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An Urban Indian

ydney sat in the front passenger seat of the car while her mother
drove into the inner city of Minneapolis. The moving truck in front
of them was being driven by a friend of her mother’s and held

everything they owned.

Sydney sighed and stared out the window, seeing nothing but big tall
buildings and lot of traffic. It was nothing like home.

Her mother, Dakotah, had divorced Sydney’s father, and now they
were moving out of White Earth. Not wanting to deal with the talk
around town, her father had moved off the reservation as well. In the
blink of an eye, Sydney’s life had changed forever.

The last conversation her parents had was a week before her father
moved away.

“You think you can raise her better, Dakotah? Then go at it,” he had
yelled, slamming the door on his way out. Sydney had watched his car
squeal out of the driveway and barrel down the street, until it was out of
sight. She let the curtain fall and she started to cry.

That was the last time Sydney had shown any emotion. She had
quietly packed the boxes her mother had given her and then helped put
them in the moving truck. This morning, she grabbed her pillow with
one hand and a blanket she’d had since she was a baby with the other.
She opened the passenger-side door of their sedan and climbed in. With



the pillow pushed up against the door, Sydney closed her eyes to block
out her new reality. She didn’t want to watch as they drove away from the
only house she had ever known.

Sydney was on her way to becoming what she had always despised:
an urban Indian. How do people keep the traditions of Native life when
they are living in a big city? It just can’t be done, she thought.

“We’re almost there,” her mother said, bringing Sydney’s thoughts
back to the present. She sat up and put her pillow in her lap.

Bam! A pothole caught them both off guard.

“Shoot,” Dakotah said. “Don’t they fix their roads here?”

Glancing out the window, Sydney saw a row of tired-looking houses
on a block with few trees on it. It was now late afternoon, and there was
no one outside. Her stomach growled, and she turned toward her mother.

“I’m hungry.”

“I know, honey,” Dakotah said, pulling the car next to the curb in
front of a blue house. “But we only have so many hours to unload before
we lose daylight. I’ll see about ordering a pizza later.”

Sydney sighed and opened the door to get out. She was stiff, and she
yawned and stretched for a moment. Glancing around her, she watched
her mother’s friend Mary open up the back of the moving truck. She had
helped them load it back at the reservation and then drove it to the new
house for them. Now Mary surveyed the neatly stacked boxes.

“Do you have the keys, Dakotah?” Mary asked Sydney’s mother.

“Yeah, they are supposed to be under a huge rock in the side lawn.”

“Well, go get them while I secure the truck’s door. We need to get
rolling so I can head back home.”

“You’re going home tonight?” asked Sydney, clutching her pillow and
blanket.

“That’s the plan.”

“You could stay with us until tomorrow. It will be easier to drive back
in the daylight.”

“I have to work in the morning, Sydney,” replied Mary, as she pulled
out boxes and set them on the ground. “So I need to leave as soon as
we’re done. I have to bring the truck back before I can head home and go
to bed.”



“Oh.”

Mary paused to glance over at Sydney. She sighed and reached out for
the girl.

“It’s going to be okay,” she said, kissing the top of Sydney’s head.

Sydney shrugged and closed her eyes against the pain of having to
watch Mary go, too. It seemed like everyone she loved was leaving. It was
only her and her mother now, and that scared her to death.

“Look at that,” Mary said, pointing to the blue house. “That’s your
new home. You get your own room, and your mother said there is a
bathroom across the hall from it.” She lifted the tip of Sydney’s chin with
her forefinger, and grinned. “I have never owned a house with two
bathrooms in it.”

“Mom didn’t tell me about the bathroom situation,” replied Sydney,
taking a step back. “I guess that’s kind of awesome.”

“Come on in here,” Dakota called out from the front door, waving to
the two of them to come inside.

Mary and Sydney each grabbed a box and headed into the house.
Sydney set her box down on the carpeted floor inside the entryway and
surveyed the place. It was bigger than the house she had lived in on the
reservation. This one had a large living room to the right, and a smaller
room to the left.

“I wonder if this is an office,” she muttered to herself. It very well
could be, she thought, with its big windows on two sides and a real
hardwood floor. And there were French doors that shut off the room
from the rest of the house.

“That’s going to be my office,” said Dakotah, coming up behind her.
“I plan to work at home for a while.”

“Your new job is going to let you do that?” Sydney asked.

“At least for the first week. Then we’ll see.”

“That’ll be different.”

“Yes, it will.” Dakotah looked at Sydney warmly and touched her
daughter’s arm. “I know this is all new to you, but I think you’re going to
fit in here just fine.”

“How do you know?” Sydney asked doubtfully.



“Well, that’s what I’m hoping.” Her mother’s smile dropped from her
face and she squared her shoulders. “I have never bought a house on my
own before. I’ve never raised a child on my own before, either. With your
father missing-inaction, we’re going to have to make a new life for
ourselves.” She shrugged and smiled. “All we have right now is each
other.”

With that, the conversation ended. Sydney took a tour of the house
before she went back out to continue helping Mary unload the moving
van. There were three bedrooms and an attached garage. She liked it, but
it wasn’t what she was used to. With her mom’s new job, though, they
were finally able to afford a place that was a little nicer.

Two hours later, it was dark, but the van had been unpacked and
secured. Mary stood in the doorway of the blue house, talking with
Dakota and Sydney.

“Are you sure you don’t want to call off work for tomorrow?” asked
Dakotah. “The drive will seem even longer if you’re tired.”

“I wish I could,” replied Mary. “I certainly am tired, but I can’t afford
to take a day off. I don’t have any vacation, you know.”

Dakotah reached out to hug her best friend. “Okay then. Please let
me know you got back alright. Call me if you get sleepy, and we can talk
for a while.”

“I will. Don’t you worry about me, alright? I will be fine.” Mary
reached out to include Sydney in their hug. “And you . . . everything is
going to be fine. Your mom is not going to sign you up for school until
all your stuff is unpacked and you guys are settled in. That will give you
at least a week to get used to things around here.”

Mary pulled away and glanced from Sydney to Dakotah. “I sure will
miss you guys. Visit whenever you want.”

“If you get some time off, let us know. There’s always a place for you
here,” said Dakotah. She sniffed, fighting back tears. Mary gave her
another quick hug before stepping away and heading down the steps. She
walked quickly to the truck, started it up, and then headed down the
road. Dakotah closed the door and turned to look at Sydney.

“She doesn’t like emotional goodbyes. She told me that before,” said
Dakotah, as she brushed away a tear. She took a deep breath and looked
around. “Grab your phone and see which pizza places deliver. I have our
address written on a piece of paper in my purse. Go get it and order us a



large pizza with whatever you want on it. I’m going to go through the
boxes and try to find the bedding.”

“Are we putting up the beds tonight?” Sydney asked.

“Do you want to?”

Sydney thought about it and then glanced at her mother. She was
smiling, but there was tiredness around her eyes. Sydney shook her head.

“No, let’s just camp out for tonight,” she decided. “We can have pizza
and pop and then go to sleep. We can start fresh in the morning.”

“Are you sure you want to sleep on the floor?” Dakotah asked.

“I’m fine with it,” said Sydney. “Let’s sleep here in the living room for
tonight.”

“Alright then.”

The two went their separate ways for a while and met back in the
living room. Sydney had ordered the pizza and pop, and Dakotah had
made two makeshift beds next to each other on the floor. Sydney grabbed
her pillow and blanket and set them on her temporary bed.

Dakotah glanced down. “I can’t believe you still have that blanket,”
she mused, pointing to it. “How come you hang onto it?”

Sydney shrugged. “It’s soft and comforting.”

Dakotah caught her eyes and shook her head. “I’m so sorry all this
has happened. I thought your dad and I would be together forever. It’s
just that . . . well, he changed. He used to be funny and he loved to goof
around. Now he’s so serious and restrained. He never hugged me
anymore. We never . . . well, anyway, I still love him. I just can’t live with
him anymore. I deserve better.”

Sydney smiled. “Good for you, Mom.”

“What?”

“Good for you for thinking about yourself for once.”

“Are you being sarcastic?”

Sydney shook her head. “No. I just want you to be happy. I know
how difficult Dad is to live with. I lived with him, too, you know.”

“He was always hard on you.”

Sydney looked down at the floor. “I felt like I could never please
him.”



“I know. I saw it in your eyes whenever he would talk to you.”

“Why did you let him speak to me that way?”

Dakotah took a deep breath, then slowly let it out. “I guess I thought
a little bit of that would push you to do better, but he started taking it too
far. I tried to talk to him, but he would always pull out the education
card.”

“What’s that?”

“He has more education than I do. So, according to him, he knows
more about child-rearing than I do.”

“But, you’re my mother!”

“True. But he is well educated and thinks he has better methods for
dealing with you.”

“Dealing with me? What I needed from him I never got.”

“Sydney . . .”

“He never hugged me. He never told me how proud he was of me. He
never said he loved me . . .”

Dakotah pulled her daughter into her arms as Sydney started to cry.

“We are better off without him,” Sydney said, her voice muffled as
she cried into her mother’s shirt. “He is not fit to be anyone’s father.”

“Sydney, that’s enough.” Dakotah drew back and looked her daughter
in the eye. “We are not going to talk about your dad behind his back.”

“But . . .”

“It’s not productive, and it’s mean-spirited.”

Sydney crossed her arms. “You’re too forgiving.”

“I haven’t forgiven him yet,” Dakotah replied. “But he is your father,
and he did the best he could. That’s all anyone can do.”

“That’s his best?” Sydney snorted.

“Do you remember Grandpa?” Dakotah asked.

“Of course I do, but what does that . . .”

“He was a tough old man. He was hard on your dad.”

“So?”

“They say a man discovers how to be a dad by watching his own
father. It’s learned behavior,” Dakota explained.



“I would think he would have figured out that how his father treated
him was the wrong way to parent,” Sydney said.

“It’s easy to fall back on old habits or something you’re used to.” Her
mother caught her eye and gave her the “mother” look. “Didn’t I hear
about some bullying that happened at the rez school that involved you
and another student?”

“Well, I . . .”

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, I would say.”

“Are you saying I’m like Dad?”

“I’m saying that maybe you learned how to do that from seeing how
your father treats people. Most bullies are not happy with their lives, and
bringing others down makes them feel better about themselves.”

Sydney was quiet for a moment. Dakotah watched as her words began
to sink in, and she wondered what Sydney was thinking.

“Mom, Autumn and I came to peace with each other before I left,”
Sydney said.

“Good to hear.”

“I’m sorry I treated her that way.”

“Does she know that?” Dakotah asked.

“I think so. We did talk about it a little.”

“As long as she knows how sorry you are, that’s what counts,”
Dakotah stated.

The doorbell rang, and they both jumped at the sound.

“That’s an awful doorbell,” said Sydney with a grin.

“It sounds like a sick donkey,” replied her mother with a chuckle as
she headed for the door.

They ate supper and shut off the overhead light. Sydney climbed
under the covers, closed her eyes, and considered what her mom had
said. She had thought she handled the Autumn situation well, but now
she wasn’t so sure. She had never actually told Autumn she was sorry.
Maybe she should write her a letter or call her or something.

Yawning, Sydney snuggled under the covers and drifted off to sleep.
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