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    Linda Clare displays her genuine artistry by weaving color and texture into this poignant Southwestern tale. Authentic characters with realistic challenges pull us right into the Native American world of the 1950s. A memorable story with substance and hope. I highly recommend!


    —Melody Carlson, author of River’s Song and others


    



    


    A brave and beautiful blending of two worlds, A Sky Without Stars brings hope and healing to an often neglected time period and people. Linda Clare is a welcome addition to the Quilts of Love series, sure to win readers’ hearts!


    —Laura Frantz, Christy Award finalist and author of Love’s Reckoning


    



    


    Linda Clare recreates reservation life in 1950s Arizona, capturing both the grinding poverty of rez life and the sweeping grandeur of the rugged yet starkly beautiful Navajo ancestral homeland. In Frankie Chasing Bear, Clare portrays the essence of the Lakota culture and their determination to survive and thrive despite overwhelming odds. If you’ve ever struggled to find God in the midst of suffering or injustice, don’t miss A Sky Without Stars.


    —Lisa Carter, author of Aloha Rose and Beneath a Navajo Moon


    



    


    Discovering who and whose we are no matter where we are is a poignant theme of Linda Clare’s inspiring novel. Her words are stitched together with the color of landscapes, the comfort of quilts, and the tension of people trying to make their way in a changing world. We care about Frankie Chasing Bear; her son, Harold; and Frankie’s would-be suitor, Nick Parker. Each has grief to weave into hope that they might not be held hostage by their pasts. Linda captures the uniqueness of tribal differences of Lakota, Navajo, and mixed-blood persons, creating for us a realistic 1950s native world that most of us have rarely considered. Linda grants us entry into a journey where hope and faith and the future remind us that we are all connected by the threads of love.


    —Jane Kirkpatrick, award-winning author of Where Lilacs Still Bloom


    



    


    What do you get when you combine authentic history, picturesque settings, dynamic characters, and a feels-like-you’re-there storyline? You get a Linda Clare novel, and in A Sky Without Stars, she delivers all that and more. My advice to readers: Make room for this one on your “keepers shelf.” My advice to Linda: save space on your “awards wall” because this tale is sure to earn a bunch!


    —Loree Lough, best-selling author of more than 100 books, including Raising Connor
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    Prologue


    Pine Ridge, South Dakota


    Frankie Chasing Bear


    I did not come to quilt-making easily. The urge to piece together shapes and colors wasn’t my gift.


    But when I was twelve, Grandmother said soon the quilt might be all that was left of what we once were. By the time your children wrap quilts around themselves, she told me, the star and all it stands for may be a dim memory, lit only by the fire of ancestors, clouded by ruddy smoke hanging in the sky.


    Grandmother’s face was crisscrossed with fine lines showing off sharp cheekbones, a strong square jaw, hard work. A silvery gray braid, straight as the truth, hung down her back. I tried to make my stitches as small and even as hers, but my childish hands proved slow and awkward. She said I only needed practice and showed me again: up, pulled through, and down.


    Just before she died, Grandmother and I sat together one last time. She stopped to smooth a small wrinkle in the quilt top. “Lakota were favored among tribes,” she said. “Our people stood at the top of the hills. The buffalo and the deer bowed to our warriors, and we lived together in peace. The peace pipe showed us how to live, and the stars helped us find good hunting grounds.”


    Grandmother had told the story a thousand times, but I didn’t interrupt. I was fighting the thread again, scribbled into a hopeless knot. She looked up and said, “Keep the thread short.” I obeyed.


    Her brown fingers reminded me of an old tree branch, but they deftly worked the needle: up, pulled through and down, up, through and down. “One day, the sun rose on white men. They brought their religion, but they often did not listen to their God’s teachings.” She paused to watch my crooked stitches take shape, nodding when I got them even. “We were brought low and herded like animals.”


    Again the nod of approval for my efforts. “They had no explanation, except to point to their Book. We were to love their God and love each other.”


    Grandmother laughed. “Lakota need no instruction on love.” Tears glistened in her tired black eyes. She’d seen something terrible in the smoke, she said for the hundredth time. A red rose, unopened. Blood, a river of blood. Another day was coming, she said, when words from the Book would take place: We were considered as sheep to be slaughtered.


    I dared not remind her she prayed to the God of the Bible. That she stood in two worlds, fully Lakota, fully Christian. I worry it’s not possible for me. Indians who go to the church are shunned by their kin and by the whites. Outcasts, their feet in no world at all.


    Before we traveled to Arizona, Grandmother made me promise to make this Lakota Star for my son. Sew love into every stitch and remember: a bed without a quilt is like a sky without stars. The quilt will help this child remember who he is, she said. The star will tell him how much he is loved and the light will save him at the last day.
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    Mid-August 1951


    Outside Phoenix, Arizona


    Frankie Chasing Bear eased the old Chevy pickup to the side of the rutted dirt road. If she hadn’t run out of quilting thread, they’d have stayed home on a day this hot. A plume of steam rose from the radiator and disappeared into the pale sun-bleached sky.


    She slapped the steering wheel with the heel of her hand. “Not again!” A stab of guilt penetrated deep, an ache she’d carried since Hank’s death. At the time, leaving South Dakota for the West seemed to be the only answer. But now, Arizona looked a lot like the moon, dry and far away. And life here wasn’t any better.


    She squinted out the driver’s side window. Dotted with the gray-greens of mesquite and cactus, the desert went on for miles. She swiped at her cheeks—her son shouldn’t see her cry. Was getting stranded out here worth a few spools of thread?


    Ten-year-old Harold shifted in his seat. Frankie already knew how he felt about the Lakota Star quilt. As far as he was concerned, quilts were for babies. And why, he’d asked, would you need one in a place this hot?


    She’d told her son the story again and again. Before her death, Grandmother had made Frankie promise to finish the coverlet depicting stories once told around tribal fires. Grandmother had been adamant—the quilt should also reflect faith in God. Today, Frankie wasn’t sure about any of it, but she’d promised. If nothing else, her son should learn to keep his word.


    “Rotten luck,” she said, smiling at her son.


    Harold’s smooth face remained impassive. “We should’ve checked the water back at the store.”


    Her son had wisdom beyond his years. She patted his hand. “Good thing we wore our walking shoes, eh?” Her eyes closed, she sighed. “I’ll get the cans.” Harold shook his head and stared at the floorboard.


    Frankie got out of the cab and went around to the truck’s rusty tailgate. The blue cotton dress she wore was no match for the wind, which kicked up her skirt unless she held it down. She used her free hand for a visor and searched the road, hoping to spot the dust cloud from another vehicle. The heat of summer combined with a light wind to blast every inch of her as she scanned the horizon, but the only movement was from a couple of dust devils twirling in the distance.


    She hefted the empty cans out of the bed and tapped on the truck’s back window. “C’mon, it’s only a mile or so to the gas station.”


    Getting out of the cab, her son moved like a tortoise, the way he did when he was being stubborn. With the heat bearing down on the crown of her head, she was crankier than usual. “Harold. Come on.”


    They started toward the gas station Frankie had hoped they could avoid. The fabric store had been bad enough. Elbow to elbow with a bunch of ladies wearing shapeless dresses and face powder the color of dust. All scooting away from her and Harold.


    She’d figured the old truck had enough water in it to make it home, but she’d figured wrong. Now Stu, the sassy guy who manned the pumps at the Texaco might taunt her son—call him little Hiawatha, like last time. Stu’s kid Orval, a pudgy boy with an ax to grind, had already jumped Harold once after school. Bully. Her mouth was dry. She ran her tongue across her teeth.


    She glanced at Harold. He was a good boy and handsome, too, or at least he would be in a couple more years. Tall for his age, he could outrun the kids back home. And he hardly ever complained. Frankie had been thankful for it, all the way here. She smiled as she tried to match his stride. The kid probably weighed as much as the empty gallon can which knocked against his knees.


    She pushed her damp bangs off her forehead. “Want me to spot you?”


    “Naw. I got it.” Harold’s face glistened with sweat that dripped onto his brown plaid shirt.


    Harold’s stick-straight hair was cut short for summer. Even without braids, he looked like his father, Hank Sr. But she was determined he wouldn’t turn out like his old man: prone to drink and violence. She shuddered at the memory of Hank’s murder only six months before, still ashamed of the small ways she was glad. He could never hurt her or Harold again. If there was a God, her husband’s passing was a gift.


    Frankie kept a bright look on her face and began singing one of the Lakota songs she’d learned as a child. “C’mon, it’ll pass the time,” she said, and started again. In Pine Ridge, Harold was always a good sport about these things. But now he stared ahead, as if he didn’t want to associate with his own mother. She walked on the road’s soft shoulder and hummed to herself. Like it or not, Harold was growing up.


    Ahead, the station shimmered, mirage-like—the red Texaco star a gleaming beacon. As they walked across the blacktop, heat radiated through the bottoms of her cheap sneakers. She glanced at Harold, who ran up to the concrete islands in front of the pumps. She walked faster.


    The smart-mouth owner was on duty. Stu, dressed in white from head to toe, a cap sitting sideways on his pathetic crew cut. “Hey,” he said to Harold. He turned to Frankie. “It’d be nice if you bought something now and then.” He wiped his hands on a rag. The place reeked of oil and gas.


    She pulled out her charm, the same charm she’d used to get that radiator filled a dozen times. She brushed her bangs aside. “Hey, Stu. You wouldn’t mind helping a lady out would you?” Maybe she should’ve worn the red top with the ruffles again. Gas station attendants seemed to like red. She laughed behind her hand, an old Lakota habit she’d grown up with. When she was nervous, she couldn’t stop.


    But Stu’s jaw muscles worked side to side. “Dry radiator, again?” He scowled at her. “I can’t keep giving out free services to you people,” he said. Harold stood in back of Stu, narrowing his eyes at Stu, the same way he’d seen his dad do when other men looked at her.


    “All’s we need is a little water to make it home,” she said. Stu was such an ornery cuss—he got maybe three customers on a good day. The wind came up and gusted against her cheeks, then died. Frankie tasted dirt.


    They all turned back toward the road. A rumble and dirt-colored cloud trailed a government truck. Stu waved them back. “I got a real customer. You’ll have to wait.”


    Frankie and Harold moved a couple feet and set down the cans. She poked Harold and pointed to a drinking fountain. “Go get a drink,” she said.


    The white pickup, with “Bureau of Indian Affairs” in raised letters on the door, braked to a stop. She folded her arms. Let Stu attend to Mr. Important.


    A light-skinned but dark-haired lanky man stepped out. His eyes were hard to see under his hat’s brim. He wore cowboy boots and an agate belt buckle. The buckle gave him away. Most of her male relatives wore the same type of agate buckle. He had to be part Lakota—and who knew what else. The man, in his tan government uniform and all, sparked something in Frankie. His voice was deep, melodic. “Can you fill it up?” The man wasn’t sarcastic the way Hank Sr. always was. No, this guy was more than polite and didn’t let Stu’s attitude chase him up a tree. The man nodded at the most expensive gas pump. “I reckon the government can spring for ethyl,” the man said.


    Stu nodded, although he seemed a tad disappointed he was serving another Indian. Stu went to work, the gas pump dinging. “Can’t say I’ve seen you ’round here.” Stu pulled a squeegee across the bug-encrusted windshield. “You new?”


    The stranger smiled; his teeth were white and straight. “Nick Parker,” he said, touching his hat’s brim. “Just transferred down from Nebraska.” He took off the hat and used his forearm to mop his brow. “I’m still getting used to the heat.”


    Harold snorted. Frankie elbowed her son, but it was too late. The man turned. “You from the Rez?”


    Frankie and Harold looked at each other. The local Pima-Maricopa reservation?


    Harold shook his head. “Nope.” He raised his chin. “Lakota.”


    Frankie’s throat burned, but she couldn’t force herself to move away from the stranger. “Go on, son, and get a drink.” She pointed again to the fountain.


    “Ma! Stop treating me like a kid.” He sat on the curb.


    Nick seemed interested in the boy. “Where you from, then?” He sat next to Harold, arms resting across his knees.


    A guy who likes kids, Frankie thought. She watched out of the corner of her eye as the man spoke with her son. Nick’s thick, coppery hair swept back from his forehead. But the handsome ones could be dangerous.


    Stu pulled the gas nozzle out and hung it on the pump. He came over. “Want me to check the water and oil?” He shot Frankie and Harold a look. “You can overheat pretty easy on a day like this.”


    Nick laughed, and his eyes brightened and sent a chill up Frankie’s back. “Sure,” he said. “Don’t want to overheat out here, right?”


    Right. Her breath caught, as if she were viewing the Milky Way for the first time. Whoa. She didn’t believe in love at first sight anymore, especially when love later grew fists.


    An awkward moment passed, as if he’d heard her thoughts. He stood up and turned to the pair. “Are you here to stay or just passing through?”


    Frankie drew her shoulders back. The man stood straight, proud; his eyes were a whiskey shade of brown. It would be easy to get sucked in, too easy. She locked her heart. But in the next moment, Frankie let the wind take her caution. “We’re hoping to make our home here.” She laughed, forcing her hand to stay at her side. “It’s the wrong time of year to be snowbirds.” She wished again she’d worn red. “As Harold said, Lakota,” she said. “We’re Lakota.”


    Nick’s eyes lit up. “Not many Lakota this far from South Dakota. What made you want to come live in the desert?”


    Frankie shrugged. Why they’d left South Dakota was complicated—too complicated to talk about. “We thought we’d like the nice, cool Arizona summers,” she said. “I’m Frankie and this is my son, Harold.”


    Stu barged into the conversation again. “That’ll be three dollars,” he said. Nick dug out a bill and handed it to Stu.


    “I’ll get your change,” Stu said.


    Nick turned to Frankie. “Huh.” He paused. “What a coincidence. Growing up, I spent my summers at Pine Ridge.” He used his hat like a fan. “It’s got to be a hundred and ten.”


    Stu corrected him. “Hunert and eleven.”


    Nick grinned. “Hot enough to fry an egg on the sidewalk.”


    Slouched beside a gas pump, Harold broke his silence. “Ma overheated the truck ’bout a mile back,” he said, pointing to the water cans. “She just had to buy thread. Today.” Frankie gave him a look, but this was a good sign. If Harold said more than two words, it meant he liked you.


    Nick picked up the cans. “Let’s get these filled,” he said. He looked deep into Frankie’s eyes and held her gaze steady. “Could I give you a lift back to your truck?”
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    Nick spooled out the water hose and filled up the cans, studying the young woman and her son. Prettiest girl he’d ever laid eyes on. Her free-falling black hair danced in the wind as she said, “Oh, no, we can make it all right. But thank you.” She looked away, giving Nick a moment to appreciate her profile. Water overflowed onto his boot. It’s what he got for gawking. He prayed for forgiveness.


    She spoke softly. “Harold, get a drink before we go, OK honey?”


    Harold dragged himself to the drinking fountain attached to the side of a soda pop cooler outside the repair bay. For five cents, the cooler’s top slid open and you could pull out an ice cold drink. Summers in Pine Ridge, Nick and his buddies had pilfered a soda or two from a machine like that. Then, got beat up by a bully named Moose.


    He let the water hose reel itself back in and picked up the full cans. He faced the woman named Frankie, the wind pressing her thin blue dress against her body. “These things weigh a ton,” he said. Her figure was better than the Rodeo Princess up at Prescott. He said, “You got a bum radiator?”


    Frankie shrugged. “Got to get that thing fixed.”


    Nick hoped he wasn’t too pushy, but he didn’t try to stop himself from being drawn in, either. “Your old man won’t help you?” He set down the water, which sloshed onto his boots again.


    She ran her fingers through her hair. “Not exactly.” Her hands were plain, capable and strong, not fancied up with polished nails or jewelry or even a wedding ring. Nick liked simplicity. A practical sort, not like his ex, Carolyn. She’d about driven them into the poorhouse with her beauty parlor treatments and whatnot. He preferred her story to Carolyn’s version, hers blamed Nick and a friend named alcohol.


    The bottle had claimed his dad and half his relatives at Pine Ridge. Nick had nearly ten years sober, and had broken the Parker family tradition—Carolyn hadn’t give him enough credit.


    He tried to make eye contact, but Frankie stared at the horizon. “You planning on staying out here?”


    Her gaze flitted to Harold at the drinking fountain and back again. “The kid’s dad died in South Dakota.” She paused, as if thinking up a good explanation. “Hank Sr., that’s my husband, used to say he had relatives here, so I thought, ‘Why not?’” She took a breath, and finally returned his stare.


    He took off his hat and got lost in her deep brown eyes. He said, “Sorry. Got to be tough on the boy.” He wanted to ask if she was seeing anyone, tell her he liked her simple beauty, offer to cook her dinner sometime. His tongue balked.


    Before he could say anything, Stu’s voice rang out. “You thievin’ injun, pay up!”
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    Harold raced past Frankie and Nick, with Stu in pursuit. A wet stain down Harold’s shirt looked suspicious. Frankie fingered the spools of thread in her pocket, wondering if Stu was in a bartering mood as Harold hid behind his mother.


    The attendant wagged a finger. “All right, Frankie Chasing Bear,” he said. “That’ll be a nickel. And I’ve got a mind to charge you for the water. That boy of yours is getting to be a real headache.”


    Nick gave Frankie a puzzled look, but dug into his pocket. “Here,” he said, producing a nickel. “Indian head, no less.”


    Stu took the money.


    Frankie pulled Harold around to face her. She spoke in a low, even tone. “You did this?”


    Harold looked ready to cry. “No, Ma.” He raised his tee shirt to reveal his waistband. “See?”


    Frankie nodded. “Look Stu, my kid didn’t take anything.”


    Stu narrowed his eyes. “How do I know he didn’t stash it somewhere?”


    Nick stepped toward Stu. “The kid says he didn’t steal it.” He dug out more change. “But we’d like cold ones for the road.” Nick strode to the cooler and brought back three bottles.


    Stu glared, but nodded and straightened his cap.


    Nick handed a cold, sweaty bottle to Frankie. “Thank you.” She wouldn’t let on, but RC Cola tasted like heaven. She elbowed Harold. “Where are your manners?”


    “Thanks.” Harold tipped back his soda and began walking back down the road.


    “Harold! Wait!”


    But Harold waved her off and kept walking. The kid could be as stubborn as his dad.


    Nick brought her attention back. “Let me take you back to your rig.”


    Frankie hoped her son’s moodiness wouldn’t embarrass the both of them. “Harold’s got a mind of his own,” she said. “Some days I think one of us won’t live to see Christmas.” She smoothed her bangs with her palm. “Sure, I’ll take a lift.”


    Nick smiled too. His forehead and cheekbones had a noble hint that tugged at Frankie. She wanted to ask him which Lakota band his mother was from, was he related to any of the famous chiefs. He tilted his head toward the truck. “C’mon, let’s get that rascal.” He held the driver’s side door open.


    Frankie climbed into the cab and slid across the bench seat, still gripping the soda bottle. Nick got in after her and started the truck. When he slammed the door, she picked up a whiff of sage.
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    When Nick pulled alongside Frankie’s truck, there was her boy, leaning against the fender, squinting mean as if Nick was the devil himself. Had the kid really walked that fast or did he know a shortcut? Even though Nick and Carolyn never had kids, he’d always longed for a son. He guessed it wasn’t in the plan, although he’d never stopped hoping. If a son had come along, the kid might’ve been about Harold’s age by now.


    Harold was protective of his mother in a way that made Nick smile. He’d been protective too, with the women he’d loved. The boy seemed to be all Frankie had on her side, and Nick wasn’t about to egg him on. From out the truck window, Nick gestured to Harold. “You mind popping the hood?”


    Harold muttered something Nick didn’t catch, but the boy set down his pop bottle and propped up the Chevy’s hood. Nick hoped Harold was too smart to try to unscrew a hot radiator cap. Luckily, the kid just crossed his arms again and leaned against the truck’s fender. Nick got out of his truck and lugged over the water cans. He stood at arm’s length and tried the cap—the pressure had faded, but safety first, his uncle always told him. He waited a few seconds, unscrewed the cap, and set it on the side fender.


    Harold never stopped eyeing him as Nick emptied the cans into the thirsty radiator. But he did hand Nick the cans in turn. A good sign and although each time Nick said “thanks,” Harold only grunted something unintelligible. Nick shook his head and smiled. Kids.


    Frankie hadn’t said two words since the gas station, and it rattled him some. Carolyn, blonde, blue-eyed, and gifted with gab, had rarely taken a breath, so Frankie’s silence jarred him. Maybe, like a lot of Lakota women he’d known, Frankie was the quiet type. He chuckled to himself. Right. More likely she had no need for another man wrecking her life. He leaned in the BIA truck’s window where Frankie still sat. “She’s as full as I can get her,” he said.


    She laughed behind her hand, the same way his Lakota cousin Aggie had always done. Summers at Pine Ridge, he’d spent running around with cousins, nieces, and nephews. His dad’s sister always said they did a fine job of teaching a half-breed how to be an Indian. Especially if it included being passed-out drunk. But now, with a real Lakota sitting right in front of him, Nick didn’t feel much like a real Indian.


    He had to find out what she liked to do and where she lived without Harold jumping on him like a junkyard dog. He rested his forearms on the truck window’s ledge. “Say,” he began, “how’s about I tail you home, just to make sure you get there?”


    Harold elbowed his way next to Nick. “We can take care of ourselves. Let’s go, Ma.”


    Nick tried again. “I live over off Priest—those older apartments. You live somewhere near there?”


    Frankie smiled past her son. “Sorry, it’s just been Harold and me so long we forget what it’s like to have help.” She shot a look at the kid. “Keep forgetting our manners, too.”


    Harold glowered, then climbed in the Chevy’s cab and slammed the door. Nick could practically see smoke coming off the kid’s ears. He turned to Frankie. “Hey, I’m not out to cause trouble between you and your boy. Honest, I was only trying to help.” He searched for her gaze and held it.


    She flushed, but he took it as a good sign. “Harold’s a little possessive.” She opened the BIA truck’s door, stepped one foot out. “I don’t mind a bit if you’d see we get this old crate to the house.” She glanced at her truck, where Harold’s still-crossed arms told Nick she was in for a lecture from her own offspring. Frankie smiled again, this time without her hand in front of her mouth, and her dark eyes took on a sparkle making her whole face light up. “Last time I looked,” she said, “it was a public road.”


    Nick’s heartbeat drummed in his ears. “I hope I see you around,” he said. Great. He sounded like a seventh grader.


    Frankie didn’t seem to notice his clumsiness. “Why would I avoid the only other Lakota I’ve met out here?” She pushed back strands of her hair the wind lifted.


    “Part-Lakota,” he said. “Half-breed.”


    Frankie shrugged. “Who cares? It’s why I’m making Harold a quilt, to teach him Lakota ways. Maybe you can help.”


    Nick frowned. “Me? I don’t know one end of a needle from the other.”


    Frankie laughed, open-mouthed, easy, relaxed. “Not with sewing. With the stories.” She hopped up into the Chevy’s cab and pulled shut its door. “Lakota stories.” She pointed at Nick’s agate buckle. “Besides, a man only wears one of those if he feels Lakota on the inside.” She tapped her chest. “Where it counts.” She cranked up the engine; ground into first gear. “Thanks again,” she said, and eased the truck off the shoulder and onto the road.


    Nick stood outside his own truck, watched the Chevy disappear over the rise leading to a run-down neighborhood outside town. When he drove to catch up with her, he kept his distance. No sense upsetting the kid anymore. Nick nearly sailed past the tiny brown adobe where her truck sat parked, a forlorn-looking place with a broken screen door, a dry patch of grass and a clothesline full of flapping laundry.


    He slowed the truck. Her handiwork showed itself in the neat rows of flowers potted next to the two-step porch: zinnias and a couple of morning glory vines made the place look friendlier, along with the bright yellow gingham curtains in the windows. Someone, probably Harold, stood peeking out those curtains.


    Nick sped up, peeling out as fast as he could on a gravel road. Fool. He was acting like a peeping tom. He scolded himself, but it was no use. He could hardly remember what he had scheduled to do that day.


    The more he tried to think about work, the more a beautiful woman danced through his thoughts: silky black hair, brown eyes, long legs. Lakota, like him. Crowding into those thoughts, the ever-present devil sat on his shoulder, whispering he’d be much smoother if he slammed back a couple. He was glad he had God on his side, to help him keep that monkey off his back. He said an extra prayer for good measure.


    He drove around for a while, tried to push the woman and her son out of his every thought. Toward evening, he headed toward the Superstition Mountains, where even the fiery sunset whispered the name of Frankie Chasing Bear.
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    Frankie left Harold to stand guard at the window. She didn’t mention the stranger named Nick. The boy’s jealous streak was as wide as his old man’s had been, and it was starting to get on her nerves. She didn’t know if Harold was protecting her or trying to keep the rest of mankind from taking his daddy’s place. She turned to Harold, half-hidden by the checkered curtains she’d sewn. “Give it up, will ya? I told you that guy won’t set foot on our place—you scared him off good.”


    Harold pretended not to hear.


    She went straight to work on the quilt, sneaking peeks at Harold who still peered through a gap in the curtains. She was lucky, she told herself. Not only had she managed to get the thread she needed, she’d met a fine-looking guy and got to see firsthand how Harold took his role as man of the house seriously. Maybe a bit too seriously, but he meant well. She tried to sweep Nick from her mind, warned herself once again, when it came to relationships, her record was terrible. Nick didn’t appear to be a drinker. But then, neither had Hank at first. She couldn’t wind up with another alcoholic, for her son’s sake, for her own sake.


    Let Harold stand there—she had sewing to do. She hung a tape measure around her neck, and pulled her hair into a high ponytail. She couldn’t stand hair in her face as she worked and anyway, it was hot as Hades in here. The one oscillating fan they owned was more of a nuisance than anything.


    She cleared the dining table and opened her basket of cotton fabrics, setting out cardboard patterns, stickpins, a yardstick with “Shop at A.J. Bayless” printed on it. She removed the cover from the Singer treadle sewing machine, the best gift Frankie had received from her mother. This machine had chattered throughout her childhood, constructing quilts for naming ceremonies and other special occasions. Frankie smiled at the memory of all the sewing machine needles she’d broken learning to sew.


    She glanced up. Harold had finally come away from the window. He read while draped across the sofa, his bare feet slender and longer than she remembered. He was almost taller than she was. “What you reading?”


    “It’s about aliens. Science fiction.”


    “What?”


    Harold laid down the book. “C.S. Lewis. Got it from the bookmobile.” He buried his nose in the pages again.


    “There’s a bookmobile?” Frankie held several straight pins with her teeth and lined up two shades of blue calico, each folded to a crisp point.


    Harold didn’t answer.


    Maybe the bookmobile had quilting books. Times when she couldn’t remember a sewing trick or ran into a problem, it’d be nice to look up the solution. Pine Ridge was a long ways away and asking for quilting help over the phone was like telling a blind man how to tie a good knot.


    Frankie got a lot of satisfaction from quilting. Even a little money here and there. She was glad she’d stuck with the sewing lessons, even if some had called her Little Broken Needle until her Naming Ceremony. Besides, quilting helped her and other Lakota escape the suffocating poverty of the Rez.


    Ah, but that was all behind them now. Hank Sr. was gone, South Dakota a cold memory. She and Harold were on a new path, a good path. She smiled over at her son, still reading. He was a good boy, and she hoped, not too much like his father.


    She lined up the new thread spools by color, matching them to their corresponding yardage, and tried to remember the things Grandmother had told her.


    The smoke was the important thing to all Lakota, the old woman had said. The chanupa pipe and its smoke carried the prayers and the cries of the people to the Creator. The quilt would show the eight-pointed star, the place where all the sacred songs, dances, and ceremonies came together. At Pine Ridge, had Nick been a dancer? The idea was delicious and Frankie had a little fun imagining him dressed in a Lakota cape and headdress.


    She arranged bright yellow, orange, and red fabrics into their arrays and forced herself to think of Grandmother’s words. The star, exploding from its center, recalled the circles of eagle feathers, the rays of the sun, the morning star. And, Grandmother had whispered, it was also the star of Bethlehem, the star the three magi followed to Christ’s birthplace.


    Frankie’s eyes had grown wide at those words, and she had long wondered how one could be both Lakota and serve the white man’s God. Grandmother had never seemed bothered to have one foot in the Indian world and one in the white, but Frankie wanted—no needed—Harold to be sure of who he was.


    She threaded the treadle machine, wishing again her eyesight was still as good as her son’s. He looked so comfortable on the sofa; Frankie couldn’t ask him to move. The machine’s presser foot up, she squinted, and wet the thread’s end with her tongue. After a couple of tries, she guided the thread though the needle’s eye. Did Nick know who he was? And did he have a quilt of his own?
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    Late that afternoon, Frankie couldn’t stop trembling. Harold had said he’d be just outside, and he was never late for supper. Was he out there defending himself from Stu’s kid again? This was her fault. She closed her eyes. Leaving Pine Ridge had been a huge mistake


    She stood at the window as the shadows overtook the day. The desert sunset, on fire with reds and pinks and oranges, only stoked her worry. Harold never took off without saying where he’d be.


    Where was he?


    The house smelled like the tall pot of government-issue pinto beans and rice that simmered on the stove. Frankie had even set out corn bread muffins, which Harold loved. Frankie made herself look at the rickety old dinette, at the two placemats set with bowls and spoons, at the worn, but pressed cloth napkins folded into triangles. Even if this move was a mistake, they had each other. And if things went right—for once—soon she’d have her equivalent diploma, she’d get a great job and they’d never eat pinto beans for supper again. She’d be one of the Indian School success stories if it killed her.


    If Harold brought up the fact that before his daddy died Hank Sr. was always coming home from somewhere, she’d box his ears. Unless that bully, Stu’s kid Orval, had already roughed up her son again. Orval was a red-headed menace.


    She sniffed. More likely, Harold was off doing things he shouldn’t. Things to embarrass his ma, or at least cost money. She felt like hurling his bowl against the plastered wall. Frankie swiped away a tear, furious and worried and scared to death all at once. Her stomach churned. What would Grandmother do?


    She picked up his empty bowl and held it to her chest. He was all she had. Frankie shook off the urge to blubber some more and grabbed the truck keys—she knew what Grandmother would do. She’d go out, find her ungrateful child, and give him what for.


    [image: imagedeco.jpg]


    By the time Nick pulled off his boots in the evening, his feet ached as much as his heart. He hated living alone. Renting a one-bedroom apartment might make sense for the divorce settlement—Carolyn couldn’t take what he didn’t have—but it also felt cramped and lonely. He plopped onto the sagging secondhand couch and waited for his dinner to heat.


    Nick was still learning to cook for himself. He missed watching the evening news on TV. Along with the house and most of its furniture, his ex had taken the nearly-new RCA console for herself. But he wasn’t complaining. He hoped she was happy. No hard feelings. Well, mostly anyway.


    Nick took his dinner out of the apartment-sized oven and set it on the table in front of the couch. He wished for Cousin Aggie’s cooking back in Pine Ridge. She’d fixed up some of the tastiest crappie and hush puppies he’d ever eaten. He stared at his forlorn-looking fried Spam on a shingle.


    He glanced at the clock. Every Friday night, the only other Indian friends he had that didn’t drink, Monny and the Reverend Honest Abe, showed up to play penny ante gin rummy. They were right on time. Nick swiped a paper napkin across his mouth and yelled, “Come!” The door opened.


    Monny and Honest Abe stood there, holding onto a scrawny youngster.


    Nick was caught off guard. “What the—?” Frankie’s kid, Harold. Same brown plaid cotton shirt, same probing black eyes.


    Monny scowled at the boy. “Car thief.” Monny was Navajo, small and wiry but the best arm wrestler around. “This here kid was trying to break into your truck,” Monny added. Harold squirmed harder.


    Honest Abe held Harold by his shoulders. “Whoa, boy. Where you off to in such a hurry?” Abe was a half-breed like Nick—Cherokee and Sioux and Heinz-57—but also one of the tallest men Nick had ever met.


    “Lemme go,” Harold yelled. He kept one hand on the waistband of his unbelted jeans.


    Monny growled, “Not ’til you tell Nick here why you tried to steal his truck.”


    “I wasn’t stealing no truck.” Harold kept his chin up, his shoulders back.


    Finally, Nick smiled and looked Harold square in the face. The kid’s cheekbone was swollen and red. “Ya-hey, kid.” He gestured at the wound. “Who gave you the shiner?”


    Harold didn’t answer. Except for the swelling, the kid’s face stayed smooth, impassive. Hard to read.


    Nick shook his head. “Leave him be,” he told Abe and Monny. They let go of Harold who stared past Nick into the apartment.


    Nick backed out of the doorway. “Harold, wasn’t it?” All three crowded into Nick’s tiny living room. Harold moved slowly, his eyes not missing a single thing.


    Abe looked around. “Where’s the card table?”


    Monny grinned and cracked his knuckles. “Get ready to lose, friend.”


    Nick wasn’t about to play cards until he figured out why this boy was here. “The game can wait.” He gestured to Harold. “All right, son. What’s your story?”


    Harold jammed his hands into his pockets. “I’m not your son.”


    “Have a seat,” Nick said, and moved the remains of his dinner to one side. Harold’s gaze followed the tray. Nick brought out the bowl of unshelled peanuts he’d readied for the card game and poured plastic tumblers full of lemonade. He set them in front of Monny and Abe, who ate and drank like they’d been marooned a week in the desert. Harold kept his hands in his pockets.


    Nick let his buddies shell and crunch on the peanuts a spell, then asked, “So Harold, what exactly were you doing out by my truck?”


    “I’m going back to Pine Ridge.”


    He took a sip of lemonade. “If you needed it, you could’ve just come and asked. Isn’t that right?”


    Before Harold could answer, Monny said, “He’s too young to drive, ain’t he?”


    “’Course he is.” Nick paused. “But his mom, her old Chevy’s on the fritz. Maybe she needed my truck?” For an instant, the only sound came from Nick’s old Kelvinator refrigerator, its motor wheezing in the kitchenette.


    The boy didn’t so much as twitch, but Nick sensed a rawness about him, like he’d been beat up once too often by the class bully. Nick remembered those days, when he’d had to fight or get creamed by a boy named Moose who didn’t cotton to half-breeds. He tried to get the kid to relax. “Harold here is new to the valley,” he told Monny and Abe. “He and his mom moved out from Pine Ridge.”


    Monny said, “Kid’s Lakota?”


    Nick eyed Monny. “Yep. What a coincidence, eh?”


    Monny shook his head and whistled low. “Wait’ll his ma finds out he’s hotwiring motor vee-hicles.”


    “Leave my mom out of it.” Harold glanced around, his jaw clenched. He let out his breath and spoke only to Nick. “You know Pine Ridge, right?”


    Nick nodded and cracked opened a peanut. “Summers. I grew up in Rapid City, but my mom would send me off to the Rez every summer. Said I needed to learn how to be Lakota.”
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