green thing I’ve seen in hours. It reads LOS ANGELES 113 MILES.

This would have made me excited a day ago, but a lot has happened since then. I’m not the same person I was yesterday. With all the moving around we do, I’m never in the same place, but I’ve always been the same person … But that’s changed. I feel different. I feel all the hope inside of me being slowly eaten away by anger and sadness. I hate being sad, and I’m so sad that I allowed hate inside of me. It’s hard to believe that such a small, scrawny dog like Ani meant so much to me in our short time together. With her, I felt like everything was going to be okay, even as the world around me—in Stockton, especially—wasn’t okay at all. But with her gone, I’m no longer me. I’m just a part of myself looking for the other part of myself.

Mom puts a CD in. It’s not one of Emjay’s rap CDs. It’s one of hers. A Native American band from the seventies called Redbone. And since the air no longer smells like cow crap, we roll the windows down and turn the volume up. “This song is ‘Niji Trance,’” she says.

Niiji means “my friend” in Ojibwe. Are these guys my people? I close my eyes and await an answer from my blood. I hear Native chanting, drumming, then a guitar rip through the speakers. Mom starts to sing along. I guess I got my answer.

After a few more songs from Redbone, I pop in another CD and play a song that Mom and I perform sometimes. This song usually makes us a lot of money. It makes people happy. Happy people love to throw bills into the bucket. It’s called “Straight Up” by Paula Abdul.

We stop in a town called Santa Clarita. To my right, past the gas station, I see a huge theme park. The tip of a white roller coaster shines above the trees. Every two minutes, I see the roller coaster zip by. That must be so fun. It’s like a bunch of hollering and hooting people riding an albino dragon. “Someday, that will be us up there,” Mom says as she pumps five dollars’ worth of gas into the tank.

It probably won’t be, because even if we somehow get a place and have money for rent and bills, having money to blow at a theme park is highly unlikely … but it’s still a fun thought.

I wish Ani was here to see this place. It’s the opposite of Bakersfield. Everything here is green, and instead of smelling like poop, it smells like flowers and, well, gasoline, because I’m at a gas station.

Mom grabs snacks and drinks for us as I stand outside the car. A car pulls up to a gas pump beside us. It’s an expensive-looking silver van. The kind where the doors open from a button instead of a handle. A man drives. A woman sits in the passenger seat. Two boys are in the back and get out to stretch their legs. One boy is my age, and the other looks around Emjay’s age. A family. And I don’t know why, but something about them makes me uncomfortable. Maybe because they seem so comfortable. It’s as if I’m being mocked by what I could have had. What I could have been born into. What could be possible if things were different. They are white, which means they are not running from the cavalry. They have a nice car, which means they aren’t homeless and wondering how they are going to eat tonight. And there is a dad, which means he doesn’t hurt his wife and maybe he even loves his kids. She looks happy. The boys look happy. He must be the king of the world, or at least feel like he is.

“You just left Magic Mountain too?” the boy my age asks.

“There’s a magical mountain?” I ask.

He laughs. “Six Flags Magic Mountain,” he says, and points to the roller coaster.

“Oh,” I say, “yeah. We just left that place.”

“Us too. Wasn’t it so fun?” he says, and gets back into the van after the dad pumps the gas and plants a kiss on his wife’s lips.

I don’t know why I lied to that boy. Maybe I thought he asked if I wished I went too. Then it would be the truth. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll never see that kid ever again, anyway. He had the time of his life with that metal white dragon, while I rode in this metal red Pinto on my way to start my life all over again.

“Thirty-two more miles,” Mom says, and gets in the car.

I look up and see the sun is beginning its descent. The air feels cool, and the wind feels fresh. And even though I don’t have the life of the family in the silver van, I still have my mom. And with her hopes of Los Angeles being a better place for us growing as we get closer, maybe my new life won’t be so bad. It won’t be great, with Ani gone, but maybe the tiny shred of hope inside of me can start biting back at all the hatred and sadness that has invaded my gut. I reach for the car door and decide to give hope another shot. I hope it works.

As I get in, she tosses me a bag of potato chips and a peach Snapple. “Put on something we haven’t heard yet,” she says.

I flip through the CD case and grab a random one. “A Tribe Called Quest?” I suggest.

“Ooh, they sound Native. Put them in,” she replies.

I slip it in as our car cruises out of the gas station and enters the street. It’s rap. And the beat is so good. The first song is titled “Excursions.” And the rapper’s voice is so cool. Mom likes it too. She rocks back and forth in her seat as we hip-hop back onto the freeway. The second song is even better. They should change their rap group name to “A Tribe Called Best.”

But about twenty minutes into our drive, smoke starts coughing out of the hood and the car begins to shake.

My mom begins to curse and begs the horse gods to keep our little red Pinto alive. But as she panics, I don’t. I don’t panic because I know what’s happening. This is more of my dream. My vision. Our red horse was injured and took us as far as she could, but sadly, I know our horse dies.

“Our engine is shot,” she cries as she manages to pull the car over to the side of the highway.

“I’ve seen this, Mama,” I say.

After slamming her fists against the steering wheel a few times, she finally turns to me. “What do you mean, you’ve seen this?”

“In my dream. Our horse is dead,” I say.

She doesn’t bother asking me anything more about my dream or telling me what I just said was ridiculous. Instead, she wipes the tears from her face, clears her throat, and hits eject on the CD player. “Keep this one. I like them,” she says, and hands me the disc.

Her panic is gone. Maybe she had the same dream I had? Maybe she knows there is no use beating a dead horse. Or maybe she’s just too darn tired to deal with another crisis.

I put the CD in the CD case and put the case in my backpack. “What do we do now?” I ask.

“We keep going,” she says, and gives a playful slow-motion punch to my chin.

I pretend it was an exaggerated knockout and slowly whip my head to the side.

“When we get knocked down, what do we do?”

“We get back up,” I say.

“And when life throws a punch, what do you do?”

“Punch it back,” I say.

“That’s right. And life has been swinging on us a lot lately. But who wins the fight? The one with the what?”

“The one with the better cardio,” I answer.

She smiles. “All that swinging. I can tell it’s getting tired. Now’s our time to swing back, kiddo,” she says.

“How do we swing back?”

“We look life straight in the eye, smile, and make a fist with our words. Then let it fly.”

“How do you make a fist with your words?”

“You have five fingers, right? Well, now you have five words … Is that all you got?”

“Is that all you got? That’s it?” I ask.

“That’s it. Look life right in the eye and shout, IS THAT ALL YOU GOT?” she shouts.

I feel my red Ojibwe blood running through my veins like wild horses. And on those horses are my ancestors, charging straight toward the cavalry. I close my eyes and feel their bullets whizzing by my head as I make my fist and let it fly. I scream at the top of my lungs, “IS THAT ALL YOU GOT?”

I open my eyes. Mom is looking at me. Her eyes are wet, but she’s smiling. “I’m sorry we have to fight to survive, but the best ones usually have the hardest beginnings.”

“Did I hit it?” I ask.

“Yep. Right on the chin,” she says.

RED. BLUE. RED. BLUE. RED. BLUE.

Mom looks in the rearview mirror. “It really didn’t like that,” she says.

I turn around and look through the back window. Oh crap. Flashing lights. It’s a cop car. It’s the cavalry. I led them right to us with my word-punch.

Mom collects herself and fixes her posture, while repeatedly cursing under her breath. She even wipes a few remaining tears from her cheeks and plants a doe-eyed smile on her face. “Follow my lead,” she says right before the officer approaches the driver’s-side window.

This isn’t our first time dealing with the law, but it never stops feeling scary.

“Car trouble?” the officer asks.

“Nope. My car just pulled over for a quick smoke,” she jokes, seeing that there is still smoke coming from the hood.

“What happened?” he asks.

“We were driving and then … we weren’t,” she says.

“I was talking to the boy,” he says, and taps his eye, referring to the bruise on mine.

“I fought the law and the law won,” I sing back to him, referencing the Clash, the band that made that song famous.

The officer smirks. I’m not sure if he gets it or actually thinks I fought one of his buddies.

“Have you called for a tow?” he asks Mom.

“Nope. Already got ten of them. Don’t need another. That would just look weird.”

He gives Mom a strange expression, like he’s trying to do math in his head.

“It’s a toe joke,” she adds.

“Oh.” He finally gets it and smiles. “Yeah, eleven toes would look weird.”

“Thanks for checking on us and have a good night, officer,” Mom says.

“Well, I need this vehicle off the road, so why don’t you two hop in my car, and we’ll follow the tow truck back to the foot,” he says.

Now my mom gives him a strange expression.

“And that was my attempt at a toe joke.”

Mom laughs. But I bet she got it right away. She’s playing him. This is how she builds a bond with the enemy. Make them think they’re funny and charming and smart. Even though it was actually kind of funny. “Tell you what, how about you just point me to the nearest grocery store?” she adds.

“Grocery store?”

“Yes. And as soon as we’re back from shopping, we can get this baby towed away. Deal?”

“How about I give you a ride to the grocery store? You and your boy.”

“I’m sorry, Officer. You seem nice, but the only way you’re getting me in that police car is while I’m kicking and screaming,” she says.

“And biting,” I add. “She bites.”

“I bite,” she agrees.

He takes a deep breath and looks into the back of our car, then to my mom again. “Look. I get it. I know some cops can be real … jerks. But all I care about right now is you and your boy. Believe it or not, you’re not the only mother and child I’ve seen in your situation.”

“My situation?” she asks.

“Yeah. Unfortunately, this is a pretty common stop for highway patrol. I wish it wasn’t,” he says.

“We don’t have money for a tow truck. And we don’t have money for a new engine,” she says.

“And you don’t trust the cops. Like I said, I get it. But here’s what I am going to do. I am going to take you where you need to go. I don’t need to see your ID or insurance or registration. Nothing. I will just drop you off and leave. How does that sound?”

“Honestly, it sounds exactly like what I’ve heard before. And it didn’t end well,” she says.

“You have my word,” he says.

“A white man giving a Native American his word. History showed us that didn’t end well either,” she says.

“I’m trying to help you out here,” he says.

“If you want to help me out, go get me a shopping cart from the grocery store.”

He sighs. “If that’s what you want, that’s what I’ll do,” he says, taps our car door, and walks back to his police car.

We don’t say anything until we see him drive off. And when he does, she turns to me. “We got to go.”

“What? Why?” I ask.

“Did you not just see what went down?”

“I saw it all. He’s going to get us a metal pony,” I say.

That’s what I call shopping carts. When I was little, Mom would put me in the metal pony and I’d ride it up and down the aisles, shooting my imaginary bows at unsuspecting cereal boxes and gallons of milk.

“Opin. He’s going for backup. These people are unpredictable. And you don’t want someone with a freaking gun on their hip to be unpredictable.”

“Mom. You’re being paranoid,” I say.

“You’re not being paranoid enough. Have you ever come across a good cop?” she asks.

“No. But that doesn’t mean they don’t exist,” I say.

“It doesn’t mean they do either. You want to take your chances with that guy? When we’re this close?”

“This close to what, Mom? Los Angeles? I know you think it’s going to be better, and I hope you’re right, but from where I’m sitting, it’s just another city just like every other city we’ve been through. And guess what? They all have cops,” I say.

“I don’t like your tone, Opin.”

“I don’t like how you’re ready to cut and run already when we haven’t even gotten off the freeway yet.”

“You’re sounding exactly like Emjay,” she says.

Ouch. That stung. Like ten angry hornets. I almost forgot about hating him until she mentioned his name. Now all I can think about is Ani. There are those hornets again. But they’re not angry ones, this time they are ten sad hornets, stinging me. “I’m sorry, gaagiizom. I’m just tired.”

She rubs her temples and takes three deep breaths.

“I’ll do whatever you say. If you want to run, we can run,” I say.

She looks at me and smiles. “You know what? You’re the man of the family now. Emjay ran. Maybe I should listen to you. You’re a clever and brave warrior now. What do you say we should do?”

“It’s not up to me. I was just thinking out loud, Mom.”

“Man up, Opin. It is up to you. You spoke up. That’s good. Now stand on those feet. You have two options. We quit the game now or we keep going. Both are gonna hurt.”

“We keep going. If he returns with the cavalry, we fight. If he comes back with a metal pony, we continue south,” I say. “But we don’t quit. Fighting on will hurt, but quitting will kill us.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do. We’ll ride it out,” she says, and goes into my backpack, pulls out the CD case, and flips through the CDs. Her eyes light up when she finds the one she was looking for.

It’s the band The The. The song is “This Is the Day.” We love this song. We never perform it for people. This song is basically just for her and me. I know why she chose this song for this moment. The chorus plays: This is the day your life will surely change. This is the day when things fall into place.

Mom and I dance for a bit and take turns lip-syncing to each other. In the back of my mind, I wonder if I made the right choice. This is my first decision as the man of the family. If I did, the cop will be back with the shopping cart. If I made the wrong decision, I just ruined our lives forever by basically handing us to the cavalry. But sometimes, you just got to put a little faith in people. And I bet my mom is worried about my decision in the back of her mind. She’s probably figuring out how we can get out of this once we are surrounded by a bunch of armed badgers. I mean badges. Geronimo did it. He fought through every attack. Many Native American legends did it. So, if it comes down to it, so can we. I hope.





CHAPTER 19


TRASH BAG RAINCOAT

Mom and I have gathered all our stuff together from the car and put everything in black trash bags. Most families use suitcases, but our luggage is everything we own. If it doesn’t fit in a bag, we leave it behind. I’ve already had to let go of so many things I wish I didn’t have to, like toys, clothes, and books.

We still have yet to know if I made the right decision. Are we about to be surrounded by the cavalry and forced to comply with their demands? Will Mom be detained and thrown into the back of a cop car? If so, will I ever see her again? Surely I will be taken away and placed in foster care, where they will try to bleed the Indian out of me and brainwash me to believe in an American god. They did that to my people hundreds of years ago, and they still do it today.

The police car arrives and parks behind us. It is too dark to see anything but their headlights. Is he alone? Am I really down to fight this man if he tries to separate me from my mom? I hope so. But what am I going to do against a gun? My bow and arrows are invisible and imaginary. If Emjay was here, I’d say we’d have a fighting chance, but he’s not here. I have to defend my mom on my own.

“You nervous?” Mom asks.

It must be showing on my face.

“A little scared. A little bit nervous.”

“Me too, but whatever happens, I love you,” she says.

“I love you too.”

Rubber clanky wheels drag across the uneven black-tarred highway pavement. I know that sound very well. It’s a metal pony. The officer approaches Mom’s window.

“Well, that was a first,” he says.

“You never loaded a shopping cart into the trunk of your car before? You should get out more,” Mom says, and climbs out of the car.

I get out too, in case this is a trap, but all I see is him and an empty cart.

“The offer is still open. I can take you both to a shelter,” he says, and releases his hands from the handle bar.

“You wanted to help, and you did. You will sleep well tonight,” she says.

“But will we?” I speak up.

The officer and Mom turn to me. But I have to speak up now. It is my duty. I’m not a chief or elder or a voice anyone needs to hear, but from now on, if I have something to say, I will push it out of my mouth and into the air.

“Which city are we in?” Mom asks him.

“Burbank,” he replies. “Where you headed?”

“Watts. My brother lives there.”

“That’s about twenty-five miles away. You can’t push a cart that far.”

“My people have pushed themselves much farther before,” she says, and I know from her stories that she’s referencing the tragic Trail of Tears, where the US government forced over sixty thousand Native Americans to walk over five thousand miles on foot to Oklahoma in the dead of winter. Thousands of men, women, and children died. Some froze to death, some starved, some died of disease, and some were murdered by soldiers. Mom calls it an act of genocide. America calls it the Indian Removal Act. I call it evil.

He catches on and just nods. “Times are different. Even if sometimes it feels like they aren’t. But what I can tell you is between Glendale and Watts is a place called Skid Row. And that’s a place you don’t want that boy of yours to be around,” he says, and points to me.

“I’m not a boy. I’m a warrior. Kind of,” I say.

“Warrior or not, that’s a bad place. Here, there’s a motel about a mile from here. The Burbank Inn. Stay there for the night. Get a good sleep. Then regroup in the morning and figure out your next move,” he says to my mom, and pulls out his wallet.

“I don’t need your money,” Mom says.

“Yes, you do. Besides, the whole point of money is to spend it, right? Might as well spend it on something worthwhile,” he says, and hands her some cash.

“Why are you helping us?” Mom asks.

“Selfish reasons, obviously. I want to prove to you there are good cops out here,” he says.

“Miigwech,” she says.

“That means ‘thank you.’ We’re Ojibwe,” I say.

“Man, I wish all my traffic stops ended this way,” he says.

“If they did, you’d be broke,” Mom says.

He laughs. “Money isn’t everything. Have a good night … What’s your name?”

“Yo, you’re being a cop again,” I say.

“Right. My apologies. Here’s my card. Call me if you need anything. Welcome to Burbank,” he says, and walks back to his car.

We watch him drive off. Then silence … There’s no ambush. No surprise attack. There’s just us … and all the cars driving by.

“All right, Opin. Mount up,” Mom says.

I load the metal pony with all of our belongings. The good news is, it all fits. The bad news is that means we have very little left. If we lose any more of our stuff, there will be no evidence of us even existing at all. Oh, and there’s more bad news. Since everything is stuffed into the cart, that means it’s going to be super heavy to push. And since I am the man now, and no longer a boy, it is only right that I push it.

“We’ll take turns,” Mom says as I struggle to navigate the wheels over the tiniest of pebbles.

“Before we go,” she adds, “let’s pay our respects.”

Mom and I both approach the hood of our fallen friend. Our loyal red Pinto, killed in battle. But she gave her everything to get us where we are now. Without her, we would be lost and nowhere near Los Angeles.

Mom pulls out her Ojibwe notebook and skims through it. She must think that our car is Ojibwe too. Which makes sense, since it has been part of our family for as long as I can remember.

“Miigwech, nimisko niiji,” she says, and places her hand on the hood.

“What does that mean?” I ask, and mimic her gesture. It’s still warm.

“Thank you, my red friend,” she replies.

“Miigwech, nimisko niiji,” I repeat.

Mom closes her eyes. There’s a part of me that knows she is trying to send all of her good memories we’ve shared through her fingertips and onto our car, as a way to say goodbye, and another part of me that knows she is trying to figure out what to do next without letting me know that’s what she’s thinking.

Her eyes open, and she looks in her book for another thing to say to our dearly departed car.

“Mino-babaamaadizi,” she says, and turns to me. “Travel well.”

“Travel well,” I say as I lift my hands from the hood and place them on the cart.

It’s time to go.



Mom walks beside me as we push the cart off the nearest off-ramp and onto a city street. Now that it’s on the sidewalk, it’s easier to control. Although I already feel the muscles in my arms and legs beginning to burn.

“You know what I’m in the mood for?” Mom asks. “Pizza.”

The word pizza lights up my brain and makes my heart dance.

“No pepperoni, though. Pigs are cows, and cows are dogs, and dogs are wolves, and wolves are us,” I say.

“No pepperoni,” she says, and we keep walking toward the hotel.

Usually I’d feel a little embarrassed pushing this cart down a street. I’d maybe hide my face or keep my eyes down so people passing by in their cars don’t see me clearly, but I don’t care about that anymore. Not at all. I’ve lost too much, and I didn’t have much to begin with. But I had enough. I had Ani. We had a car. We had music and hope.

I hope I still have hope. I can’t tell if I do. I’m too tired to remember what hope feels like.

After twenty minutes, we arrive in front of the Burbank Inn.

“Stay here. I’ll go check us in,” Mom says, and walks toward the entrance.

I take a deep breath and sit down on the curb. It feels so good to sit. My butt screams thank you to my brain. It feels so good to breathe in the Burbank air, which isn’t anything special, but for some reason, it feels special right now. Burbank looks nice. There are a lot of trees. There are a lot of shops and cars and noises. Honestly, it’s like every other city, but I’m going to pretend this one is better.

I hope we get a room on the first floor. It would suck to lug all this stuff up a flight of stairs after we stash the cart somewhere. I hope Ani is safe and found somewhere safe to sleep for the night. I’m not ready to hope she found another boy to love her, but I doubt anyone is ever ready for that, which means ready or not, I hope she did. Whoever has her is a very lucky person. She was the best dog in the world.

“Room number four,” Mom says as she joins me on the curb.

I still don’t like the number four, but at least that means it’s on the ground floor.

“What ya thinking?” she asks.

“I miss Ani,” I say.

“Me too.”

“I’ll never forgive him.”

“That’s between you and you. But let’s not chew on hate right now. You have your whole life to forgive or not forgive. Right now, let’s go in and chew on some pizza.”

She gets up and grabs three huge black trash bags. I grab the remaining two and push the cart into a bush on the side of the hotel.

I follow her into the room. It’s small, but that’s okay. There’s only one bed, but that’s okay. I’ll sleep on the couch. Or I’ll try to. Mom always ends up winning that battle and insisting that the couch is hers. And there’s a TV and small kitchenette.

Mom orders the pizza and takes a shower. I lie on the bed and wonder what it must be like to have a bed every single night of your life. Crisp warm sheets. A fluffy blanket. Two cloud-filled pillows. What luxury. What luck.

She leaves the shower running for me, and I hop in. I’m too tired to go through all the motions, so I basically just stand under the stream and listen to the water pound against my head.

I’m glad Emjay isn’t here, but I know Mom isn’t. That’s a topic we need to avoid. She’ll be worried all night, and I’ll be angry all night. Right now, we need rest and pizza and some mindless TV show.

After the pizza, we both go to bed early. It must be ten o’ clock. We never end the night this early. Especially Mom, but she’s already snoring on the couch.

We just buried our horse, Mom and me. And right beside Pinto’s grave, we built a fire. We’ll stay here tonight. We are hidden in a cavern surrounded by boulders, and the night is too dark and cold to travel through. My wolf is beside me, sleeping with one eye shut and one eye open, to stand guard.

“Do you know where we are?” I ask.

“We are right where we belong. Together,” she replies.

That almost wasn’t the case. We were nearly separated today. We could have been captured or killed. “My brother is a traitor,” I say.

“He is a prisoner in his own mind. If he breaks free and escapes, he will come back to our side,” my wolf says.

I lie down, using my wolf as my pillow. I look up and see a sky full of stars. It’s beautiful. Perhaps the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. Mom lies down and stares up at them too. But she’s not silent about it like I am. She sings to them.

Every star that I see, sees me.

Every heart that I touch, touches mine.

Oh, spirit bird,

Oh, spirit bird,

Fly us to the stars

And let our hearts shine.

“Did you make that song up?” I ask.

“It was given to me,” she replies.

“By who?”

“Your ancestors. The same people who are giving you this dream,” she says.

That’s right. This is my dream. But at the same time, it’s not. This is real life. “What happens to us next?” I ask Mom.

“You’re the author, the reader, and the actor. As an author, you decide what’s next. As the reader, you listen to the story as it unfolds around you. And as the actor, you react to what comes and what doesn’t come.”

“Are you the author, reader, and actor too?” I ask.

“Me? I’m the mother. I’m the singer. And I’m the dancer,” she replies.

She gets up and begins to dance. And as she does, I begin to hear music. Light drums. Native singing. Chants. Feet crushing the dirt.

“Dream with us,” she says, and offers me her hand.

I get up and dance with her beside the fire. And some part of me knows this is a dream, but I not only feel, I also see my ancestors dancing with us. Even my wolf is howling up to the moon. And there’s Pinto. She’s a spirit horse now. I run up and touch her face. She’s still warm.

I try to focus on the words all my ancestors are singing. It’s a story. And even though it’s being sung in Ojibwe, for some reason, I understand it. It’s about a boy, who lives alone and makes a best friend out of wood. It is winter. And to stay warm, day by day, he burns logs until there are none left. As the winter gets colder, does the boy toss his wooden friend into the fire to stay warm? Or does the boy fear being alone more than the thought of death?

The song ends with the boy being found, frozen to death, but smiling, with his wooden toy in his arms.



“Hash Brown!” a voice shouts from behind me.

I turn around. It is my brother. His hair is still short, and he has war paint on his face. He wears a heavy military coat with no shirt underneath. My first instinct is to smile, but I don’t. My blood is telling me to forgive him and be happy he is safe, but my mind is enraged and wants to hate him forever.

“Found you,” he says with a sincere smile.

“Traitor,” I shout, and charge at him with all my strength.

And just before we collide—

“Wake up,” Mom says as she leans over me.

I grip the sheets to remember where I am. Burbank Inn. The bed.

Mom is dressed and ready to start the day. I get up and shove my dream to the back of my skull. But before I do, what do I remember about it? I was just about to fight Emjay. I saw our horse as a spirit. Mom was singing and dancing. Our ancestors were with us. And Ani … She was still with me.

I sit up and yawn. “The was the best sleep I’ve had in a very long time,” I say.

“Sounded like it,” she says.

“You were snoring too!”

“I don’t snore. I whistle through my nose while I sleep,” she says.

I get out of bed and see she has already brought me breakfast. It’s French toast sticks and an orange juice. She must have gotten this while I was asleep. The smell of syrup takes over my body. I sit at the coffee table and devour my food within two minutes.

“Today is going to be tough, kiddo,” she says as I get dressed.

“We’re tougher,” I say, and then I realize why she said it.

I hear it. The sound no one likes to hear when they don’t have a home. Rain.

“Oh no,” I say.

“That’s life punching back. You know what to do,” she says.

“Keep swinging, I know, but…”

“I made us raincoats,” she says, and takes one of our black trash bags and slips it on. There’s a cut-out hole at the end, which her head slides through.

“You look ridiculous,” I say.

“This was my raincoat when I was your age. It was all the fad back then. If you find it ridiculous, I guess it went out of style. Which now makes it vintage. And vintage is all the fad now.”

“No one says ‘all the fad now,’” I say, and put mine on.

“You look … ridiculous,” she says, and laughs.

Together, we carry our black-trash-bagged luggage out of the hotel room and put it all into our shopping cart, which was, surprisingly, not stolen from where I left it last night. I guess people in Burbank don’t have a high demand for metal ponies.

This time, Mom pushes it as we march forward, in the pouring rain, toward the bus stop.

As we wait for the bus, under the awning and out of the rain, Mom pulls out my drawing pad and hands it to me.

“You want to do this now?” I ask.

“Every dollar is going to help. Maybe Burbank folk love art. We gotta try,” she says.

I grab the pencil and put it to paper, but my hand doesn’t move. I’m suddenly too tired. I’m too worn out.

“What’s wrong?” Mom asks as she senses my hesitation.

“I can’t draw no more.”

“Anymore. And you can’t or won’t?”

“I don’t want to,” I say.

“Opin, just draw one more. We need to keep fighting.”

“You’ve always said only draw when it’s fun. Fighting isn’t fun.”

“Fine. You don’t want to draw. Then don’t. Just write me a poem. We can sell that.”

“I don’t know how to write a poem, Mom.”

“Just do it, Opin. Just write down anything. People love Native poems. Especially from kids,” she says, and I can see a bit of panic in her eyes.

I know what Mom is feeling right now has nothing to do with drawings or poems, or even me. It’s an inner battle she’s fighting. She’s up against the ropes. About to lose, and maybe a bit of normalcy will give her a second wind to keep swinging.

“Fine. I’ll write a stupid poem.”

I don’t know what I’m doing, so I just write whatever comes to mind.

The Earth shattered. Like a glass of water. Spilling everything, everywhere. No one knows why … You held it so tightly.

I hand it to Mom, and she reads it and begins to cry.

“Am I holding you too tightly? Are you the glass of water?” she asks.

“It’s just a stupid poem, Mom.”

But it’s not just a stupid poem. It’s how I feel inside.

She drops the poem and hugs me.

“I’m sorry. That’s enough for today.”

“I miss Ani,” I say.

“Me too,” she says as the bus pulls up.





CHAPTER 20


WHAT’S WATTS UP

Public transportation. It’s not my favorite way to travel, but it’s better than walking. The reason why I don’t love it is because it’s so darn confusing. Get on this bus, no not that bus, transfer here, walk a block, get on that bus to get to the next bus. And half the time, we miss our stop and have to get on another bus to circle back around. Another reason why riding the bus sucks is because they don’t let you bring shopping carts on board. That means we have to lug all our trash bags full of our stuff onto the bus and take up way more space than just two seats. And people get annoyed by that, especially if the bus is full and people have to stand. Then when we get off, we got to go find another metal pony to carry all our stuff, which can take hours.

But there are a few things I do like about it. Buses are always full of interesting people. Salt of the earth people, Mom calls them. The real backbone of America. The hard workers. The dedicated parents. The students. The kids crossing town to meet up with their friends. “If you ever want to see what the real American dream is, hop on a city bus and ride it for a few hours. That will show you who America really is, not the America we all see on TV,” Mom says.

Emjay thinks differently. He thinks anyone who rides the city bus is poor and the reason why each bus has such huge windows is so other people in their cars can look in and see what poverty looks like.

I think they’re both right.

I’m at the window seat, and I’m surrounded by all our black trash bags. Even in here, people are looking at me with the “poor kid” look. It’s when their eyes frown and their head slightly tilts, and they are smiling like they ate something that doesn’t taste good but they don’t want you to know they dislike it because you made it for them. It’s that look.

Mom is across from me. I think she secretly loves riding city buses but won’t ever admit it. Some people go whale-watching. Some go bird-watching. But my mom, this is her hobby. She loves watching people. And in here, where she finally isn’t driving and having to keep her eyes on the road, there’s a lot of them to watch. This bus is pretty full. Some are people trying to escape the rain, I’m sure. Homeless people like us. It’s what we do when there’s nowhere to go. That’s why so many ask for change. Because if the clouds darken overhead and you hear that ever-so-silent hum in the air, you know it’s about to rain. Buses are our umbrellas.

After switching buses three times and passing the place the cop warned us about, which is called Skid Row in downtown LA, we are only about one hour away from my uncle’s apartment in Watts.

Skid Row affected Mom. She pretended like it didn’t, but she couldn’t keep her eyes off the streets. Seeing all those homeless people clumped together in one place. Cardboard castles, tarped homes, tents, some people just lying under newspaper. It was like a war went off nearby and Skid Row is where they keep all the refugees. It was so sad. I even saw some homeless dogs and cats, which reminded me that my Ani may be homeless somewhere back in Modesto. The second we get a car again, I’m going to beg Mom to take us back and search for her one more time. Maybe a hundred more times.

On the wall of an abandoned building, overlooking Skid Row, there was a large message painted across it. It read And in the eyes of the hungry, there is a growing wrath.

“You know who said that?” Mom asks me.

“Someone very hungry, and very angry,” I reply.

“An author named John Steinbeck. It’s from his book The Grapes of Wrath.”

“Give the people some grapes already, jeez,” I say.

She smiles. “Sooner or later, if they aren’t given, they will be taken,” she says.

“Did he write that too?” I ask.

“Nope. That was all me,” she says.

As we travel on, I can’t help but notice all these parts of Los Angeles look nothing like how Mom describes it. It all looks run-down and poor and makes Burbank look rich and fancy.

“Where are we?” I ask Mom.

“Paramount,” she says. “Next is Compton, then Watts.”

“Does Watts look like this?” I ask.

“We’ll see,” she says.

I hope not. These places look so depressing. And that means a lot coming from me. But I know Mom doesn’t want to stay with her brother for very long, so hopefully we will leave Watts quickly. The bus keeps moving, and we enter the city of Compton. This is the city where those rappers that Emjay likes are from. Dr. Dre, Eazy-E, and the two other guys. I wonder if they ride the bus. Maybe I’ll ask for an autograph if I recognize them.

City buses in Los Angeles are unlike any I’ve ever seen. In Burbank, most of the people spoke a language I never heard before. Mom said it was Armenian. In Paramount, most people were Mexican. But here in Compton, almost everyone is Black. I wonder why the cities are separated like that. It’s like how some people eat their food and don’t let the beans touch the corn or the mashed potatoes touch the chicken. Didn’t Mom say this place was a melting pot? A swirl of people constantly mixing together to create this colorful world? Or maybe that’s just Hollywood. Maybe that’s what makes Hollywood special.

Every single house I see in Compton has barred windows. And there are police cars patrolling from both directions. I wonder what that’s about.

At one of the stops, a large Black woman with purple hair gets on. She is wearing a pink tracksuit, and her long fingernails match her outfit. She sees me and smiles. Her smile makes me smile. When she notices my bruised eye, and all the trash bags around me, she doesn’t give me a look of pity like the other people do. Instead she snaps her fingers at me and says, “I know you don’t think a trash bag deserves the seat more than I do.”

She talks like she has an accent and doesn’t have one at the same time. I pick up one of the bags and place it in between my feet.

“What’s your name, cutie?” she asks.

“Opin.”

“Open?” She laughs. “What’s your last name, Sesame?”

I laugh. She’s funny.

“Who in their right mind would name their boy Open?” she asks.

“That would be me,” Mom says to her.

They share a smile. “Opin is Ojibwe. We’re Native American.”

“Oh, snap. Native American. Y’all are the original gangstas,” she says. “I’m Black. And purple.” She laughs and points to her hair.

“I’ve noticed. It’s beautiful,” Mom says.

“Thank you. And damn, girl. You should be a model. You got that look that belongs on the front cover. What y’all doing on the bus?”

“On our way to Watts. Then try to figure out our next move,” Mom says.

“Watts up! That’s my stomping ground. Born and raised,” she says.

“I’m Inde. What’s your name?” Mom asks.

“Inde. Please tell me your last name is Ana Jones?”

Mom laughs. I do too, but I liked her first joke better.

“I’m Angelique, but you can call me Angel.”

“Nice to meet you, Angel. Opin, have you ever met an angel before?”

“Nope. You’re my first angel,” I say. “Where’s your halo?”

“Sold it. It distracted from my hair.”

“Where are your wings?” I ask.

“Sold those too. I don’t need to fly. I’m fly enough already.”

“Now you gotta take the bus to get around,” I say, and smile.

“True that. But the bus ain’t so bad. Gives me a chance to meet interesting people. Like you two. And y’all are for damn sure my first Open and Inde I ever met. So what are two Native Americans doing in Watts?”

“We’re homeless,” I say.

Mom looks at me like I just stepped on her foot. “What?” I say. “We are. We had a car, but it died,” I add.

“We are in between homes. And my brother lives in Watts. We’re staying with him until I can get our feet back on the ground,” Mom says.

Angel looks at all the trash bags, then at me, then back to my mom.

“I like you. And you know what angels do when they like someone?” she asks, but doesn’t wait for an answer. “They offer a helping hand.”

Angel digs in her bright pink purse.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t take anything from you,” Mom says.

“Hear her out, Mom,” I say.

“Smart boy,” Angel says, and pulls out a card and hands it to my mom.

“Sometimes someone offering you change isn’t the change you’re used to getting. This is real change. This here is my cousin. He works for the California Angels,” she says.

My mom looks confused. And honestly, so am I. “How is a baseball team going to help us?” I ask.

“They can’t, but my cousin’s wife can. She works for the state. Low-income housing is her specialty. Call my cousin and tell him an angel sent you. He’ll know what to do,” Angel says.

The bus stops. Mom stands. “This is us.”

“Good luck, Inde and Open,” she says.

“Miigwech, Angel,” I tell her.

“Me gwitch right back at ya, kid,” she says.

I grab the bags and follow Mom off the bus. And just our luck, as soon as we get off the bus, there is an empty, overturned metal pony waiting for us. It’s like the city was waiting for us to arrive. Maybe the angel in the bus magically sent us this shopping cart. Watts looks pretty run-down and dirty, but at the same time, it’s looking pretty good to me right now. I stand up the metal pony and look at my mom. “What’s the word when something feels like it’s meant to be, like everything is falling into place?” I ask.

“Serendipity. Kismet. Destiny. Fate. Any of those four would work. Pick one,” she says.

“I like kismet. Let’s name this metal pony Kismet.”

We load Kismet up and begin our push toward my uncle’s place. Around here, we don’t stand out too much. There are a lot of metal pony riders around here. Most of their carts are full of crushed soda cans and plastic bottles. Everyone looks just as poor as we do. Maybe even a bit poorer.

“You going to call Angel’s cousin?” I ask.

“Probably. You think I should?” she asks.

“Probably.”

We stop for food at a place called El Pollo Loco. I have macaroni and cheese, two chicken soft tacos, and a side of mashed potatoes. Mom has a side salad, a bean-and-cheese burrito, and a Coke. After our meal we walk another mile to my uncle’s apartment complex. It looks like a prison. High steel bars surround it. A black gate with a broken door, and all the windows are barred. Are they trying to keep people in or keep people out?

We push Kismet through the broken door and roll it down the halls. There are doors on each side. Each door is lettered. We stop near the end, at door letter W.

“Wolf?” I guess what it stands for. “Warrior? Winner?”

Mom takes a deep breath. “He Wishes,” she says cleverly, and knocks on the door.

A few moments pass, then the door opens, but only slightly.

His eyes peek through. “Were you followed?”

“What? Of course not. Open the door,” she says.

It opens slightly more. Just enough for me to see his face. I can tell he used to be good-looking, a long time ago. But he has the look I’ve seen many times throughout my many stays at shelters. Alcoholic eyes. They’re glossed over. They look laminated. The puffy red nose, like it was punched too many times. The sunken cheeks. The small bits of foam on both corners of his mouth. The smell of trapped spirits escaping through the open door and rushing into the hallway. Giiwashkwebiishki. That means he is a drunk. Mom taught me that word so she can say it aloud when a drunk gets too close to me in a shelter or on the street. A clever way of not letting him or her get offended when hearing it, but still keeping me connected to my people.

“You didn’t say you were bringing a kid,” he says.

“Yes, I did. I said two kids, actually.”

“Where’s the other? In one of the bags?” he asks.

“He’s on his way here. Are you going to open the door or not?”

“I guess I am,” he says, and swings the door open.

Mom enters, and I push the cart inside.

I am not sure why, but I find myself waiting for my uncle to examine my bruised face, my crooked smile, and then hug me. I mean, I’m his nephew. We are blood. In books and movies, when relatives meet there should be a hug, followed by “My, how’ve you grown. You’re getting so big. Yada yada.” But it doesn’t come. No hug. No smile. Just a grown-up in a messy apartment pointing to the corner, signaling me where to park our metal donkey. Maybe he’s just not a hugger. And why did I even want one? I don’t even know this guy.

Messy is an understatement. The place is a wreck. Beer bottles. An overflowing ashtray, clothes and food spread out almost like he decorated it that way. The only redeeming quality is that through all the mess, there are signs of life. A real life, snapped in photographs. On all his walls are family photos.

“That’s me and your mom,” my uncle says, and points to the one I’m facing.

Mom is a teenager. My uncle is my age. They look like two little Indians ready to take on the world. If it wasn’t in color, you’d guess this photo is from a hundred years ago.

“Your mama saved my life that day,” he adds.

“How?” I ask.

“I was sent to a boarding school. Our mom was sick, so she couldn’t take care of me. I was young enough for the state to step in. And it did. They thought I need some Christianity in my life. Back then, in Minnesota, being Indian was a first offense. Anyway, your mama walked thirty-two miles to that awful place. She snuck in and brought me back home. We basically ran the whole way back. And, well, I’ve been running ever since,” he says.

“Mom never told me that story,” I say.

“Because stories are supposed to have happy endings,” she says, and spreads a blanket over the couch and puts a pillow on top of it.

I look at all the other photos. My uncle must really love his family. I see my grandma and grandpa for the first time. My uncle doesn’t even need to tell me who they are. I immediately know. She looks like my mom, and he looks a bit like Emjay. A bit like me. A bit like my uncle.

“Mom did tell me that you got shot by a cop,” I say.

“Now, there’s a happy ending,” he says, and lifts up his shirt.

I see the scar on his right shoulder. It looks like a huge dimple. “Does it hurt?”

“Only when it’s cold out. And sometimes in the mornings. Or whenever I move it,” he says.

“So, basically, all the time?” I ask.

“I tell you, I’ll never touch a box of Lucky Charms again,” he jokes.

Mom starts to clean up his mess. He notices but says nothing. A big sister, however long she’s been gone, will always be a big sister and clean up her little brother’s mess, I guess. “When’s the last time you were outside?” she asks him.

“I don’t know. I played the lotto a few nights ago. Hey, if I win, I can finally get you the bike I owe you,” he says to her, and then looks at me. “I borrowed her bike once, and some jerk stole it from me.”

“I got the bike back. You know that. And that jerk lost a tooth for taking it. I have proof,” Mom says, and shows me her knuckles. A small scar sits on the middle finger. “You lost the bike two weeks later down by Gichigami,” she says.

“Oh, yeah. My bad. I should check if I won,” he says, and grabs the lottery ticket off the coffee table.

As he hops on the phone to check the winning numbers, Mom approaches me and hands me a fork. She makes sure my uncle doesn’t see it. “He’s a creep? He seems all right to me,” I say.

“Better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it,” she says, and begins to pull our stuff out of the shopping cart and place it all into neat piles along the wall.

“Damn it,” he shouts, and hangs up the phone.

“You didn’t win?” I ask.

“I don’t get it. I was sure I was gonna win this time. Maybe next week,” he says.

“I need to use your phone,” Mom says, and pulls out the angel’s cousin’s business card.

She wastes no time. She must really want to get out of this apartment as soon as possible. There must be a whole history between these two that I don’t know. But family is weird like that. There’s a history between Emjay and me, and we’re both not even old enough to have a history yet. Maybe all families have histories. Even the ones with homes and cars and TVs and basketball hoops hanging over their garage. Maybe even white families have histories. And maybe no one can really understand those family histories except the people involved. On the outside, Emjay and I should be friends. We should be close. We’ve known each other our entire lives. We look similar. We both love music, and we both know what it’s like to struggle and hustle. That should bond us. But we’re not friends. We’re not close. And I can totally see us drifting even further apart as we both get older. When we’re both men.

Men. I look at my uncle and see a man. But I also see a little boy. A boy who wishes he was closer with his family. A lonely boy. And the only way he can feel close to his family is to tack photos of them on his walls. Maybe he even talks to the photos? Maybe he tells them good morning and good night each day?

Mom picks up the phone and dials the number. My uncle turns off the baseball game on TV, which I didn’t even notice was on, and he says to me, “Wanna see something?”

“What is it?” I ask.

“It’s a secret. You can’t tell your mom.”

I slide my hand into my pocket and grip the fork. I’ll be ready to stick it in his thigh if I need to. “Sure,” I say.

Mom’s busy on the phone, her back to us, and my uncle leads me to his porch. He opens the sliding glass door and steps out. I follow him.

The porch is small and has nothing but two plants in it. “That’s Dolly Parton and Johnny Cash,” he says.

“Your big secret is to show me that you have two plants named after musicians?” I ask.

He laughs. “No,” he says, and places both plants on the top of the porch’s wall to bask in the sun. “This is my secret,” he says, and points to a wooden telephone pole across the street.

At first, I don’t see what he’s trying to show me, but then I look closer. Near the top, an arrow is stuck into the pole. Two feathers hang down from the end of it. One red and one black. “You did that?” I ask.

“Sure did.”

“Why?” I ask.

“In case they get me and take everything I got, even Dolly and Johnny here, there will always be that arrow. That will be the evidence I was here. The proof I existed,” he says.

His words stun me. Does this arrow, the only proof to the outside world that he lived, make me feel sorry for him? A little. Do I also find it pretty cool he shot a telephone pole? I do.

“I ain’t much of much. Never have been. But I do know this … While you’re here, in this world, your only real enemy is time. But it’s also your best friend. So, while you have it, enjoy it. Because it will run out. But before it does … You got to take your shot. And in life, we only get one shot.”

I look at the arrow again. That was my uncle taking his shot. That was his rage against time. That was his battle to prove he is alive. Even when a state tried to take him away as a kid and even when a cop tried to kill him as a man. He survived.

“You got a car?” my mom asks from behind us. She’s holding a pitcher of water.

“The one good thing I got out of getting shot was the settlement. It got me my Bronco,” he says.

“I need to borrow it,” Mom says as she begins to water Dolly and Johnny. “You know, you’re supposed to put them in the sun when it comes up, not when it’s about to come down.”

“I let them sleep in sometimes,” my uncle says, and pulls his keys out of his pocket and tosses them to Mom.

She catches them. We had a red Pinto, which is a type of horse, and my uncle drives a Bronco, which is another type of horse. I guess America can never take our culture out of us, no matter how hard they try, because even now, after all the battles and colonization and forced assimilation and genocide, we are still alive, and we are still riding horses. Maybe when I grow up and get a job and have money, I’ll ride a Mustang.





CHAPTER 21


TAKE YOUR TIME SHOT

Mom sat me down and told me about the phone call. There was a light in her eyes that I haven’t seen in a long time. It was the color of hope. Hope has a glint to it. Mom’s eyes had the glint, the shine of tiger’s eye. Her big brown eyes with streams of gold flowing through them. She said Angel’s cousin was expecting the call. Angel told him about me and Mom. He handed the phone to his wife, and Mom told her about our situation. She gave Mom a list of numbers to call and assured her that there are many people who are going through what we are going through. And there are good people out there, good programs, and good organizations that are out there helping families like ours.

But that’s not the best part. The best information was that down in some area called Orange County, in a city called Fountain Valley, is a place called the Southern California American Indian Center. A place that helps Native American families, from all tribes, that have found themselves in Southern California and in need of help … Like my family.

“Do you want to come with me?” she asks. “I’m going tomorrow morning.”

I can just imagine how beautiful the place is. A valley full of fountains. An American Indian Center. The place is probably filled with cool stuff from all my ancestors.

“Yeah. I’ll come with. I should meet my people.”

“Great. I have to run out and go to social services and get us on the housing list. Amy said they can even get me a temp job for a few days,” Mom says.

“Who’s Amy?”

“Jose’s wife.”

“Who’s Jose?”

“Angel’s cousin.”

“Last question … Did Jose offer you free tickets to an Angels game?” I ask.

She smiles. “Not yet.”

I decide to stay while Mom leaves to go do mom things. I’ve seen those places way too many times. Besides, if you’ve seen them once, you’ve seen them all. And instead, I choose to hang out with my uncle while he watches professional wrestling on TV. I don’t get it. Why would anyone willingly watch this? “But they’re not really fighting, are they?” I ask.

“Well, no. They are fighting, but it’s all choreographed,” he says.

“So they are just a bunch of grown sweaty men in tights, ballet dancing, without music?” I say.

He huffs. “I mean, yeah, but no, not ballet dancing,” he says. “They’re wrestling.”

“Pretending to wrestle. We can both be right and call it aggressive dancing.”

He turns it off. “No more wrestling for you. You hungry?” he asks, and gets up. “I’m making a ham sandwich.”

“I don’t eat animals anymore.”

“You’re Native. You got to eat meat,” he says.

“The animals need us to help them. This is how they need me,” I say, realizing I just ate two chicken tacos. Oops. But that’s okay, I’m still learning to be better. That takes time.

“The animals need us, huh?” He ponders. “I guess they do. Peanut butter and jelly, then?” he asks.

“Heck, yeah,” I say, and slap the table.

As I hit it, something falls off it and onto the floor. I pick it up off the carpet. It’s a notebook, just like my mom’s notebook. “My mom has one of these,” I say.

“Yeah. Grandma made one for every relative. It was her way of keeping our blood alive and red before she died,” he says.

I flip through the pages. It is handwritten, just like Mom’s. I can’t believe one woman wrote all these words and translations. Every page is filled top to bottom. My eyes rest on the word Indé. It translates to “heart.” “Why does my mom have a cool Ojibwe name and you don’t?” I ask.

“We both have cool names. Our mother named us after body parts,” he says.

“Mom’s name means ‘heart.’ That’s a body part. But you’re just Jonny,” I say.

“I know. I’m special. I was named after two body parts.”

“What are you talking about? Jonny isn’t—”

“Jonny. Jaw; knee. That’s two,” he says.

He’s right. Holy crap. And here I thought he had a common name. “Hers is cooler though. You can’t live without the heart,” I say.

He laughs. “I’m not so sure. Hearts break just as easily as jaws and knees. And to us Indians, eating and running are just as important as loving,” he says.

And just before I set the notebook back on the table, I remember the last thing Emjay said before he left. It was about my name. I was too angry to care about it then, but now I want to know why he called me those weird names while arguing with Mom. He called me a French fry. He called me a tater tot. And in my dream, he called me Hash Brown.

I flip to the O section and skim my finger down to Opin. Wow. Emjay was telling the truth. My name doesn’t mean “adventure seeker.” In fact, it doesn’t mean anything courageous or brave. I’m not even named after a body part. I’m named after a friggin’ vegetable!

Opin means “potato.”

I don’t know if I want to laugh or cry. Maybe both. I want to craugh.

My whole life, I’ve been answering to Potato. I feel gutted. I feel squashed. I feel mashed like potatoes. Like opins. But then I remember why I’m named Opin. I remember why I am a potato. It’s not necessarily Mom’s fault. It’s because my dad never showed up when I entered this world. And he never showed up to be a dad ever since. That must have crushed my mom. And I’m glad she didn’t name me what he wanted me to be named. I’m glad she was upset and gave me an Ojibwe name. I’m not glad she chose Potato, but she didn’t have her notebook with her. Her intentions were good. It’s just her memory that wasn’t. And I guess it could have been worse. I could have been named Onion or Asparagus or even Corn. Those names would suck much worse. I’d hate having to answer to Corn every day. Besides, I do like potatoes. Baked potatoes, mashed potatoes, potato chips, French fries, tater tots, hash browns, scalloped potatoes, potatoes au gratin, sweet potato fries. They’re all good. And they’re technically root vegetables. And roots are important to Native Americans. It keeps us connected to our ancestors, the same way trees are connected to other trees.

And all those gutted-up, smashed-up, maddened-up feelings I had one second ago are now gone. Instead, I laugh. And I don’t stop laughing. My name means “potato.” That’s hilarious. And it is so funny because names don’t really matter, in the end. Names change all the time. They’re not forever. Ask any Indigenous person what they prefer to be called. Native American? American Indian? First Nations? Indigenous? Indian? And it goes even deeper, on a tribal level. Ojibwe? Anishinaabe? Chippewa?

Names are just labels. That’s all. Just a word scribbled on a box. But I don’t belong in a box. No one does. Opin can mean “potato,” but that doesn’t mean I’m a potato. To me, opin can mean “adventure seeker.” Potatoes seek adventures, don’t they? They start in the ground, right? Just like us. We start in the earth. Then some rain comes down and gives us life, like all water does to all things. Then, bam, the potato begins to seek its adventure. It climbs and digs up from the dirt, just like Mom and I and Emjay have been trying to do. And finally, with a helping hand from an angel or an ancestor, or maybe a complete stranger, the potato is pulled from beneath the soil and sees the sun. It feels the wind. It is alive. The adventure has begun.

That’s why I am Opin. And that’s why I’ll never give up. Because like every opin, I’ll start from the bottom, but I’ll reach the top.

I close the notebook and drop it onto the coffee table. My uncle hands me my sandwich, but before I eat it, I look him right in the eye and say, “I want to take my shot.”

My uncle sets his plate down and smiles. “Are you sure? Are you done being a boy? Because if you hit that pole, you’ll be a boy no more. Are you ready to be a man?” he asks.

My mind floods back to everything I’ve been through. How I relied on my mom to make all the decisions for me and how I depended on her to keep me safe. But recently there have been changes in my brain. Big changes. I didn’t run when those guys in the park approached Leland and me. I stood up to them. I tried to protect my friend. I rescued Ani from the streets. And even though I needed her more than she needed me, I still protected her as best I could. And when Emjay took her away from me, I stood up to him. Sure, I lost the fight, but that’s a given. I was always going to lose, but the point is, I fought back. And it was me who made the decision to wait for the cop to return with the cart. Mom was ready to cut our losses and run. But I stood up. And it was me who convinced Mom to let Angel help us. And with my brother gone, I need to step up and be the man my mom needs me to be. She’s exhausted and has been trying to keep all three of us afloat for so long, all on her own. She wasn’t ready to be a grown-up. Her childhood was just as tough as mine, maybe tougher. But she fought and fought and fought, and look, we’re still alive. And along the way, she’s taught us how to fight and fight and fight.

I’m not saying I am a man. Clearly, I still have a lot of growing up to do, but I am realizing that I am not really a kid anymore. I’m somewhere in between.

“I don’t think anyone is ever ready to become who they are meant to be. It just happens, ready or not. And it’s happening now. I’m growing up,” I say, and head to the porch.

I slide back the door and step out, with my eyes fixed on the telephone pole. That inanimate object means so much right now. That propped-up wooden pole will now determine where I am in life. If I strike it, my childhood is gone. If I miss, then I’m not ready to be chief. I’m not ready to give up on my imagination and focus on the harsh realities of life. I can still play. I can still hope everything works out. I can still rely on my mom to take care of me, the way every kid lucky enough to have a mom should be able to.

My uncle joins me, holding his bow and arrow. It looks homemade, in a good way. Multicolored yarn wraps around the wooden bow. There are shapes and letters carved into the frame. “What are these symbols?” I ask. “Are these letters in Ojibwe?”

“I’ve carved all my attempts into that bow. Every etch you see is a time where I missed my shot,” he says.

Wow. He missed a lot. But I guess the lesson there is obvious. If you miss, try again. Never give up. Practice makes perfect. All the clichés people wear on their T-shirts.

But hey, he eventually hit it.

“I hit this pole and I’ll be a grown-up, right?” I ask.

“Hitting that pole won’t make you a grown-up. There’s a huge difference between growing up and becoming a man.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Your mom has been with you since the day you were born. She’s been watching you grow up your entire life. But you have been with her since the day you were born. You’ve also been watching her grow up your entire life,” he says.

I never really thought of it that way before. I am watching my mom grow up. All kids are watching their parents grow up, at the same time the parents are watching their kids grow up. There’s no line in the sand for people to cross over from kid to grown-up. We all just keep growing as we keep living. “There are no grown-ups. There are just growing-ups,” I say.

“That’s right,” he says, “but what do I know, I’m just an Indian on a porch shooting arrows at a telephone pole.”

I’ve never shot a real bow and arrow before. All of mine have been imaginary. But this isn’t make-believe. This is real. And right now, I am going to find out if I got what it takes to be a man. He hands it to me. It feels warm and worn and war torn. I load it up and notice my hands are trembling a bit. Why am I so nervous? There’s nothing between me and the pole except some garbage cans. No one will get hurt.

I place the arrow’s groove into the bowstring and pull it back as far as I can. I lift the bow, aiming the arrowhead directly at the pole. It’s heavier than I imagined it to be. And harder. My arm muscles begin to tremble a bit. I take a deep breath. The pole stares back at me. I close one eye, and then the other.

“Take your time,” my uncle whispers into my ear.

I wake up in our hidden cavern. The fire we made last night is smoldering and out. The last thing I remember was all our ancestors dancing around me. Mom was singing. My wolf was howling. And Emjay, the traitor, was there. I charged at him. That’s all I recall.

I sit up and see Mom is gone. My wolf is gone. But her bow and arrow are still here, lying beside me. Maybe she went to get water? Maybe she went to … Then I hear voices.

I grab the bow and arrow and get up slowly. I go toward the sounds of men. They are coming from just behind the large rock in front of me. I slowly climb it and quietly peek over to see who is there.

It’s my mom. She is standing tall and proud, facing the white general. At his side is Emjay, my traitor brother.

“Tell me where the boy is, and I won’t shoot you,” the general tells my mom.

“He is gone,” Mom says.

“What do you mean gone? Dead?” he asks.

“The opposite. He is more alive now than he has ever been before,” she says.

“She speaks Indian mumbo jumbo! What is she trying to say?” he asks Emjay.

“She says the boy is gone. In his place, in his body, he is now a man,” Emjay says.

“Go look around. He can’t be far. I’ll watch her,” the general says.

Emjay walks off, not toward me, but in the direction of another cluster of boulders. I load the arrow into the bow and set my aim toward the general’s neck. Last time, he was struck in the heart, but he didn’t die, because he is heartless. But the neck. The neck surrounds the throat. The throat is where all the lies hide. All the threats. All the broken promises. All the hot air.

The general takes a step toward Mom. “I told you once, and I’ll tell you people again, you can run, but you can’t hide,” he says, and lifts his gun toward Mom.

“We’re not hiding, and we’re done running. Opin, now!” she shouts.

I aim for the neck and release the arrow. It rips through the air and … flies right past him, inches away from his neck. I missed. I took my shot and missed. But before I can load another arrow into the bow, a distant gunshot is heard. And moments later, a bullet strikes him directly in the neck. He drops his gun, and both his hands cup his throat, trying to stop the blood from escaping. He falls to his knees; his eyes dart around, searching for the person who shot him. I stand up to look for the shooter too, but I don’t see anyone.

Mom picks up his gun, stands over him, and points the barrel directly at his stomach. This is where all the hate boils and grows. The gut stores all the hatred, and a hole will let it pour out and disappear. Her finger is on the trigger, twitching but not yet squeezing. “You are to never go near me or my children again. Are we clear?” she asks him.

He clears his bloody throat, and manages to cough out a few words while staring into my mom’s eyes …

And suddenly … we are no longer outside. We are in a small apartment. I am no longer holding a bow and arrow. I am now holding a brown teddy bear. I am no longer standing on a rock. I am now peeking behind a door. And I am no longer twelve. I am back to being four. This isn’t a dream. Or a premonition of the future. This is the past. This is a memory I buried, and like a potato, it is now unearthed.

This was once my home. My mom is no longer holding a gun. She is now holding a frying pan. And the general is my dad. And he is on the ground, bleeding from his fists and from a gash in his head. “We’re clear,” he says.

She drops the frying pan and turns to me. She has a bloody lip. But still, she smiles.

I run up to her and wrap my arms around her. I’m crying. From the noise. From the violence. From the memory making me relive this all over again. Mom takes my hand and rushes me out of the apartment. Our red Pinto is parked on the street.

“Mom,” Emjay says from behind us.

“Let’s go,” Mom says to him, but he doesn’t move.

He’s a kid again. He looks scared and confused. Mom runs up to him and kneels down, clutching his face in her open palms.

“It’s time to go, Emjay.”

“But all our stuff?” he says. “My toys. My clothes.”

“It’s just stuff. The world is full of stuff. But I need you to come with me now. It’s not safe here. Do you trust me?” she asks.

Emjay nods. Mom takes his hand, and they join me at the car.

As we get in and the door shuts … I am back to my dream. The general is gone. The guns are gone. My mom is gone. It’s just me.

“Opin,” Emjay says from behind me.

I turn around. He is facing me. It was he who shot the general in the neck. He drops the rifle in one hand, and in his other hand, he holds Ani. Not as a wolf, but as herself.



I open my eyes and release the arrow. It rips through the air and heads straight for the telephone pole … And … passes it.

I missed. I took my shot and missed.

I am not a man yet. I am not ready.

I still have time to be a kid.

Should I cry? Did I let myself down? Or should I be glad that my childhood still has a playground in it? And why are my eyes so wet? Was I crying while reliving my memory? Is that why I missed? Should I try again?

“Bring me another arrow,” I tell my uncle.

But he takes the bow from me and places his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t grow up too fast, kid.”

He walks back into his apartment. I stare back at the telephone pole. It stares back at me. I imagine the tall wooden pole morphing into a buffalo. It stares at me, larger than a building. It breathes thick white clouded air from its nostrils. Our eyes meet.

“I’m glad I missed,” I say to the buffalo.

I slowly back away, out of the porch and into the apartment. I pull the sliding glass door shut and give the buffalo one last look … But it’s gone. It’s just a telephone pole with my uncle’s arrow lodged in it.

I turn around and see my uncle on the couch, back to watching TV. His sandwich is half in his hand and half in his mouth. I sit down and pick mine up. I take a bite. The peanut butter is crunchy. The jelly is raspberry. The bread is soft.

I chew my food and chew on a thought.

I smile, because I realize something.

I have it bad. I know that. But some people have it much worse.

I was one of those some people yesterday and all the days before that. And maybe tomorrow or the incoming days ahead, I’ll have it worse again.

But today, right now, I have a sandwich to eat. I have a couch to sit on. I have an uncle to talk to. I have a TV to watch. And I have a giant invisible friend buffalo outside reminding me that the only way to one day be a man is to first be okay with being a boy.

And being a boy is okay. And not rushing through it is okay.

I just wish Ani was here with me.

Every boy needs a best friend. And she was mine.

But I guess losing someone you love is something that happens to everybody while they grow up.

It hurts. A lot. But maybe it tells us to hold on to the ones we love even tighter while they’re still with us. We shouldn’t take things for granted, especially love. And especially dogs.

What a painful process this whole growing-up thing is. I wish we could all just stay kids forever. But we can’t, because then who’d be paying the rent?





CHAPTER 22


HOPING FOR TURTLE POWER

Yesterday, Mom was gone all day. It was the longest I’ve been away from her in a very long time, maybe ever. She drove around Los Angeles, getting all the forms filled out, applications submitted, and putting our names on just about every subsidized and low-income housing list there is. She said most of the areas have waiting lists that stretch into two- to three-year-long waits, but more and more cities are accepting HUD housing and government assistance programs, which could help us get closer and closer to one day having a home of our own.

I didn’t go outside last night to explore Watts, because my uncle said when the sun goes down around here, the city gets pretty dangerous. There are gangs all throughout Watts. He told me that Watts is only two miles long and two miles wide, which is a very small area, but within the walls of Watts are two rival gangs that are constantly at war with each other. The Bloods, who wear all red. And the Crips, who wear all blue. I told him it sounds like a video game, and he said he wished it was, but every night he hears gunshots and cars peeling off and sirens.

I didn’t hear any, but I was asleep at eight. I passed out on the couch. I slept like a baby.

Mom has no intention of keeping us here and wants to leave as soon as possible, but we also know, as of right now, we have nowhere else to go. But from Mom’s upbeat energy today and hopeful eyes, maybe that will be changing soon.

I get into my uncle’s lime-green Ford Bronco and buckle up before Mom knuckles up. We are off to the Indian Center. On our way to the place called Fountain Valley. I know getting shot in the shoulder by a cop sucks, and I know it probably does a number on you mentally for forever, but the money he received from the city must have been decent, because this vehicle is rad and the stereo system is even radder. Still not worth taking a bullet, but at least he survived and can still listen to music.

Before we leave Los Angeles, Mom drives me through the nicer parts of the city. We pass Beverly Hills, where people are beyond rich. Not just beyond rich like they have a lot of money; I’m talking about the beyond rich where even their pets wear jewelry. I’m talking about even their sunglasses have jewelry. Even their cars look like jewelry. I wonder if these people know that the only reason why they are where they are in life and where I am in life is luck. That’s the only difference. They happened to be born in a better area, to wealthier parents. I mean, sure, maybe some of them have earned what they have, but I know people. Working hard doesn’t lead to becoming rich. The hardest-working people I’ve met can barely get by. They live paycheck to paycheck, shelter to shelter. That’s the truth. It takes money to make money. And if you’re not born with money, you can’t make money, not really. You can only try to survive, like my mom.

I wonder if Mom and I posted up on a perfectly manicured corner like these ones and did a song or sold some drawings, if these rich people would stop and pay us. I hear rich people are super cheap, but I never really met one before, so maybe it’s worth trying.

After Beverly Hills, we roll into Hollywood. Mom’s old stomping ground. This place looks like another world. A world full of people from every planet imaginable. Hollywood is the melting pot Mom told me about. I see people in all shapes and colors. And on the corners, I see movie characters. I see Spider-Man. I see Freddy Krueger. I see Michael Jackson. I see Elvis.

“Stop!” I shout.

Mom slams on the brakes. “What?”

I get out and run toward a crowd that has formed in front of a cool-looking Chinese theater. I push past people to get to the front. And once I am there, I see them. And they see me.

All four Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.

My heart ping-pongs in my chest. I see Leonardo posing for photos with an excited Asian family. I see Donatello and Raphael dancing with a group of happy tourist kids. Then I see him. My favorite turtle of them all, Michelangelo. He is on a skateboard, teaching a group of teenagers how to do an ollie. Next to him is a sign that says ENTER TO WIN A FREE NINJA TURTLE SKATEBOARD.

I run up to him while he is turned around, and I stop. “TURTLE POWER!” I shout as loud as I can.

And he isn’t the only one who turns around, but everyone does. The entire freaking crowd. And the other three turtles. Michelangelo kicks the tail of his board, which sends it up to his hands. A really cool ninja move I have never seen before. He approaches me, bends down, so we are eye level.

We just stare at each other for over ten seconds, maybe less, maybe hours; I can’t tell. Time has stopped for me. In a good way.

“Turtle Power, little guy,” a human voice says from inside the costume.

I hug him. And as soon as I wrap my arms halfway around his green body, I squeeze.

A hand touches my shoulder. I look and see it’s Mom. She’s smiling, but a tear is running down her cheek.

“We gotta go, Opin,” she says. “We can’t be late.”

I release Michelangelo. His three large green fingers slowly close to make a fist. His thumb pops up.

I give him a thumbs-up back. I can’t believe this just happened. Days ago, I was getting my Ninja Turtle comic book ripped in half as a bunch of bullies beat me up, and today, I hugged Michelangelo. Life is such a trip.

I turn to leave, and it feels like I am walking on a cloud. My cheeks already hurt from smiling so much.

“Hey, kid,” Michelangelo shouts.

I stop and turn around. He walks up to me and hands me the brand-new skateboard. “Can I get a ‘cowabunga, dude’?” he asks.

I am speechless. And motionless. I hope I’m breathing. How am I still standing? Mom nudges me. I snap out of my bliss … “Cowabunga, dude.”

“Awesome,” he says.

“Miigwech, ogichidaa miskwaadesi,” Mom says to him.

He looks at Mom, and even though his costume’s face looks perfectly chill and happy, you can tell the human underneath it has no idea what she just said, so he gives another thumbs-up. And Mom gives him one back.

And now I have a Ninja Turtle skateboard. And I will guard it with my life, like a ninja.

We get back into the Bronco, and I still feel like I’m up in the clouds. I love Hollywood. It’s even greater than Mom made it sound all these years. It is where I want to be. I want to live here. Grow up here. Become a wrinkly old man here. It really is a land of dreams, and in my first five minutes in here, a dream I didn’t even know I had has already come true. How could anyone not love Hollywood?

I turn to Mom. “What did you say to Michelangelo right before we left?”

“I tried to say, ‘Thank you, warrior turtle.’ I hope I said it right,” she says. “I’m not sure there’s a word for ninja.”



Mom finds an oldies station on the radio. And even though the songs will be random, I’d bet both my arms that she knows all the words to all the songs.

And I’m right. Even I know this one. “Mr. Blue Sky,” by Electric Light Orchestra. We danced to this song many times.

The freeways in Los Angeles don’t make any sense at all. Instead of two lanes going in each direction, there are six lanes going in each direction. That means this freeway has twelve lanes! You’d think that would help with the traffic, right? Wrong. It’s a constant jam. Bumper to bumper. For miles and miles. “I think we’d get there faster if we walked,” I say.

Mom laughs. “I wonder why, when people are in this situation, they say they’re stuck in traffic,” she says.

“Umm, because we are stuck in traffic,” I say.

“No, we are the traffic,” she says. “Think about it.”

So I think about it. All these people. All these cars. Mom’s right. We are the traffic. We are all just going here or there to do this and that, living our lives just like everybody else … But when we are here, all grouped together going one direction. We’re no longer individuals. We are a team. We are together. We are traffic.

Really. Slow. Traffic.

Two hours later, we get off the freeway in Fountain Valley.

False advertising. I don’t see any fountains. I don’t see any valleys. But what I do see, as Mom pulls into a small lot in front of a building, is a sign that reads Southern California American Indian Center.

She parks the Bronco in the closest spot and turns off the ignition. “In Minnesota, my mom would come to a place like this,” she says. “We were always poor. This is where we’d get our milk and bread and eggs.”

“What?”

“Not this one. The one in Minnesota. In Duluth. And here I am today, asking them for help. I hope she doesn’t think I failed. I hope she knows how hard I’m trying.”

“She knows. I know she knows,” I say. “Keep watching, Nookomis, because our adventure isn’t over yet,” I shout.

Mom smiles. Not a happy smile. But not a sad one either. It was an I-miss-Emjay smile. I’ve seen it many times. “He’s fine, Mama,” I say.

She nods and gets out.

I join her in the parking lot, and we walk up to the building and through the front door.

I expected Native drums and chanting. I expected Native artwork everywhere and the smell of sage and the twirling of dream catchers as we enter … But nope.

It’s a small office with a chubby man with a button nose sitting at a desk. You can tell right away he’s Native American. His long black hair is in a ponytail. He’s wearing a brown vest over a black shirt, and his skin color is darker than ours and has more cracks in it. It’s impossible to tell his age. He could be anywhere from late twenties to late fifties.

“How’s it going?” he asks as we approach him.

His words go up and down like his letters are traveling over small hills. How’S IT GOing?… Like that.

“It’s going somewhere. How are you?” Mom asks.

“The sun is out. The birds are chirping. Life is great. How can I help you?”

Mom sets a few papers on his desk. “We need help,” she says.

“You came to the right place, because that’s what we do here. We help our people,” he says, and picks up her papers.

“What tribe are you?” I ask him.

“Mohican. What about you?”

“Ojibwe,” I say proudly.

“We used to be the same tribe. A long time ago. We moved east. Your guys stayed up north. Mohicans are the wolf people. You know how to say wolf in Ojibwe?”

“Ma’iingan,” Mom answers.

“That’s right. Mohican, Ma’iingan. Same word. Just pronounced differently,” he says.

“You’re a wolf?” I ask.

He smiles. “I am. You should hear me howl,” he says.

Today is a great day. I met a Ninja Turtle. And I met a wolf.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Al. I tell people my name is short for Algonquin. But it’s really short for Alex. What’s yours?”

“Opin. It means ‘potato,’” I say, and look up at my mom.

She takes a deep breath. She knows I know. Does she think I’m mad? Does she think I think it’s funny? “My mama named me potato,” I add. “Didn’t ya, Mama?”

“I … You see, the thing is … I was under a lot of stress and pressure at the time and…,” she struggles to say.

But as soon as I smile, she exhales and smiles back at me. “I’m just so glad you ended up loving potatoes,” she says.

“Why seek an adventure when you can just as easily seek a few French fries?” I ask, and we laugh together.

Al laughs. “You’re the first potato I’ve ever met. Good thing wolves don’t eat potatoes, right?” he says.

“Yeah. Good thing,” I say, even though I think wolves would eat potatoes, if given the chance.

Sometimes when I’m stuffing French fries into my mouth, Mom says, “Stop wolfing them down.” That phrase must exist because someone somewhere got mad at a wolf for eating his potatoes. But I’m not going to tell him that.



Al and a few of his wolf pack buddies loaded our Bronco up with four bags of groceries. They were so nice. It’s so cool places like that exist. They also made a few phone calls and even gave Mom a list of places looking to hire single mothers. Mom was so excited. She was almost as excited as I was with Michelangelo. Almost.

On our way back to the freeway, we pass a large college campus. On the field are many female athletes, mostly runners. Mom has that look in her eye. She makes a right into the campus lot.

“Mom, what are you doing?”

She ignores me. It’s not like I need an answer. I know what she’s doing.

She parks the Bronco, grabs the boom box, gets out, and approaches the field—where a group of three women are stretching. One is blond. One has red hair. And one is brunette. All three are thin. All three are young and fit.

“Twenty bucks says I can beat all three of you in a race,” Mom says.

They turn to my mom. They look her up and down. They almost laugh.

“You serious?” the brunette asks.

“You’re, like … old,” the blonde says.

“She’s serious,” I say. “She’s also fast.”

This time, the girls do laugh.

“You’re the cutest little cheerleader I’ve ever seen,” the brunette says.

“Do we have ourselves a race?” Mom asks.

They look around at each other and smile. “Why not? Free money is free money,” says the blonde.

Mom takes off her shoes. Yeah, Mom runs barefoot. I think she feels closer to the earth that way. All I know is she is definitely going to need a shower tonight.

Mom hands me the boom box and lines up at the starting line. She pushes her hair back and ties it into a ponytail.

The girls join her. They all have running shoes on, and matching running uniforms.

I’m not worried about the blonde. She lost this race before it started. People that talk the most, walk the least. Or, in this case, run. And I’m not too worried about the brunette either. She kept looking at the blonde to answer and to make the decision to race or not. And if she looks up to her, she’ll end up looking behind her. A follower can’t be a leader. But the one I am worried about is the redhead. She hasn’t said a word. The quiet ones are always the ones who surprise you. They don’t talk the talk; they walk the walk … Or again, in this case, run the run?

“One full lap,” Mom says as she stretches her legs.

“I can’t believe we’re racing a mom in mom jeans,” the blonde adds.

“Mom jeans? Have you seen how good my butt looks in these?” Mom asks.

“No,” the brunette replies.

“Don’t worry. You’re about to get a great view,” she says, and places her foot up to the line. “Opin, hit play.”

I do. “Jump” by Van Halen begins to play. The three girls laugh again. But Mom doesn’t. She loves this song. It gets her blood pumping. It gets her focused. She crouches low and shows her teeth. She’s ready; like a cheetah about to launch from the bushes toward the unsuspecting gazelle girls.

The three girls tie their hair back, get a few stretches in, and get on their mark. I stand on the side. “On your mark … Get set … Go!” I shout.

The four runners take off. Not sprinting at top speed yet, but still faster than they should be this early in the race. I guess it’s all the competitive juices flowing.

Mom is in last place. But SPOILER: She always likes to start a bit slow and finish the race strong. I guess that makes her more of a horse than a cheetah. More of a tortoise than a hare. And we all know how that story ended. As they make the first turn, Mom kicks it up a notch.

Just as I predicted, Mom passes the brunette. Now she does get a good view of my mom’s butt. At the halfway mark, Mom catches up to the redhead. They run side by side for a few moments until my mom flips the switch and passes her.

The blonde is ahead. She’s fast. Real fast. But my mom is related to the wind, and right now, she will use her blood to her advantage. Mom gets directly behind the blonde. And as the blonde needs to run through the air and cut it with her body as she runs, Mom uses the opening of the cut air and reaches her. It’s called riding the draft.

She then pulls to her side. They run together, in full sprint, but Mom switches gears and breaks ahead. First one foot, then two feet, then three feet ahead. Soon she is a good ten feet ahead of her. And there’s only a quarter of the race left … But … from behind, the quiet redhead hasn’t given up. In fact, the redhead strides past the blonde and somehow catches up to my mom. And in the last stretch, the redhead and my mom are neck and neck.

I leap onto the track and stand just behind the finish line. They are both running toward me. They look like wild horses. They look like wolves. They look like NASCAR race cars. I hold out my hands. Whoever touches my hand first is the winner. Mom is on my left. The red-haired runner is on my right.

They are seconds away. I feel their feet sparking the clay ground. I hear the rumble in the air being sliced up by these two women. I can see the sweat flying from their bodies. Here they come. My hands await contact.

Three … two … one … Bam. My hand is touched. Directly followed by my other hand being touched.

Which hand was touched first? My right hand.

I turn as I see both runners grab their thighs and breathe heavily. Mom is all smiles. Does she think she won? Oh no. How do I tell her that she lost?

“Who won?” the redhead asks.

I gulp. “You did.”

I turn to Mom to see the heartbreak crack onto her face, but she is still smiling. Why? She lost. Did she not hear me?

Mom pulls out the twenty-dollar bill and hands it to the winner.

“Thanks,” the redhead says. “You’re fast.”

“I am. But you’re faster,” Mom replies, and kisses her hand to show good sportsmanship.

Finally, the other two arrive. They are panting worse than the winner and my mom.

“So, who won?” the blonde asks.

“He did,” the redhead says, and hands me the twenty-dollar bill.

“What?” I ask. “Why are you giving me the prize money?”

“You remind me of my nephew, that’s why. Now, go buy your mom a pair of running shoes,” she says, and sends me a wink.

“I’m glad you were the one,” Mom says to her, picks up the boom box, and walks back to the Bronco.

What does “glad she was the one” mean? The one to beat her? I don’t get it. I run up to the Bronco and get in. Mom is sitting there in the driver’s seat, catching her breath. And she’s still smiling.

“Why are you smiling? You lost the race,” I say.

“I had to lose it. I tried to win, but I had to lose,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

“That was my last race, Opin. I’m done running,” she says, and starts the Bronco.

I smile. Mom took her shot. And lost. Just like how I took my shot and missed. And we are both glad they happened exactly as they did. She’s done running, and I’m still a kid.





CHAPTER 23


WHAT YOU DON’T HAVE

Three nights ago, around midnight, I was sleeping on the couch in my uncle’s apartment. Mom was asleep on a cot she made from pillows and towels, and my uncle was in his bed. A knock at the door woke me. Who would be here this late?

I didn’t want to wake up Mom, because this was the first night she actually fell asleep peacefully. She’d been so worried about my brother that she’d been awake all night, checking the parking lot and walking circles around the complex. I guess it all caught up to her and finally knocked her out. She was even snoring.

Even though I was a little scared, because Watts is not a very safe place, especially around midnight, I got up and answered the door.

And on the other side, staring right at me, wearing a black hoodie, black baseball cap, and jeans, was Emjay.

This was just like my dream. Right before I pounced on him. Did he bring the cavalry? Was he still a traitor? Were they waiting in the hall for his signal, the green light to attack?

My brain told me to be angry, because I thought I was still supposed to hate him, but before rage set a fire inside of me, Ani, by his feet, lunged at me, wagging her tail so fast that I was surprised she wasn’t picking up wind and flying.

Were my eyes deceiving me? Was this real? My heart sped up and stopped at the same time. My hands shook. Goose bumps on my neck reached for the moon. My jaw dropped.

“Ani!” I shouted, and dove down to her.

She jumped into my arms.

Mom burst awake and rushed over to us. If she’d had a tail, it would have been as wild as Ani’s.

As I picked Ani up, Mom grabbed Emjay and pulled him in for a grizzly bear hug.

“I’m okay,” he said as she pulled him into the apartment.

“I missed you so much! I was so worried!” she said, not letting go of him.

I pressed Ani against my chest. My heart was still beating like two hummingbirds fighting inside of me. I couldn’t stop kissing her. And she couldn’t stop licking me. I hope this is real. I hope this isn’t a dream. I pinched myself to find out, and it hurt. I had never loved pain before, but I did right now. This pain meant my best friend was back.

“How did you find her?” I asked.

“That night, I dropped her off in front of the Modesto dog shelter. It was raining so I put her in a box. Then when I left you guys, I stayed with someone I met at the park. And I had a dream. A really weird dream. And I don’t know why, but I woke up and went to check if the shelter took her in. They did. So I stayed in town for a few more days to make enough money to adopt her. I figured, she’s better off with us, rather than in a cage. At least our cage is invisible,” he said.

“Thank you,” I said, and held Ani up to my face so I could stare at her forever.

“Are you hungry?” Mom asked him.

Then it happened. Emjay didn’t answer her. Instead, he began to cry. It caught me off guard. And this time, he didn’t stop it right away to look tough. He didn’t hide it. He let it out. He let it all out.

He dropped to his knees and sobbed. Mom dropped to her knees and buried him into her chest. His cries were loud, like waves crashing against mother rocks. They were muffled and wet, but still loud enough to wake my uncle, although he didn’t come out of his room; he just peeked through his door and watched it all unfold.

“It’s okay,” she kept repeating while stroking the back of Emjay’s head.

“I’m so mad. Why am I so mad?” he asked her.

“Because you care. You care so much,” she said.

“I’m sorry for everything I said to you,” he cried.

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” she repeated.

“Are you this mad too?” he asked.

“Sometimes I get mad. But I’m not mad at you. I know why you left. Just don’t leave us again, okay?”

He continued to cry. I’ve known the guy all my life, and I had never seen him cry like this, not once.

“I don’t hate you,” he said.

“I know. You are my son. You love me. And you love your brother. And we love you,” she said.

Emjay looked up at her, his face drenched and red. “Why doesn’t he love me?”

Mom began crying too now. Even I felt a few tears stinging behind my eyes, pushing to come out, but I didn’t let them—because even though I felt Emjay’s pain, I was also too darn happy to have Ani back.

Ani jumped out of my arms and ran up to Emjay. She didn’t like seeing him cry. They must have bonded while traveling down California together. I couldn’t imagine him bonding with an animal, especially Ani, but I also could have never imagined him on his knees, crying to Mom and asking her why our dad never loved him.

He picked Ani up and cradled her. Dogs have a way of making people feel better. Even angry people like Emjay.

I stared at Ani’s face. My broken heart had begun piecing itself back together. This was the best night of my life, even though I had two family members bawling their eyes out in front of me.

And by the expression on Mom’s face, behind her tears, I could tell this was the best night of her life too.

“I’m not going to lie to you. But him not loving you or your brother has nothing to do with you guys. He never loved me either. He doesn’t love himself. There is nothing wrong with you, Emjay. I promise. There’s everything wrong with him.”

She helped Emjay up and took him over to the makeshift bed she’d made. He didn’t resist at all. He handed Ani to me and just collapsed onto it.

I have no idea how he got here all the way from Modesto, but I’m glad he’s here. I’m glad he decided to not be a traitor.

I’m glad he, unlike our dad, has a heart.





CHAPTER 24


WHERE YOU END UP START

ONE MONTH LATER

My uncle gave us his Bronco. I couldn’t believe it. It’s a few years old, but it’s basically still brand-new. Definitely the newest thing we’ve ever owned. He said ever since the cop shot him, he hasn’t really felt comfortable leaving his apartment. He said he became paranoid and would have panic attacks every time he saw a cop car on the street. He thought maybe buying a metal horse would make him feel better, but it didn’t. He’s terrified of being pulled over. He’s even too scared to go grocery shopping. So why not give his horse to his sister, who really needs it? It’s better than letting it collect dust in a parking spot forever.

His only rule for us to keep it was to leave his bumper sticker on it. It says YOUR HEROES AREN’T OUR HEROES. I’m not exactly sure if it’s a Native American quote or a quote against cops or regarding American history, but I guess it doesn’t matter. It can be all three. Technically America’s heroes are our villains. Columbus committed genocide on an entire tribe of Indigenous people. And he has a holiday named after him. George Washington, Abe Lincoln, and Andrew Jackson all ordered Natives to be killed. And we elected them presidents. We even put their faces on money. The real heroes are the homeland defenders, never the invaders. Even I know that. Mom promised to keep it on the Bronco, even if we get glares and honks for it. But if it gets too bad, Mom said I can put a Ninja Turtles bumper sticker over it.

Mom has been making big moves toward getting us out of the apartment, but she promised her brother that she’s going to stay in contact with him, and maybe even visit him on her days off. He needs it. Two plants aren’t enough company for a grown man. Humans need to be surrounded by life. Humans need more humans. We need cats and dogs and fish to feel complete. We need family and nature because we are family and nature.

Yeah, I said days off. Why? Because Mom got a job. Not just one, but two. The angel named Angel came through with a helping hand again. She and Mom became pretty good friends, and her cousin, Jose, got Mom a job at Anaheim Stadium. During each home game, Mom works the food stand. She serves hot dogs and fries, and pretzels, and nachos. She’s even allowed to bring some home. I don’t eat hot dogs anymore, because they have animals inside them, but Emjay still does. They even gave Mom a uniform that says ANGELS on it. She said she’ll work on getting us free tickets for a home game. How cool would that be? Me, at an Angels game. The thought even made Emjay and me start liking baseball. It’s actually not bad for such a boring sport.

And some nights, to make more money, she cleans the stadium. That side job is under the table, which means she gets paid cash and doesn’t have to fill paperwork out. She works with a really nice Mexican cleaning crew. An all-women crew. Mom can’t believe how messy some people at sports games are. It’s like the seats at a movie theater after the movie, times a hundred. Her job is to sweep the stands. That’s thousands of seats. But they play music on the speakers for her when she’s there, so Mom pretty much enjoys it. She dances all the way from the first row to the nosebleeds.

She’s had both jobs for three weeks now. Which means I haven’t seen her much. But she’s off today, and for good reason too, because we are on our way to see an available apartment in an area called Tustin. Which isn’t too far from her job.

We know not to get our hopes up. We’ve seen three apartments these past couple of weeks, and all three have so far gone to other families. But we are officially on government assistance, and with Mom’s proof of income, we more than qualify now to get an apartment that accepts low-income housing.

My uncle walks us to the Bronco. This isn’t a goodbye. It’s a see you later. At least I hope it is. I like my uncle. And even though Mom was hesitant about staying with him, I can see she likes him too. Their last words spoken to each other aren’t goodbye or see you later; it’s a moment that made them both misty-eyed. He thanks her for showing up and giving him a chance to meet her family. He tells her she’s a good mom. And he apologizes for things that I don’t know about. Childhood stuff. She hugs him and says, “You changed a lot.”

He replies with, “I didn’t change a lot. A lot changed me.”

And that’s all they said. He walks back to his apartment and we drive off.

We leave my uncle’s apartment complex, and as we drive down the block, my eyes catch a glimpse of something. It’s an arrow lodged into a palm tree. It’s my arrow. I missed the telephone pole, but it traveled into the next street and hit a target I wasn’t even aiming for. I laugh to myself. I guess that pretty much sums up my life. What you want isn’t always what you’ll get. Sometimes when you want a telephone pole, you’ll get a palm tree. And sometimes when you want to settle down, you’ll get an adventure that spans the entire state of California. I guess settling is for settlers. We’re Native American, and even though Mom wanted to make Hollywood our home, it appears the buffalo may roam thirty-two miles farther south in a place called Tustin. And we got to follow the herd. It’s in our blood.

For our one-hour drive, we listen to a new CD of my brother’s. It’s a Los Angeles band called Red Hot Chili Peppers. Some pretty white girl gave it to him while he was hitchhiking his way from Modesto to Watts.

A song called “Under the Bridge” comes on. I fall in love with it within minutes. It’s a love song to Los Angeles. Emjay says the singer is Native American, or at least part. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I feel his blood as he sings. And Mom feels it too. We all dance and sing along as we ride our metal horse to our potential home.

We are all nervous. We always are before battle. Even Ani is feeling it.

Tustin looks like a nice town. I mean, way better than Watts, but nowhere near as cool as Hollywood. But we have to start somewhere. And this looks like a good place to begin our new adventure. Mom says there’s a school that’s only two blocks away from this complex. A school called Thorman Middle School, and their mascot is a thunderbird. That’s where I’ll be going if we get this place. I cross my fingers as we pull up. It would be so cool to be a thunderbird.

Mom parks the Bronco, and we step out into the parking lot. The air smells fresher than Watts air. The sign above the entrance says COSMOPOLITAN APARTMENTS. It sounds so fancy.

“Just like the ice cream,” I say.

“That’s Neapolitan. This is cosmopolitan,” she corrects me. Although I am kind of right too. Everyone we see is either dark skinned or light skinned, like chocolate and vanilla. And we are Ojibwe, so if we move in, we’ll be adding the red to this place. We’ll be the strawberry. This would be the Neapolitan Apartments. “But I guess cosmopolitan means the same thing, if you just replace the ice cream with people,” she adds.

“I’m gonna check the place out,” Emjay says, and takes my skateboard and rides off. He doesn’t stick around for the good or bad news. He has done this the last three times. Mom says he cares too much. I think he believes if he’s not there when we hear we didn’t get the apartment, it somehow softens the blow. But a no is a no whether you’re right there or not. It still hurts the same.

And things with Emjay are still rough. He still ran away twice in the last three weeks. He’s still pretty mean to me. He’s still mad … But like Mom says, people don’t change, they only either get better or worse as they get older. And even though things aren’t perfect, I can say he is getting better. Very slowly, but at least he’s moving in the right direction.

As he skates off, I join Mom. I can’t let her go to battle alone. And Ani joins me. She won’t let us go to battle alone. She’s our loyal wolf. Our Ma’iingan. Our Mohican.

We meet the apartment manager in the main office. He is a short Middle Eastern man that has such thin black hair on his head that he looks bald. He has a heavy accent, which is difficult to understand, but lucky for us, he doesn’t want to speak much. He just wants to show us the apartment and get back to work.

The Cosmopolitan complex is like a beehive. Hundreds of apartments, maybe thousands, grouped together in clumps. Each clump is a building that has eight apartments in it. Four on top, four on bottom. He escorts us to a building near the center. Apartment 1230. Upstairs.

Mom takes the lead.

We enter the empty apartment. It’s a one-bedroom, one-bath home with white walls, a kitchen, and a large balcony. I let Mom do the talking and make a beeline toward the balcony, push open the sliding glass doors, and step out. This balcony is twice as big as the porch in Watts. I look out and see a pool. This place has a freaking pool!

I try to spot other things from this second-story view. I see more apartments, I see a laundry area, which Mom will love; I see a group of kids hanging out in the parking lot, and I’m wondering if Emjay has fought them yet.

Then I see that the apartment manager is walking away from this building, back to his office. And from this angle, he looks completely bald. But if he’s done talking with Mom already, that must mean something has been decided. Is it good news or bad news when a meeting lasts only two minutes?

I turn around and see Mom standing in the center of the living room. I slowly walk up to her. Her eyes are on me. I can usually read her expression right away, but her face looks frozen, blank, and far away.

“Mom?” I say as I finally reach her.

She swallows. I see the lump crawl up and down her throat. She’s about to talk. But she doesn’t. “Say something,” I say.

“Something.”

“I’m being serious. What did he say?” I ask again, getting more nervous by the second.

She takes a deep breath and says, “I was thinking…”

“Go on,” I insist.

“That we … should hang your raccoon drawing on this wall,” she says, and points to the wall behind me.

“What? Wait, what?” I ask. “Are you saying … what I think you’re saying?”

She smiles. “We’re home.”

I don’t know how to react. I don’t know what to say or do or think or feel.

And instead of figuring it all out, I run up to the wall. “One,” I say, and run to the next wall. “Two.”

I count all four. Then I run to the bedroom and count those four. Then I open the bathroom door. Rad, there’s a shower that is also a bath. A bower. A shath. Whatever it’s called, I can’t wait to use it. I look at the mirror and step back from how happy my reflection appears. I see the toilet. I’m gonna poop in that thing so many times. How exciting. I count the three walls and rush back to Mom, who hasn’t moved yet.

“We did it, Mom. We beat the game. We defeated the cavalry,” I say.

“But for how long? A month? Two months?” Emjay asks, standing at the front door, halfway in, halfway out.

I turn to see him. Even though he just asked what he just asked, I can see through his questions and see the excitement on his face. He’s trying to hide it under his scowl and downward eyebrows, but the light in his eyes is undeniable.

“We just passed another level, boys. The game plays on. How long we stay is up to us. We just got to stay together,” she says.

“I’m going to be a thunderbird! Can you believe it?” I say.

Mom wraps her arms around me. Her body is shaking. She must be so happy. Even happier than I am. “Get in here,” she says to Emjay, and extends her arm out to him like a mother bird extending her wing to one of her babies.

Emjay takes a few steps toward us, but instead of coming in for a hug, he turns toward the bedroom. “I’m going to figure out where to put my bed … I am getting a bed, right?” he asks.

“You’re getting a bed,” Mom says.

My brother smiles, then disappears into the bedroom.

But I don’t let go of her. In fact, I squeeze tighter.

And as I squeeze, I feel all the fear and rage and hate and exhaustion being squeezed out of me. And in its place comes hope and happiness and excitement. And it fills me. And it fills Mom. And it even fills Ani.

And at this moment, I realize something. I can’t dislike the number four anymore. Home has four letters. And now we have a home. With Mom, Emjay, me, and Ani living here, we are a family of four. And yeah, we’re still poor, which has four letters, but we’ll be okay, which also has four letters. I can love four now. Even love has four letters. So do hate and fear and hope and life and easy and hard and gain and loss, but what I realize about it all now is, all that matters is which words you focus on. Mom focused on us. She did everything for Emjay and me. She took on the world to give us a better life, and the battles were hard, and many times seemed unwinnable, but she never gave up. And as I hug my mom, she begins to hum a tune that we all love. It’s “Three Little Birds” by Bob Marley. The song that sings “Don’t worry about a thing, ’cause every little thing is gonna be all right.”

And for the first time in a very long time, I believe it will be.

Thanks, Bob.

Those three little birds, and their little dog, now have a nest.

A place to call home.

THIS IS THE END JUST THE BEGINNING.
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GLOSSARY


Compiled by Robert DesJarlait and James Bird

The Sound of Our Language

Boozhoo, readers. It is intentional that we haven’t emphasized syllables here. Although standardized Ojibwe language—called the double-vowel system—follows certain rules of English grammar, not all rules are followed. There are good resources online for a more in-depth exploration of the language and its patterns, such as Ojibwe.net. Miigwech —J. B.

aanikoobijigan niimi’idiwin (ah/ni/koo/be/ji/gun ni/me/eh/di/win): ancestor dance

agaasa animosh gichi-ma’iingan’de (ah/gah/sa ah/ni/mush gih/chi/ma/een/gun/day): little dog with a big wolf heart

amik (ah/mik): beaver

animibatoo (ah/ni/me/bah/too): run

animosh (ah/ni/mush): dog

Anishinaabe (Ah/nish/in/nah/bay): Ojibwe people

Anishinaabemowin (Ah/nish/in/nah/bay/mow/win): Ojibwe language

boozhoo (boo/zhoo): hello

chi-miigwech (chi/meeg/witch): many thanks (to you) or big thank you

esiban (ay/see/bun): raccoon

gaagiizom (gah/gi/zom): sorry

gaawiin (gah/ween): no

Gichigami (Gih/chee/gah/mi): Lake Superior

Gichi-onigaming (Gih/chee/-o/ni/gah/ming): Grand Portage

Giiwashkwebiishki (Gii/washk/way/beesh/key): s/he is a drunk/alcoholic

Gizhiibatoo (Gi/she/ba/too): s/he runs fast

indaashaan (in/dah/shahn): come here

indé (in/day): heart

ishkode bakwezhigaans (ish/ko/day bak/way/she/gans): firecracker

kaa wiika boontaake (kah we/ka boon/tah/kay): don’t give up

ma’iingan (mah/een/gun): wolf

makwa (muk/wah): bear

miigwech (meeg/witch): thank you

mino-babaamaadizi (minnow/-ba/bah/mah/di/zi): travel well

miskwaadesi (misk/wah/day/si): turtle

niiji (nee/gee): my friend

nimaamaa (ni/mah/mah): my mother

nimishoomis (ni/mi/show/mis): my grandfather

nimisko niiji (ni/mis/ko nee/gee): my red friend

ninga (nin/gah): my mother

ningozis (nin/go/zis): my son

noodin (noo/din): wind

nookomis (nah/ko/mis): grandmother

ogichidaa (o/gih/chi/dah): warrior

opin (o/peen): potato

wiidooka (we/doo/kah): help me




AUTHOR’S NOTE

When I was a kid, I thought my childhood was normal. It was all I knew.

It was my world, and I had no one else’s world to compare it to.

It wasn’t until I got much older and was able to look back at my past from a distance that I realized that my childhood wasn’t normal.

I grew up from the bottom.

I’ve been homeless, lived in a car, stayed in shelters, crashed on couches, been on the run from Child Protective Services, and have been evicted more times than I can count.

But, like my Native American ancestors who came before me, against all the odds, I survived.

I am still here.

I hope when you finish reading my story, you will look at your own childhood, and all the hardships you faced—and still face—and all the battles you encountered—and still do—and you are finally able to put down your armor and shake all the pain off your shoulders, because like me, you are where you are today because of what you endured.

Life is a trip.

It is filled with bumpy roads, dead ends, and dark tunnels.

But if you keep moving forward and keep your eyes on the road, over time, you’ll notice those roads get a little smoother, those dead ends become U-turns, allowing you to turn around and try again.

And there’s a light at the end of those dark tunnels.

I’m not saying life is going to be easy; in fact, at times, it will be extremely difficult.

But if you keep fighting, you’ll end up reaching the place you’re driving toward.

The place where we are all trying to get to.

And that place is called home.

What is home? It is defined by the place where one lives.

And if you’re reading these words, that means you survived whatever your past threw at you. You’re still here. You’re still alive.

Home is not only a place.

Home is being a father. Being a husband. Being an author and filmmaker. Because that is who I am and where I am in my life. I am my happy home.

So, remember, our childhoods tell us who and where we once were, but we decide who we are and where we are today.

We build our home.

We are where we live.
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