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For my son Caleb—the courageous.

Growth is not a springtime flood, but a dance for all your seasons.

Play the music loud.

And for Dan Jones—the heart of Red Gut, a true man of the woods, and a beloved friend.
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Chapter 1
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I HATED THE SNOW in Northeast Minneapolis. It looked pretty when it was falling from the sky, sometimes in large gentle flakes that made you want to stick out your tongue to catch them and sometimes whipping in harsh winds across the Plains and into the city, where the houses and stores and police station couldn’t shield you. But the problem with the snow in Northeast Minneapolis wasn’t the snow—it was Northeast Minneapolis. When the snow was falling from the sky, humans hadn’t been able to taint it yet. But once it hit the ground, it started to melt and turn to slush and refreeze and change to ice. It made you slip and slide and forced you to walk differently, more carefully than you should have to. People spilled coffee in the snow. The dogs pooped and peed. Exhaust from the cars turned it gray. It never stayed pretty for long in Northeast.

There was only one thing that I really liked about where we lived—sitting in my ninth-grade biology class with Mr. Lukas next to Nora George. Nora was like the snow still falling from the sky. Sometimes she glided gently into the room and settled in her chair, with the grace of a Canadian lynx prowling for snowshoe hares. And sometimes she blew in fast and unpredictable, bumping into my desk or dropping her notebook. She had dark brown skin and long, shiny black hair that fell all the way to her waist. She might have seemed shy to others, but I had seen her at powwows with a tight red jingle dress and her eagle fan, beaming smiles as she bounced to the beat of the drum, raising her fan high in her long, slender fingers for the honor beats. She could light up any room in a heartbeat.

Nora’s dark brown eyes held mine as she sat down. We had been friends since we were babies, but lately I felt like a deer in car headlights when she glanced my way.

I pointed at the textbook and spoke a little too fast, raising my eyebrows too: “We’re going to start any second.” I hoped it seemed like I was nervous about class.

Nora smiled and slowly started to pull books out of her backpack. I turned back to my book, relieved. She wasn’t shy in the insecure way, and didn’t cover it with too much makeup or perfume. She had a quiet confidence, like she knew things she would only share with a special few. For whatever reason, she liked to talk to me.

“Ezra. What section are we on?” Nora and I were both good students, but she was better at math. I liked to read. Today she was wearing tight blue jeans and white high-top basketball shoes. Her hair was loose, cascading over her neck and down a brand-new blue Toronto Maple Leafs hoodie.

My own shoes were scuffed from numerous skateboarding fails. I had a vintage Royce Gracie Ultimate Fighting Championship tee shirt on and baggy jeans. My head had jumped up a bit from the book at her question. I brushed my bangs from my eyes. I was still getting used to dealing with them: I had cut my long hair a year ago and had kept it short ever since.

“Chapter 2, section 8—trophic levels and keystone species,” I replied.

“Keystone species? Oh yeah, the wolf section. But what would you know about that, Ezra?”

I was back to feeling like a deer in the headlights. Nora was messing with me. She knew I was wolf clan like my dad, and his dad, and all our Cloud family ancestors before that. We were one of the smallest families from Nigigoonsiminikaaning First Nation in Canada, but we knew who we were. In English, everyone called our rez “Red Gut,” after the bay on Rainy Lake on the Ontario side of the Ontario-Minnesota border, where the village was. But the Ojibwe name literally meant “the place where there are a lot of little otter berries.” It was a six-hour drive from Northeast Minneapolis to Red Gut. My body may have been stuck in Northeast, but my heart was always on the rez, fishing for walleyes, crappies, and smallmouth bass with my Grandpa Liam.

“Aren’t you eagle clan, Nora?”

“Who wants to know? Your Grandpa Liam?” She smiled and opened her book.

I blushed. Dating someone of the same clan would be like dating a brother or sister. My grandpa liked to say that if someone wanted to go out with someone, skip digging for someone’s horoscope sign, and instead ask, “Hey, baby, what’s your clan?” He teased even harder than Nora. I walked right into that one, I thought.

“Ezra Cloud!”

I hadn’t even noticed Mr. Lukas staring at me straight down the aisle. He wore a brown blazer, white collared shirt, blue jeans, and dress shoes. He didn’t wear a watch or ring, but his short fingers were meticulously manicured. He had dark-rimmed glasses and a mop of brown hair, with a few streaks of gray, that made him look bookish and nerdy. I liked nerds. The entire class shifted to look at me.

“Ezra Cloud. What are keystone species?”

Mr. Lukas had caught me flat-footed, so I shuffled my feet and hesitated. But I knew the answer.

“A keystone species is a species that all the other animals in an ecosystem depend on. The entire ecosystem would change without it.”

“That’s right. Can you give us an example?”

I had done my homework. “The jaguar and the timber wolf are both keystone species and apex predators. They order their entire ecosystems because their hunting and movement patterns change the behavior of all other animals in their systems. The beaver is a keystone, but not an apex predator, because it’s an ecosystem engineer.”

Mr. Lukas nodded and turned to the white board. It wasn’t until then that the sneering voice finally sounded one desk behind me, as predictable as the city traffic, sirens, and smog.

“I bet you think you’re smarter than everyone else, don’t you, Ezra?” the voice hissed. “You might fool Mr. Lukas once in a while, but you can’t fool the rest of us. You’re just another dumb Indian, Ezra.”

I turned around to look at Matt Schroeder. I hated him even more than all the dirty snow in Northeast Minneapolis. He was wearing his usual—weathered Timberland boots, loose blue jeans, and a flannel shirt. He kept his hair in a greasy blond mullet. Mr. Lukas made him keep his baseball hat off in class, but it was a regular fixture the rest of the time. I bet he slept with it on.

Goose bumps rippled up my neck. “Shut up, Matt!” I snapped.

Matt smelled like a mechanic at the end of a long day in the shop: body odor mixed with engine oil. But everyone in Northeast knew they weren’t fixing cars at the Schroeder house. They were fixing up something else.

“Shut up, or what?” Matt was smiling now. He was fifteen years old—the same as me—but his teeth were gross. I should have felt sorry for him, I suppose. He was a victim of his environment. But, at fifteen years of age, I couldn’t escape the way he treated me.

I kept staring him down. There was a line of thin blond stubble around his upper lip, pulled back into sneer. It must have given him some sick pleasure to know that he could still get under my skin. Whenever I looked at Matt, I imagined him a couple years older, with a regular mustache and blue military uniform. He was just the kind of colonizer who would’ve been a perfect fit in the US 7th Cavalry in 1890, trying to kill innocent Lakota children with a Hotchkiss gun. And my imagination wasn’t even that far from the truth.

Instead of bullets, Matt and his family were cooking up meth in their basement. They were taking lives all the same.

I knew that someday he would mess up. I should have been satisfied with the knowledge that Matt would likely be dead from a drug overdose eventually, or the explosion of a meth lab, or locked in prison until he was too old to have babies. But I couldn’t avoid fantasizing about what a pleasure it would be to kill him myself—like the Lakota did to Custer back in 1876.

I turned back around and did my best to ignore him. Nora gave me a cautionary glance too, so I opened my textbook to follow Mr. Lukas. But I wasn’t smiling.

Nora knew me well, but she didn’t know everything. I was six feet tall now and weighed one hundred and eighty-five pounds, which made me one of the biggest kids in the ninth grade—probably thirty pounds heavier than Matt. But I had done a lot of my growing recently. Two years before, Matt was a little bigger than me. We’d ended up on a canoe trip together with a summer camp for boys in northern Minnesota. Since I was an only child, my dad thought it would be good for me to have a social experience with kids my own age, in the great outdoors. But I was the only Native kid on that trip. And that wasn’t cool there.

Matt wasn’t the only one who had a lot to learn about us. We paddled out into the middle of nowhere where the boreal forest of black spruce, jack pine, and birch lined pristine waterways, where you could still drink the water right out of the lakes and set up camp. Everyone sat around the fire, getting ready to eat some mac and cheese. That’s when Matt walked up to me and slapped me across the face as hard as he could, swearing at me and calling me names. He started with “damn Indian,” and it only got worse from there. The camp counselors were right there and they didn’t even try to stop him. The other kids started to laugh. I walked away until there was nobody in sight and started to cry. It took me a while to regain my composure.

The counselors said that Matt and I would have to sleep in the same tent and figure out how to get along. Get along? I was assaulted and they hadn’t even said it was wrong, much less punished him. So, our first night in that tent, I waited until Matt was sleeping, then I unzipped the tent door and found a hefty, five-pound rock. I grabbed it in both hands and held it a couple feet above his upturned, sleeping face. I was so close to smashing that rock into his nose. I’m embarrassed to admit it now, but what stopped me was not a sense that it would be immoral. I was simply afraid that if I didn’t succeed in killing him, he would kill me instead. My parents wouldn’t even have been likely to get my body back. So I put the rock outside. And I suffered his company the rest of the trip. I never told my parents. I never told Nora, or anybody else. I’d take that secret with me to the grave. But I never forgot.

Nora’s voice pulled me back out of my head. “Overharvesting of keystone species, climate change, or disease could cause trophic cascade and change the entire ecosystem.”

“That’s right.” Mr. Lukas seemed pleased. “Disease patterns are getting a lot of attention now. For tomorrow, I want all of you to watch one of the news reports about new virus patterns and be prepared to discuss the role of humans in accelerating or slowing down ecosystem collapse.”

The bell sounded so we started to shuffle out of the classroom. I was glad to be moving around. Sitting at a desk was not my love language.

“Ezra, are you okay?” Nora muttered over the roar of voices. “You seemed lost in a daydream for half the class.” She looked curious, maybe even concerned.

“Oh. Sorry about that. I guess I was.”

Matt strode past us without a word, for once, and got lost in the crowd spilling into the hallway. I waited for Nora to methodically repack her backpack. Her long hair kept rolling from her shoulders to her books. She stood and slung her backpack across her left shoulder, finally letting it flow over and around it.

“Don’t worry about Matt. He’s a punk and everyone who’s anyone knows.”

I smiled. She always knew what to say.






Chapter 2
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I HAD TO GET to algebra next. Mrs. Byrne wore comfortable black dress shoes and a pink business suit that clashed with her bright red hair. It must have naturally been pretty flat and straight, but the world would never know for sure because she’d kept it in a tightly curled perm as long as anyone could remember. She usually had us tackle worksheets and calculate equations from the text.

Thankfully, Matt was too dumb for algebra, so I didn’t have to deal with him for another hour. But Nora had World History at the same time, and I wouldn’t see her until the end of the school day. It was a little lonely without her sitting in the desk next to me. So I did what I usually did when I was left to myself, and started thinking about my other secrets.

Everyone knew that my mom, Isabelle, died a year ago. She used to work at Erickson Lumber Company, one of the last wood treatment plants in the Twin Cities. She often had to handle the chemicals for the wood treatment in the pulp plant. She ended up getting acute lymphoblastic leukemia and died within months of her diagnosis. ELC never took responsibility for how their chemicals might have caused my mom’s cancer, but it was hard to imagine it being anything else.

What everyone didn’t know was that every time I thought about my mom, my mind went blank. I couldn’t follow a conversation, read a book, or even talk about it. I could hardly remember her funeral. I tried to look at old family photos and could sometimes remember her teaching me to ride a bike or getting me to line up for grand entry at the summer powwows, but the memories seemed so faint and long ago. I preferred not to think about her because that made it easier for me to function, but it still felt like there was a black hole where she had been, and it was closing in on me.

Usually, Nora and I chatted about movies and television shows, her powwow regalia (she was an expert beader), Minecraft, stuff like that. Her dad died when she was just three years old, so she told me she understood what I was going through, and that she was there if I ever wanted to talk about it. But she couldn’t really understand. She hardly knew her dad. My mom had been everything to me.

After we learned that my mom had leukemia, I got a big electric fan from the basement and turned it on full blast in my room to make white noise, so I didn’t have to hear my parents talking about chemotherapy or hear them crying at night. But I couldn’t drown out the fact that I was scared.

My dad kept a pouch of tobacco on the kitchen counter. We used tobacco not to chew or smoke, but as an offering when we prayed. We put some tobacco on the ground when we harvested blueberries on the rez back at Red Gut. We put some in the water when we harvested fish. Offering tobacco was like saying, “We aren’t just taking things, we are exchanging an offering for food.” And we used it when we prayed, putting tobacco by a tree or a rock, like saying, “In exchange for hearing this prayer, we offer this tobacco.” At some ceremonies they did smoke it in a pipe, but my dad said I couldn’t do that until after I went fasting.

So one night I cranked up the fan in my room, took a pinch of the tobacco in my hand, put the pouch on my nightstand, and I prayed. I prayed that my mom wouldn’t suffer and that she would stop crying. I put the tobacco from my hand on the windowsill and drifted off to sleep.

I made that tobacco offering in November. By the following November, I never heard my parents crying any more, but it wasn’t because everything got better. My mom was gone. She would never show up for school things for me again. There were no more chore lists on the fridge every Sunday.

My memories of her sickness and funeral were more like pictures than full memories. I could remember her coughing blood into Kleenex in the bathroom one time, but she rushed to shut the door. I could remember standing by her hospital bed while she slept late at night, looking gray and skinny and bald from her chemotherapy, until my dad told me to take a nap in the waiting room.

I remembered the place we buried her at the mouth of the Ottertail River at Red Gut. She was enrolled at the White Earth Reservation in Minnesota, but she had been raised in foster homes. She’d wanted to be buried where my dad’s family was. I didn’t say anything after we got home from the funeral. I just went upstairs, down the hallway and into my room.

I turned on the fan like I usually did and started to wonder. Why had I prayed that my mom would stop crying? Prayer answered. But it just made everything worse. Why did my dad have to be a professor? Why did we have to live in Northeast Minneapolis with all of its dirty snow? Why couldn’t we just move back to Red Gut, so I could hunt and trap do the things our family had always done? I was from a long line of trappers and hunters, but I never even had a chance to trap or hunt for deer or moose because the hunting season was in the fall, and trapping was in the winter, and I was always in Northeast going to school. Why couldn’t my dad use his big, brown warrior hands to be a warrior? Warriors protect. It was his job to protect our family—to protect my mom, even from cancer. To protect me. But he failed. They all failed.

I was mad now. Mad at my mom for dying. Mad at my dad for not saving her. Mad at our neighborhood. I still had the pouch of tobacco from the kitchen on my nightstand and took another pinch. I prayed again. I prayed that we wouldn’t have to live here anymore. I prayed that my dad would be a strong protector like he was supposed to be. I prayed that I’d see my mom again. I prayed that everything would be okay. And I prayed that I wouldn’t have to feel ashamed of my family and all our problems. I prayed myself to sleep, the tobacco slipping from hand to the bedsheets and the floor.

“Ezra Cloud, can I see your worksheet, please?” Mrs. Byrne was standing at my desk. I had no idea how long I had been wrapped up in my thoughts, but she seemed disappointed to find an empty worksheet on top of my notebook.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Byrne. I’m not feeling that great.”

“You’ll be feeling a whole lot less great if you don’t make some progress on that worksheet, Ezra. Get your head in the classroom and on those problem sets.” I scribbled frenetically at the paper for the rest of class. It wasn’t my best performance, but better than nothing.

I shuffled into the hallway afterwards, my jaw clenched now and my hands in fists. I was normally pretty easygoing, but at this point I was feeling like I just wanted to punch something, or someone.

I turned the hallway corner by my locker bay just in time to see Matt Schroeder smack the stack of books out of Nora’s hand. The books scattered and fell to the floor; she quickly bent down to pick them up. Matt hovered over her with a sneer across his face, his baseball hat hiding his eyes. His engine oil and body odor stench clung to him all the way from here, like the perfume of old white women walking in the Mall of America—inescapable and obtrusive.

“You look kind of pretty down there on the floor, Nora,” Matt spat. “That must be right where you belong.”

“You’re a pig, Matt. Leave me alone.” Her voice shook with emotion.

Nora left the books on the floor and rose to her feet. She was a lot smaller than Matt, but seemed utterly fearless as she faced him. He grabbed her, his long, pale fingers encircling her entire wrist, pulling her close.

“You should come to my place after school so we can finish this conversation.” He was actually enjoying this. The frozen shock that’d gripped me at first melted to the floor.

I was bounding down the hallway towards Matt and Nora faster than a wolf on a whitetail deer. Matt wheeled to face me, a big, yellow smile across his face. I wasn’t even thinking now. I just saw red. I must have looked as angry as I felt because a crowd of teenagers, eager to witness some drama, closed quickly around us.

“I dare you to hit me, you stupid Indian.” Matt smirked from under his baseball cap and pointed at the rows of onlooking students. “We have a hallway full of witnesses, and they’ll all dime you out. You can spend the rest of high school in a juvenile detention center. Or better yet, they’ll try you as an adult! Then you can go to prison with one of your deadbeat cousins.”

Nora twisted her wrist and popped it out of his hand. She circled beside me and I moved a foot in front of her.

“Ezra. Don’t hit him. It isn’t worth it.” Her voice was tense and strained.

Matt laughed.

The throng of kids surrounding us grew, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mr. Lukas striding quickly down the hallway toward the pack of kids. Matt just folded his arms across his chest and stuck out his stubbled chin. My blood boiled.

I knew that my clenched fist could knock Matt straight to the ground. I sucked in all my breath in an effort at self-control, Nora’s words echoing in my ear. Then I let out an enraged growl and smashed a punch into the locker next to his pasty face. Matt jumped to the side, and I stepped back. I’d hit the locker with such force that it caved in the locker door, rupturing the hinge on one side and popping the paint off the center of the door.

Mr. Lukas hollered from down the hall and kids started to scatter in all directions. Matt laughed at me, unperturbed, his voice full of gravel and ice. He turned his head and winked at Nora one last time, then slowly strutted down the hallway.

“Your hand …” Nora’s voice was soft but penetrating. She touched my arm and I looked at it, a big gash running from the knuckle on my index finger down to the wrist. It was swelling quickly and blood was pouring onto the floor.






Chapter 3
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MY DAD WAS A big man—six feet three inches tall and probably weighing two hundred and fifty pounds. He was more muscle than fat and looked impressive, even imposing, as he stood in the doorway of the school nurse’s office.

“Are you Byron Cloud?” Kayla Anderson, the school nurse, was a tall woman with dishwater-blond hair and a serious face. She wore new tennis shoes, blue stretch slacks, a tee shirt, and a white lab coat.

“I’m Byron Cloud.” My dad stood unflinching just inside the doorway, but his eyes shifted from Mrs. Anderson to Nora and me. Nora and I had been waiting in the nurse’s office for half an hour while Mr. Lukas called my dad from the main office.

Mrs. Anderson shook her head as she finished wrapping up my wrist and hand. “Thanks for coming to the school so quickly, Mr. Cloud. This could be a serious break. I think you should get Ezra to the emergency room,” she said.

The adrenaline was finally starting to abate and I could feel the pain pulsing and swelling in my hand and wrist. I was sweating and my lips trembled. I looked at my feet.

Mr. Lukas stuck his head in Mrs. Anderson’s office. He might have been relieved he didn’t have to try to separate a brawl between me and Matt, but he seemed nervous around my dad. He glanced over the top of his glasses and said with a weighty sigh, “I’ll have to report the damage to the locker. This isn’t over yet, I’m afraid.” He wasn’t unkind about it, and surely had no choice in the matter, but I decided then that I hated him. Even Nora’s supportive presence couldn’t shake me out of my murky mood.

For a second my mind flashed back to August, when I was pulling fish nets with my Grandpa Liam at the mouth of the Ottertail River and a large muskie got mixed in with the walleyes. The fish was so huge that it knocked me to the bottom of the canoe when I pulled it from the net and it started flopping. Grandpa Liam offered no help. He just sat right down in the canoe, laughing at me.

My dad’s voice pulled me back. “I’ll get him to the emergency room for an X-ray. Let me know what kind of follow-up you need about the locker.” He nodded at Mrs. Anderson and gestured to Mr. Lukas. His hands were huge—long, but thick and muscular too. They were perfectly suited for any of our ancestral duties—pulling fish nets, skinning moose, bending tamarack poles for wigwams. He came from generations of accomplished Native trappers, hunters, and warriors too.

I used to be amused that my dad chose for his profession the most indoor job imaginable. He was a professor and taught our tribal language, Ojibwe, at Minneapolis Community & Technical College. There were a lot of Ojibwe people in Minneapolis ever since the relocation program in the 1950s. A lot of them wanted to learn their language now.

But whenever my dad tried to type on the computer he got from the college, his big fingers would hit two keys with every keystroke. He actually had to order a special keyboard so he could function. He was big and formidable and brown. To me, he looked like a duck on dry land in the city—out of his element. But he loved our language, and he loved teaching, and his job paid the bills.

“Ezra and Nora, let’s go,” my dad said.

We followed him into the hallway out the door to the parking lot. My dad drove a Subaru Forester. He was an idealist when it came to love and the Ojibwe language, but practical about everything else. The Subaru had all-wheel drive and could handle the snow and the rougher terrain back on the rez, where we spent our summer months, and it was good on gas for city life the rest of the time. It was a few years old, but it didn’t smell as bad as the rest of this city. I sat in the front. Nora hopped in the back.

My dad wore an insulated blue zip-up coat, his dress shirt visible at the collar. He gave me a concerned look but didn’t say anything. Between my mood and the pain from my injury, I wouldn’t have been much of a conversationalist anyways. He looked in the rearview mirror and spoke over the thrum of traffic: “Nora, I won’t even bother asking him what happened. Can you fill me in?”

She gave him the whole story on our way to the Hennepin County Medical Center. HCMC is a huge medical complex with big parking ramps and a skyway connecting it to hotels and the labyrinth of shops and businesses in downtown Minneapolis. The whole place was surrounded by dirty snow. And full of stressed-out families, with every kind of drama and trauma.

It took them forever to sort me out. My dad might have been concerned about my hand, but as we sat in the waiting room, he seemed a lot more worried about my lack of self-control.

“Ezra, you have to be careful. Remember what happened to Michael and Jonah?”

“I remember.”

My cousin Michael was shot by the police when he got pulled over on a routine traffic stop, visiting us in Northeast. He made it back to the rez in a coffin. My cousin Jonah had moved to Minneapolis for a few months. He got convicted of manslaughter with circumstantial evidence. He hadn’t hurt anyone. But he was locked up, and would be for years to come.

“I need to know that you’re going to be wise enough not to give the cops a reason to pull a gun out around you.”

“They don’t need a reason, Dad.”

“That might be true. But when they have one, it’s always worse.”

My hand and wrist were throbbing now.

“You know it’s not just the police,” he said. “Remember what happened to Stanley?”

My cousin Stanley got beat up just going for a walk. He had only been in Northeast for two weeks. He was my Grandma Emma’s sister’s son. He actually made it back to the rez and was wise enough to stay. He was probably in his fifties now—too old for street fights, and never looking for trouble.

“I remember.”

“I promised your mom that I’d keep you safe, Ezra.”

I looked at the floor and mumbled, “I know.”

“That Matt Schroeder lives only six blocks from us. I know his dad, Mark, and his Uncle Luke. Stay away from those people.”

We could agree on that much at least.

Nora kept her head down while we talked, focused on her phone. The tension between me and my dad probably made her nervous. But our families knew each other well.

It wasn’t purely coincidence that Nora and her mom, Ruth, had moved to the same neighborhood as my parents in Northeast. My dad helped Nora’s mom find a job and a house in the city as a favor to his mom. Grandma Emma and Nora’s Grandma Rita had been friends and neighbors for decades. I guess he showed them what he knew in the city. We’d all been there ever since.

After a couple of hours, I received eleven stitches and a removable cast because my fracture ran along one of the bones in my hand, rather than straight across, and it was non-displaced, meaning that they didn’t have to reset any bones. It was supposed to be good news, but it didn’t feel very good to me.

We dropped Nora off on our way home. She lived in a small ranch-style house several blocks from ours. Ruth was on the front steps with a long gray woolen coat on, waiting. Her white nurse shoes shifted nervously as we approached. She waved and it was uncanny how much she resembled her daughter, from her lithe figure to her long, slender fingers. Ruth looked stressed. I hadn’t thought about how what had happened might have affected her.

Ruth’s husband had fallen through the ice and died of hypothermia when Nora was just three years old. Ruth moved to the city for work, but they still went back to the rez often in the summer months to stay with her mother. It meant that I got to see even more of Nora, which was all I could hope for. But Nora was everything to Ruth and Rita, and it probably made them worry even more than most people did about their kids and grandkids. Nora gave me a wave as she slid out of the Subaru and glided up to her mom. My dad pulled away.

I was barely able to keep my anger under control by the time we pulled into our driveway. I used my right hand to unbuckle. I gingerly pulled my cast into a cradle to avoid bumping it as I got out of the car. I was mumbling under my breath, “I should teach him a proper lesson. I should kill him myself and do the world a favor.”

My dad was right behind me and put his hand on my shoulder so I couldn’t move forward. “Gwis. It’s okay to be angry. And it’s okay to say how angry you are. But making threats or acting on your anger can really make a mess out of your life.”

“Maybe I’ll just kill myself then,” I blurted. I didn’t really mean it, and I regretted it the second I said it. Maybe I just wanted my dad to do something about my whole life and everything that had gotten so messed up about it.

I could feel my dad’s enormous body tensing behind me. He pulled me with enough force to spin me around to face him. “Gwis, I don’t ever want to hear you say that again.” Now there was a deeply pained look on his face.

He stared at me intently, but I just looked down at my cast and turned back to go inside. I stomped up the stairs to our house, kicked off my shoes, and went straight to my room.

My dad left me alone for a while. Once I calmed down, I felt bad for scaring him with my suicide comments. But I did wonder what it would be like to die. Would there be a tunnel? Would there be light or darkness? Would it hurt more or less than being alive?

I heard a knock at the door an hour or two later and then my dad appeared with a tray of food—venison stew, buttered bread—all easy enough to eat with one hand. “How’s the pain, gwis?”

“The pain is still painful.”

“Here. You can take one of these when you’re ready to go to sleep.” He plucked out a Percocet and put it with a glass of water on the nightstand by my bed, but he took the rest of the bottle with him when he left the room. The doctor had prescribed the drug for the pain relief, but I knew it was so powerful that an overdose could kill you.

I went to the bathroom and brushed my teeth without toothpaste. I didn’t want to try wrangling the top off with one hand, and it was too painful to manage with two. Back in my room, I shut the door with a sigh and fumbled into pajama bottoms and a fresh tee shirt. I popped the pill and drank the water, turned on the fan, and crawled under the covers. It felt like I left my body for a minute … falling through the floor, the kitchen below, the basement, and down, down, down.
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