
[image: Cover: Winter Counts, by David Weiden]


‘An Incredible Novel’—S A Cosby

David Heska Wanbli Weiden

Winter Counts






PRAISE FOR WINTER COUNTS



‘Harrowing and heartfelt, assured and highly accomplished. One of the standout thrillers of the year’

Chris Whitaker, author of We Begin at the End

‘Winter Counts is an incredible novel that deconstructs the modern American western crime novel in order to build a new and richer understanding of the culture and history of Indigenous people while also telling a tense and compelling rural noir tale where hope and heartbreak are found in equal measure. Weiden is as good an author as anyone writing crime fiction today. Not to be missed!’

S.A. Cosby, award-winning author of Blacktop Wasteland and Razorblade Tears

‘Winter Counts is a terrific debut – tight and tense, hard-eyed and bighearted… Virgil Wounded Horse, is as compelling, complex, and sharply observed as the world he inhabits’

Lou Berney, Edgar and Dagger award-winning author of November Road

‘Winter Counts is a marvel. It’s a thriller with a beating heart and jagged teeth. This book is a brilliant meditation on power and violence, and a testament to just how much a crime novel can achieve. Weiden is a powerful new voice. I couldn’t put it down’

Tommy Orange, author of There There

‘I’ve been waiting most of my life for this book without realizing it. Winter Counts is a knowing, authentic, closely observed novel about modern-day Lakotas that rings absolutely true, warts and all. The sense of place is breathtaking and raw. It’s a hell of a debut’

CJ Box

‘Winter Counts is both a propulsive crime novel and a wonderfully informative book’

Louise Erdrich

‘Winter Counts is a heartfelt page-turner with compelling characters, keen cultural insight, and a climax unlike any I’ve read before’

Steph Cha, author of Your House Will Pay

‘Smouldering with a gritty atmosphere and written with heart, Winter Counts is a terrific debut. At once beautiful and haunting, this superbly written thriller is layered with history, context and insights. A rarely experienced window into the world of the colonised and displaced indigenous Native Americans (of the Lakota tribe), as they try to forge their paths and hold on to their identity as individuals and a community in today’s America. David Heska Wanbli Weiden delivers a satisfying, entertaining and revealing debut that packs quite a punch. A superb lesson in history while taking the reader on a thrilling ride through the present. What a feat!’

Femi Kayode, author of Lightseekers

‘I was hooked from the first page. A stunning thriller that kept me gripped until the last line’

Nadine Matheson, author of The Jigsaw Man

‘David Heska Wanbli Weiden has a phenomenal voice and uses it here to startling effect. Haunting, lyrical and deeply atmospheric, Winter Counts is a powerful tale of violence, injustice, retribution and resilience in a broken America. There are cruel betrayals, tense pursuits and brutal confrontations but most strikingly, there is Virgil Wounded Horse, a complex, nuanced, imperfect but principled protagonist quite unlike any other I’ve read’

Kia Abdullah, author of Truth Be Told

‘A powerful, brutal and moving that takes an unflinching look at themes of identity, poverty and injustice, all while providing a fascinating insight into Lakota culture… A superb read’

Rod Reynolds, author of Blood Red City, longlisted for the CWA Ian Fleming Steel Dagger

‘Winter Counts is a blistering and powerful read, a thriller with real heart’

Doug Johnstone

‘An excellent crime novel with a pitch perfect main character in local enforcer, Virgil Wounded Horse, and a great plot. At the same time it offers a biting social commentary on the present day issues faced by the Native American population. Eye-opening, enlightening and entertaining, it’s one hell of a good read!’

Amer Anwar

‘Winter Counts drops the hammer on page one and never lets up, until you’re not sure if that’s the drums in the story or your heart in your chest pounding’

Stephen Graham Jones, author of The Only Good Indians and Mongrels

‘One part gritty procedural, one part hard-edged literature, Winter Counts is more than a novel – it’s a testament in napalm you won’t be able to put down because it burns and holds fast’

Craig Johnson, author the Walt Longmire mysteries

‘A stone-cold thriller with a soul and a politics – compelling and complex. A gripping crime story perfectly married to bigger questions about race and place and American violence’

David Treuer, author of The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee

‘Winter Counts is a once-in-a-generation thriller, an unforgettable debut… Weiden challenges the genre’s boundaries by including historical and cultural references as well as elements of magical realism’

LA Times

‘The betrayal of Native Americans and the issue of native identity are the backbone of this passionately told tale that hits the sweet spot between crime fiction and social novel… You can zip through Winter Counts for the fast-paced thrills or the chance to learn about native culture, but slow down to enjoy the beauty of Weiden’s writing’

Washington Post








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Winter Counts, by David Weiden, UK Adult]






Dedicated to the Sicangu Lakota people, and to my sons, David (Tatanka Ohitika) and Sasha (Tatanka Ta Oyate)






It is not necessary for eagles to be crows.
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I leaned back in the seat of my old Ford Pinto, listening to the sounds coming from the Depot, the reservation’s only tavern. There was a stream of Indians and white ranchers going inside. I knew Guv Yellowhawk was there with his buddies, pounding beers and drinking shots. Guv taught gym at the local school—football, basketball, soccer. But, word was, he sometimes got a little too involved with his students, both boys and girls. I was going to let him get good and drunk, then the real party would start. I had brass knuckles and a baseball bat stowed in my trunk, but those wouldn’t be necessary. Guv was a fat-ass piece of shit, with a frybread gut as big as a buffalo’s ass.

I’d been hired to beat the hell out of Guv by the father of a little girl at the school. Guv had sneaked up on the girl in the bathroom, held her down, and raped her. The girl’s parents had confronted the school’s principal, but Guv came from one of the most powerful families on the rez, and the school refused to take any action. The principal had even threatened a lawsuit against the parents for making a false accusation. The tribal police couldn’t do anything. The feds prosecuted all felony crimes on the rez, and they didn’t mess with any crime short of murder. Now the little girl was too scared to go back to her class, and he was free to molest other kids.

I’d waived my fee for this job. Usually I charged a hundred bucks for each tooth I knocked out and each bone I broke, but I decided to kick Guv’s ass for free. I’d hated him for years—even as a teenager, he was a mean asshole who’d terrorized other kids, especially iyeskas like me. Of course, Guv had always been accompanied by his gang; I couldn’t remember him ever fighting solo. But tonight was his time.

The Stones’ “Gimme Shelter” drifted through the door of the bar to the parking lot, leaving little melodic ripples like ghosts in my head. I lit a cigarette and waited for Guv. He’d come out, sooner or later.

An hour later, I spotted him walking out of the bar. He was singing an off-key tune and stumbling. I slipped out of the Pinto and crouched behind his shiny new pickup. He’d parked at the far end of the lot so that no one would ding his expensive ride. That suited me just fine—I could enact some Indian justice away from any of Guv’s drinking buddies.

I moved out from the shadows. He wore faded jeans and a T- shirt with a Fighting Sioux mascot. His eyes were foggy and he stank of beer. I could see the birthmark on his forehead that looked like a little tomahawk.

“Hey, Guv.”

“The fuck?” He squinted into the darkness, unable to pinpoint who was speaking to him.

“It’s Virgil.”

“Who?”

“Virgil Wounded Horse.”

“Oh. Are you drinking, or what? The bar just closed.”

“Yeah, I know. I was waiting for you.”

“What for?”

“Grace Little Thunder.”

Guv’s face darkened. “Ain’t seen her.”

“That’s not what I hear.”

“I take care of the wakanheja. Show ’em how to be Lakota. Sometimes the parents don’t appreciate it.”

“The way of the world, huh?” I moved between Guv and the truck.

“I teach the kids, help their families. Sometimes they want more than I can give.”

“Saint Guv.”

“Just a guy.”

“A guy who likes to cornhole the boys and finger the girls.”

“You know how kids are, they want attention. They make shit up, people make a fuss over them.”

“The other kids making shit up too? I heard about you and little Joey Dupree.”

Guv tried to move past me. “I don’t need this bullshit. I ain’t seen you out there, helping the oyate. From what I hear, you don’t do nothing. You got shit to say, take it up with Principal Smith. I’m getting outta here.”

“Don’t think so.”

“Look, asshole, Grace Little Thunder’s family is nothing but trash. Her mom’s a drunk, and her dad ain’t worked in ten years.”

“That girl is only nine years old.”

“Eat shit. What business is it of yours—”

I landed a hard body shot to Guv’s midsection. The punch would have knocked most men over, but his massive stomach absorbed most of the blow.

“Iyeska motherfucker!” Guv snarled, and lunged at me.

I saw the move coming, sidestepped it, and smashed him in the jaw.

Guv shook his head like a wet dog. How the fuck was he still standing up? I thought about grabbing the baseball bat, then felt a blinding pain in my side. A blow to the kidney, then another, this one worse than the first. Waves of electricity. Neural impulses. Gotta stay up, don’t go down, or it’s finished. Reeling, dizzy, I tried to puzzle out a strategy, but my mind was like an iceberg, slowly bobbing in the waters.

“You half-breed bastard!” he roared.

I felt Guv’s spittle on my face, and then I was on the ground. Shit. He kicked me in the back, over and over, each blow a jackhammer. I tried to maneuver through the cloud in my brain. Guv panted, out of breath, running out of gas. Grab his feet, I thought.

I snaked out my arm and yanked his legs. He went down with a thud, and I saw my opening. I stood up, grabbed his right arm, and twisted it behind his back until I met some resistance. Then I twisted some more.

“How you like that, you son of a bitch?” I said.

Guv looked up at me and hissed, “Fuck you, halfie.”

I had to hand it to him, he had some balls. I flashed back to high school when I’d been much smaller, not the big guy I was now. I remembered all the times I’d been held down and beaten by Guv and the other full-bloods, my angry tears, the humiliation still with me.

I wondered if I should let Guv go, show him the mercy I’d never been given. That was the Lakota way, wasn’t it? Wacantognaka, one of the seven Lakota values—it meant compassion, generosity, kindness, forgiveness. I remembered the lessons from my teachers back at school. They’d taught that the greatest honor, the greatest bravery, came when a warrior chose to let his enemy go free and touched him with the coup stick. Legend was that even Crazy Horse had shown his courage by counting coup on a Pawnee warrior once, chasing him across the river, but deciding not to kill him, to honor his bravery and grant him his freedom. I knew that the honorable thing to do—the Lakota way—was to set Guv free without any more punishment.

Fuck that.

I twisted his arm until it came loose from the socket with a sickening crunch. Then I stepped back and kicked him in the cheek with all my force, snapping his head back violently. I took my boot heel and smashed it down on his face, teeth snapping like stale potato chips. I kneeled down and grabbed Guv’s hair.

“Listen to me, you goddamn scumbag. You ever touch another kid at that school, I’ll cut your dick off and shove it down your throat. Hear me, skin?”

He didn’t say anything. His left eye was swollen and bloody, and his nose seemingly gone, pounded back into his face. Blood streamed from the black hole of his former nose and mouth.

“How’s that for counting coup, asshole?”

I leaned over to see if he was still breathing. A few faint breaths. I saw some teeth lying on the concrete. They looked like little yellow tombstones. I scooped them up and stuck them in my pocket.
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I opened the door to the shack that the government calls a house. Rap music was pounding, and the smell of frying meat had stunk up the place. My nephew, Nathan, had cooked up some cheap hamburger and was dipping a piece of old bread in the grease. His short black hair stuck straight up, a dark contrast to his light brown skin and hazel eyes. He was wearing his favorite hoodie, a grimy blue sweatshirt with the high school’s mascot—the Falcons—on the front. The music was so loud, he didn’t even hear me come in until I poked him in the ribs.

He’d been living with me for the last three years, ever since his mom—my sister, Sybil—died in a car accident. His dad was long gone, and there was no way I’d let him go to one of those foster homes or boarding schools. Sybil had been driving to work when someone hit her head-on. I was the one who had to tell Nathan that his mom had gone to the spirit world. The look on his face that day had stayed with me.

Nathan was fourteen now and had finally settled down some. Right after his mom died, he’d started skipping school and breaking car windows with his friends. He’d said he didn’t need school because he was going to be a famous Indian rapper—the red Tupac. I told him that was fine, but if I got stuck paying for another smashed window, I’d sell his video game console. Lately he’d changed his tune and was talking about college. Somebody from the local university had talked at his school and lit a fire under his ass. I didn’t know if that fire was going to stay lit, but I’d been hiding half of the money I’d earned from my last few jobs in a Red Wing shoebox at the back of the closet. I’d drunk up most of my cash back in the day, but that wouldn’t happen again. I’d quit drinking for good. The money I saved would pay for Nathan’s college. He’d be the first in our family to go.

“Hey old man,” he said. As he lifted his bread out of the grease, some of the hot oil landed on my arm. It felt like the tip of a switchblade.

“Can you turn that shit down?” I pointed to the boom box on the counter.

“That ain’t shit, skin!” He smirked. “That’s some old-school Biggie.”

“Yeah, whatever, just turn it off.” I grabbed some of the old bread and looked around for more food. “We got any of that cheese left?”

“Nah, but you can have some of this.” The pound of fatty hamburger I’d bought last week had cooked down to almost nothing. I scooped some up with the bread, the grease leaving trails on the plate like an oil spill.

“What happened to you?” he asked. From the look on his face, I knew it was bad. I didn’t want to look at myself in the mirror.

“I wiped out on the bike.”

“Uh, okay.” He returned to his bread.

“We got any aspirin?” I could feel the pain in my back and sides starting to come in. Tomorrow would be rough.

“Don’t think so,” he said. We barely had money for toilet paper sometimes, much less luxuries like painkillers.

“So, what happened at school today?”

“Nothing.”

I hadn’t expected to get any news. He’d always been quiet, but he’d cut off most real communication in the last year or so. To learn anything, I had to ask his best friend, Jimmy, when he came around. For some reason, Jimmy loved to talk to me, but I couldn’t get shit out of Nathan. Maybe he opened up to Jimmy’s ina when he went over there. Still, I tried to pry information out of him whenever I could.

“You still reading that Zuma book in class?”

“Zuya,” he said. “No, we’re done.”

“Oh right, Zuya.” The school had assigned a book about Lakota traditions—one of the few books on the topic written by an actual Lakota, not a white man. Nathan had hated it, said it was corny and stupid. But I’d seen him reading it on his bed at night, when he’d usually be playing video games or watching some horror movie for the twentieth time.

“What’re you reading now?”

“Some Shakespeare stuff. I can’t understand it.”

I hadn’t been able to understand it either, back in the day, but I knew he needed to keep trying.

“Maybe you can get the movie or something? Help you follow the story?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

I gave up and went looking for some Tylenols.

“Hey, I want to ask you,” Nathan said. “Can I use the car tomorrow night? Please?”

I could tell he really wanted my old Pinto; usually he’d call it the “rez bomb.” Not to mention asking nicely, which was rare. I’d taught him to drive a few years back, but still wouldn’t let him ride my battered Kawasaki motorcycle. South Dakota allowed kids to drive at age fourteen, but the tribal cops didn’t care much about enforcing the law. Plenty of younger kids drove around the rez.

“You snagging with Jimmy now? Chasin’ high school girls?”

He looked down, embarrassed. “Naw, there’s supposed to be a party at the center tomorrow. Some dudes I met are gonna be there.”

“All right, but you might need to put some gas in the tank. Barely enough to get to town and back.”

His face lit up like a slot machine paying out a jackpot.

“And no drinking beers, or I’ll kick your ass,” I said.

He started to go back to his little bedroom, but stopped and turned to me. “Hey, I forgot. Your friend Tommy came by, said he needs to talk to you. Said you’re not answering your phone. Told me to tell you he’ll be at the center till late, said you should go there if you can.”

Shit, what now?

I looked at my phone and saw that Tommy had called three times. I called back, but there was no answer. Not surprising. Cell phone service on the rez was hit-and-miss. I was tempted to let this wait, but I needed a smoke pretty bad, so I decided to run to town. Maybe someone would have an Excedrin they could spot me.

I took the motorcycle to save the gas in the Pinto for Nathan. As I rode, my mind kept drifting to my sister, Sybil. She’d had a hard life. Her scumbag husband had left her when Nathan was born and taken off for California. She’d worked for the tribe as an office assistant, barely bringing home enough money to buy food, but she’d made beaded necklaces and earrings to sell for extra cash. She’d even taken some classes to finish her high school degree. I hadn’t helped out as much as I should have, but I had my own problems. After a particularly bad night, I used to go over and hang out with Sybil and Nathan. She’d tell me I needed to eat, then make some hamburger soup and brew some coffee. I’d play with the baby while she studied and did her reading for school. On those nights, it was easy to imagine that I had a real family. I thought about a conversation we’d had, right before she died.

Brother, you remember when we were kids, and we used to draw winter counts, like they did in the old days?

Yeah, I guess so.

Winter counts were the calendar system used by the Lakota, but they weren’t like modern ones. I’d loved the little pictures in the calendars, each image showing the most significant event from the past year. Sybil and I used to make our own with paper and crayons when we were kids.

Do you remember what symbol we used for the year Mom died?

Why do you ask?

Because it’s important to remember.

It’s no big deal.

Yes, it is! I feel like I’m forgetting Mom.

You’re just getting older. It’s hard to remember stuff from back then.

I used to be able to remember everything. Now it seems like it’s all going away, getting fuzzy in my head. You know, I had a dream last week that I left the rez and never came back.

Yeah, where’d you go? Paris, France?

I don’t know, smart-ass, can’t remember… But this dream, it was so real. An eagle flew in the house and started to talk, and I knew what it was saying, even though its beak didn’t move. The eagle told me to get ready, that I had to leave soon, I was going on a journey. I asked how long I’d be gone, but it wouldn’t tell me, just looked at me with these strange eyes. I asked if Nathan was coming with me, but it flew away.

Hey, you know that weird shit will mess up your head.

I’d laughed then and tried to cheer her up, but she’d just looked away.



I PARKED MY BIKE by the entrance and stuck the keys in my pocket. The community center was a squat gray bunker, with cheap vinyl windows that were clouded up like an old man’s cataracts. The center served as the informal gathering spot for the rez. There was a pool table for the teens, and tables and chairs for the elders. During the day there were usually at least a dozen teenagers hanging around, gossiping and flirting with each other. The elders would be complaining about the youngsters and talking about the old days.

I headed to the basketball court, where I saw about twenty teens and ten adults. I made my way through the people, who were gathered in clusters and talking. Two of the younger kids were trying to freestyle rap, but their attempts sounded pretty lame, even to my rock-and-roll ears. I kept an eye out for anyone I might have had a conflict with in the past, anybody who might still hold a grudge. Didn’t need more problems tonight.

I spotted Tommy, who sometimes went by the nickname “Ik-Tommy,” after the trickster spider in Lakota children’s tales. He and I had been friends since high school, but had been out of contact while he did a two-year stint at the state prison in Sioux Falls for aggravated assault. Four years ago in Rapid City, a group of three college boys spotted Tommy drinking a beer in a park and thought they’d have some fun with a drunk Indian, but he wasn’t drunk and wouldn’t put up with any shit. He was a joker, but you didn’t want to mess with him. The college boys started pushing him around, but Tommy grabbed a can of Axe body spray from one of the guys’ pockets and smashed the kid in the face with it. Even though he pleaded self-defense, the prosecutor argued that the can of body spray was a dangerous weapon and Tommy got two years at the state max. In prison, he’d hooked up with some radical Native prisoners and started reading books by Vine Deloria and other Indian writers. He’d gotten out a year ago, and had been trying to convince me to join some activist groups, but I wanted no part of that.

“Yo, homes!” he said, walking over to me. His long black hair hung down over his skinny frame and his denim jacket, which had so many rips and tears that I doubted it gave any protection against the chill. His shoes were old skateboarding slip-on sneakers, with a black-and-white checkered canvas top. However, there was a hole in the left one, his big toe protruding through the gap.

“Hey Tommy.”

“Got some forties if you wanna go out back.” He smelled like he’d already downed a forty, maybe even an eighty.

“No, I’m good.” I grabbed an old plastic chair and sat down. I felt in my pockets for my cigarettes by habit. Tommy didn’t smoke, so there was no point in hitting him up.

“I tell you about this book I read? For Indigenous Eyes Only? Shit been blowing my mind. Turns out we all been colonized like a motherfucker. Before the white people came, we didn’t have no laws, yeah? Didn’t need ’em. Didn’t need no jobs either, because we hunted our own food! Am I right?”

“Dude, you haven’t had a job in years,” I said, scanning the crowd for someone who might let me bum a smoke.

“That’s not the point! Jobs are for suckers. I’m saying we don’t see the world the same way as the, uh, colonizers. They’re all about getting stuff, buying stuff. What happens when a white kid has a birthday party?” He looked at me, eyebrows raised.

“They eat cake?”

“No, dude! They get presents! Shitloads of presents!”

“We give our kids birthday presents.”

“Because we’re colonized. Exactly what I’m saying. What do Natives do at a naming ceremony?”

“Give the kid a Lakota name?”

“Yeah, but that’s not what I mean. The giveaway! The giveaway, man, before the spirit name is announced. That’s what I’m talking about. Indian kids give away presents to everyone there, they don’t get stuff for themselves. That’s the Native way.”

“Not every Indian gets a spirit name,” I said. “I never got one.”

“Well, it’s time! Time for you to walk that red road. You should come with me to the next AIM meeting, meet some peeps.”

“I’ll think about it.” I saw that people were starting to leave the gym.

“Or maybe you should come with me to the Sun Dance this summer. Get right with yourself. You down with that? Hoka!”

“You know how I feel about that bullshit. Dancing around a tree ain’t gonna do me no good.”

Tommy looked at me with a rueful expression. “Homeboy, someday you’re gonna hear the Creator. For real.”

I’d had enough of this. Time to take off, dig up some change and buy a pack of cigs. “Nathan said you had something to tell me. What’s up?”

“Yeah, so I ran into Ben Short Bear the other day. He wants to talk to you, right away. Says he been looking for you.”

“What does he want?”

“Don’t know. Said it’s important—sounds like he might have a job for you or something.”

Strange. Ben Short Bear was a tribal councilman and usually kept as far away from me as possible. Not to mention, the last time I’d spoken to him was when he kicked me out of his office, right after his daughter Marie broke up with me. She’d said that I was an asshole and she deserved better.

I didn’t disagree.



AS I LEFT THE COMMUNITY center, I saw a man helping a little boy with his shirt, and my father’s face flashed into my head. My memories of him had faded over time, but certain things always brought him back. I remembered him teaching me how to tie my shoes when I was very small. How to throw a baseball, how to use a hammer and screwdriver, how to read a map. I remembered how I’d felt safe at night, knowing he was sleeping near me.

I remembered the bad year too. Nobody told me at the time he had cancer, but I knew he was sick. Later I learned he had pancreatic cancer. I guess that’s the worst kind, the kind that can spread in just a few months. He lost a lot of weight rapidly, so much that he didn’t even look like the same person. I remembered him throwing up a lot, and because I didn’t know how serious it was, I wondered if he’d been drinking. When I was older, my mom told me that the local doctors were so bad, they didn’t diagnose his illness until it was too late. Years later I looked up pancreatic cancer on the internet, and it sounded like there wasn’t much that could have been done. But my mother always held a grudge against the doctors.

In his last few months, he was too tired to get out of bed and in terrible pain. Pain so bad, it was hard to be around him. I felt weak and worthless because there wasn’t anything I could do to help. I was scared too, scared to think about the possibility of him dying, and scared to talk about it with anyone.

Finally I gathered up my courage and asked the medicine man what I could do to help my father. The holy man was respected by our people, and I knew he’d have the answer. He told me I should go into the woods and pray. He said I should spend a full day and night up there, but I could stay longer if I needed to. He told me I shouldn’t eat or drink anything while I was praying. He said an animal might come and send me a message, maybe one of healing, and if I got a message, then I could end my prayers early and come home. He told me I should try not to sleep, but to listen to the birds and the animals and to keep praying.

I felt like a hero even though I hadn’t started the prayers yet. I imagined what my mom and sister would say when I got home from the prayers and they realized I’d saved him. I ran back home to start preparing for my vigil. I was pretty scared about going out there alone, but it would be worth it when I got back. I told my mom I’d be camping with my best friend. She was so distraught and worried about my dad’s condition that she didn’t ask about my plans.

I can’t remember much about the first day. What I remember is being massively bored, even though I tried to focus on my prayers. It was hard to be alone with no one to talk to, no TV to watch, no music to listen to. The hunger and thirst were overwhelming, and it was tough to concentrate on anything but my stomach. I daydreamed about hamburgers, french fries, frybread, ice cream. I tried to stay awake but fell asleep at some point and woke up at dawn the next day. I spent most of the second day curled up into a ball, holding my stomach and trying not to cry.

By the third day, I no longer thought about food. I prayed and wondered about my father, what I could do to heal him. In the evening, I slipped into some sort of dreamlike state, even though I was awake. I fell asleep at some point, and my dreams were really strange. I dreamed that a deer came by my camp, but the animal had two faces. I was so scared, I turned away from the creature. Later I dreamed that a white hawk flew in from the north and started speaking to me about my father and his life. It seemed like the bird was telling me I shouldn’t worry, that I should go home.

When I woke up from the dream, I decided I’d been gone long enough, and I went back. I knew I should visit the medicine man as soon as I could—after eating some food—and ask him about my dreams. He’d be able to tell me what they meant and how I could save my dad. But when I got back to my house, I could tell something was wrong. There were strange cars parked in our yard, and our dogs were missing. When I walked inside, my mom told me that my dad had passed away while I was gone. She hugged me and told me it was okay. But it wasn’t. I’d been away when he died and hadn’t even had a chance to say goodbye.

I stared at my hands while I fought back tears. I tried to say something to my mother, but no words would come. I’d thought that I’d be able to invoke the spirits to save my father, but all I’d done was miss a chance to comfort him when he made his journey.

I knew then that the Native traditions—the ceremonies, prayers, teachings—were horseshit. I believed I’d be the savior of the family, but all I’d done was make a fool of myself. I vowed that I’d never be tricked again by these empty rituals. From that moment forward, I’d rely upon myself only.

My sister handed me some burning sage, a sad look on her face. I took it and stomped on it. Long after the flame had gone out, I pounded that sage with my feet. My mother watched as I pulverized it. I kept at it until the plant vanished, only a green stain on the floor and a bittersweet aroma hanging in the air.
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The next day, I watched a college basketball game on the TV above the bar while I waited for Ben Short Bear. I’d heard he was planning to run for tribal president, which didn’t surprise me. Ben was ambitious, which explained why he’d never liked me when I was dating his daughter. Although he’d never said anything, I knew he wanted Marie to end up with some doctor or lawyer, or at least somebody with a real job.

“Hello, Virgil.”

I drained the last of my Coke and turned around. He looked like he’d just come from a council meeting, wearing a dark-brown blazer and a silver bolo tie in the shape of an eagle. I saw he’d grown a little mustache the color of a dog’s asshole.

“Councilman.”

He frowned and sat down next to me. “Ben. No need to be formal here.” He signaled for a beer and placed a twenty down on the bar. “Thanks for meeting me.”

“Tommy said you had a job.”

He scowled and took a drink of his beer. “You hear about that high school kid who died a few weeks ago, Paul Ghost Horse?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Well, the story going around is that he was another suicide. Sad, right? But that’s not it. I happen to know he overdosed. On heroin.”

He raised his eyebrows, waiting for me to say something.

“Okay. So what does this have to do with a job for me?” I slid an ice cube from the soda glass into my mouth.

“You know Rick Crow?”

I knew him. He was a real piece of shit—a mean drunk, a thief, and a liar. He always had some hustle working. Not to mention he’d been the leader of the kids who had tormented me when I was in school. He’d been the king of the bullies, the one who always went after the weaker kids. I’d been the weakest one back then. But not anymore.

“I need you to find him and set him straight. Bastard is the one bringing that crap around here. Strong stuff from Mexico.”

“Are you sure?” I said. “Haven’t heard anything about that. Weed, yeah. But not heroin.”

Something didn’t make sense. Rick Crow was a booze bootlegger, not a smack dealer. He’d buy cases of Bud Light down in Nebraska and then sell them by the bottle to the local drunks. Every so often, he’d drive down to Denver and pick up some pot, then unload that. But he never fooled around with anything stronger, as far as I knew.

“It’s just starting up,” Ben said. “That’s why we need to shut this down right away.”

“Why don’t you go to tribal police?”

“You know why. Even if they catch him, tribal court can’t hand out any sentence over a year. No point.”

This was true. “Why not go to the feds?”

He sneered. “They won’t take any case short of murder. Besides, there’s no hard evidence linking him to the drugs.”

“Then how do you know he’s bringing it in?”

“I’ve got my sources.” He finished his beer and waved his arm for another.

“Even if this is true,” I said, “why do you care? Plenty of other drugs floating around here if you want to start some sort of crackdown. You can buy weed on every corner.”

He frowned. “You know, some of us give a damn about this place. And that dead kid. Big difference between pot and heroin. Not to mention, my constituents won’t be happy if hard drugs keep spreading here.”

The upcoming tribal election. Now I understood why Ben wanted to clean out the smack dealers. But I still didn’t get one thing.

“If you want credit for getting rid of those guys, why hire me? If I make him stop, no one knows you were responsible.”

Ben signaled again for a drink, without success. “I just want that stuff gone, don’t care who does it.” Then he held up his hand and snapped his fingers. “I’ll be honest. More kids start overdosing, I’m out of a job. But the main thing is keeping our people safe.”

The bartender was nowhere to be seen, so Ben reached across the bar down into the well, lifted a couple of beer bottles, and set one in front of me. It was some fancy brew, St. Pauli Girl, the type of beer that cost six bucks a pop. I left it unopened.

“I don’t drink anymore.”

He ignored me. “There’s five thousand dollars in it for you if you can find him and get him to stop smuggling that shit here,” he said. “Do what you have to do. Any means necessary.”

Five grand. More money than I made in a year.

“I hear he’s down in Denver now, that’s where he gets it,” he said. “Don’t know exactly where in Denver, that’s your deal. I’ll advance you a thousand for expenses if you leave right away.”

I studied the St. Pauli Girl label. There was a drawing of some blond wasicu girl holding six foaming beer steins. She was smiling, but there was something cruel in her eyes. She reminded me of the teachers that used to smack the hell out of me when I was little because I didn’t act right.

“No thanks,” I said. “Not my type of job.”

Ben looked like a dog that’s heard a strange noise. He even turned his head a little to the side like some damn poodle.

“What, you want more money? That what this is about?”

“It’s not the money. This has a bad smell.”

“That asshole is selling heroin here, killed a kid. Don’t you want to shut that down?”

“Not my problem.”

“Same old Virgil,” he said. “Doesn’t give a shit about anyone but himself. You change your mind, let me know. But it’s got to be soon.”

I gave the St. Pauli Girl a final glare and walked off.



HEROIN. IT STILL DIDN’T make sense to me. I’d thrashed around in bed all night thinking about it, but I still couldn’t figure out the deal. There were plenty of pills around the rez, strong opioids that popped up years ago, no shortage of those. Weed was always easy to get, and there was meth available too, but usually just bathtub crank, small quantities. The local cooks would get some smurfs to buy boxes of Sudafed at all the drugstores in a hundred-mile radius, then pay them off in product.

But I hadn’t heard anything about smack. And Rick Crow was a low-level hustler—he wasn’t the type to mess around with serious narcotics. He was too lazy to get any big deals together. Still, I’d heard he spent a lot of time in Denver, so I supposed it was possible. Maybe Ben’s information about Rick was accurate, but it seemed doubtful. How would Ben know anything about heroin? He moved in a different world than the hustlers and scammers around here.

I needed to find out more, and then I could decide whether I should take the job—if the offer was still on the table. Yesterday, something had seemed off to me about Ben’s proposal. My gut said to decline this deal, but it had been wrong before. And I couldn’t deny that five thousand dollars was tempting. Normally I pocketed only a few hundred from a job. I decided to take a look inside Rick’s trailer, see what was in there. Get more information, find out what he was really doing.

I took my bike straight out on the highway, focused only on the road and my machine. I took a left, then another, going past the Little White River near Crow Dog’s camp. The vast sky opened in front of me as I traveled through the rolling grasslands and small canyons, the grace of the land lifting my spirits. Then I circled into town, back among the people, and I passed by the little houses, usually no more than six hundred square feet inside, but crawling with families and children. Some of the homes were in disarray, trash and old cars strewn across the yards. Others were neatly maintained, with little plots of grass and small lawn decorations. A few were boarded up, condemned because some asshole had cooked meth inside. I saw little kids playing in the streets, their parents sitting on plastic chairs keeping a watchful eye, teenagers striding in groups, a handful of elders slowly walking on the side of the road.

I rode past the big tipi-shaped building of the tribal college, then down Main Street with its small collection of businesses: the dollar store, the pawnshop, the off-sale liquor stand. The little motel where they used to sell Indian tacos. All the churches established by missionaries long ago to convert the heathens. The car repair shop where my uncle had spent most of his life before dying of diabetes. The snack shop where my mother had eaten her last meal.

I pulled up by Rick’s trailer, the gravel crunching under my tires. Ben had said Rick was in Denver, but I’d be careful anyway. No telling who might be poking around out there. As I walked over, I tried to slow my breathing, which sounded too loud in my head.

The trailer looked abandoned. There were no cars around, but that didn’t mean it was empty. It was one of the corrugated metal types of trailer homes, with ridged gray sides like an old battleship. The front door was closed. Faded beige curtains covered the tiny windows so I couldn’t make out what was inside.

I wasn’t sure, but I thought I heard some rattling coming from within. I took my handgun out—a Glock 19 with a standard magazine—and crouched behind a bush. If anyone came out, I’d have a clear shot if they tried to mess with me. Who could be in there? Maybe kids looking for drugs?

Another noise from inside. I wished I’d left my bike down the road and out of sight, but it was too late for that now. The seconds ticked by slowly as I waited for someone to come out. Then a sound like something falling came from inside the trailer.

I was done with this shit. I pulled my gun up and slowly moved to the door. I waited for five seconds, then made my move. I stood back and kicked the flimsy door. It made a crumpling sound as it gave way, and I nearly fell on my face as it opened.

“Who’s there? Come out now!”

My eyes adjusted to the light, and I saw a window was open, the wind blowing in. Trash was scattered all over, and there was a large hole in the corner of the floor. The wooden floor had rotted out, leaving the pink insulation exposed. It looked like dirty cotton candy. Feeling foolish, I slowly moved to the little bathroom and stuck my head in. No one in there, just a filthy toilet and more rubbish. One room left.

The bedroom door was ajar, and I pushed it open with my foot but stood back in case anyone took a shot. I waited a few seconds, trying to stay as still as possible.

No gunfire, so I slowly moved inside the doorway. There was no one there either, just a small bed, a dresser, and more trash. I relaxed a little.

I poked my foot in one of the piles on the floor. It looked like mostly food wrappers and empty beer cans. I didn’t see anything that looked like heroin. I started going through the drawers. Nothing, just an old phone directory, matches, ballpoint pens, and a few razor blades.

Then I saw it. Son of a bitch.

A package of balloons, the little ones used to wrap up heroin and other drugs. Sure, they were just balloons, but I didn’t think Rick Crow was having too many kids’ parties in this shithole. I felt anger rising up through my spine like a red wave.

But a bunch of balloons didn’t prove anything. Ben had said there was no solid evidence linking Rick to heroin, and I hadn’t seen any clear sign that junk was being sold here. I could use the money, but something about this job still seemed wrong. It was hard to believe that a two-bit hustler like Rick had the connections for serious drugs. Maybe someone had given Ben bad information—someone who wanted to set Rick up. There was no shortage of people who’d be happy to see Rick gone, and I was one of them. But I still needed to be sure that this job was legit.

I sifted through the garbage with my foot, looking for anything else that might give me more information. I picked up a notebook on a counter and leafed through it. There was a little writing on the first page. Some random numbers and a name: Martin Angel. The name wasn’t familiar to me, but I could look it up later. I poked around a bit more, looking for some clues. Nothing. On a whim, I picked up the filthy little twin mattress to see if there was anything underneath.

A box of .38 Super ammo.

But no gun.



THERE WERE ONLY THREE restaurants on the rez. A sandwich shop, with perpetually soggy cold cuts and wilted vegetables, the grill at the Depot bar, and JR’s Pizza, a shack selling something that vaguely resembled Italian food. I had a few bucks left—after buying some smokes—and wanted to treat Nathan, so I took him to the pizza place, which was his favorite. There was a flyer tacked outside the restaurant with a picture of a smiling young woman: MISSING, DONNA FLYING HAWK, HAVE YOU SEEN ME? A grungy rez dog sat on the sidewalk outside the place, eating what looked like a dead bird.

The place was tiny, with a small counter and a couple of broken-down tables and chairs. A handwritten sign taped to the drink cooler proclaimed WALL OF SHAME. It listed the people who’d passed bad checks and the amounts they owed: Yolanda White, $9.27; Stephanie Turning Heart, $19.48; Owen Bear Runner, $47.77. The one thing I liked about JR’s is that they had Shasta Cola, the low-rent Coke alternative I’d grown up drinking. My mother brought home six-packs when I was a kid, and I still loved them. They had a deep sugar punch that was like a horse kick to the head. We grabbed two cans and sat down.

“What do you want, a large pepperoni?” I asked him.

He grinned. “Sure, if you can afford it.”

“Yeah, I got you covered.”

“What’s the occasion?”

“Nothing. Wanted some food. You have a good time last night?”

“It was okay. Just hung out with Jimmy. Probably go over to his place tomorrow.”

I knew he wouldn’t tell me about his social life. He’d become more secretive as he entered his teenage years, but I’d figured out how to get him talking. He and Jimmy had become obsessed with UFOs, life on other planets, and why humans hadn’t been contacted by these space aliens yet. They would talk on their cell phones for hours, arguing about theories that explained why there’d been no contact from extraterrestrial beings and whether it was a good idea to send out a message from humans to the stars, directed at alien civilizations. Given the living conditions on the rez, it wasn’t hard to figure out why the boys were so fascinated with worlds far away from here.

“What’s the latest on the Martians?” I asked.

He squinted at me, checking to see if I was making fun of him. “Well, Jimmy still argues for the distance argument, but I been telling him that a Bracewell probe shreds the theory. Remember I told you about that?”

I didn’t remember, but I nodded.

He went on. “It just makes sense, but he won’t give it up. Yeah, the closest intelligent society may be millions of light-years away, but they must have sent a probe out! Why wouldn’t they want to find other worlds? Worlds with intelligent life? Not to mention, their civilizations developed millions of years before ours, so there gotta be like thousands, maybe millions of probes out there, but we haven’t seen one! Why not?” He looked at me expectantly.

“Uh, because they ran out of fuel?”

He rolled his eyes, then took a drink of his soda. “Jeez, no. The probes are obviously running on nuclear fusion. They can’t run out of fuel.”

“Okay, so why haven’t any alien ships found us yet?”

“Probes, not ships! Ships contain living creatures, which can’t survive thousands of years while traveling. Probes are AI, like robots; they can travel for millions of years because they’re machines.”

“All right, so why haven’t any alien probes discovered Earth?”

“Because obviously there are no probes! They would have found us by now. It’s only logical. If there were any alien probes, they would have detected our radio and TV transmissions, duh! So, process of elimination, the only possible answer is the simulation theory.” He looked at me with a triumphant smile.

I was enjoying this. “What’s the simulation theory?”

“It says that our world is just a computer simulation created by advanced beings to study us, and we don’t even know that we’re in it.”

“Like the Matrix movie?”

“Yes, exactly! Except that the rebels in the movie were able to escape from the matrix. We can’t do that. Not yet, anyway.”

“So who controls this matrix? Are we like the people in that movie, just batteries for their civilization? What do they want from us?”

He finished his Shasta and grabbed another one out of the cooler. “Well, that’s the part I haven’t figured out yet. I been thinking, if someone could learn how to alter the simulation, then maybe they could reprogram it, go back in time, maybe do something.”

“You mean like change something that already happened?”

“Yeah, I guess.” He looked away from me.

I could tell what he was thinking. Although he’d hidden them, he had pencil drawings of his mom buried in his drawers at home. Pictures of his mother dancing at a powwow, drawings of her holding him as a baby, pictures of her graduating from school. Drawings of what she would have looked like if she’d lived. Some elaborate drawings, some just simple pictographs like those used in our winter-counts calendar. He’d never shown me the pictures, but I’d seen them.

Our pizza arrived, and Nathan started eating like it was his last meal. I took a bite. Cardboard covered with tomato soup and commodity cheese. Disgusting. I’d had real pizza before. I let him go at it while I sipped my Shasta.

After we finished, it was quiet. He started messing around with his phone, and I decided to give it a shot. I knew Nathan had fooled around with pot a few times, but I’d never given him grief for it. Maybe he knew something about the other stuff.

“Hey, you hear anything about heroin around here?”

He looked up from his phone. “No. Why do you ask?”

“Somebody said Rick Crow might be starting to bring it in. You ever talk to him?”

“I know who he is, that’s all.”

“C’mon, don’t bullshit me. I know he sells peji, beers. You see any harder crap going around?”

“I’ve heard some of the kids talk about pills, I guess, but I never heard nothing about heroin,” he said. “Maybe monkey water, I don’t know. I think they do more of that stuff over at Pine Ridge.”

“Okay, but let me know if you hear anything.” I finished the last of my Shasta. “Hey, can you check out a name on your phone for me?”

My cell phone was an old-fashioned flip model, without any fancy features. We both got cheap mobile phones at the Walmart just over the border in Nebraska, but his model had text messages and the internet.

“Yeah, what is it?”

“Martin Angel,” I said, spelling it for him. “Maybe in Colorado.”

He pulled his phone out of his pocket while I made my way to the men’s room. I got the key from the counter and went inside. There was an ancient gas-station vending machine mounted on the wall, advertising three different products for the bargain price of only seventy-five cents each. Genuine Horny Goat Weed, which promised to enhance desire and improve performance; the Quickie Marriage License, apparently a phony certificate for those in a hurry to consecrate their sacred pizza-shop union; and scented, neon-colored condoms. The circle of life.

When I returned, Nathan handed his phone to me and I looked down at the screen. MARTIN ANGEL, WELLNESS RELIEF CENTER, 1280 S. FEDERAL, DENVER.

Wellness Relief Center? What was it, a massage parlor? Then I scrolled down further. COLORADO’S BEST CANNABIS DISPENSARY.
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