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Under A Blanket of Earth

by TS Brookhouse

There’s frost on the ground this morning, crusting the dried, dead grass like sugar, and the sun rises in 

a pale, bleak sky.  The short trees that line the yard shiver in shock at the breeze plucking off the last of 

their leaves.  My neighbors, a quarter of a mile away, are only just waking – I see the smoke beginning 

to spiral from their chimney.

I sit on the front steps, drinking rapidly cooling cheyaka, inhaling the faintly minty steam, and 

mull over the night before.

It’s the Celtic belief that Halloween is the time the veil is thinnest between the land of the 

living and the land of the dead.  I picked it up because it fit.  It’s a time to recognize the dying part of 

the year, a counterpoint to the Sundance’s celebration of renewal.  Both are about continuity, about 

death and rebirth, but there’s a difference in emphasis.  Halloween is obsessed with death, leads us into 

the dead time of the year.  It’s what I like about it.  We have something in common.

The Elders wouldn’t like it if they knew what I did — but then, they don’t approve of much I do,

anyway.

“Hey, Bigcrow.”
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I don’t look over my shoulder towards the voice. “Hey, Jackie.”

Jackie sits on the step behind me, where I used to tease her because it was the only time she was 

taller than me.

“How’d it go last night?”

“You didn’t watch?”

“I didn’t want them to see me.”

I carefully gather my thoughts into sentences before I answer her.  “It’s not good, Jack.  It’s 

gonna get a lot worse.  Five months, tops.”

Silence.  Then she sighs.

“Maybe you need to get out of here, Gordon.  It wasn’t any good when you tried to intervene at 

Sundance, either.”

My trance back then was full of warnings.  Milder ones, then.  The spirits hadn’t offered to help,

just told me things were wrong and where I had to look.

Then again.  “I wasn’t a participant.”

“Not officially.”  Jackie says it like it’s not a big deal.

I nod.  “Not officially.”

“You were still part of it, though,” she presses.  “In other ways.”

“Maybe that’s why nothing I did helped, though.  Because I wasn’t really part of it.  I just 

followed along.”

I had fasted and tranced on my own, away from the official tribe’s gathering.  I hadn’t danced.  

I’d done my four years and given my flesh.  I was done.

Jackie doesn’t say anything for a long time.  Finally, I ask, “Do you think I should do it again?  

Do you think the Elders are right?”

“I think it’s up to you,” she says, noncommital, because she knows what has to happen if I go 

back.

I get two hours of sleep before I go to work, grateful for even that much when my thoughts are 

still on fire.  The mind-numbing tedium of working at a gas station is almost a relief.

A family of tourists come through, pale and fascinated.  Wounded Knee isn’t far, and the 

tourists are obvious, always just a little too wide-eyed, once in a while looking apologetic; local white 

folks don’t look twice at the Natives.  The tourist family browses the souvenirs with reverence.

Then one of the Elders comes in.
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I feel like a teenager who knows he’s done something wrong but isn’t sure he’s getting away with

it, made worse by knowing he’s already falling short of expectations.  Try to imagine feeling that in 

front of someone who is not only your priest, but your highly respected grandfather and also a 

policeman rolled into one.

The first thing I always want to say is, “It’s my life and I can do what I want,” even when the 

question is, “How are you today?”

“Gordon,” he says, nodding his head politely.

“Mr. Brown Eagle.”

He pays for his gas and leaves, and the whole time I can feel disappointment radiating from 

him.

I want to tell him I don’t need his approval to reach the spirit world, and I don’t need the 

Sundance to work with the dead.  Time of year is only tradition, not written in stone.  There are cards 

and pendulums, rune cuttings and prayers, and I can use them when I want to accomplish what I need.

This is all new-age, Twenty-first Century garbage, as far as he’s concerned.

As far as I’m concerned, the Elders are so attached to their traditions that they aren’t leaving 

room to grow.

Jackie greets me when I get home, and suggests again that I go.

“Leave South Dakota behind.  Go someplace warm for the winter.”

“I can’t leave here,” I tell her.  “I can’t do that to Rod and his family.”

Rod is the only one of three siblings still talking to his parents.  They’re good people, and I saw 

them a lot growing up.  The other kids are just dumb-fucks determined to ruin their lives where their 

parents can’t comment.  I sympathize; it’s sorta why I avoid the Elders.

Rod’s determined to wreck his life, too, just differently.

“He’s poisoning himself to death,” says Jackie.  “You know that.  If you leave now, no one will 

think it’s because you already know.”

“But I’ll know.”

“Then help him find the Shadow World when the time comes and bring back any messages his 

family needs to hear.  You don’t have to be in town for that.”

She has a point, but I can’t shake the feeling that it’s the coward’s way out, and I’ve taken that 

enough.

*
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Jackie used to drink on the front steps with me, but we never drank Cheyaka.  I traded liquor for water 

and Cheyaka — only what I harvested myself — before my first Sundance.  I hadn’t had coffee since 

then, either, though Jackie and I used to drink that together, too, when we’d been up all night reading 

the Tarot and having sex.

Nowadays, I still drink on the steps to honor the memory of how it used to be, even if nothing’s 

the same anymore.

*

Rod’s in good spirits when I go to visit the next day.  He usually hates snow, so I’m expecting him to be 

a grump because of the morning flurries.  Instead, he pulls me inside with a smile on his face.

“Sandra’s pregnant,” he says, before I’ve even got my coat off.

I smile broadly and congratulate him because they’ve been trying for months, but I feel like I’ve

been kicked in the stomach.  Sandra miscarried last time, and it devastated her.  If she carries to term 

this time, she won’t have a baby-daddy around to help.

I went over there thinking I needed to spend more time with my friend before The End, that I 

needed to have memories of the good times before his bad habits killed him.  As soon as I congratulate 

Sandra, I want to leave.  Leave their trailer, leave town, leave the state and the tri-state area — I don’t 

want to watch what’s going to happen here.

Instead, I sit through lunch and we talk about our old high school gang.  Sandra and Rod have 

loved each other forever, so it surprised no one when they got married straight out of school.  The rest 

of us went through a string of torrid relationships and sexual experimentation, mostly with each other, 

and the kids who didn’t end up pregnant ran off to Nebraska or farther to find new friends who didn’t 

know every worst thing we’d ever done.

I left for a while, too, but I came back.  I had to for my run in the Sundance.

Sandra asks me, “Have you met anyone new yet?”

Rod looks at me, hopeful and a little sad, too.

“No.”

Then both of them try to look reassuring for me, and Sandra says it’ll happen someday, I’m still

young.

Later, when Rod walks me out to my car, he starts asking me questions.  He’s got his own car 

keys in hand, too; he’s going to leave as soon as I’m gone.

“You were always really good at the spiritual stuff, Gord.  Do you think you could ask the spirits
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to protect Sandra?  Her and the kid?  It almost killed her to lose the last one — emotionally, I mean — 

and if there’s anything you can do to help them, I’d really appreciate it.”

I stare at his keys the entire time he’s talking, and when he’s done, I say, “What do you think it’d

do to her to lose you?”

He looks confused.

“You’re  going to drink yourself stupid tonight.  Again.  I’m fucking tired of having to pick your 

drunk ass up from some bar way off the Rez.  You want to know how you can help her? Stop drinking.  

It’s going to kill you before that kid is even born, and you know Sandra would kill herself if she lost 

you.”

Rod looks shocked, then pissed off.

“Way to lose your shit, man.  Just because you quit all your vices to become some kind of ‘pure 

being’ for your spooky shit doesn’t mean the rest of us have to live up to your standards.”

I mutter “Whatever” and turn back towards my car.  He’s not listening, anyway.

“And while your at it,” he yells, “Why don’t you move the fuck on, anyway? Stop obsessing over 

dead girls!”

I don’t look back when I drive away.  He can drink himself into a coma if he wants.

*

I don’t go home.  I go to the graveyard.

In the Lakota language, there is no word to say someone is dead.  You say “Ma’kashina ki o’late’ 

istimaye” — that someone “sleeps under a blanket of earth.”

I sit on the ground next to the headstone where Jackie is sleeping, almost exactly five years after 

she was laid down.  This time of year has been all about death since then.  It’s cold, and the dusting of 

snow on the grass melts on my jeans and feels even colder, but I stay there for an hour.

“It’s depressing here,” she says.  “And boring.”

“It’s peaceful,” I reply.

“Eh.”

*

I dream about Rod, even though I’m pissed off at him.  I see a murder of crows following him all the 

time, and when he starts to run, they only follow.  They catch up, slowly, and while he’s covering his 

face to protect his eyes from being pecked, he doesn’t see that they are corraling him towards a black, 

empty hole.
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The Shadow World yawns.  I wake up before he falls in.

If he dies, I ask myself, Which is more likely: that Sandra will follow? Or that she’ll miss him so

much it will pull him back?

I wonder if the Elders will make her do the Sundance, too, to send him home.  I wonder if she’ll

just keep calling him back, like I did to Jackie.

*

It takes three days, but Rod finally calls.  I answer and say “What.”

He’s soft-spoken, curious and worried instead of mad. “About what you said the other day.  

Why’d you say all that?”

“Because seeing you fuck up your life and Sandra’s and your kid’s was too hard to watch.”

“I mean, like.  What makes you think it’s going to kill me?”  He waits, then adds, “Did you 

Vision-Quest or something?”

I remember the trance.  I saw Rod, saw through him, to a liver full of black rot and a smell like 

decaying meat.  I saw crows fly down from red-tipped tree branches to pull him apart, taking the pieces

— only pieces — with them through an open door into the Shadow World while he was still awake, 

still alive, and still able to scream.  It took so long.

But all I say in response is, “Yeah.”

I count twelve seconds, which he almost interrupts at second number seven with the deep sigh 

of someone overwhelmed.  “But if I stop, I’ll be okay, right?”

“I dunno, Rod.  Maybe.  It didn’t say.”  After a pause, I reluctantly add — because it might give 

him hope — “Your chances are better if you stop now.”

“…Okay.”

We sit in awkward silence before I say, “Welp,” and he says, “I gotta get going.  Thanks.  For 

telling me.”

“Yeah.”

He hangs up.

I retreat to my basement.  The room downstairs is small, and really only meant as a safe place 

during tornados, but I have a mattress and a space heater there for cold weather.  I turn on the heater, 

sit in the corner of the mattress pressed against the walls, and turn inward.

In my trance, I dream of Sandra, her belly round with her and Rod’s baby.

Please.  Please, please.  Whatever happens, let her be okay.  I think of every protective symbol 
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of every tradition, West, East, wherever, and aim it at her and the unborn baby.  I concentrate on 

positive thoughts, on a bright life, on good fortune and health and every happiness I could possibly 

conceive.

When I’m exhausted, I feel someone watching me. I turn to my right and match gazes with 

large, deep brown eyes.

“You can’t save everyone.”

“I’m not trying to.”

Buffalo sits down next to me.  “You can’t run another’s fate.  Only she decides her fate.  Her 

child will someday decide its own, as well.”

“Will it?  Will she carry it to term?”

“It’s the child’s choice, too, if it chooses to be born now.”

My heart crumples under the weight of my fears.  “If she loses Rod and the baby, it’s going to 

kill her.”

“Have faith, Bigcrow.  Loss makes the weak stronger.  It makes hearts bigger.”

I almost argue that it doesn’t, that it makes people stall in their lives because everything they 

trusted is gone and love doesn’t fix anything, and all that’s left is fear of what else could possibly be 

taken away — but I see that I’m only thinking about myself.  I don’t say anything.

Buffalo stands and walks away.  I come out of my trance in tears, lay down in the dark, and fall 

asleep.

This time, I dream of a soft voice whispering gentle things to calm me, and the smell of damp 

earth.  The fear in my heart unwinds, and the rest of my night is dreamless.  When I wake, early in the 

morning, there’s traces of fresh dirt in my hair.

“Walks Underground was here,” Jackie says, when I come up the stairs.

I shake some dirt loose on the kitchen floor. “I guessed.”

“What’d she want?”

“She was just doing what she does.”

I make breakfast and eat, feeling unusually peaceful.  I can feel Jackie watching me, 

understanding that something has finally changed.

“You don’t need to do the Sundance, you know.  If you want to send me away.  You could 

probably talk to the crows; they would guide me there.”

I say, “I’ll think about it,” but I’ve already decided I’m going to talk to Mr. Brown Eagle the next
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time I see him.  It was my fault Jackie was pulled back; he was the one who knew, the one who told me 

to stop.  He’d be happy, I think, to hear I’m letting go.

I could use other ways — easier ones, less demanding ones, traditions that aren’t constrained by 

time of year — but for Jackie’s sake, I’ll follow the tradition she would want.

I sit out on the front steps again with my cheyaka.  I feel the ghost of her lean against my side.

“Thanks, Gordon.”


