CHARLES De LINT

COYOTE STORIES
Four directions blow the sacred winds
We are standing at the center
Every morning wakes another chance
To make our lives a little better

- Kiya Heartwood,
from "Wishing Well"”

This day Coyote is feeling pretty thirsty, so he goes into Joey's Bar, you know,
on the comer of Palm and Grasso, across from the Men's Mission, and he lays a
nugget of gold down on the counter, but Joey he won't serve him.

"So you don't serve skins no more?"” Coyote he asks him.

"Last time you gave me gold, it turned to shit on me," is what Joey says. He
points to the Rolex on Coyote's wrist. "But I'll take that. Give you change and
everything."

Coyote scratches his muzzle and pretends he has to think about it. "Cost me
twenty-five dollars,” he says. "It looks better than the real thing."

"I'll give you fifteen, cash, and a beer.”

"How about a bottle of whiskey?"

So Coyote comes out of Joey's Bar and he's missing his Rolex now, but he's got a
bottle of Jack in his hand and that's when he sees Albert, just around the
corner, sitting on the ground with his back against the brick wall and his legs
stuck out across the sidewalk so you have to step over them, you want to get by.
"Hey, Albert,” Coyote says. "What's your problem?"

"Joey won't serve me no more.”

"That because you're indigenous?"”

"Naw. I got no money."”

So Coyote offers him some of his whiskey. "Have yourself a swallow,"” he says,



feeling generous, because he only paid two dollars for the Rolex and it never
worked anyway.

"Thanks, but I don't think so,"” is what Albert tells him. "Seems to me I've been
given a sign. Got no money means I should stop drinking.”

Coyote shakes his head and takes a sip of his Jack. "You are one crazy skin,” he
says.

That Coyote he likes his whiskey. It goes down smooth and puts a gleam in his
eye. Maybe, he drinks enough, he'll remember some good time and smile, maybe
he'll get mean and pick himself a fight with a lamp post like he's done before.
But one thing he knows, whether he's got money or not's got nothing to do with
omens. Not for him, anyway.

But a lack of money isn't really an omen for Albert either; it's a way of life.
Albert, he's like the rest of us skins. Left the reserve, and we don't know why.
Come to the city, and we don't know why. Still alive, and we don't know why. But
Albert, he remembers it being different. He used to listen to his grandmother's
stones, soaked them up like the dirt will rain, thirsty after a long drought.

And he tells stories himself, too, or pieces of stories, talk to you all night

long if you want to listen to him.

It's al ways Coyote in Albert's stories, doesn't matter if he's making them up

or just passing along gossip. Sometimes Coyote's himself, sometimes he's Albert,
sometimes he's somebody else. Like it wasn't Coyote sold his Rolex and ran into
him outside Joey's Bar that day, it was Billy Yazhie. Maybe ten years ago now,
Billy he's standing under a turquoise sky beside Spider Rock one day, looking
up, looking up for a long time, before he turns away and walks to the nearest
highway, sticks out his thumb and he doesn't look back till it's too late. Wakes
up one morning and everything he knew is gone and he can't find his way back.

Oh that Billy he's a dark skin, he's like leather. You shake his hand and it's
like you took hold of a cowboy boot. He knows some of the old songs and he's got
himself a good voice, strong, ask anyone. He used to drum for the dancers back
home, but his hands shake too much now, he says. He doesn't sing much
anymore,

either. He's got to be like the rest of us, hanging out in Fitzhenry Park,

walking the streets, sleeping in an alleyway because the Men's Mission it's out
of beds. We've got the stoic faces down real good, but you look in our eyes,
maybe catch us off guard, you'll see we don't forget anything. It's just most
times we don't want to remember.

This Coyote he's not too smart sometimes. One day he gets into a fight with a



biker, says he going to count coup like his plains brothers, knock that biker
all over the street, only the biker's got himself a big hickory-handled hunting
knife and he cuts Coyote's head right off. Puts a quick end to that fight, I'll
tell you. Coyote he spends the rest of the afternoon running around, trying to
find somebody to sew his head back on again.

"That Coyote,” Jimmy Coldwater says, "he's always losing his head over one thing
or another.”

I tell you we laughed.

But Albert he takes that omen seriously. You see him drinking still, but he's
drinking coffee now, black as a raven's wing, or some kind of tea he brews for
himself in a tin can, makes it from weeds he picks in the empty lots and dries

in the sun. He's living in an abandoned factory these days, and he's got this

one wall, he's gluing feathers and bones to it, nothing fancy, no eagles’ wings,

no bear's jaw, wolf skull, just what he can find lying around, pigeon feathers
and crows', rat bones, bird bones, a necklace of mouse skulls strung on a wire.
Twigs and bundles of weeds, rattles he makes from tin cans and bottles and jars.
He paints figures on the wall, in between all the junk. Thunderbird. Bear.
Turtle. Raven.

Everybody's starting to agree, that Albert he's one crazy skin.

Now when he's got money, he buys food with it and shares it out. Sometimes he
walks over to Palm Street where the skin girls are working the trade and he
gives them money, asks them to take a night off. Sometimes they take the money
and just laugh, getting into the next car that pulls up. But sometimes they take
the money and they sit in a coffee shop, sit there by the window, drinking their
coffee and look out at where they don't have to be for one night.

And he never stops telling stories.

"That's what we are,” he tells me one time. Albert he's smiling, his lips are
smiling, his eyes are smiling, but I know he's not joking when he tells me that.
"Just stories. You and me, everybody, we're a set of stories, and what those
stories are is what makes us what we are. Same thing for whites as skins. Same
thing for a tribe and a city and a nation and the world. It's all these stories
and how they braid together that tells us who and what and where we are.

"We got to stop forgetting and get back to remembering. We got to stop asking
for things, stop waiting for people to give us the things we think we need. All
we really need is the stories. We have the stories and they'll give us the one
thing nobody else can, the thing we can only take for ourselves, because there's



nobody can give you back your pride. You've got to take it back yourself.

"You lose your pride and you lose everything. We don't want to know the stories,
because we don't want to remember. But we've got to take the good with the bad
and make ourselves whole again, be proud again. A proud people can never be
defeated. They lose battles, but they'll never lose the war, because for them to
lose the war you've got to go out and kill each and every one of them, everybody
with even a drop of the blood. And even then, the stories will go on. There just
won't be any skins left to hear them.”

This Coyote he's always getting in trouble. One day he's sitting at a park
bench, reading a newspaper, and this cop starts to talk big to one of the skin
girls, starts talking mean, starts pushing her around. Coyote’s feeling
chivalrous that day, like he's in a white man's movie, and he gets into a fight
with the cop. He gets beat up bad and then more cops come and they take him
away, put him in jail.

The judge he turns Coyote into a mouse for a year so that there's Coyote, got
that same lopsided grin, got that sharp muzzle and those long ears and the big
bushy tail, but he's so small now you can hold him in the palm of your hand.

"Doesn't matter how small you make me,” Coyote he says to the judge. "I'm still
Coyote.”

Albert he's so serious now. He gets out of jail and he goes back to living in

the factory. Kids've torn down that wall of his, so he gets back to fixing it
right, gets back to sharing food and brewing tea and helping the skin gifts out
when he can, gets back to telling stories. Some people they start thinking of
him as a shaman and call him by an old Kickaha name.

Dan Whiteduck he translates the name for Billy Yazhie, but Billy he's not quite
sure what he's heard. Know-more-truth, or No-more-truth?

"You spell that with a 'K' or what?" Billy he asks Albert.

"You take your pick how you want to spell it,” Albert he says.

Billy he learns how to pronounce that old name and that's what he uses when
he's

talking about Albert. Lots of people do. But most of us we just keep on calling
him Albert.

One day this Coyote decides he wants to have a pow-wow, so he clears the trash
from this empty lot, makes the circle, makes the fire. The people come but no



one knows the songs anymore, no one knows the drumming that the dancers
need, no

one knows the steps. Everybody they're just standing around, looking at each
other, feeling sort of stupid, until Coyote he starts singing, Ya-ha-hey,
ya-ha-hey, and he's stomping around the circle, kicking up dirt and dust.

People they start to laugh, then, seeing Coyote playing the fool.

"You are one crazy skin!" Angle Crow calls to him and people laugh some more,
nodding in agreement, pointing at Coyote as he dances round and round the
circle.

But Jimmy Coldwater he picks up a stick and he walks over to the drum Coyote
made. It's this big metal tub, salvaged from a junkyard, that Coyote's covered
with a skin and who knows where he got that skin, nobody's asking. Jimmy he
hits

the skin of the drum and everybody they stop laughing and look at him, so
Jimmy

he hits the skin again. Pretty soon he's got the rhythm to Coyote's dance and
then Dan Whiteduck he picks up a stick, too, and joins Jimmy at the drum.

Billy Yazhie he starts up to singing then, takes Coyote's song and turns it
around so that he's singing about Spider Rock and turquoise skies, except
everybody hears it their own way, hears the stories they want to hear in it.
There's more people drumming and there's people dancing and before anyone
knows

it, the night's over and there's the dawn poking over the roof of an abandoned
factory, thinking, these are some crazy skins. People they're lying around and
sitting around, eating the flatbread and drinking the tea that Coyote provided,
and they're all tired, but there's something in their hearts that feels very

full.

"This was one fine powwow,"” Coyote he says.

Angie she nods her head. She's sitting beside Coyote all sweaty and hot and
she'd never looked quite so good before.

"Yeah," she says. "We got to do it again.”

We start having regular powwows after that night, once, sometimes twice a
month.

Some of the skins they start to making dancing outfits, going back up to the
reserve for visits and asking about steps and songs from the old folks. Gets to
be we feel like a community, a small skin nation living here in exile with the



ruins of broken-down tenements and abandoned bull dings all around us. Gets to
be we start remembering some of our stories and sharing them with each other
instead of sharing bottles. Gets to be we have something to feel proud about.

Some of us we find jobs. Some of us we try to climb up the side of the wagon but
we keep falling off. Some of us we go back to homes we can hardly remember.
Some

of us we come from homes where we can't live, can't even breathe, and drift here
and there until we join this tribe that Albert he helped us find.

And even if Albert he's not here anymore, the stories go on. They have to go on,
I know that much. I tell them every chance I get.

See, this Coyote he got in trouble again, this Coyote he's always getting in
trouble, you know that by now, same as me. And when he's in jail this time he
sees that it's all tribes inside, the same as it is outside. White tribes, black
tribes, yellow tribes, skin tribes. He finally understands, finally realizes

that maybe there can't ever be just one tribe, but that doesn't mean we should

stop trying.

But even in jail this Coyote he can't stay out of trouble and one day he gets
into another fight and he gets cut again, but this time he thinks maybe he's
going to die.

"Albert,” Coyote he says, "I am one crazy skin. I am never going to learn, am
)

"Maybe not this time,"” Albert says, and he's holding Coyote's head and he's
wiping the dribble of blood that comes out of the side of Coyote's mouth and is
trickling down his chin. "But that's why you're Coyote. The wheel goes round and
you'll get another chance.”

Coyote he's trying to be brave, but he's feeling weaker and it hurts, it hurts,
this wound in his chest that cuts to the bone, that cuts the thread that binds
""him to this story.

"There's a thing I have to remember,” Coyote he says, "but I can't find it. I
can't find its story. ... "

"Doesn't matter how small they try to make you,” Albert he reminds Coyote.
"You're still Coyote.”

"Ya-ha-hey,” Coyote he says. "Now I remember."”



Then Coyote he grins and he lets the pain take him away into another story.



