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INTRODUCTION

A tree stands at the heart of this story, which was three years in the making, woven through dreams, memory, and myth. Not just any tree, but the Tree of Life, an ancient symbol that transcends time, tradition, and geography. You’ll find its roots stretching deep into the soil of sacred texts and spiritual teachings from around the world. In the Bible, it appears in the Book of Genesis, first as a gift in Eden (2:9), then as a guardian of divine knowledge (3:22–24). In Buddhism, it takes the form of the Bodhi tree, which is the fig tree under which enlightenment was reached. In other traditions, it is the World Tree, the Axis Mundi, or the Cosmic Tree that serves as a bridge, connecting the heavens above, the living world in between, and the hidden mysteries beneath.

This tree is more than a symbol. It is a map, a spiritual compass, a vessel of knowing that links the celestial to the terrestrial, the seen to the unseen. It connects the sky to the soil, the sacred to the ordinary, the known to the mysterious. Its roots dig through the underworld. Its branches pierce the sky. And its trunk, just like all of us, exists somewhere in between.

In the pages that follow, you’ll encounter a tree like this, imagined and reimagined through the lens of fantasy but also through the eyes of a girl straddling worlds not only in the story, but within herself.

As a biracial and spiritually attuned author, I walk between worlds daily—between cultures, between realities, between inherited beliefs and intuitive truths. I’ve always felt the pull of duality: the hush of ancestral stories whispered beneath stars, and the steady hum of everyday life; the traditions of my Native heritage and the echoes of Western spirituality; the rootedness of ritual and the freedom of wonder. I live in the tension and beauty between those things. And so does Dash. In her, I’ve created a character who, like me, is pulled between what is real and what is remembered, as in what she sees in her waking life and what she finds in her dreams. Her journey is one of navigating both inner and outer landscapes, discovering that the lines between them are never as clear as the world would have her believe.

Dreamcatcher is a fantasy novel born not only from imagination but also from inheritance. It’s a story braided together from the threads of tradition, trauma, and transcendence. It is set in a universe that mirrors the structure of the Tree of Life itself: layered, living, and luminous. In this world, everything is connected—from the heavens to the underworld, from whispers to shouts, from sleeping to waking, from grief to grace.

At the center of this realm stands a great tree. It is not unlike the dreamcatcher hanging in Dash’s bedroom window in that both objects guard, connect, and reveal. Both are woven and sacred. And both, if you let them, will show you a truth you didn’t know you were ready to see.

[image: ]
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THIS BOOK IS FOR ANYONE who has ever felt like they existed between worlds, who has been shaped by more than one story, who walks with more than one voice in their head and heart. Let this tree be your guide. Let the roots hold you, the branches lift you, and the dreams find you.

[image: A close-up of a dream catcher

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

A Dreamcatcher

THE DREAMCATCHER, AS most widely known today, traces its origins to the Anishinaabe people, particularly the Ojibwe of what is now Minnesota and parts of Canada. Among the Anishinaabe, it was not a decorative trinket or mass-produced token, but a sacred object crafted with care, intention, and spiritual meaning. Traditionally formed from a willow hoop, which represents the cycle of life in the form of a circle and woven with sinew or cord into a web-like pattern, the dreamcatcher is adorned with beads and feathers, each element holding symbolic value. It was hung above the cradleboards or beds of sleeping children, meant to filter dreams thereby allowing the good ones to pass through the web and float down the feather to the sleeper below, while the bad ones were caught in the web and destroyed by the morning sun.

During the Pan-Indian movement of the 1970s, the dreamcatcher expanded beyond its tribal origins, becoming a broader symbol of Native American identity and cultural unity among various Indigenous communities across North America. Although its meaning has since been diluted or appropriated in mainstream culture, its roots remain spiritual, serving as a tool of protection, a symbol of balance, and a reminder of the power of dreams in shaping and guiding our lives.

In this fantasy novel, the dreamcatcher is more than just a cultural relic; it is an active force, a spiritual artifact woven with legacy, intention, and quiet magic. Her grandmother, Agnes, a woman of Dakota Sioux lineage who understands that stories and symbols carry power, gifted it to twelve-year-old Ivy Danielle Ash, known to most as Dash.

Dash, a biracial girl of both Native American and northern European descent, straddles two worlds not only in blood but in being. Caught between the turbulence of her waking life and the undercurrents of inherited trauma, Dash finds refuge beneath the protective web of her grandmother’s dreamcatcher. It hangs not above a cradle, but in her bedroom window, where city sounds and shadows press in from outside.

But in this story, the dreamcatcher does more than ward off nightmares. It becomes a portal, a tether between the seen and unseen. It shields Dash from the darkness she can’t yet name in her real life, like abuse, silence, fear, and allows her imagination to flourish in a hidden world: a fantastical realm where danger still lurks, but where she can choose her own path, shape her own legend, and find her strength.

The dreamcatcher becomes her guide, guardian, and gateway. Like its origins, which are rooted in sacred care, it becomes a symbol of protection and possibility.
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Preface
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AS A BIRACIAL CHILD, the world confused me. I remember being in school and getting laughed at—gently by some, harshly by others—for saying I had more than two grandmothers. On the reservation, that wasn’t unusual. Aunties, grandmothers, and cousins didn’t have hard lines drawn between blood and bond. Everyone belonged to someone, and no one stood alone. But that answer made me wrong at school, where everything had to fit into tidy boxes.

Even then, I was already learning how different my two worlds were. At home on the reservation, my Auntie Claudette kept a small library in her bedroom, which was also the sleeping room for us, her nieces and nephews. It was just around the corner from the treasured star quilts and the cedar chest that always smelled of old stories, which held even more books and a wealth of family photos dating back as far as she could remember. She was the keeper of the family’s history, which she shared with her nieces and nephews.

She read to me constantly, not just Native stories passed down from her mother and her mother’s mother but also the bestsellers she ordered through catalogs that came in the mail every month. One day, it was Island of the Blue Dolphins, the next, The Exorcist. She believed in balance: between the sacred and the scary, folklore and fiction, myth and mass-market paperback.

Somewhere along the way, the stories got twisted in my young mind. I was only eight years old. But Auntie Claudette didn’t mind. She leaned into the tangle. She taught me not just to read, but to devour books. To chase after words like they were coyotes at the edge of firelight. She could be tricky, too—like the time she handed me Call of the Wild and, without blinking, told me to read Cujo right after, because they were “similar.” I don’t think I slept for three days.

Then there was Uncle Jonas. He was my Christian godfather and a medicine man. He wore his roles like layers—never contradicting, always coexisting. I learned about prayer, tobacco, church bells, eagle feathers, suffering, and stories from him. He taught me that truth could exist in two languages at once. His way of seeing the world was quiet but deep, like the sound of water running underground.

Between Auntie Claudette and Uncle Jonas, I grew up suspended between story systems: Bible verses and trickster tales, saints and spirits, rosaries and rattles. I was raised in the tension between reverence and resistance, between knowing who I was and knowing I didn’t fully belong in either world.

That confusion became my compass.

It guided me through a childhood where nothing quite lined up—not my family, not my identity, not the way my cousins looked at me when I asked too many questions, or the way my classmates stared when I brought frybread to lunch and they didn’t know what it was. My cousins, thankfully, were my safe place. They were my first storytellers. We stayed up late whispering ghost stories and jokes, imagining adventures under blanket forts, on the lakeshore, and in the back of pickup trucks under cottonwood trees. Their voices stitched the world together for me.

And through all of that—the split, the swirl, the stories—I managed to survive.

It was imagination that kept me afloat. The kind born of both bloodlines. A biracial imagination that didn’t know how to stay in its lane. A mind shaped by both the sacred stories whispered after my uncle visited a sweat lodge and the blockbusters devoured by flashlight under a blanket. An imagination where everything I’d seen and heard—whether it came from relatives home from a ceremony or a bestselling author—found a place to live.

That’s where Dreamcatcher was born.

A story stitched from two threads—one Dakota Sioux, one settler. One rooted in the real, the other woven in dreams. A story that, like me, didn’t start with a clear destination. Just a longing to belong somewhere in between.

This book is for other youngsters, in age or at heart, who are lost between two worlds, possibly undergoing hardships, or fortunate enough not to but lean towards the escape to fantasy.
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Prologue
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THE LAWS OF BAUMWELT for outsiders from the Real as spoken in the quiet spaces between waking and dream.

	Speak Not of This Realm. Should you return to your homeland of Sweetbrier Prairie or any world beyond, you must never utter a word of Baumwelt. To reveal its existence is to sever your thread to it forever. You will never return. The land forgets those who break its silence.


	Respect the Gate That Brought You. Every traveler arrives by a different thread, be it a fire escape, a mirror, a storm, sleep, or whatever it may be. Should your portal be damaged or destroyed while you remain in Baumwelt, you shall be bound to this world for eternity. No path shall open again.


	Beware What You Carry Between Worlds. All things in Baumwelt carry a sliver of magic. To steal even a pebble, a feather, a petal imbued with the realm’s essence back into your world is to curse someone you love with death. The balance must not be broken.


	Die Here, Die There. Your body may sleep in one realm, but your soul resides in both. Should you die in Baumwelt, your body in the waking world shall perish with you. This place does not grant a second life.


	Use of Tools is a Privilege, not a Right. Axes, arrows, blades, and even the humble hammer will be wielded with wisdom. Unworthy hands—those lazy, reckless, or cruel—may be stripped of such tools and brought before the community council. Punishment is measured in lessons, not vengeance.


	Dark Magic Calls the Outlands. Should you summon harm with dark intent through spell, manipulation, or force, you shall be cast into the outlying realms, among the banished. There, the corrupted dwell: shapeshifters, spellcasters, undead, and spirits. They will make you one of them. And in time, you will forget you were ever human.


	No One Ages Here Unless They Leave. In Baumwelt, time is different. It breathes with the rhythm of the land. You shall not age while you remain within its embrace. Only in your homeland will the years return to you, and you grow old only there.


	To Bring Another Here is to Risk Their Soul. You may carry another with you into Baumwelt, but only through shared touch like hand in hand, heart to heart. Still, the portal may not recognize them. Should they speak of this place in the waking world, they too will die. This realm chooses its own.


	Empathy is a Gift and a Curse. Some arrive with gifts like telepathy, telekinesis, and the ability to feel what others hide. These must be wielded with care. To reflect pain is to hold it. To know another’s truth is to risk becoming it.


	Honor All Life, Especially in Death. If you must take life to survive, do so with reverence. Only animals and creatures that have passed naturally or been given grace may be eaten. Their sacrifice is remembered with feast and thanks.


Remember: Baumwelt is not your dream; it is the dream that holds you. Walk gently. Listen deeply. Speak only what the realm allows.
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Dash (Ivy Danielle Ash)
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when the fever breaks
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MY BODY BURNS. IT’S the kind of fever that makes everything feel too bright, too loud, like I’m underwater and the surface is too far away. Sweat beads across my forehead and neck, soaking my shirt collar and sticking the sheets to my back. I can barely move. My limbs feel like they’ve been packed with sand, every breath shallow and slow.

Grandma sits beside me, her warm hands wringing out a washcloth in a chipped enamel bowl filled with cool water. She wipes my forehead with the damp cloth in slow, steady circles, which is so gentle it almost feels like a memory. Her touch is careful yet sure, the way only someone who has done this many times before knows how to be.

“It’s okay, Ivy,” she murmurs. “You just hold on.” The cloth is cold, but my skin doesn’t cool.

In the doorway, Uncle Jonas waits silently, his arms folded, his presence solid and calm, like a mountain that is not in a rush to move. His long braid drapes over one shoulder, thick and dark, flecked with the silver of wisdom, medicine, and weathered storms. Grandma’s braid mirrors his, but hers is thinner and streaked with white, resting over her chest like a quiet shield. They wear their hair like stories: untangled, sacred, surviving.

Outside, the city breathes in heat and sound. Music oozes up from the bars that line the street below, spilling from open doorways and humming through cracked windows. It drifts like thick, heavy, and slow smoke, curling into the apartment and coiling around everything it touches. It clings to the corners, to the bedsheets, to my lungs. It carries laughter, shouting, and broken rhythm. It smells like beer and asphalt. The neon signs are trying to conceal their loneliness.

Grandma presses the cloth to my neck and leans closer, her voice lower now. “We’re taking you home.”

Not this place. Not this crumbling apartment. Not this silence that’s always pretending not to hear the anger in the next room. Home. Where the water is clear and cold, and the land knows your name.

Uncle Jonas steps forward, his hands already reaching for the blanket wrapped around me. “We’ll carry you out,” he says gently. “Just breathe.”   I can’t tell if he means that for now or forever.

Their car waits downstairs, tucked under a crooked streetlamp that flickers like it’s unsure if it wants to shine. Their home sits far from here, lakeside and quiet, nestled across from the small town where I was born, a place where the trees stand tall enough to remember you, and the wind carries stories instead of sirens.

Before we leave, Grandma straightens, fierce again, and fixes her gaze on my mother, who stands awkwardly in the kitchen doorway, arms crossed, mascara smudged under one tired eye. “Get her some medicine,” Grandma snaps. “And a glass of water. Now.”

My mother moves slowly, distracted, her slippers scraping against the tile. She hands over the small white cup and a warm glass of tap water like she’s passing off someone else’s responsibility.

I reach for it, my fingers trembling, but before the cup touches my lips, a wave of dizziness pulls me under. Everything tilts toward the darkness. The sound of cloth rustling wakes me—the steady scrape of braids brushing against denim. The scent of cedar, tobacco, and sage is pressed into the folds of a worn cotton shirt.

Grandma’s voice, low and steady, cutting through the fog. “Come on, Ivy. Wake up. We’ve got you now.” And somewhere far behind her, I think I hear the lake calling me home. “Ivy Danielle, wake up. You need to take some medicine.” Grandma’s voice breaks through the thick fog in my skull. It’s low and soft but lined with the grit of urgency. Her Dakota Sioux accent rolls over my name like a half-sung song, heavy with years of strength and something sacred. Her hand brushes gently across my forehead, cool and damp with a cloth that smells faintly of rosewater and sage.

She tucks back the damp strands of my espresso-colored hair, all long and wavy, stuck to my temples with sweat. Her fingers tremble slightly, but her touch is steady and practiced. She moves down to my arms, wiping the fever from my skin in long, careful strokes. My limbs feel detached, weightless, and hot, like floating too close to something burning.

“You’re burning up, Ivy,” she murmurs, more to herself than me. “Too much for one little body.”

Across the room, Uncle Jonas crouches beside the bed, his broad shoulders tense beneath his flannel shirt. His long braid slips over one shoulder, streaked with silver, trailing like a river across his chest.

“Išta hóta,” he says gently. It means grey eyes. It’s my nickname in his language. My name that isn't entirely mine, but still is. “Stay awake until we get to the car.”

I try to answer. I really do. But my mouth won’t shape the words. All I can do is blink once, slowly. Uncle Jonas touches my wrist, his thumb pressing into the pulse like he’s anchoring me to this world.

Across the room, Auntie Claudette moves quickly but methodically, scanning the space with the sharp eye of someone who knows time is short. Her shoulder-length black hair made curly every night bobs back and forth as she crouches and pulls my old thrift shop hoodie peeking out from the side of the bed, the one with the paint stain on the cuff. She grabs my beat-up jeans, mismatched socks, and my sneakers that are all flimsy canvas with holes at the toes and rubber so thin it’s almost worn through. She frowns as she holds them, her lips pressing into a line. But she doesn’t say anything. She just sets them beside my feet like armor waiting to be worn.

She glances toward the rear window and pulls back the curtain just enough to peek out at the cracked lot behind the antique shop we live above. The sun casting long amber shadows across the asphalt, and the old sedan waits in the loading zone, engine idling, breathing softly like a restless animal.

Her gaze shifts upward toward the fire escape window tucked in the inside corner of my bedroom wall. It’s open. And there, perched like a warning at the rooftop’s edge, is a feral cat—grey and wiry, with a tail like a twig and a voice full of desperation. It meows over and over, as if trying to get someone’s attention from a place we can’t quite reach. The wind catches the curtains, fluttering them like paper wings.

The smell drifts in next all sharp and greasy. Burgers and grilled onions from the bar and grille in the adjacent building. The scent curls through the room, heavy and intrusive, mixing with the sting of sweat and fear. It clings to my skin, settles in the back of my throat, and makes my stomach turn.

I’m lifted before I can react. Uncle Jonas slides his arms beneath me, cradling me like I’m no heavier than smoke, and carries me carefully out the door, down the narrow stairwell that smells like musty carpet and old dust. Each step groans under his weight, but he moves with gentle determination, muttering prayers in Dakota between breaths.

By the time we reach the car, the burger smell is a full wave, thick and oily, rising from a vent behind the kitchen that never shuts off. It sticks to the blanket fabric of the backseat covering, tangles in my hair, and mixes with the scent of Auntie’s lotion, Grandma’s clothes, and Uncle’s tobacco pouch.

I hear the car door creak open. Feel the warm press of the blanket-covered vinyl seat against my back. The engine hums low. And just before I slip back into whatever world awaits me, I hear the cat again—still meowing and watching.

Nobody says a word. Not even one of us acknowledges my mother and stepfather standing stiffly at the base of the narrow stairwell, just inside the front door of the apartment building. They watch us go with matching expressions, with my mother blank-eyed and unspeaking, and my stepfather with a forced smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. He lifts his hand in a half-hearted wave that looks more like a warning than a farewell. No one waves back.

The neighbors across the hall, their window creaks open just enough for someone to spy through the gap. I catch a glimpse of an eye, a glint of curiosity, but it quickly vanishes behind a worn-out curtain. Even now, in this moment, secrets slip like shadows between neighbors.

I keep my eyes fixed forward until I can’t help it. I glance back. And in that single glance, the memory hits like a fist in my chest. My stepfather’s voice was low and sharp, still echoing from the last time we were alone in my room:

“Don’t you tell your grandma. Or she might get hurt. You don’t want that, do you?”

My throat clenches. My mother had been right there. She heard the edge in his voice, felt the weight in the silence. But she didn’t speak. Didn’t move. Just turned away like maybe it wouldn't be real if she didn’t see it. Now, she’s doing it again. Turning her head as Uncle Jonas shuts the car door with a solid, final thump. We pull away from the apartment and leave the city behind, driving out of the stale heat and into the vast breath of the prairie.

Late August stretches endlessly in every direction. Fields roll out beside the highway like patchwork quilts sewn from rows of corn, soybeans, and golden spring wheat. Their stalks bend gently in the breeze, dancing under the brilliant, cloudless blue of the Midwestern sky. The sun glints off irrigation rigs and barn roofs, casting long silver reflections that ripple like heat mirages across the land.

The roads thin out. We pass the still, deep lake rimmed with cattails and then take a turn north, following a quieter two-lane road. With each mile, the horizon shifts. The farmland gives way to rockier terrain, and clusters of trees dot the dusty hills like sentinels.

We’re heading toward the land that raised my family, the sparse, wild beauty of the reservation, where the sky feels closer, and the silence holds stories.

In the back seat of Uncle Jonas’s weathered sedan, I lie curled on the sun-warmed blanket covering tattered upholstery, my head resting on Grandma’s lap. Her fingers move through my hair slowly, rhythmically, as she used to when I was little and sick with the flu, too tired to breathe.

She still has the damp washcloth and presses it gently to my temple, brushing aside the strands that cling to my skin. Her other hand rests lightly on my shoulder, anchoring me, tethering me.

"You’re waking up, Dash,” she says softly, her voice wrapped in sunlight and cedar. She’s smiling wide enough to make her eyes crinkle at the corners, and for once, she uses my nickname, the one I almost forgot belonged to me. “That’s good,” she adds. “Do you think you can sit up?”

I nod. My muscles ache, my limbs feel heavy, but the air no longer feels so thick. I ease myself upright, moving slowly, and the whole world tilts, but it doesn’t fall.

And then I see it—the land, hills, wild grasses, and the way the sky rests over it all like a protective blanket. My body is weak, but my spirit stirs with its lifting, unfurling like a banner caught in the wind.

It isn’t just the scenery that brings me back. It’s her. In Grandma’s care, I feel safe. Finally safe. And for the first time in a long while...I don’t want to die. I want to live. Not just survive or persevere but live because I’m not alone. Because someone still believes in me. And because something inside me, something I don’t yet have words for, is starting to wake up, too.

Grandma’s house sits near the entrance to the reservation land, tucked just off the main highway that stretches north to south like a vein connecting places most people drive through without stopping. From the roadside, it doesn’t look like much. It’s a modest, weathered home with chipping paint and a sloped roof, its edges softened by time and wind. But to us, it’s more than a house. It’s home.

Perched on a slight hill that overlooks the lake, it holds the kind of view that makes you believe the land is watching over you. From the back porch, we can see the glint of water on clear days, and beyond that, just across the lake, the small town where I was born. To the left, the silver skeleton of the water tower rises from the earth like a metal tree, and to the right, the old fish hatchery sits squat and boxy against the shoreline, always smelling faintly of algae and sun-warmed cement.

In front of the house, beyond the highway, the land climbs before it falls—hilly, uneven, wild in the way that reminds you the earth has a will of its own. Rock outcroppings burst through the soil like bones, weathered and bleached by seasons, leading down to the lake where alder, cottonwood, maple, and weeping willow form a tangled, whispering edge. In fall, their leaves flicker gold and copper like flames. In summer, they offer shade so deep it swallows the heat whole.

A gravel road twists upward behind the house, winding past fields dotted with prairie grass outcroppings, leading toward a white canvas tent pitched in a clearing at the top of the rise. That’s where the Evangelicals meet, and at night, their music floats down the hill in soft waves with their guitar chords, clapping hands, tambourine jingles, and the rise and fall of hymnals sung too loud and a little off-key.

Several streetlights, spaced just far enough apart to leave shadows between them, light the path to the tent like sentries. But my cousins and I never go up there. Auntie calls them the “holy rollers,” says they gather up there with their Bibles and big opinions and hymn books they wave around like they're casting spells. According to her, it’s not a place for curious kids unless you want to get saved three times in one night and guilted into confession by the time the coffee cools. So, we stay by the water.

My visiting cousins—Janel and Drew—and I sit on the rocks at the lake’s edge, legs dangling just above the surface, skipping stones and making up stories about the shapes in the clouds. From here, we can see the tent pavilion in full view, its white top glowing like a ghost lantern in the dusky light. Their music reaches us easily and is sometimes loud enough to feel like it’s being played right behind us, sometimes soft enough that it blends into the rustle of leaves and the hush of the water lapping against the shore. We don’t mind it, not really. It’s just background noise like the wind, like the frogs, like the memory of old stories we grew up with.

Grandma lives here with two of her grown children: my unmarried aunt, sharp-tongued and quick-witted, with eyes that miss nothing, when she’s alone with us, her nieces and nephews (she’s much more refined and respectful around other adults), and Uncle Jonas, who once studied at a seminary, hoping to become a priest. But something about the calling didn’t sit right with him—not fully. He left before they made him choose between spirit and ceremony and came back home to care for Grandma and the land that never let him go. They keep the place running. Together, they ensure Grandma always has fresh coffee, tea, and someone to share thoughts with during the evening news. They also ensure that she always receives her insulin shot. They watch over her. And in their quiet way, they watch over me, too.

Here, on this hill between the world I come from and the one that waits in the shadows of my dreams, I start to feel the pieces of myself coming back together. Like maybe I belong to the land after all.

My cousins, Janel and Drew, are skipping rocks when we first notice Grandma, Auntie Claudette, and Uncle Jonas gathering near the edge of the lake, where the reeds grow in slow circles and the air smells of damp earth and something sacred. They move with a quiet purpose, their silhouettes framed by the rising light of late afternoon, or more so early evening. Auntie carries a small copper bowl, and Uncle cradles the tobacco in his weathered palm like something holy.

They kneel together on the bank and make the offering. One by one, they pinch the tobacco and gently scatter it into the breeze, their lips moving in words we can't hear but somehow feel. The smoke from Grandma’s smudge stick curls upward, twining through their gestures, a prayer to the spirit world, which is part apology, part gratitude, part hope. The lake listens. The trees bend slightly as if they do, too.

After a long moment, they rise and walk to the willow tree near the far end of the shore, which is the same one I used to sit under when I was small enough to believe the wind could carry secrets. Uncle Jonas steps forward and offers another prayer before cutting a few slender branches from the tree, each movement slow and respectful. Auntie wraps the pieces in cloth, and Grandma nods once, satisfied.

They head back to the house, hands full of beginnings.

Back near the water, we climb onto a crooked old branch that hovers low over the lake’s edge. It dips just enough to keep you alert, yet just enough to feel wild, young, and brave. From there, we swing our feet and watch the smoke rise from the chimney, soft and spiraling, until it fades into the sky.

The ceremony begins inside. Even without hearing it, we know that it’s quiet and brief, the kind that means something. A ritual passed around, whispered over thread and feather and willow. They’re making a dreamcatcher. Another one. I wonder who it’s for this time.

For now, we sit in silence, watching. Everything is golden. The light, the land, the hush that comes before dusk. Birds call in the trees overhead, and dragonflies dart across the water’s surface like flickers of color just out of reach. The whole world feels wrapped in slow magic.

We glance around the landscapes’ rolling hills that stretch like open arms, the lake still as a held breath, and the sky dotted with planes overhead. They’re crossing flyover country. Carrying people to destinations they think matter more than the quiet patch of earth we sit on. Let them fly. I’m happy here.

At Grandma’s, the world feels softer, almost woven. Even the air seems to understand that I need to breathe slowly. I feel safe in a way I don’t anywhere else. Not at home. Not with him. But not safe enough to tell Grandma the truth. Not yet. Because there are some stories even a dreamcatcher isn’t ready to hold.

Later in the afternoon, Uncle loads up the fried chicken, potato salad, fruit salad, and fry bread to take to the small church hall before the mink farm. It’s at the hall where religious services start in the late afternoon, and a large family meal ends in the evening. 

I wasn’t a hundred percent better, nowhere near it, really, so when the other cousins decided to pile into the bed of the old truck and head into town, I stayed behind.

They laughed as they clattered down the steps, calling out their plans like they were grand adventures: loitering at the laundromat with quarters for soda and just enough mischief to make it interesting, or kicking rocks down the cracked sidewalks past the government-run housing on the south side of the train tracks where more of our relatives lived—same beige siding, same patched roofs, same red brick ramblers. All stamped out like somebody had cut the whole neighborhood from a paper mold.

I almost went with them. Almost. But my bones still felt hollow in places, like parts of me were still catching up from wherever they’d scattered. My thoughts were sticky, heavy, fogged. And even though I missed the noise of my cousins like their teasing, their strange games, their inside jokes that didn’t always include me, I wasn’t ready to follow them into the world just yet. Instead, I stayed at Grandma’s.

The old screen door creaked shut behind them, and their voices faded into the hum of late evening. The silence that settled afterward wasn’t lonely; it was softer, like an extra blanket. I wandered through the house barefoot, letting the coolness of the linoleum settle into my soles, letting the quiet fill the parts of me I didn’t know were aching.

Out back, the breeze rustled the edge of the clothesline. Somewhere down near the lakeshore, a radio murmured a country song too slow to be sad. Grandma was humming to herself in the kitchen, steeping tea, like she knew I needed her nearby but not too close.

This kind of peace wasn’t flashy. It didn’t make noise or ask for attention. But it was mine. And for now, that was enough.
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