
The Friend 
	

Pine Ridge Reservation is a big rez. It’s almost 
3,500 square miles and it has badlands, prairies, 
hills, and a river – the perfect playground for a kid. 
But as big as Pine Ridge is, I never really made any 
friends. 

In third grade, my teacher said I should be in the 
smart kid class so the principal put me there two 
weeks into the new school year. I didn’t know 
anyone in the room. During recess, I tried playing 
with the kids from my old class, but they all called 
me “big brain” and said I thought I was too smart to 
play with them. After school, I ran to Principal Big 
Lake’s office to ask if he could switch me back to 
my old class instead. 

“Of course not,” he said. “You’re fine just where 
you are now.” 

“I don’t know anyone in that class, Principal Big 
Lake. What if I’m not as smart as you think I am?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. He reached into 
his desk drawers and pulled out a folder with my 
name on it. Then he flipped the folder open and 
shoved it towards me. 

“You had the highest test grades for math, social 
studies, science, and language arts,” Principal Big 
Lake said. “Look at this essay you wrote last year – 
you got the highest score in the history of Wolf 
Creek Elementary! You’ll be okay, kiddo. Make 
some friends in your new class.” 



“Good morning, Nimo the genius!” Ate said the 
next morning at breakfast. He wasn’t working again 
because his temp job was up, so he stayed home 
looking up job advertisements in the newspaper. Ina 
graduated from Pine Ridge High and was a janitor 
at Shopping Cart, a superstore over in Sioux Plains. 
Ate worked odd jobs whenever he could. In the last 
couple of years, he had been a plumber, a 
handyman, a groundskeeper, a janitor, and my 
favorite, a holy Lakota man. ‘Holy Lakota Man’ 
meant he’d go up to tourists on the rez and tell them 
he had sacred powers which could only be shared if 
they paid him first. 

“I hate the smart kid class, there’s no one to play 
with in there,” I said. 

“What about those kids who live behind us? 
Gorge and Locust Ten Bears, right?” 

“George and Lorraine, Ate. They’re not really 
my friends either, they only ask me questions about 
homework when they need help.” 

“Oh yeah,” Ate said and chewed on his 
doughnut. “That’s too bad.” 

“When I was your age, I didn’t have a lot of 
friends either,” Ina said as she stirred her coffee. 
“Kids didn’t want to play with me since they 
thought your tunkasila would kick them off the rez 
if they screwed up.” My tunkasila John David Red 
Cloud was the chief of Pine Ridge until he died in 
1989. I didn’t think my tunkasila was going to 
climb out of his grave and ban anyone who 
wouldn’t play with me. 



“I packed you a yummy peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich and vanilla yogurt for lunch,” Ina said 
when she pulled up to Wolf Creek. “And you eat it, 
Nimo Thunderclap.” 

“But Ina, that yogurt tastes like rotten cream,” I 
whined. And she knew it did. She even said it did 
whenever she ate it. But we got most of our 
groceries from the commod office and it didn’t 
matter how bad the food was – we always ate it. 

When I got to Mrs. Silver Fox’s class, there was 
a new kid in my seat with a Batman lunchbox in his 
hands. He had white skin but his eyes and hair were 
dark brown like mine. 

“Who are you and why are you in my seat?” 
“Mrs. Silver Fox told me I could sit wherever I 

wanted,” he said with a weird accent. He sounded 
like he was eating something or he didn’t have part 
of his tongue. 

“Well this is my seat, move it,” I said and 
shoved his arm. 

“Hey, don’t tell me what to do, you butt munch!” 
“Who do you think you’re calling butt munch, 

you funny talker!” 
“Boys! That’s enough!” Mrs. Silver Fox said. 

“Park it and shut it. Good morning class, we have a 
new friend in our class today. His name is John 
David Gutierrez. He just moved here from New 
York City. His mother, Miss Running Bear, is our 
new 7th grade science teacher. “Stand up, John 
David, tell us about yourself.” 



John David stood up with his Batman lunchbox 
in his hands. He was sweating from his forehead. 

“Uh, my mom teaches science and my dad owns 
a restaurant in New York City. I like Batman, 
reading books, and riding my bike.” He sat back 
down quickly. Even though his accent was a 
complete nightmare, I was happy to hear he liked 
the same things I did.  

  
John David always sat by himself during lunch. I 

usually ate in the bathroom so nobody would see 
the commodity food Ina packed for me. But one 
morning, we were all out of commods and I sat next 
to John David. 

“Hi,” I said. 
“Hi Nimo,” he said. “Where’s your lunch?” 
“I ate it,” I lied. “It was so good, I ate it all in 

two minutes. By the way, my name is really 
Geronimo, but nobody calls me that, you can keep 
calling me Nimo.” 

“Geronimo?” he said with his strange accent. 
“That’s not a Lakota name.” 

“Neither is John David Gutierrez,” I said.  
“It is too,” John David said. “I’m named after the 

last chief of Pine Ridge.” So I told him Chief John 
David Red Cloud was my grandfather, since I didn’t 
think he’d understand the word ‘tunkasila.’ He 
started talking to me in Lakota. His Lakota was 
perfect, but he spoke it with that terrible accent. 

“Why do you talk like that?” I asked him.  
“Like what?” he said. 



“Like that,” I said. “Sometimes when I eat hot 
food too fast, it burns my tongue and it makes me 
talk funny. Is that what happened to you?”  

“No,” he said. “My voice is just fine. There’s 
something wrong with yours.” I told him there was 
something wrong with his voice and he said there 
was something wrong with mine. We went back and 
forth, saying our voices were just fine until we got 
sick of it and quit talking altogether.  

  
I went with my parents to the commod office 

like we always did every other Saturday morning. 
We stood in line, sweating, and waiting for our 
food. Ate had his GED study book with him and he 
told me one day, we would get all of our groceries 
from the store. He told me that since I was really 
little. I always believed him.  

As we walked to our car with our new commods, 
Miss Running Bear pulled up her car next to us. She 
recognized Ina from high school and they caught up 
with each other. At the end of their conversation, 
Ina told her she and John David were invited to our 
trailer for dinner.  

“We just got food for ourselves and you’re 
gonna give it away to two people we don’t even 
know?” Ate said to Ina during our drive home. We 
went over a big pothole, making me jump up and hit 
my head on the car’s ceiling.  

“Ouch!” 
“Sorry hoksila,” Ate said. “Just be glad I ain’t 

driving down Slim Buttes road.”  



“Jay Eagle, I ain’t seen Yolanda since high 
school,” Ina said. “She just moved back to the rez. 
It’s the least I can do to welcome her home.” 

“She’s a science teacher, tell her to eat some of 
her beakers,” Ate said and Ina pulled at his ponytail.  

When we got home, Ina started cooking and I 
helped Ate tidy up the place. While I swept some 
dirt in the living room, I bumped into Nellie’s 
picture on the wall. It fell off, but I caught it right 
before it hit the floor. It wasn’t exactly a picture of 
her – it was an ultrasound photo. Ina miscarried her 
when I was five years old. I remember being excited 
to have a thanksi and then being devastated when I 
never met her.  

“Look at her,” Ate said, loud, so Ina could hear 
him. “She’s jumping off the walls. Even she’s mad 
at Ina for inviting people over when we don’t have 
food to spare.”  

“Jay Eagle, if our daughter’s jumping off the 
wall, it’s to make you shut up.”  

“Sorry Ate, I didn’t mean to bump into her,” I 
said. He patted my shoulder and put the picture 
back on its hook.  

“She would have been four today, Nimo,” Ate 
told me. “Don’t forget to tell her happy birthday.” 

An hour before Miss Running Bear and John 
David arrived, the lights in our trailer went out. Ate 
and Ina hadn’t paid the bill again, but they thought 
we’d have light for the rest of the weekend. They lit 
some candles and spread them out all over the 



house. At six in the evening, our doorbell rang 
twice.  

“Jay Eagle, please be on your best behavior,” Ina 
said when he put his hand on the doorknob. “Let’s 
try to make this a nice dinner, even without the 
lights.” Ate swung the cracked door open. Miss 
Running Bear and John David stood on the porch, 
probably wondering why the lights were off. 

“Welcome to the annual Thunderclap 
Candlelight Dinner!” Ate said and let them inside. 
They looked around our trailer for some time. I’m 
sure they noticed the torn up couch, our old TV on a 
chair instead of a TV stand, Ate’s underwear 
hanging on a string by the window, and the black 
mold on the ceiling.  

“Oh! Laundry on the window,” Miss Running 
Bear said as she walked to the table, one we got 
from the Puentes, a missionary couple who helped 
us out from time to time. “I hung laundry on the 
window in New York City too, much faster than 
going to the laundromat and fighting for a dryer. A 
candlelight dinner sounds so romantic. John David, 
look, the Thunderclaps have a boy your age.” 

“Nimo,” he said when he noticed me. “I won’t 
be talking at all tonight since my voice is too weird 
for you to handle, if you don’t mind.” 

“Look, I’m sorry for saying you talk funny,” I 
said. “It’s just, I’ve never heard anyone else have a 
voice like yours.” 



“I’m from Bensonhurst. It’s in Brooklyn,” he 
said. “Everyone in my old neighborhood talks like 
this.” 

“Even the mutes?” I asked and he laughed.  
“Yeah, I guess they do,” he said. “In their heads, 

maybe.” 
During dinner, John David and me sat on the 

couch in the living room, eating bland chicken 
nuggets. He told me about his old school, his old 
house, his Costa Rican dad, and how he was upset 
over his parents’ divorce. As he talked to me, his 
accent was still strong, but it didn’t bother me 
anymore. 

“Hey Nimo,” he said when we were done eating. 
“Do you wanna play a game?” 

“Sure,” I shrugged. “How about truth or dare?” 
“No, last time I played that, I had to kiss my 

teacher,” he said with a frown. Whenever my 
parents didn’t pay the light bill, I got flashlights 
from the coat closet and made a laser show on the 
walls of my room. I thought John David would 
think it was a dumb idea, especially since he lived 
on the side of the rez where people lived in houses 
and bought all their groceries from the store. But he 
went to the coat closet, grabbed the flashlights, and 
asked me where my room was. I led him to it, 
hoping he wouldn’t notice how empty it was. I 
opened the door for him. My sleeping bag was 
bunched up on the floor, next to my bent over 
bookcase and a pile of secondhand clothes I also got 
from the Puentes just before summer ended. 



“You sleep in a sleeping bag?” he said. “That’s 
awesome. It’s like you’re camping everyday. 
You’re lucky.” 

“Oh, thanks, I guess,” I said. We sat down on the 
floor and turned on our flashlights. First we spun 
them around, but our hands cramped up, so later on 
we made some shadow animals. Even when making 
animal sounds, John David’s accent was thick. I 
thought it was hilarious. John David didn’t mind all 
my laughing.  

“Hey, you know what would be really cool? If 
we could make the Batman symbol on the wall,” he 
said. He put his hands together, trying to do it, but 
he couldn’t.  

“That looks like a butt,” I said.  
“Then it’s the Buttman symbol, duh,” he said. 

We high fived each other.  
             
During lunch the next Monday, I waited for John 

David at a table, but Scott Black Bear sat next to 
me. He was Mrs. Black Bear’s son. She was the 
assistant principal at Wolf Creek. Scott could do 
and say whatever he wanted and his ina never 
punished him. His dad, Noe Black Bear, was a 
handyman like Ate. They were both out of work, 
but sometimes they did small jobs together. Mr. 
Black Bear was much nicer than Scott, but not too 
bright. Ate always said Mr. Black Bear was so 
stupid, he didn’t know how to fart.  



“Peanut and jelly sandwich again?” he said. 
“You never eat anything else. Maybe if your dad 
had a job, you could eat real food like I do.” 

“This sandwich is way better than what you’re 
eating,” I said, even though Scott had a double 
cheeseburger and French fries for lunch.  

“My ina says your ate is too dumb to get his 
GED anyway. And what kind of dumb name is 
Geronimo? He wasn’t even Lakota,” Scott said. 
Finally, John David showed up at the table and he 
told Scott to move. 

“You’re not the boss of me,” Scott said. “You’re 
not even Lakota. What kind of last name is 
Gutierrez?”  

“My dad is Costa Rican, you idiot,” John David 
said. “And what kind of name is Scott? Isn’t that a 
brand of toilet paper?” 

“Hey! Shut up!” Scott said. John David started 
chanting “Scott Toilet Paper” and then everyone 
joined in, even the lunch ladies. They banged on the 
tables, getting louder and louder until Scott got up 
and said, “INA! HELP!” 

Mrs. Black Bear gave John David and me after 
school detention for getting the whole cafeteria to 
tell Scott he was toilet paper. When we were free to 
go home, we rode our bikes to Big Bat’s gas station 
and convenience store to get some cheap toilet 
paper. While we were there, we also got some hot 
dogs and chips. 

“Are you boys up to something?” Mr. Graywolf, 
the owner, asked as he wiped down the table next to 



us. He was a little older than my parents and a big 
guy at over six feet tall and about 250 pounds. His 
wife, Mrs. Graywolf, who was almost as big as him, 
made all the hot dogs and she never made a bad 
one.  

“Nothing’s going on, Mr. Graywolf,” I said. 
“Ain’t usual for two young boys to buy so much 

toilet paper.”  
“It’s for school,” John David said. “We need the 

tubes for a project.” 
“Tubes, huh?” he said and turned to Mrs. 

Graywolf. “Hear that, Rebecca? They ain’t up to 
something, they’re just doing a school project.” 

“Claudia’s the same age as them and she don’t 
have no school project,” she said. “I’m watching 
you boys. Calling Scott Black Bear toilet paper in 
front of the whole cafeteria. Who would have 
thought two boys could be so funny?” 

“Yes ma’am,” I said. “Thanks for the good hot 
dogs.” She winked back at me.  

“Tell your parents we said hello,” Mr. Graywolf 
said when we were done eating. “And John David, 
you tell your ina she can have a free hot dog and 
full tank of gas. It’s our welcome gift to you two.” 

“How did you know we just moved here?” John 
David asked.  

“Oh, hoksila,” he said. “This is Pine Ridge. Your 
privacy days are over.”  

  



On Friday night, we headed to Scott’s house. We 
dressed in our darkest clothes and made sure we 
turned off the lights on our bikes. 

“I’ve never wrapped a house before,” John 
David said.  

“What?” I said. “Are there no houses in New 
York?” 

“Not a lot,” he answered. “Most people live in 
apartments. I lived in a house, but I don’t think you 
could wrap it, it’s probably too tall.” 

“Just do what I do,” I said. “My ate showed me 
how to do it.”  

When we arrived at Scott’s house, we covered 
the trees and shrubs in toilet paper. A car sped past 
us and we dived into a bush until it left.  

“We still have a roll to go,” John David said. “If 
we’re quick, we can use it on that tree over there.” 
The front door of the house creaked open. It was 
Mr. Black Bear. I could tell because Ate always 
said his footsteps were louder than Ina’s snoring.  

“Leann!” Mr. Black Bear said. “I think we won 
some kind of toilet paper contest!” He went back 
inside the house, shutting the door behind him. We 
jumped on our bikes and pedaled away before 
anyone else caught us.  

“Aw man,” John David said as we rode home. 
“We should’ve left him a peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich.” 

“I did, it’s on his porch,” I said with pants in 
between.  



“Wait, won’t he know we wrapped his house 
then?” he said.  

“What’s the worst he can do, John David? Wipe 
our butts to death?” I said. “I guess his ina might 
suspend us if she finds out, but that’s fine with me. 
Who ever thought staying home from school could 
be a punishment?” 

“Nimo, what time does Big Bat’s close? I really 
want to get another hot dog.” 

“They’re open for another hour, let’s go,” I said 
and turned right. John David followed after me. We 
rode past Sioux Nation, the rez grocery store, and 
we went up and down some hills just for the thrill. 
John David said he liked Pine Ridge so far. He told 
me New York had parks, but most of the city was 
only pavement. He liked the hills, the grass, and the 
curves Pine Ridge had. I did too, but playing on 
Pine Ridge was a lot better when John David came.  

When we finally got to Big Bat’s, we had two 
hot dogs each and split a brownie.  

“You’re lucky, Nimo,” John David said and 
licked some fudge icing from his fingers. “I never 
share my brownies with anyone.” 
  



The Diploma 
 
 
Most of Pine Ridge is poor and a lot of people 

don’t work, not because they’re lazy, but because 
there’s almost nowhere to work. There aren’t a lot 
of stores, restaurants, or banks like other places. Ate 
only went to 10th grade. Whenever he did find a job, 
it almost always asked for a high school diploma.  

“Dammit Josie, you left bread crusts in the sink 
again,” Ate said on the morning of his GED test. “I 
can’t do the dishes when I see something soggy.” 
He was washing the dishes with his GED study 
book balancing on the windowsill in front of him.   

“They’ll fall right into the disposal,” Ina said. 
“You hate the weirdest things.”  

“You hate it when I don’t wear my hair in a 
ponytail,” he answered. 

“I do hate it,” Ina told him. “Remember the time 
when we was dating and it was windy outside and 
you kissed me? All your hair got in my face, I felt 
like I was making out with a girl.”  

“Yeah, I felt like I was making out with a girl 
too,” Ate said over the running water. Ina sighed, 
but she still smiled. She handed me a brown bag 
with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a bottle 
of water. Ate’s test would last almost the entire day. 
I had to go to John David’s house until it was over.  

“If Miss Running Bear offers you something to 
eat, you take it,” she reminded me. “If I get a bad 



report about you, you won’t be alive to see fourth 
grade, okay?” 

“When have I ever been bad, Ina?” I whined. 
She looked at Ate and then they looked back at me. 

“Well, let’s see,” Ina said. “How many hours did 
it take for Nimo to be born, Jay Eagle? Do you 
remember?” 

“Do I remember? It was seventy five thousand 
hours. You screamed so loud, all my hair flew off. 
This is actually a wig, Nimo. Come and pull it off.” 

“It’s not my fault I took so long to be born,” I 
said.  

“What about the time you shot out my truck’s 
windshield with your BB gun?” Ate said. “And how 
about when you was four and you ripped Ina’s skirt 
off at Big Bat’s because you kept pulling on it even 
after she told you not to?” 

“Okay, I’m sorry,” I sighed. I waved goodbye to 
them and started the bike ride to John David’s. He 
lived in Cheyenne Estates where everyone had a 
nice lawn and their cars weren’t painted with two 
different colors. We didn’t live too far away from 
each other, but whenever I went to his 
neighborhood, I felt out of place.  

While I pedaled down the street, I passed 
Spotted Elk College on Spotted Elk Road. It opened 
up a few months back. The college was three stories 
high and took up most of the land. Ate applied there 
to be a handyman supervisor and the college liked 
him a lot, but the job required a high school 
diploma, even though Ate could already fix 



anything. The college said if Ate passed his GED 
test within the year, they’d hire him. They even 
gave him the study book for free. As I made a left 
towards Cheyenne Estates, Ray Firebird stumbled 
in my way. 

“I don’t have any change, Mr. Firebird,” I said.  
“Right,” he said. “Your ate still ain’t working?” 
“Nope,” I said.  
“He can join me if he wants, I make around fifty 

bucks a day asking for money.” 
“I don’t think so, Mr. Firebird,” I said, shaking 

my head.  
“Tell him to think about it. I’ll teach him how to 

jump. Watch this,” he said and jumped in front of a 
woman walking down the street. The woman 
panicked so much, she threw a $10 bill at him. 

“See Nimo? Ain’t nothing to it. All he’s gotta do 
is jump good. No job application necessary and 
hours depends on him.” 

“I’ll tell him,” I said and biked away as fast as I 
could.  

“What took you so long?” John David said when 
I got to his house. He was sitting on his porch, 
eating a roast beef sandwich.  

“Ray Firebird jumped in front of my bike,” I said 
and chained my bike around his front tree. I sat next 
to him and took a bite of my peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich. 

“I hope my ate passes his test,” I said. “I’m sick 
of eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches all the 
time.” 



“Your ate is smart,” John David said. “He can 
fix everything, he makes the best buffalo burgers, 
and he’s the best liar I know.” 

“Yeah, he’s pretty smart,” I said. For once, I 
wanted to see Ate come home from a job that 
wasn’t temporary.  

  
A week after Ate took his test, I went with him 

to the government office to get our commodity 
food. We stood in line for an hour and when we got 
to the window, Angela Brown Eyes read through 
the list of food for us to choose from.  

“Carrots or green beans, chicken or beef, apple 
or orange juice,” she said with big yawns. “It don’t 
make a difference which one you pick, it all tastes 
like horse manure.” 

“Really Angela?” Ate said. “I’ve been coming 
here for years and you don’t know what I want?” 

“Sorry Jay Eagle, standard procedure,” she 
shrugged and finished filing her nails.  

“I’m getting real sick of coming to this place, 
son,” he whispered to me as we walked to the truck 
with our new food. “You’ll see Nimo, one day, 
we’re gonna go to Sioux Nation and buy a hundred 
bucks worth of food. Then we’re gonna come home, 
cook everything, and eat it all in one hit.” 

“That’s gonna make us throw up, Ate.” 
“It might, son,” he said. “But hell, it’d be worth 

it.” 
During the drive back to the trailer, Ate told me 

about a game he used to play with Leksi Gray 



Mountain. He said sometimes they’d go two or 
three days without food and they would compare 
how loud their stomach growls were. Whoever’s 
stomach was the loudest got to eat first when food 
was finally around. 

“I always won,” Ate said and turned onto Sitting 
Bull Drive. “Always.”  

“Did you ever eat peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches?” 

“Breakfast, lunch, and dinner,” he said. “Almost 
every damn day.” 

When we got home, we saw Leksi’s truck parked 
on our lawn. He was visiting with my tunwinla 
Rosa and my two year old hankasi Lucille. Leksi 
Gray Mountain graduated from the University of 
South Dakota at Sioux Plains’ med school in ’89. 
Tunwinla Rosa got her degree in Psychology from 
Black Hills State. I looked at Lucille who was 
exploring the whole living room. Our old couch 
with stains and rips amazed her the most. She never 
saw anything like it before. Leksi Gray Mountain 
was much taller than Ate and his body looked 
healthy with all of his muscles. Tunwinla Rosa was 
around Ina’s height, but her hair was always shiny 
and her face was always covered in makeup. Ina 
didn’t wear much makeup except for some lipstick. 
She said she would sweat too much at work, so she 
didn’t see the point of makeup anyway. 

“When do you get your test results, little 
brother?” Leksi asked Ate.  



“End of the month,” Ate said. “If I failed, I’ll 
study until my eyeballs pop out.” 

“Don’t do that, Jay Eagle, then you won’t be 
able see how pretty I am,” Ina said from the kitchen. 
She and Tunwinla were cooking chili with pieces of 
commod ground beef, the kind that looked like it 
wasn’t ground beef. 

  
“You still don’t know if he passed or not?” John 

David said one Friday afternoon as we rode our 
bikes from Wolf Creek School.  

“No, he hasn’t really talked about it either,” I 
said. “I’ll ask him about it tonight.” We waved to 
each other since we had to ride in opposite 
directions for the last mile. When I got home, Ate 
was on the porch, carving another spear to sell to 
tourists at Big Bat’s. Ina wasn’t back from work 
yet. I asked Ate if he wanted me to make her a 
peanut butter and jelly sandwich for dinner. 

“She can’t stand PB and J anymore, Nimo,” he 
said. 

“Did you pass your test, Ate?” I asked him. He 
shrugged.  

“Do you think you failed it?” 
“It didn’t seem too hard, but I’m not sure. It’s 

one of those things where you just gotta wait it all 
out. I never told you about the time I found out Ina 
was gonna have you, right?” I shook my head and 
Ate kept on carving and told me the story.  

“I was the temp janitor at Sioux Nation and Ina 
had been calling me all day, but I was so busy, I 



couldn’t call her back. Then the intercom came on 
and the announcement said ‘Thunderclap, clean up 
on aisle 4 and while you’re there, you might as well 
get some diapers for the baby your wife’s gonna 
have.’” 

“Whoa, really?” I said. He nodded and put an 
arm around my shoulders.  

“Your ina appeared in the aisle and asked me if I 
got her message,” he said. “I fell backwards and 
knocked down a display of canned peaches. I was 
so scared, Nimo, but everything turned out better 
than we thought.”  

“I guess so,” I shrugged. “Do you ever wish you 
would have waited to have me later, when you and 
Ina had more money?” 

“If we waited until we had money, we still 
wouldn’t have any kids,” he said with a chuckle. “I 
never had any second thoughts about you or Nellie. 
Now go make me a peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich, son, I’m starving.” He blew the extra 
dust off his work in progress. I made a sandwich for 
Ate and one for myself. It was my third for the day.  

              
On commodity day morning, Ate and me drank 

water for breakfast. Before we left for the office, the 
phone rang. He picked up and said, “How many 
times do I have to tell you people Jay Eagle 
Thunderclap is dead and can’t make the minimum 
payment? Wait a second, what? Yeah, I’m Jay 
Eagle Thunderclap. No, I thought I was dead, but it 



turned out to be sleepwalking. Oh, all right. Thanks 
for calling.” 

“Who was it, Ate?” I asked, but he ran to the 
hallway and didn’t hear me.   

“I did it, Josie!” I heard him say from their 
bedroom. “I ain’t stupid after all!” He carried Ina 
out to the living room and then he put her down and 
twirled her several times.  

“Jay Eagle, you was never stupid,” Ina said.  
“It took me 17 years to finish high school,” he 

said.  
“If you was really stupid, you wouldn’t have 

married me,” Ina said and kissed his cheek. Ate 
blushed, like he always did every time Ina kissed 
him.  

In the afternoon, I rode my bike to John David’s 
house. There was a big rock on the street I didn’t 
see and I flew into the dirt. Mrs. Graywolf drove 
past me. She stopped her truck and stepped out.  

“Nimo, look at your knee,” she said. She reached 
in her pocket, brought out a crumpled napkin, and 
put it over my knee.  

“Thanks Mrs. Graywolf,” I said. “It’s not much 
blood.” 

“I can drive you to John David’s, hoksila, I’m on 
my way to pick up Claudia from soccer practice – 
his house is on my route.”  

“How did you know I was going to John 
David’s?” 

“Where else would you be going?” she said with 
a smile. I put my bike in her truck’s bed and she 



drove me down the street. Mrs. Graywolf had a 
picture of Claudia hanging from her rearview 
mirror. She was cute, but stuck up since her parents 
owned the most popular place on the rez. She 
wouldn’t even eat her own ina’s hot dogs because 
they were ‘only 75 cents apiece.’  

“Thanks for the ride, Mrs. Graywolf,” I said 
when we got to John David’s. “Tell Claudia I’ll see 
her at school.” 

I parked my bike outside John David’s house. He 
opened the door before I rang the bell, as usual.  

“Hi Nimo,” he said. “Everyone’s talking about 
how your ate passed his test. Is he gonna get that 
job then?”  

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “They said they’d take 
him.”  

“If they don’t hire him, we’ll wrap the place in 
toilet paper,” John David said.  

“JD!” Miss Running Bear called from the 
backyard. “I’m going to Sioux Nation soon, do you 
need something? Diarrhea medicine?” 

“Ina!” he said.  
“I thought you might need it since you keep 

buying toilet paper with Nimo,” she said as she 
walked inside the house. Miss Running Bear was 
short like Ina, but much thinner since she liked to 
exercise and eat healthy food. John David and Miss 
Running Bear went for a run at dawn every day and 
ate at least one salad for a meal. 

We ended up going to Sioux Nation with Miss 
Running Bear. John David and me skimmed 



through the snack aisle and he grabbed a giant bag 
of marshmallows and a box of graham crackers to 
make s’mores. When we got to the chocolate 
section, there was nothing on the shelf. 

 “I guess we can make marshmallow 
sandwiches,” John David said. We went to find 
Miss Running Bear and we ran into my parents by 
the outdoor supplies. They were spinning hula 
hoops around their waists.  

“I’m gonna beat you,” Ina said to Ate.  
“Josie, you know I’m good with my hips,” Ate 

answered. Shoppers crowded around and cheered 
them on. I waved to my parents and they waved 
back.  

After John David and me ate our semi-s’mores, I 
rode my bike home in the dark. Ray Firebird 
suddenly leapt in front of me. I handed him a 
quarter.  

“I heard your daddy passed his test,” Ray 
Firebird said to me. “Give him my conjugations, 
okay?” 

“Your what?” I said. 
“My conjunctions,” he said. “Tell him I said 

conductions on passing the test.”  
“I will,” I said and pedaled away from him.  
When I got home, Ate and Ina were snuggled 

together on the couch, watching a rerun of All in the 
Family. It was the one where Archie Bunker has to 
give a eulogy for his best friend’s funeral, my 
favorite. I sat down to watch some of it with them. 



“There’s dinner on the table, Nimo,” Ina said. 
“But please shower first.” 

After I was cleaned up, I went to the kitchen to 
heat up my food. I walked to the refrigerator to grab 
some water and when I swung the door open, all the 
shelves were full. I walked to the pantry and saw it 
as full as the refrigerator.  

“I keep opening and closing the fridge because 
seeing all the food amazes me every time,” Ate 
said. “Open the fridge again, son, I wanna see it one 
more time.” 

“You got the job?” I asked him. 
“No, me and Ina robbed Sioux Nation at 

gunpoint,” he said. “Yeah, I got the job and they 
gave me a check in advance for me to buy some 
tools, but it was enough to get some groceries. No 
more commod office. No more peanut butter and 
jelly sandwiches.” 

“No more telling the credit card people you’re 
dead?” I said.  

“Oh no, son, I’ve been dead for years, I can’t just 
resurrect on them. Want some chocolate with your 
dinner?” I nodded. Ate sat down next to me and 
broke me off two big pieces of chocolate.  

“I haven’t eaten chocolate since Halloween,” I 
said. 

“Me either,” Ate said. “I always eat your 
Halloween candy when you ain’t looking. Why do 
you think you run out so fast?” 

“Ate, that’s not fair.” 



“Nimo, I used to change your diapers and give 
you baths when you smelled like hell, I deserve 
your Halloween candy,” he said. He broke me off 
another piece of chocolate. We shared the bar until 
it was gone. 


