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to our customers, and to our ghosts.









From the time of birth to the time of death, every
word you utter is part of one long sentence.
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Earth to Earth


WHILE IN PRISON, I received a dictionary. It was sent to me with a note. This is the book I would take to a deserted island. Other books were to arrive from my teacher. But as she had known, this one proved of endless use. The first word I looked up was the word ‘sentence.’ I had received an impossible sentence of sixty years from the lips of a judge who believed in an afterlife. So the word with its yawning c, belligerent little e’s, with its hissing sibilants and double n’s, this repetitive bummer of a word made of slyly stabbing letters that surrounded an isolate human t, this word was in my thoughts every moment of every day. Without a doubt, had the dictionary not arrived, this light word that lay so heavily upon me would have crushed me, or what was left of me after the strangeness of what I’d done.


I WAS at a perilous age when I committed my crime. Although in my thirties, I still clung to a teenager’s physical pursuits and mental habits. It was 2005, but 1999 was how I partied, drinking and drugging like I was seventeen, although my liver kept trying to tell me it was over an outraged decade older. For many reasons, I didn’t know who I was yet. Now that I have a better idea, I will tell you this: I am an ugly woman. Not the kind of ugly that guys write or make movies about, where suddenly I have a blast of blinding instructional beauty. I am not about teachable moments. Nor am I beautiful on the inside. I enjoy lying, for instance, and am good at selling people useless things for prices they can’t afford. Of course, now that I am rehabilitated, I only sell words. Collections of words between cardboard covers.


Books contain everything worth knowing except what ultimately matters.


THE DAY I committed my crime, I was sprawled at the skinny white feet of my crush Danae, trying to deal with an interior swarm of ants. The phone rang and Danae fumbled the receiver to her ear. She listened, jumped up, shrieked. Clasped the phone with both hands and screwed her face shut. Then her eyes water-bugged open.


He died in Mara’s arms. God, oh god. She doesn’t know what to do with his body!


Danae flung the phone away and vaulted back onto the couch, howling and thrashing her spidery arms and legs. I crawled under the coffee table.


‘Tookie! Tookie! Where are you?’


I dragged myself up onto her cabiny moose pillows and tried to soothe my deranged dear, rocking her, clutching her frowsy yellow head against my shoulder. Though she was older than me, Danae was spindly as a downy pre-woman. When she curled against me, I felt my heart surge and I became her shield against the world. Or maybe bulwark gives a more accurate picture.


‘It’s all right, you are safe,’ I said in my huskiest voice. The harder she wept the happier I felt.


‘And don’t forget,’ I said, pleased by her needy snuffling, ‘you’re a big winner!’


Two days before, Danae had scored a once-in-a-lifetime casino win. But it was too soon to talk about the beautiful future. Danae was clutching her throat, trying to tear out her windpipe, banging her head on the coffee table. Filled with an uncanny strength, she smashed a lamp and tried to gouge herself with a shard of plastic. Even though she had everything to live for.


‘Fuck the win. I want him! Budgie! Oh Budgie, my soul!’


She rammed me off the couch.


‘He should be with me, not her. Me not her.’


I had heard this rave for the past month. Danae and Budgie had planned to run off together. A complete overthrow of reality. Both had claimed they’d stumbled into an alternate dimension of desire. But then the old world clobbered them. One day Budgie sobered up and went back to Mara, who was not such a bad person. For instance, she’d got clean and stayed clean. Or so I thought. For now it was possible that Budgie’s effort at getting normal again had failed. Though it is normal to die.


Danae was howling.


‘Doesn’t know what to do with his body! What, what, what is that about?’


‘You are amok with grief,’ I said.


I gave her a dish towel for the crying. It was the same dish towel I’d tried to kill the ants with even though I knew I was hallucinating. She put the cloth to her face, rocked back and forth. I tried not to look at the crushed ants trickling between her hands. They were still twitching their tiny legs and waving their fragile antenna stalks. Some idea stabbed at Danae. She shuddered, froze. Then she twisted her neck, blared her big pink eyes at me, and said these chilling words:


‘Budgie and me are one. One body. I should have his body, Tookie. I want Budgie, my soul!’


I slid away to the fridge and found a beer. I brought her the beer. She knocked my arm away.


‘This is a time to keep our heads crystal clear!’


I chugged the beer and said it was the time to get wrecked.


‘We are wrecked! What’s crazy is that she, who wouldn’t give him sex for a year, has his god-given body.’


‘He had an ordinary body, Danae. He wasn’t a god.’


She was beyond my message and the ants were fire ants; I was scratching my arms raw.


‘We’re going in there,’ Danae said. Her eyes were now flaming red. ‘We’re going in like the goddamn Marines. We’re gonna bring Budgie home.’


‘He’s home.’


She pounded her breast. ‘I, I, I, am home.’


‘I’ll be leaving now.’


I crept toward the broken door. Then came the kicker.


‘Wait. Tookie. If you help me get Budgie? Bring him here? You can have my win. That’s a year’s salary, like, for a teacher, honey. Maybe a principal? That’s 26K.’


I froze on the sticky entry mat, thinking on all fours.


Danae felt my awe. I reversed progress, rolled over, and gazed up at her cotton-candy upside-down features.


‘I give it to you freely. Just help me, Tookie.’


I had seen so much in her face. Seen the sparkle glow, the tinfoil Ferris wheels, and more. I had seen the four winds travel the green wide-woven world. Seen the leaves press up into a false fabric, closing out my vision. I had never seen Danae offer me money. Any amount of money. And this amount could set me up. It was disturbing, touching, and the most consequential thing that ever happened between us.


‘Oh, babe.’ I put my arms around her and she panted like a soft puppy. Opened her pouty wet mouth.


‘You’re my best friend. You can do this for me. You can get Budgie. She doesn’t know you. Mara’s never seen you. Besides, you have the cold truck.’


‘Not anymore. I was fired from North Shore Foods,’ I said.


‘No,’ she cried. ‘How come?’


‘Sometimes I wore the fruit.’


I’d put melons in my bra and that sort of thing when I delivered groceries. Cukes in the trou. Well, was that so terrible? My thoughts spun out. As always when I held down a job, I had copied the keys. When inevitably fired, I gave the old keys back. I kept my key copies in a cigar box, clearly labeled with their use. Souvenirs of my employment. It was just a habit. No thought of mischief.


‘Look, Danae, I think you’re supposed to have an ambulance or hearse or something.’


She stroked my arm, up and down in a pleading rhythm.


‘But Tookie! Listen. Clearly. Listen! Clearly!’


I focused elsewhere. The stroking was so nice. Finally she coaxed my gaze to her and spoke as though I was the unreasonable child.


‘So, Tookie honey? Mara and Budgie relapsed together and he died. If you wear a nice dress? She’ll let you put him in the back of the truck.’


‘Danae, the trucks are painted with plums and bacon, or steak and lettuce.’


‘Don’t let her see the truck! You’ll hoist him up and load him in. He’ll be …’


Danae could not go on for a moment. She gagged like a toddler.


‘… safe in a refrigerated condition. And then the money …’


‘Yes.’


My brain revved up with money-sign adrenaline and my thoughts came on furiously. I could feel the neurons sparking. Danae’s voice went sweet and wheedly.


‘You’re big. You can heft him. Budgie’s on the slight side.’


Budgie was measly as a rat, I said, but she didn’t care what I said. She was beaming through her tears, because she could tell I was ready to do her bidding. At that point, the job I currently held took over. Reader of contracts. That’s what I was at the time. A part-time paralegal who read over contracts and defined the terms. I told Danae that I wanted the deal in writing. We’d both sign it.


She went straight to the table, wrote something up. Then she did a better thing. Wrote the check out with zero after zero and waved it in my face.


‘Put your dress on. Fix up. Go get Budgie and the check is yours.’


She drove me to North Shore. I walked up to the warehouse. Fifteen minutes later, I was pulling out in a delivery truck. I was wearing heels, a painfully tight black cocktail dress, a green jacket. My hair was combed back and sprayed. Danae had swiftly applied my makeup. Best I’d looked in years. I carried a notebook, a file from Danae’s daughter’s stack of schoolwork. There was a pen in my purse.


What was Danae going to do with Budgie when she got him? I asked myself this question as I swiftly rolled along. What on earth is she going to do? Answer there was none. The ants came up under my skin.


• • •


BUDGIE AND Mara lived just west of Shageg, the casino town, over the border between Wisconsin and Minnesota. They inhabited a slumping gray cottage. I parked in the street, where the truck wasn’t so conspicuous. A collapsed pit mix in a chain-link enclosure just beside the house lifted its head. It didn’t bark, which chilled me. I’d had run-ins with the silent surprisers. However, this one slumped back. Its colorless eyes rolled up as I pressed the doorbell, which must have been installed in better times. From inside there came a civilized doodly doo. Mara fumbled at the door and threw it wide open.


I met her puffy red eyes with extractive sympathy.


‘I am so sorry for your loss.’


We reached out and clutched fingers, the way women do, transmitting emotion to each other via our ragged nails. Mara was interestingly cogent for one who did not know what to do with a body. She tossed her retro Joan Jett shag. It turned out she had her reasons.


‘Sure, I thought of calling the fire department,’ she said to me. ‘But I didn’t want the siren! He looks so peaceful and contented. And I don’t like funeral homes. My stepdad was an undertaker. I don’t want Budgie pumped full of preservatives and looking like a wax museum. I just thought I’d put it out there … to the universe … make some calls….’


‘Because you knew the universe would answer,’ I said. ‘Giving back to nature is a natural thing.’


I entered the house as she stood aside. She blinked unknowing hazel greens at me. I nodded at her with sage sympathy and went into selling mode, where the things that come out of my mouth are all intuition for what the buyer truly wants. Partly, my rugged face makes me trustworthy. Partly, it makes me very good at trying to please people. Mostly, homing in on another person’s deep needs is my best skill. I took my cues from Mara’s questions.


‘What exactly do you mean, giving back to nature?’


‘We don’t use chemicals,’ I said. ‘It’s all biodegradable.’


‘What then?’


‘A return to the earth. As our psycho-spirituality intended. Thus our name: Earth to Earth. And trees. We surround the loved one with trees. So that a grove springs up. Our motto: Graves to Groves. You can go there and meditate.’


‘Where’s this place?’


‘In the fullness of time, I will take you there. For the present, I need to assist Budgie in beginning his journey. Can you show me where he reposes?’


I cringed at the word ‘repose’—over-the-top smarm? But Mara was already showing me the way.


THE BACK bedroom in Mara and Budgie’s house was stuffed with unwrapped merchandise—looked like they had a problem I could help with—but I left that for later. Budgie lay slack-jawed on stained pillows, squinting in perplexity at the stack of plastic containers in one corner. It was like he’d been mildly puzzled to death. I gave Mara forms. They were permission forms for Danae’s daughter’s class field trips, which I’d grabbed off a counter top. Mara read them through carefully and I tried to hide my panic. Few people read official forms; it sometimes feels like I am the only one, due of course to my current employment. Then again, sometimes people read them for show, with their eyes and not their brains. Mara was doing this. She winced as she entered Budgie’s name in the first blank. Then she signed the forms at the bottom with an air of miserable finality, pressing down hard on the sticks of the M.


That earnest gesture got to me. I am not heartless. I went to the truck and rummaged behind the dairy coolers to where I knew there would be a tarp. This I brought in and laid out beside Budgie’s body. He was still somewhat pliant. He was wearing a long-sleeved T under a ripped fake vintage Whitesnake shirt. I rolled him into the tarp and was able to straighten his legs and fold his arms across his chest as if he were, say, a disciple of Horus. I closed Budgie’s inquiring eyes and they stayed shut. While I was accomplishing all of this I thought, Do now. Feel later. But brushing my fingers down to shut his eyelids got me. Forever not to see the answer. I needed something to hold his chin. All I had in the truck was a bungee cord.


‘Mara,’ I said, ‘would you prefer I go out to my vehicle and get professional bindings, or do you have a scarf you could gift Budgie as a token of your love in the next world? Non-floral if possible.’


She gave me a long blue silky scarf with stars on it.


‘My anniversary present from Budgie,’ she said, very quiet.


I was surprised, because to my knowledge Budgie was cheap. Perhaps the scarf was an uh-oh gift from a guilty returning spouse. I wrapped Budgie’s head in the scarf to pull up his jaw, stood back. Wondered if I had a calling. Suddenly he had a wise preternatural look. It was as though he’d only pretended to be an asshole in life but was really a shamanic priest.


‘It’s like he’s … all knowing,’ said Mara, impressed.


We twined our fingers again. All of this began to take on a shattering significance. I nearly broke down and left Budgie there. Now of course I wish I had. But my ever reliable sales persona took over and kept things moving.


‘All right, Mara. I am going to start Budgie on the next phase of his journey, and usually it goes better if the bereaved one has a cup of tea and meditates. You don’t want to hold him back.’


Mara bent over and kissed her husband on the forehead. Then she straightened, pulled in a deep breath, walked into the kitchen. I heard water rush, presumably into a teakettle, and I rolled Budgie into firefighter carry position. While Mara was making her tea, I lugged him through the door, past the depressed pit mix, and deposited him in the back of the truck. I had to kick off my heels and jump aboard to pull him in. The adrenaline helped, though my dress ripped. I rolled in behind the wheel and drove him to Danae’s.


She was waiting on the front deck. I got out of the truck. She came rushing at me, but before I gave her Budgie, I wiggled my fingers. She took the check out of her back jeans pocket, unfolded it, but said she had to see his body first. She licked her pulpy lips and smiled. It was like turning over a rock.


My love for Danae sloughed off me like an old skin. Sometimes a person shows you something. Everything. Budgie had attained a reflective dignity. Danae was freakishly eager. I could not put these two things together. We went around to the back of the truck. I reached in and tugged back the tarp, but restrained myself from looking at either Budgie or Danae. She handed me the check, and then she climbed in beside him. I made sure the check was properly signed. Then stepped away from the truck in relief. From what I did next, you can tell I am no professional body snatcher, as was later alleged. I left. I threw the keys in the truck’s front seat and got into my little Mazda beater. I was out of there in two tails. I mean, I should have helped her bring Budgie into the house. I should have sneaked back the truck. Wait. I shouldn’t have taken Budgie’s body at all. But leaving the body in the refrigerated truck actually did me the most harm in the end.


That, plus not looking in his armpits. However.


It was still only midafternoon, so I went straight to the bank and deposited the check. Minus the cash amount that my account would cover before the check cleared. Sixty dollars. With those twenties in my purse, I drove along and distanced myself, telling myself to breathe, to not look back. I went to the steakhouse/bar I used to frequent when I was flush. It was a few miles down the highway, in the woods. At Lucky Dog, I bought myself a whiskey and a fancy rib eye. It came with a green salad and a twice-baked potato. Delectable. My senses opened up. The meal and the money cured me. The whiskey killed the ants. I was a new person, one whose fate would not be to end this life squinting at a stack of tubbies. One whose destiny had been forged during unusual circumstances. I mulled over my creative burst. The business I’d thought up on the fly, Earth to Earth, could go places. People were looking for alternatives. Plus death was recession-proof and could not be easily outsourced to another country. I knew there would be laws and hurdles and regulations, but with this grubstake of Danae’s, I could get a life.


As I laid out my promising future, he slid into the booth across from me. My nemesis. My alternate crush.


‘Pollux,’ I said. ‘My Potawatomi conscience. Where’s your cute Tribal Police outfit?’


Pollux had once been a keen-eyed boxer. His nose was mashed, left eyebrow dented. He had a false tooth. His knuckles were uneven knobs.


‘I’m off duty,’ he said. ‘But I’m here for a reason.’


My heart lurched. I feared that Pollux was here to provide a special service.


‘Tookie,’ he said. ‘You know the line.’


‘We’ve got to stop meeting like this?’


‘I knew it was you when I saw the truck. Innovative.’


‘A thinker, I am that.’


‘The tribe didn’t send you to college for nothing.’


‘Yes they did,’ I said.


‘Tell you what. I’ll buy you another whiskey before we go through the hoopla.’


‘I was going to start a beautiful business, Pollux.’


‘You still can. In twenty years, max. You did a good job, really. Eyes were on your friends. If only they hadn’t gotten all hysterical and started bragging you up.’


(Danae, Danae! Other coin of my heart.)


‘You’re kidding about the twenty. Woooo, I’m scared. Did you talk to Mara?’


‘She praised your service, your compassion, yes, even after we told her Danae was behind it.’


‘Oh really?’ I was pleased even under the circumstances. But he hadn’t admitted he was fake-intimidating me.


‘Pollux, give your ol’ pal Tookie a break. And hey what, twenty?’


‘I’m hearing things,’ he said. ‘You could be … I mean, with your past record. You never know. It could go double.’


Now I was trying not to hyperventilate. Yet there was something missing. A crime.


Pollux gave me the eye—the dark sad eye from under his scarred brow. He was staring into the nervous slush of my heart. But I saw now he was struggling.


‘What is it? Why the twenty fucking years?’


‘It isn’t my place to figure out if you know or don’t know what Budgie was carrying.’


‘Carrying? What he usually carries, tragic bullshit. You haven’t answered my question.’


‘You know the routine. But it would help if you would not deposit that check.’


‘I’m not stupid. Of course I deposited it.’


He said nothing. We sat some more. His damaged brow lowered. He sipped at a whiskey and wondered sadly into my eyes. While in some lights I am striking in a Hell Girl way, Pollux might be considered definitively ugly under any light. But as a man, a fighter, it doesn’t lose him many points. Rugged, he is called. He looked away. I knew it was too good to last, him staring at me.


‘Now tell me,’ I said. ‘Twenty?’


‘You finally went big-time, Tookie.’


‘It was a substantial check. I was thinking charity, you know? After business expenses …’


‘Not the check, although that will enter into it. But Tookie. Stealing a corpse? And what he carried? That’s more than grand larceny. Plus the truck …’


I nearly choked. I did choke. Tears even welled up. I had not even considered what I was doing to be a crime. Grand larceny has a swell ring, unless you’re looking at the time.


‘Pollux, I wasn’t stealing! I was relocating a body. Doing a friend a favor. Okay, and so I borrowed a truck. What was I supposed to do when she screamed out, Budgie, my soul?’


‘Yeah, Tookie. But you deposited the check. Also, the truck was refrigerated. Like maybe you did it to harvest body parts.’


I couldn’t speak.


Pollux bought me that drink.


‘You’re one of a kind,’ I finally said. ‘Plus a Potawatomi. Tribal kin.’


‘And kith,’ said Pollux. ‘We surely go back an eon. We evolved together on Turtle’s Back. Oh Tookie, my endless …’


‘Endless what?’


He didn’t answer. I asked again. ‘We’ll get it reduced,’ he said. ‘I’ll weigh in on your behalf. Maybe some kind of deal. I don’t think body stealing should be that big a crime. And you didn’t know …’


‘Right on. Why’s it a crime? It’s just Budgie.’


‘I know. And the body parts thing …’


‘It’s stupid. He wasn’t near fresh enough to sell.’


Pollux gave me a serious look and told me not to say that in court.


‘Tribal won’t be involved,’ he went on. ‘This goes federal. People in that system don’t know your sense of humor. Your charm. You’ll just be a big mean-looking Indian like me.


‘Though also—’ He was going to amend. I butted in.


‘Only you became a tribal cop. Wise choice.’


‘You could be anything,’ said Pollux. ‘You make my brain boil. You make my heart [he delicately touched his chest] flip over. Twist in a knot. It’s like you never learned that our choices get us where we are.’


Truer words were never spoken, but I could not respond. My thoughts were barging around in my skull.


We stared into each other’s eyes. I rolled up the sleeves of my green jacket and slid my arms across the table. That’s when he pulled out the cuffs and arrested me. Right there.
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I’M NOT much of a TV watcher, so as I waited for the trial in jail, I used my call to ask Danae to drop off books. Her number was disconnected. Later I called Mara, same. To my surprise, it was my seventh-grade teacher in the reservation school who came to my rescue. I’d always thought Jackie Kettle had been nice to me because it was her first year of teaching and she was very young. But it turned out she kept track of her students. She found out I’d been jailed, went to a rummage sale, and bought a dollar box of tomes. Mainly, they were inspirational, which is to say, comical. But there were two or three seemingly tossed in from forced freshman college reading. Yesteryear reading. They let me have an old Norton Anthology of English Literature. It got me through. I didn’t have many visitors. Pollux came once, but I think he may have started to cry, so that was it. Danae had got me hauled in with her story, which made what I did into a special thing and all—she wasn’t thinking. I forgave her, but I didn’t want to see her. Anyway, the anthology blurred the time and soon enough I had to see L. Ron Hubbard. Indeed, our tribe had a defense attorney who was a Scientologist. This is what happens to the stewards of the land. But his name wasn’t really L. Ron Hubbard. We just called him that. His real name was Ted Johnson. Ted and I were meeting in the same dreary little room we always had before. Ted Johnson was the most nondescript person ever, sad-sack in baggy Men’s Wearhouse suits, floppy 1980s ties, a half-bald pate sprouting hair just at the ear line, a curly swatch he kept tucking back. He had a round bland face with perfectly opaque green eyes and pinhole pupils cold as drill bits. Unfortunately he was not covering up a preternatural shrewdness.


‘Tookie, I’m surprised.’


‘You’re surprised, Ted? I’m surprised. Who made this a crime?’


‘It is body theft!’


‘It was not theft. I didn’t keep the body.’


‘Good. I’ll use that. You did, however, accept payment of over twenty-five thousand dollars, which under statue etc.’


‘Under statue? Aren’t you missing the t?’


‘Yeah, like I said.’ Ted didn’t flinch. I was in trouble.


‘The human body itself is worth ninety-seven cents,’ I told him. ‘Boiled down to its minerals and so on.’


‘Good. I’ll use that.’


He paused.


‘How do you know that?’


‘My high school chemistry teacher,’ I said. Then it occurred to me what a ditz Mr. Hrunkl had been and also that, on some black market for body parts, Budgie would possibly have been worth a lot more. I felt cold, kept talking.


‘Look, Ted. The money from Danae was a coincidence. I took it for safekeeping. I was afraid in her grief that she would do something stupid with the money, and I am her best friend. I was keeping that money for her. As soon as you get me out of here it will go back in her account where no doubt she will squander it.’


‘Of course. I’ll use that.’


‘So what’s our strategy?’


Ted looked at his notes. ‘You didn’t keep the body, which boiled down is only worth ninety-seven cents.’


‘Maybe lose “boiled down.” And probably it’s a bit more now. Inflation.’


‘Okay. The money from Danae was for safekeeping so she wouldn’t spend it while she was stupid with grief.’


‘Out of her mind with grief. And I’m her best friend. Write that down.’


‘Yes. We’re going to be okay here! I’ll get you off!’


He looked like he needed a nap. But before he nodded off he whispered something odd.


‘You know what was taped on the body, right?’


‘I suppose a tag of some kind. Like D.O.A.’


‘No, beneath the shirt.’


‘His Whitesnake shirt. Classic. Old cassette tapes?’


Ted’s face creased in an effort to study my meaning. He looked side to side in a paranoid fashion, then shook his head. ‘It’s too risky for me to say. You’ll get a visit from the DEA or somebody like that. I don’t know, maybe just the locals. There’s more to this than you know. Or maybe you do know. I’m not part of this.’


‘Part of what?’


He got up and hastily stuffed his papers back into his plastic briefcase.


‘Part of what?’


I stood up and yelled after him. ‘Get back here, Ted. Part of what?’
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TED CAME back a few days later, even sleepier. He kept rubbing his eyes and yawning in my face.


‘So,’ he said. ‘Danae and Mara finally broke down.’


‘They were stricken with grief, each in a different way,’ I said.


‘Not broken down like that. No, I mean they started talking.’


‘That’s good! They should talk through their loss. Good thing they have each other now.’


‘I’m beginning to think you really didn’t know.’


‘Know? That he OD’d? I knew that.’


‘It’s more than that. You were questioned.’


‘Yeah, but I had no part in it.’


‘Tookie,’ he said, too gently, ‘you moved a human body with armpits full of crack cocaine from Wisconsin to Minnesota. That’s across state lines.’


‘Well, look, Indigenous people don’t recognize state lines. And why would I check his armpits?’


‘Danae and Mara already talked and made a deal. Thing is, they swear the drug transport via armpit was your idea and the money you accepted was your cut against future profits. Tookie, I’m sorry.’


‘Like I’d cash a check for advance drug profits? How stupid do you think I look?’


It unnerved me that Ted didn’t answer.


‘Oh for godsakes, Ted, nobody’s listening to me! I had no idea!’


‘Everybody’s listening. It’s just that you’re saying what everybody says. I had no idea is kind of overused as a defense.’
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THERE WAS a period of time like the blank pages in a diary. I can’t say what happened. Then I was hauled over for further questioning. From this interview came the evidence that put me away. My downfall was duct tape. This time it was a steely-eyed man wearing bronzer and a ripped woman with a lipless grin.


‘Your friends say you masterminded this idea.’


‘What idea?’


‘Transporting crack taped onto a dead body. Dishonoring this poor fellow. You’d drop him at your little blond friend’s house. She’d pay you for the delivery. Give you a cut of sales later. She’d remove the contraband and call the funeral home to pick up Budgie.’


‘Crack? There wasn’t any. I hauled Budgie’s body for Danae. She was in love with Budgie. Theirs was a blessed love, ordained by the gods, see, and she wanted him with her. Why the hell, I don’t know.’


‘There was crack cocaine. And duct tape.’


Duct tape. Smart-ass me, I asked if it was gray duct tape. My interrogators had the swaggery exhausted cynicism of high school football coaches. They looked at each other poker-faced and then one gave the other a significant eyebrow twitch.


‘What?’ I said.


‘You asked about the duct tape.’


I told them that I didn’t know how to react to the information they’d given me. Therefore I’d asked an irrelevant question.


They told me the question about the duct tape was not irreverent.


‘I said irrelevant.’


‘Have it your way. Can you guess why?’


‘Maybe the tape wasn’t gray?’


‘What color was it?’


‘No idea.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Why else would I ask?’


‘It’s a very strange thing to ask.’


‘I don’t think so. I think it’s a normal thing to wonder. They make duct tape in different colors now.’


Again the significant eyebrow twitch. ‘Different colors,’ said one. And then the question that terrified me.


‘If you were to pick a color, what color would that tape be?’


‘I don’t know. Suddenly my mouth is very dry,’ I said. ‘Do you think I could have a drink of water?’


‘Of course, of course. As soon as you answer the question.’


I was in that room for a very long time. And they didn’t bring me any water. I was hallucinating when they came back. My tongue was so thick I couldn’t fully close my mouth. There was a foul brown crust over my lips. The woman had a Dixie cup. She poured out the water in front of me and I lunged.


‘Did you remember the color of the tape?’


I’d had time to scheme. What if I picked a color and I got it right? I’d pick all the colors. Yes. That way I couldn’t possibly get it right.


‘It was all the colors,’ I said.


They nodded, gave me a sharp look of approval, and together said, Bingo.


Who even knew they made rainbow duct tape? And why for no reason had Mara used it to tape the moon rocks in Budgie’s pits?


ON THE day I was sentenced by Judge Ragnik to sixty years, there was consternation in the courtroom, but as for me I could not get the puzzled look off my face. I wore the same expression as Budgie. However, many in that courtroom were not surprised. Federal sentencing is harsh. Crack cocaine inflated everything to a crazy degree. And finally, the judge had leeway—stealing Budgie was an aggravating circumstance and this judge was fervently appalled by what I had done. He spoke of the sanctity and holiness of the dead, how helpless they are in the hands of the living. How this could set a precedent. The ridiculous contract had come to light—damn my smart-ass. Also, I quote statistics. I was on the wrong side of the statistics. Native Americans are the most oversentenced people currently imprisoned. I love statistics because they place what happens to a scrap of humanity, like me, on a worldwide scale. For instance, Minnesota alone imprisons three times as many women as all of Canada, not to mention all of Europe. There are the other statistics. I can’t even get into those. For many years now, I have asked myself why we are at the bottom, or at the highest worst, of everything measurable. Because I know we have greatness as a people. But perhaps our greatness lies in what isn’t measurable. Maybe we were colonized, but not enough. Never mind casinos, or my own behavior, most of us do not make money our one fixed star. Not enough to wipe clean the love of our ancestors. We’re still not colonized enough to put us in a dominant-language mind-set. Even though most of us don’t speak our Native languages, many of us act out of a handed-down sense of that language. That generosity. In our own Anishinaabemowin, it includes intricate forms of human relationships and infinite ways to joke. So maybe we are on the wrong side of the English language. I think that’s possible.


Still, the history of an English word eased my despair. At the jail where I stayed before I was transferred, they x-rayed my dictionary, removed the cover, poked around in the stitching, ruffled through the pages. Ultimately, I was made to earn it for good behavior, and I did so. Bad behavior had vanished when the sentence was pronounced. At least if I could control it. There were times I couldn’t. I was Tookie, always too much Tookie. For better or worse, that’s a fact.


My dictionary was The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 1969. Jackie Kettle sent it to me with a letter. She told me that she was given this dictionary by the National Football League as a prize for an essay she had written about her reasons for going to college. She carried this dictionary to college; now she was entrusting it to me.




sentence n, 1. A grammatical unit comprising a word or a group of words that is separate from any other grammatical construction, and usually consists of at least one subject with its predicate and contains a finite verb or verb phrase; for example, The door is open and Go! are sentences.





On first reading this definition, I marveled at the italicized examples. These were not just sentences, I thought. The door is open. Go! They were the most beautiful sentences ever written.
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I WAS in a decrepit jail for eight months because there was no room anyplace else. There were too many women in Minnesota making, as my counselors liked to say, bad choices. With this uptick in female incarcerations, there was no room in the Shakopee women’s prison, which didn’t even have a real fence around it at the time. I wanted to go there. But anyway, I was a federal prisoner. Waseca, now a minimum-security federal women’s prison in southern Minnesota, hadn’t yet started taking women. So I was transferred from Thief River Falls to a place out of state I’ll call Rockville.


It was the transfer that got me into further trouble. Transfers happen at night. I would find the only times I was personally awakened in prison were the rare times I was having a happy dream. One night, still in jail, I was just about to bite into a giant piece of chocolate cake when I was blown out of sleep. I was told to put on a paper shirt and pants, then shuffled off to a van bus wearing paper slippers. Each prisoner was shackled in a cubicle. When I saw that I was supposed to enter this tiny cage I collapsed. I was deadly claustrophobic at the time. I had learned about St. Lucy, whom God made so heavy she could not be lifted. I tried to make myself that heavy and tried as well to tell the transport goons that I suffered from claustrophobia. I begged like a maniac, so they treated me like a maniac. Two men sweat, strained, pummeled, pushed, and dragged me into the cage. Then Budgie came in with me, the door shut, and I began to scream.


I heard them talking about getting a shot of knockout juice. I started begging for that. But there wasn’t a nurse to administer the shot in the middle of the night. We took off, me screaming, Budgie gloating, the star scarf still tying up his jaw and knotted floppily atop his head. The other women were swearing at me, and the security guys bellowing at us all. As we rolled along, things got worse. Once the adrenaline of a panic attack hits your system there’s no stopping it. I’ve been told that the intensity of a panic attack means it can’t go on forever, but I’ll tell you, it can go on for hours, as it did when Budgie started hissing through his rotten teeth. During those hours I have no memory of what I did, but apparently I decided to kill myself by tearing up what I could snatch of my paper clothes, wadding up bits of my pantalets and sleeves, stuffing my nose and mouth. When I went silent, I’m told, everyone was so relieved that nobody wanted to check on me. So I could have died of blank paper if one cop hadn’t had a conscience. If there had been words on the paper, would my death have been a poem? I would have a lot of time to ponder that question.


ONCE LANDED, I was confined to the segregation unit, or seg, for a year. Because of my attempt at death by paper, I was allowed no books. However, I discovered that unknown to myself I had a library in my head. Every book I’d read from grade school to college was in there, plus those I’d been obsessed with later on. My brainfolds held long scenes and passages—everything from the Redwall books to Huck Finn to Lilith’s Brood. So passed a year in which I somehow did not go mad, then a couple more before I was transferred. This time, on the way to Waseca, I was shackled but not confined to a cubicle. Anyway, my time in seg had cured me of claustrophobia. I did seven years in Waseca and then one day I was called into the warden’s office. By then, my tune had drastically changed. I was keeping my head down. Taking college courses. Doing my job. So what the fuck had I done? I stepped into the office expecting to hear some disaster, only to hear sentences that stopped my heart: Your time here is over. Your sentence was commuted.


Then quiet like a thunderclap. Commuted to time served. I had to sit on the floor. I’d be out once the paperwork went through. I didn’t ask questions in case it turned out they had the wrong person. But I later learned that I had totally underestimated Ted Johnson. He had not given up. Yes, he’d had me apply every year for a pardon, I knew that. But I didn’t think it would go anywhere. He’d filed appeal after appeal. He’d brought my case to a group at the University of Minnesota. I got attention because of Budgie and the judge’s extreme beliefs. Ted Johnson had also acquired confessions from Danae and Mara, who, now that they’d served their short exclamative sentences—example, You assholes!—saw no use in blaming me and admitted they’d set me up. He’d pressed my story everywhere possible.


I wrote to Ted Johnson, thanking him for giving me a chance at a free life. My letter did not reach him because he was in a world with no addresses. He had died of a massive heart attack.


The night I found I was going to walk free, I couldn’t sleep. Although I had dreamed of this moment, the reality filled me with a combination of terror and euphoria. I thanked my tiny god.


Once, when I was in isolation, sitting on my bed in a fugue state, a tiny spirit had visited me. In Ojibwe, the word for ‘insect’ is manidoons, tiny spirit. One day an iridescent green fly landed on my wrist. I didn’t move, just watched as it stroked its jewel-like carapace with eyelash arms. Later, I looked it up. It was only a greenbottle fly, Lucilia sericata. But at the time it was an emissary of all I thought would never be mine again—common uncommon beauty, ecstasy, surprise. The next morning, it was gone. Back to garbage or a carcass, I thought. But no. It was smeared on the palm of my hand. I’d slapped it to death in my sleep. I was fucked. Of course I’d lost all sense of irony because I lived in a cruel cliché. But in the despair of routine any aberration is a radiant signal. For weeks afterward I fervently believed that this little spirit had been a sign I would someday walk free. And here I’d killed it.


Yet the gods had mercy.


I left in a pair of sunflower-print overalls, a white T-shirt, and men’s work boots. I still had the dictionary. A transition house took me in until eventually I found a place to live in the shadow of I-35.


Between 2005 and 2015 phones had evolved. The first thing I noticed was every other person stared into a lighted rectangle. I wanted one too. To get one, I needed a job. Though now I could operate an industrial sewing machine and work a printing press, the most important skill I’d gained in prison was how to read with murderous attention. The prison libraries had been deep in crafting books. At first I read everything, even knitting instructions. There were occasional windfalls of donated volumes. I read every single Great Books of the World, every Philippa Gregory and Louis L’Amour. Jackie Kettle sent a book, faithful, every month. But I dreamed of choosing a book from a library or a bookshop. I took my so-called resumé, filled with lies, around to every bookstore in Minneapolis. Only one store answered, because Jackie now worked there as buyer and manager.


The bookstore was a modest little place across from a brick school building in a pleasant neighborhood. The sheltered blue door opened into a sweetgrass-smelling, scuffed-up eight-hundred-square-foot space stuffed with books, with sections labeled Indigenous Fiction, History, Poetry, Language, Memoirs, and so on. I realized we are more brilliant than I knew. The owner was sitting in a narrow back office with high windows that let through scarves of mellow light. Louise was wearing vintage oval eyeglasses and had piled her hair in a beaded clip. I knew her only from early author photos. Age had broadened her face and nose, plumped up her cheeks, grayed her hair, and given her a general air of tolerance. She told me the store was losing money.


‘I might be able to help,’ I said.


‘How?’


‘By selling books.’


I was at my most intimidating then and spoke with my old sales confidence. After I ditched the sunflower overalls, I cultivated a brutal gorgeous look—thick black eyeliner, cruel slash of lipstick, weightlifting arms, and thick thighs. My go-to outfit was black jeans, high-top black Stompers, black football jersey, nose ring, eyebrow cuff, tight black bandanna headband to keep my hair in place. Who would dare not buy a book from me? Louise took it all in and nodded. She had my resumé in hand, but she didn’t ask me a single question about it.


‘What are you reading now?’


‘Almanac of the Dead. A masterwork.’


‘So it is. What else?’


‘Comics. Graphic novels. Uh, Proust?’


She gave me a skeptical nod and sort of scanned me over.


‘This is a dark time for little bookstores and we probably won’t make it,’ she said. ‘Would you like a job?’


I STARTED with a swing shift and added hours. I reconnected with Jackie Kettle, who had read everything ever written and taught me how to run the store. The old Tookie had her ideas about the opportunities in retail. But I resisted the temptation to pilfer the till and I resisted the temptation to steal credit card info and I resisted the temptation to filch our sidelines, even the best jewelry. Sometimes I had to bite my fingers. Over time, resistance became a habit and the urge diminished. I worked my way into getting a raise, then another, and there were always perks, including discounted books and advanced reader’s editions. I lived on the cheap. Window-shopped. Roamed. After work I rode the bus here and there, stop and start, all through the Cities. Things had changed since I was a kid. It was thrilling to be carried along the streets, scant notion where I was going, into neighborhoods inhabited by surprising people. Women in billowing fuchsia robes and purple head scarves roamed the sidewalks. I saw Hmong people, Eritrean people. Mexican. Vietnamese. Ecuadorian. Somali. Laotian. And a gratifying number of Black American people and my fellow Indigenes. Store signs in languages with flowing script and then mansion after mansion—spruced up, decaying, chopped up, gated under floating canopies of trees. Then abandoned areas—train yards, acres of paved fields, dystopic malls. Sometimes I’d see a tiny restaurant I liked the look of so I’d get off at the next stop and go inside, order soup. I took a tour of world soups. Avgolemono. Sambar. Menudo. Egusi with fufu. Ajiaco. Borscht. Leberknödel suppe. Gazpacho. Tom yam. Solyanka. Nässelsoppa. Gumbo. Gamjaguk. Miso. Pho ga. Samgyetang. I kept a list in my diary, with the price of the soup next to each name. All were satisfyingly cheap and very filling. Next to me in a café, once, I heard men order bull penis soup. I tried to order it from the waiter, also, but the waiter looked sad and said they only got one penis a week and the soup went fast.


‘They got some,’ I said, gesturing at the table of skinny, potbellied men.


‘They need it,’ he said, sotto voce. ‘It’s good for hangovers and you know.’ He cranked his arm from the elbow.


‘Oh, that.’


‘Their wives send them.’


He winked. Instead of winking back, I gave him the kill stare. I wanted him to buckle at the knees. He didn’t, but the free soup was excellent.


One day, I got out by the Hard Times café and backtracked to an outdoor supply store on Cedar Avenue and Riverside in Minneapolis. Midwest Mountaineering had a chain-link back enclosure filled with kayaks and canoes. They were bright—blue so blue it glowed, happy red, sale-tag yellow. As I was walking toward the back entrance to look for an on-sale parka in August, I felt eyes on me, turned around.


Those broad shoulders. That square head. He stood out against the crayon pack of self-propelled boats. His legs were skinnier and he was wearing a pair of glowing white runners. He was a black cutout with the sun behind him. His shadow was crooked and hurt, from way back, even before the boxing and the tribal copping. He entered a patch of sun and lighted up. Flat assed, goofily smiling, homely. Pollux hugged me like a big kid, stepped back. He narrowed his eyes and stared at me with strange force.


‘You’re free?’


‘Let’s just say I’m on the outside.’


‘On the run?’


‘No.’


‘Then say it.’


‘Say what? How’s my Potawatomi conscience?’


‘No, not that.’


‘Then what?’


‘Say you’ll marry me.’


‘You’ll marry me?’


‘Yes.’


The door is open. Go!


NOW I live as a person with a regular life. A job with regular hours after which I come home to a regular husband. Even a regular little house, but with a big irregular beautiful blowsy yard. I live the way a person does who has ceased to dread each day’s ration of time. I live what can be called a normal life only if you’ve always expected to live such a way. If you think you have the right. Work. Love. Food. A bedroom sheltered by a pine tree. Sex and wine. Knowing what I know of my tribe’s history, remembering what I can bear to remember of my own, I can only call the life I live now a life of heaven.


Ever since I understood this life was to be mine, I have wanted only for it to continue in its precious routine. And so it has. However. Order tends toward disorder. Chaos stalks our feeble efforts. One has ever to be on guard.


I worked hard, kept things tidy, curtailed my inner noise, stayed steady. And still, trouble found where I lived and tracked me down. In November 2019, death took one of my most annoying customers. But she did not disappear.
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November 2019


FIVE DAYS AFTER Flora died, she was still coming to the bookstore. I’m still not strictly rational. How could I be? I sell books. Even so, I found the truth of this hard to accept. Flora came in when the store was empty, always on my shift. She knew our slow hours. The first time this happened, I had just learned the sad news and was easily rattled. I heard her murmuring, then rustling about on the other side of the tall bookshelves in Fiction, her favorite section. In need of good sense, I picked up my phone to text Pollux, but what to say? I put down the phone, took a deep breath, and queried the empty store. Flora? There was a gliding shuffle. Her light-heeled, quiet step. The material she’d worn was always of the sort that made slight noises—silk or nylon jackets, quilted this time of year. There was also the barely perceptible tap-clink of earrings in her double-pierced lobes, and the muted clatter of her many interesting bracelets. Somehow the familiarity of these sounds calmed me enough to go on. I didn’t panic. I mean, her death wasn’t my fault. She had no reason to be angry with me. But I didn’t speak to her again and worked unhappily behind the counter while her spirit browsed.


• • •


FLORA DIED on the second of November, All Souls’ Day, when the fabric between the worlds is thin as tissue and easily torn. Since then, she has been here every morning. It is disturbing enough when a regular customer dies—but Flora’s stubborn refusal to vanish began to irk me. Although it figured. She would haunt the store. Flora was a devoted reader, a passionate book collector. Our specialty is Native books, of course, her main interest. But here comes the annoying part: she was a stalker—of all things Indigenous. Maybe stalker is too harsh a word. Let’s say instead that she was a very persistent wannabe.


The word isn’t in my old dictionary. It was slang at the time, but it seems to have become a noun in the midseventies. Wannabe is from want to be, as in this phrase I’ve heard many times in life. I used to wanna be an Indian. It usually comes from someone who wants you to know that as a child they slept in a tipi made of blankets, fought cowboys, tied a sister to a tree. The person is proud of having identified with an underdog and wants some affirmation from an actual Indigenous person. These days I nod along and try to sell a book, although people who tell that story rarely buy a book. I put Paul Chaat Smith’s Everything You Know About Indians Is Wrong into their hands anyway. Wannabe. At its most fervent, this annoying impulse, I used to wanna be an Indian, becomes a kind of personality disorder. It turns into a descriptive noun if this fascination persists into adulthood. Over time, Flora disappeared into her earnest, unaccountable, persistent, self-obliterating delusion.


Flora told people that she had been an Indian in a former life. That was her line at first, anyway. No form of argument could disabuse her of this notion. Later, once she absorbed the fact that ‘Indian in a Former Life’ was a much ridiculed cliché, she changed her tune. She suddenly discovered a shadowy great-grandmother and showed me the photograph of a grim woman in a shawl.


The woman in the picture looked Indianesque, or she might have just been in a bad mood.


‘My great-grandma was ashamed of being Indian. She never spoke about it much,’ said Flora.


This shamed-out grandma was another common identity trope. I asked about the tribe, and Flora was vague. Ojibwe or Dakota or Ho-Chunk, she was still doing research. I was pretty sure that Flora had plucked the photo from a junk-store bin, though she insisted it was given to her, and changed that to ‘passed down.’ I thought of questioning this, but for a long time she had been doing the work of the angels. Flora fostered Native teen runaways, raised money for a Native women’s refuge, worked in the community. So what if she needed, however fake, a connection? She showed up at every powwow and protest and gathering. She would even show up on the doorsteps of her favorite Native people, unannounced. And the thing is she always had a gift—books, of course, or a bag of pastries, a coffeemaker she’d scored at a yard sale, ribbons, fabric. Also, she was nice, good-natured, not just friendly, but ready to help. I mean, she would do your laundry. Why did her niceness grate on me? She would buy meals, loan money, help sew quilts for ceremonies. And she always had tickets to movie previews, new plays, artists’ receptions, usually with some Indigenous connection. At every event, she’d stay to the bitter end. She’d always been that way, or so I’d heard. The last to leave.


So in death as in life. She couldn’t take a hint.


One morning at the store, I lost my patience and said what apparently no one ever told her in life—that she had overstayed. I spoke to the air. Time to go! She fell silent. Then her footsteps began again, sliding and sly. A picture of her stealthy resentment formed. I had trouble catching my breath, a bit afraid, as though Flora might materialize right in front of me. She had been a striking woman in her indeterminate sixties, comfortable in her body. Her face was large featured and vivid—a bony nose, jutting cheekbones, a pink pouf of lip. She wore her whitening blond hair in a messy updo. Flora was a pretty woman, used to being gawked at, unable to let that go. She’d been pursued by Native men, but somehow she’d never married one. Flora loved powwows, had made herself a traditional dance outfit of buckskin and purple beadwork. She had plenty of acquaintances who believed in her grandma picture or indulged her because she was helpful. She smiled in delight as she bobbed around the dance circle.
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