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For Shanti, whose heart is so big because ours, too, belong to you.

		


		
			Introduction

			Native American women are murdered at a higher rate per capita than any other demographic in the United States. It’s a crisis that has led to the missing and murdered indigenous women (MMIW) movement. According to the US Department of Justice, Native women are murdered at a rate 10 times higher than the national average. The vast majority of these murders are by non-Native men. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) report that murder is the third most common cause of death for Native girls and women aged 10–24 and the fifth most common cause for those aged 25–34. This is nothing new. We have a long history and legacy of violence against Native peoples, and women in particular, in post-Colonial America. 

			The staggering missing and murder rates Native women face are just two telling disparities. Per capita, Native Americans rank first in child poverty, are the most likely to be killed by police officers, and Native women are incarcerated at a rate six times higher than our white counterparts. According to Indian Health Services, compared to the general population Native Americans face higher mortality rates from every major cause except Alzheimer’s Disease. This includes heart disease, cancer, accidental injuries, diabetes, chronic lower respiratory disease, strokes, influenza and pneumonia, kidney disease, hypertension, and of course murder. Native Americans are 6.6 times more likely than the general population to die of alcohol-induced death and 4.6 times more likely to die of liver disease. The CDC reports that Native Americans also face a higher suicide rate per capita than any other demographic, and that rate has been steadily increasing. These statistics are founded in what Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz calls “Settler Colonialism” which is based on imperialism and ultimately “a genocide policy.” 

			A report by the Urban Indian Health Institute (UIHI) found that there were 5,712 MMIW cases reported in 2016, but only 116 of these cases were logged by the Department of Justice. The UIHI stresses that the reported cases are likely a severe “undercount.” 

			MMIW is a movement in the US and Canada in response to what has become an epidemic. Support for MMIW is often represented by the wearing or display of red dresses as well as the painting of a hand (often red) across a Native woman’s or girl’s face. “No more stolen sisters” is a popular refrain that serves as a reminder of the thousands of Native girls and women who go missing or are murdered every year.

			Here’s what everyone can do to support the MMIW movement:

			
					Educate ourselves and others. The Coalition to Stop Violence Against Native Women and MMIW USA are great resources.

					Encourage congresspeople and senators to pass legislation to close legal loopholes that contribute to the disappearance and murder of Native girls and women.

					Participate in local #MMIW events and marches to raise awareness about this epidemic.

			

		


		
			Do You See the Stars?

			This is waking up. Remember

			when you pressed your thumbs,

			thick and unforgiving, 

			into my eye sockets? Slow as death

			until I caved 

			to the dizzy and you whispered,

			accent sticky, dripping in rose syrup,

			Do you see the stars?

			And I did. They burst in the darkness like kisses.

			This city has a heart, fluttering

			crazed and drunken as a beast, hands

			itchy and always wanting, wanting

			and a mouth with hunger so palpable

			I gave myself in an instant. I was new,

			damp when I came here, ridiculous

			as one of those puppy mill survivors

			too petrified to take a single step from the cage

			into green grass and sunshine. I stumbled,

			blinded,

			but for the stars.

			I risked it all for you

			because it was home, because it was you,

			the cage I left behind, dank and cloying

			and so sadly, pathetically familiar. It was a husk, 

			forgotten like nightmares and used to be’s,

			but it was all I’d ever known. 

		


		
			Bad Indian 

			Bad Indian, not a speaker—who gives

			a damn if they beat it out of my father

			in residential boarding school? They say

			“Pretendian” & an old man with creamed 

			blue eyes cackled after demanding my ancestry, 

			“Everyone’s a Cherokee.” I apologize

			for green eyes, pale skin. It’s not enough

			to soften cries of “Wana’be clan! 

			Elizabeth Warren all over

			again.” Once an elder 

			vet spit on my wanting

			cheekbones, my braids, that I didn’t know 

			Lakota. I did not choose my skin 

			or the trauma curdling rancid

			through my blood. We are born into creation

			disasters, settled war zones, armed

			with chanced defenses so forgive me

			that ivory is my weapon. Poachers try

			& they show teeth, dressed 

			in polyester & crafted altruism 

			but I am fast & I remember. I’m kamama, you really

			think you got us all? We still roam

			our land, thirteen thousand years is a single heart

			beat in the whole story. I am telling you, listen:

			I am hungry, matriarch 

			made too young. My grief’s too big

			to contain & like Damini I will starve

			24 days to die from broken

			chambers—and by god, how you will keen,

			spill cracked-bone to your knees, pay 

			homage to my skeleton, to this bad Indian. 

		


		
			Spring Frenzy

			Soon, it will be three, the deadest

			of night. You, in trusting sleep, believe

			I’m balled onto my side of the bed. Likely

			dreaming of India and grinding 

			my teeth. You don’t know

			I’m here, beneath the alien light

			listening to the drunks below

			and devastated 

			we can never go back. When did it happen?

			When did you start falling

			asleep first, boiling water for rubber

			bottles and shooting Rolaids

			like cheap candy? What was the date

			when we became happy

			with grueling Uno games and dinners

			without wine? Where did it go—

			all that uncertainty and grabbing ons

			of just once mores? We left it behind,

			even the burned edges,

			like shoes we outgrew or graphic tees

			cracked with sweat. So many,

			they don’t come out together. They lose

			grips in the haunted house, sight

			of one another in the mirror mazes. But we,

			we held tight. I followed your scent, you

			listened for my breath and in the headache 

			sprouting bright of it all we’ve burst

			like spring in frenzy smack into blossom.

		


		
			Pulitzer Prize Pig

			Pulitzer Prize Pig spoke of what it means

			to be ***** as a ***** man with a look

			the look		that look

			women were born knowing 

			how to read. I knew 

			that look	the look 

			at fifteen when the AP teacher crouched

			beside my desk in the dark 

			while flashes of syphilis 

			and gonorrhea shuddered

			across the projector screen. (Still, even now,

			I hear the tired clicking of the tapes.)

			I knew the look, 	saw a look, 

			at eleven when grown men whistled 

			at my unfolding hips and high

			school boys rolled Corollas 

			along middle school parking lots

			with eyes that spider-scurried 

			pressed breasts. And I knew, I saw

			that look, 	his look

			at four. In the bathtub, I learned shame—

			I shot my father

			in the eye with a plastic alligator squirt

			gun and never bathed with open doors again.

			Pulitzer Prize Pig sidled up close, nosed for nipple

			drinkers and sniffed out my slop. Trough walls

			are low, but sticky, slick beside stys,

			and boars are happy with scraps. 

		


		
			An Anorexia Thing

			It’s an anorexia thing, we watch

			our hair fall like drunks, tangled between bony

			fingers in the shower while the down

			on our arms, face, chest flourish 

			in a sad attempt to keep us warm. We shake

			like old women in apartments others call roasting

			as they slip off their jackets so we can judge

			the fat of their arms, slabs of flesh jiggling

			fresh as meat on hooks. How thin

			can I get before bones break

			through skin? How little

			must I weigh before I float down the streets,

			a ghost to the masses, but an angel 

			to few? We don’t talk 

			about it, but I recognize my own 

			and it’s staggering in the war zone. 

		


		
			The Wrong Kind of Indian

			I keep the smudged Pendleton blanket 

			nestled like a Christening gown in the hope

			chest. It’s green, smoked

			with sage and cedar, blessed

			by a medicine man beneath towering 

			tipi poles staked unnaturally permanent

			into the earth. At the time

			I didn’t know washing the smoke over my body,

			soaking it into my thirsty flesh, it wouldn’t work

			until years later. For a lifetime I kept myself locked

			into my own hope, buried

			in my own safe place, safe choices, safe

			dullness. You opened it up greedily, treasures

			tumbling like dismissed toys to the floor. 

			An elder brought you to me, all siren’s smoke

			and nature’s magic—neither of us

			are the wrong kind of Indian. 

			When Columbus found me, he thought he’d found you.

			He was lost, reckless and foolish like us.

			Then again,

			what miracles, what marvels, wrong turns 

			and losing yourself can bring forth.

		


		
			Contents

			Do You See the Stars?

			Bad Indian

			Spring Frenzy

			Pulitzer Prize Pig

			An Anorexia Thing

			The Wrong Kind of Indian

			The Catamaran

			Resurrection

			The L Words

			Love You More

			Totem of You

			Childhood

			I Thought You Were Praying

			Inside the Rosemary Bush

			How I Like My Women

			Men	28

			Christmas Chai

			Relief

			Bouquet of the Body

			Eating

			Hush-Hush

			Relativity

			The Two Percent

			How Dying Is Done

			Rezervations

			The Sweet Below the Bitter

			Kitchen Volcanoes

			Great Grace and Sharp Wings

			The History in My Blood

			Something Sweet

			The Banana Plantation

			murdered & missing indigenous women

			Place Settings

			Constructing Carnage

			Racing Camels

			Gestation

			Down There

			Recovery

			Begging	55

			To Break Fast

			The Moving Ons

			Landmarks Made of Stone

			Wash Rooms

			Saving Room

			Walking Home

			Grooming

			Space

			The Things I Do for You

			Lure

			Acknowledgments

			Author Biography

		

OEBPS/Images/bad-indian.jpg
JC Mehta





