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to kevin




April 28


Sweet Marley,


I’m on my way to Kansas. I guess me and Boy have finished our stay in Oklahoma. I decided on Kansas because of a dream I had. I dream so much now.


How about you? Do you dream of faraway places and the people who live there? Do you dream of the things you have done or might do?


Do you dream of me and Boy?


We dream of you. . . .


We dream and think of you and your family living in the house across from the river. (And yes, before you say anything I happen to know Boy dreams about you. I read him your letters, and he knows who you are. He’s an evolved dog.)


About my dream . . .


I’m riding along in my truck and I pass a little boy on the side of the road. He’s pointing ahead. I stop the truck and ask him if he needs a ride anywhere, but he just smiles and shakes his head. He keeps pointing, though.


As I ride further down the road, I see you and your mom holding up signs that say KANSAS. Both of you are wearing long dresses covered in sunflowers–pointing. . . . There’s a gentle wind blowing, and your sign blows out of your hand. (Then Boy woke me–he wanted a snack.)


It was like you were really there, Marley.


Did you dream on the fifteenth of this month?


Maybe you’d dream-skipped to Kansas. . . .


The land of sunflowers and Oz is calling to me. I can’t wait to get there. The sunflowers will be in full bloom by the time Boy and I show up.


Boy has decided to change his personality. I’m still checking on the new one. When I truly know what all the changes are–I’ll let you know. (But he has become a vegetarian!)


Looks like the oil wells go on forever in Oklahoma . . .


Much love,


Jack and Boy
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heaven


In Heaven there are 1,637 steps from my house to the Western Union. You have to walk by a playground and four stores–two clothing, one food, and one hardware coffee shop. After you pass those stores, you cross one street and hop over a deadly looking grate. (I once heard about a man who got struck by lightning while standing on one.) Ten steps past the grate is Ma’s Superette.


(If you can’t find it at Ma’s . . . she even sells live bait on the side.)


Ma’s Superette is open 231/2 hours a day. Ma closes it from 4:10 A.M. to 4:40 A.M. every morning. She uses the half hour to pray. At least that’s what she says she uses it for. When I said differently one day Pops said I was skeptical and not spiritual at all.


That made me mad ’cause hadn’t I put all my allowance in the Salvation Army kettle last winter? Sometimes Pops just doesn’t get it. He even said a while ago that because I was just fourteen I didn’t understand about life, but I wasn’t about to hear that. Sometimes he gets so mad at me, he just shakes his head and mumbles that I’m just like Uncle Jack. Then he tosses the thought away I guess and smiles at me, every time.


Anyway, Ma’s was the place you could get nachos and nail polish, Levi’s when you needed them, and flip-flops for the summer. I’d already gone through two pair and it’s only the middle of June.


Heaven might sound pretty boring to most people, but before I really understood about all my years at the Western Union, it was fine for a girl like me.


I don’t get sent to Ma’s for bread and milk like most kids, but to wire money. I’ve been doing it ever since I’ve been allowed to leave the yard by myself. It’s something I thought most kids did. It’s something I found out a little further down the road that made me different from every other kid in Heaven.





postcards from uncle


We live in Heaven ’cause about twelve years ago Momma found a postcard on a park bench postmarked HEAVEN, OH. On the front of the postcard were clouds and a group of people floating around and waving. It said, HI FROM HEAVEN.


Momma said she’d been looking for Heaven her whole life–so we moved: Momma, Pops, Butchy, and me.


Pops was looking for another job, too. He said it was getting pretty dry out west. Too many people had decided California was the place they had to be. So it was time to go.


But this is how Momma tells it.


“Wasn’t much to it. Small town, lots of trees and kids running everywhere. There was the cutest little school sitting over by the river–and when the Impala died right in front of this little house with a picket fence and Marley started screaming to go to the bathroom, we were in Heaven to stay.”


Pops says, “What? I don’t know. That was ten or twenty years ago, and how am I supposed to remember any of it? I was almost blind from driving and about out of my mind with sleep. . . . What were we talking about?”


My brother Butchy grunts: “Do I look like the answer man?”


But Momma’s telling is only the beginning of how we ended up in Heaven. A postcard, a dead Impala, and a house with a picket fence is only part of what got us here.


Why Momma was looking for Heaven is another thing. People look for what they think they need, I guess. You find what you think you need and what might make you happy in different places with different people and sometimes it’s just waiting in a tiny town in Ohio with a cute little schoolhouse by the river. Heaven was waiting for us.


If the whole truth be told, that’s adding Pops’s truth and the little bit that Butchy knows—I figure we ended up in Heaven because of the postcard, Western Union, and Uncle Jack.


There aren’t Western Union offices everywhere, you know. Sometimes you have to go miles to find one. When the car broke down and Pops needed a phone, he had gone to Ma’s Superette, called a tow truck, bought bologna sandwiches, and had seen the Western Union sign by the register. Then he’d looked around town and thought maybe it would be a nice place to raise a family and pets.


The story is, between the ages of two and ten I had twelve dogs, fifteen cats, nine rabbits, ten birds (eight being nursed because of cat attacks), one lizard, and 105 goldfish.


Pops say I’m just like his twin brother, Uncle Jack, about animals. It’s just not home without something furry or scaly or feathered around. I’m just like Uncle Jack, who’s been everywhere in the world and who I only know through letters and the Western Union. . . .


May 8


Marley Marley,


Hey, Angel! How’s it going in Heaven?


If that last hat that I sent you doesn’t fit, make your melon-headed old man stretch it out for you.


Aren’t you a little young for real big hair? Although I was about your age when I wore my first Afro. Didn’t they come back in style for a minute?


Kansas is beautiful. Western Kansas is even better than the rest. Last night I slept on top of my truck. Boy did, too. His tail wagged all night long. We could see the world that night.


Ever seen a prairie dog, Angel? They’re quick, and Boy got pretty content just sitting around listening to them at night on top of the truck.


Did you know Kansas has incredible sunflowers? I’m thinking about hanging around until they all start to bloom.


Can you see them, Angel?


Hundreds of thousands of them waving in the fields.


Can you see them, Angel?


They’re tall and languid. Tall and graceful. They’re yellow because they swallow up the sun and brown in the middle–almost burnt from eating up all the rays.


Sunflowers all around . . .


Plant these seeds in a place Boy might like to take a nap under.


Your uncle Jack (in Kansas)


and Boy


Uncle Jack hasn’t seen me since I was born. He was in Ohio a few years ago. He said nobody was home for two days. Butchy figures that was the weekend Momma and Pops dragged us to Cleveland to the museums, fireworks, and a rib burn-off.


That was also the weekend Butchy fell off a pier into Lake Erie after visiting the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. He was playing air guitar and had us all falling on the ground laughing. We got hysterical when he disappeared over the pier until we looked down into the water and saw that Butchy was still playing. He swam to the beach and kept on playing long after Mom had thrown a blanket around him.


Now that’s entertainment.


We’d stayed at a hotel downtown (I can’t remember the name of it) and had walked around the city most of the first day, counting people wearing Cleveland Indian T-shirts.


We’d even run into a couple of people from Heaven. They were eating ribs at the burn-off in The Flats. (The Flats used to be old warehouses right off the river, but now artists lived in the buildings and festivals were held in the streets.)


Mom and Pops had stood around and talked while Butchy and I stuffed ourselves with elephant ears and french fries. It was a good weekend.


I know it doesn’t sound too cool, but I like to hang out with my family. They’re a good time.
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I wonder what he looks like, my uncle Jack? Pops has one picture of them both. They were in diapers—sitting in a vegetable garden with an old dog at their feet. The writing on the back of the picture says: 1950 THE BOYS AND BOY.


Pops says that he and Uncle Jack have had about eight dogs named Boy. That makes Boy part of the circle, just like the rest of us are, but some of us are just finding out what our part is.





shadow ghosts and cadillacs


Shoogy Maple sees shadow ghosts and had been kicked out of every school she’d gone to. Then she moved to Heaven. Her family moved in across the playground last year.


Shoogy wears frosted lipstick and cutoff T-shirts (even in the winter) and knee-high rain boots wherever she goes; and she mostly goes with me.


We met at Ma’s. She was buying a Slurpee and a burrito and putting money in a can to help rebuild churches that had been burned in the south. I was wiring money to Uncle Jack somewhere in Utah and wondering if Ma would let me use her bathroom.


Shoogy started scooping the beans out of her burrito and feeding them to Ma’s cat, who was standing in the bin of flip-flops.


Ma grinned at her and went over to do the paperwork on my wiring.


I scratched the cat’s head.


Shoogy said, “I like this cat. She’s not afraid to mooch. Most cats will just look at you like you’re trying to feed them poison.”


Not Ma’s cat. She’d break into your house and drag the refrigerator across the lawn if she could.


This cat was notorious in the neighborhood for being the biggest beggar in the business district. Everyone fed her, and she was so fat, I didn’t know how she’d managed to hop into the flip-flop bin.


When I said this to Shoogy, she howled so hard that she dropped her Slurpee.


Ma shook her head, put a roll of paper towels on the counter, and I helped the laughing girl clean cherry Slurpee off the floor. And when the cat started fighting us for the last of the Slurpee we both started laughing and screaming.


In the end we all got kicked out—cat included. On the bench outside of Ma’s we introduced ourselves and laughed till our stomachs hurt.


I’d liked Shoogy on the spot.
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Anyway—that’s how we met. The reason we became and stayed friends was that she wasn’t like anybody in her family and like everybody in mine.


Shoogy thinks the stupidest things are funny. She buys the worst tabloid papers (aren’t all of them the worst?) looking for alien abduction stories, then has hours of conversation with my mom and dad about them.


My parents love it.


Shoogy says she can’t share her alien theories with her parents. They get wrinkles in their foreheads and smile like they’re in pain.


I guess the Maples are pretty dry.


Pops says that you shouldn’t judge people too harsh, but I could sit all day in the middle of the street judging Shoogy’s family and not get tired.


The Maples are “too” beautiful for Heaven.


They all have perfect heads and perfect teeth. There are two boys. Perfect. Two girls (off to camp tomorrow)—besides Shoogy. Perfect. And two perfect parents that smiled at everybody like mannequins and kept the most perfect yard in town.


Heaven is a pink flamingo, woolly sheep in the front yard kind of place. . . .


But the Maples got landscapers and awed everybody on Center Street. I’m pretty sure I was the only person in the whole town who judged them, though. You can pretty much do what you want around here and nobody says anything.


And then there was the way Shoogy acted when her family was around. . . .


Like a few months ago in March. Shoogy and me were hanging out of the tree in her front yard when her family pulled up in a brand-new car.


Shoogy said under her breath, “They went and did it again.”


Then she somersaulted out of the tree and stood in front of the car with her hands in her pockets and her rain boots dug in.


I’m still hanging from the tree and thinking the big new car is pretty cool—considering it probably depletes half the region’s fossil fuel, like our Impala does—until Shoogy kicks at the front of the grill and stomps down the street.


Six perfect Maple heads turn and watch her go.


I’m surprised at Shoogy. Surprised and worried a little about why a dumb car could make her so mad.
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It was a couple of days after kicking the Cadillac that Shoogy started seeing the shadow ghost behind Pops. She said if you just glanced at the ghost, you’d think you were having double vision. But . . . if you stared at it for a while, it became a shadow with a warm glow. Following Pops.
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