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            Chapter 1

         
         He noticed the body in the place where he’d been told never to go because of leetso, also known as uranium, the monster of
            yellow earth.
         

         
         He had been running for the past few days on the land just outside the fence, taking a slightly different route each morning.
            The fence and the warning signs were designed to keep people like him away from the radioactive material disposal site. Then,
            this morning, he found the new opening, the place where someone had cut through the links.
         

         
         He jogged through the opening, happy to run a different route.

         
         He had stopped to catch his breath when he saw the hat, a newish brown cowboy hat with a handsome silver hatband.

         
         And in the flash of an eye, he realized it wasn’t just a hat, but a head. Then he saw the rest of the man. An odd place to
            sleep, he thought. The person wasn’t dressed the way you would expect someone sleeping rough to be, and he had a handsome
            ring with some turquoise on his left hand.
         

         
         Then, in less time than it took to look away, he saw the battered face, the congealed blood.

         
         He was staring at a dead man. Leetso had claimed another life.

         
         Shock and terror began to fill him from the tips of his toes to the crown of his head. He had never seen a real dead person
            before.
         

         
         He ran away from the dead one as fast as he could, wishing that there was school today to distract him from the terrible image
            that seared itself into his memory.
         

         
         No more drinking for him. It was time to get out of that place, and get out fast.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Bernadette Manuelito was dressed for her morning jog.

         
         She smiled as she glanced at the clock. She had plenty of time to cook breakfast before the day grew too hot. Her aged mother
            had moved from the house she had shared with Bernie’s younger sister, Darleen, into Bernie and Chee’s home. They had adjusted
            their work schedules to make sure that someone was always there with Mama.
         

         
         But because life happened, especially in their mutual world of Navajo law enforcement, they often needed Darleen’s help, and
            she did what she could while juggling her new job as a health aide and her college assignments. Today Darleen was working
            with Mrs. Raymond, one of her favorite clients, so they were lucky that Officer Harold Bigman’s bilagáana wife could also
            pitch in.
         

         
         That morning Mrs. Briana Bigman was coming over with her little boy. Bernie would be able to go for a run, do essential errands,
            and then meet retired lieutenant Joe Leaphorn, her mentor and adopted uncle, for iced tea and conversation.
         

         
         She was looking forward to a day off.

         
         Mama needed advance notice to handle transitions, and the more warning she had, the more smoothly things went. But if Bernie told her too soon that Mrs. Bigman was coming, Mama would forget. Bernie sat on the couch with Mama and looked at her lined face, her gray hair still in the braid Bernie had created for her yesterday. Her mother had once been taller than Bernie, almost as tall as Darleen, but age and gravity had shortened her. While she had never been fat, now she edged toward too thin. Bernie took Mama’s hand in her own, noticing that despite the day’s warmth, her skin felt cool. 

         
         Bernie called up some inner calm before she spoke. “Today is the day Mrs. Bigman will be here to visit with you. I have to
            leave for a while, and then I’ll be back.”
         

         
         Mama stayed focused on the television.

         
         Bernie tried again. “Mama, I’m fixing breakfast for you now. After that, someone you like is coming today.”

         
         Mama nodded. “That’s good. Why?”

         
         “I have to leave for a little while.”

         
         Mama nodded again. “Do you have to go to school?”

         
         “I have a lot to learn.” Bernie said it with conviction.

         
         “OK then.” Mama frowned. “Where is your sister?”

         
         “Oh, she’s not here now, but I know she will eat her breakfast.”

         
         “Good.” Mama patted Bernie’s hand. “I already had my breakfast. Watch this show with me.”

         
         They sat together and watched some old movie for a minute. Then Bernie rose to fix the breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast,
            and coffee her mother imagined that she’d already eaten. Bernie shared the coffee and put her own eggs into a burrito to eat
            after she ran.
         

         
         So far the morning had been smooth, and for that she was grateful. She cleaned the kitchen and helped Mama get dressed. They
            were down to the socks and shoes when Bernie heard a vehicle approach. She left Mama and went to the door. She expected Mrs.
            Bigman and her two-year-old son, even though it was early, but instead the rookie cop, Roper Black, stood there, embarrassment
            all over his face.
         

         
         “Hey Roper. What’s up?”

         
         “Hey Bernie. The captain tried to call, but your phone is off. He told me to tell you to . . .” Roper hesitated. “He said
            you need to keep your phone on all the time in case of emergency.”
         

         
         “Right. I know. I screwed up.”

         
         Bernie remembered that when Mama finally fell asleep, around 2:00 a.m., she had shut down her phone and neglected to restart
            it.
         

         
         “The captain needs you to report ASAP. Something about a big shot coming to Shiprock. It’s a mandatory meeting.”

         
         “Really? On my day off?” She felt her eyebrows rise. She named the Navajo Nation president. “Is that the hotshot?”

         
         “I don’t think so. I’m the rookie, remember, the last guy to learn anything. When I asked what was up, all he said was ‘I’ll
            explain at the meeting. Go get Manuelito.’ ” Roper looked at the camping trailer parked next to their home. “You guys planning
            on a vacation?”
         

         
         “My mother is living with us. We needed some privacy, and that seemed like a good solution for now, so Chee and I are sleeping
            in there.” That had been the plan, at least, but Mama’s nighttime restlessness meant that one of them usually slept on the
            sofa in the living room, in case of a crisis.
         

         
         Roper smiled. “If you get tired of your husband, you and your mother can climb in there and head out into the sunset.”

         
         “I’ll have Mama send you a postcard.” Bernie heard the squeak of a walker, and then Mama herself stood in the doorway. She
            looked at Bernie, and then her gaze switched to Roper in his uniform.
         

         
         “Officer, what is the problem?” Mama spoke in Navajo.

         
         Roper responded slowly, in good Navajo, politely sidestepping the question and instead introducing himself with his clans.

         
         Mama’s deeply instilled habit of graciousness kicked in, and she reciprocated. After that, she opened the door and motioned
            to Roper to come inside. “That one doesn’t have manners.” She pointed toward Bernie with her chin. “It’s time for lunch, and
            we are hungry.”
         

         
         Roper looked at the ground a moment before he responded. Bernie knew it would be rude for him to ignore the offer or to point out that breakfast had just passed. 

         
         Roper proved wiser than his twenty-some-odd years would suggest. “Oh, my grandmother, I would like that very much. I need
            to talk to your daughter a bit more, first. About things where we work.”
         

         
         Mama frowned at both of them. Bernie hoped she wouldn’t lose her temper. “Policeman, OK. I need to eat now. You come to my
            house tomorrow.”
         

         
         Bernie spoke softly. “Mama, I left some applesauce and a cookie for you on the counter. Try those, and I will be in soon.”
            Mama must have already forgotten that she had eaten breakfast.
         

         
         Roper nodded. Mama turned in her walker, and they heard the squeak as she headed inside. Bernie stood a bit straighter. “Thanks
            for coming by. Tell the captain I’ll get to the station as soon as I can.”
         

         
         She expected Roper to head off, but she noticed him watching Mama through the open door.

         
         “You know, my wife gets lonely some days with just our baby girl for company. I could talk to her about spending time with
            your mother.” He adjusted his hat as he spoke. “My wife’s mother is making things difficult for her and, well, for all of
            us, because she wants us to do everything her way. It would be good for Hannah to get out of the house for a while. If you
            say yes, you’d be doing us a favor.”
         

         
         “So your wife’s mother lives with you, too?”

         
         “No. Actually we live with her.”

         
         Bernie understood. “Ask Hannah to call me, and we’ll talk. Mama might enjoy someone new to visit with.” And she and Chee welcomed
            all the help they could find as Mama grew more challenging.
         

         
         Roper walked to his unit, and Bernie went inside. She unobtrusively checked on Mama, who was watching a game show on TV. So much for her day’s plan. She sent an apologetic cancellation message to Leaphorn, and then headed to the back of the little house to dress for work. 

         
         The sudden mandatory meeting made her curious. Usually Chee stayed on top of things like this and shared what he could with
            her. He knew that Mama’s presence gave her less flexibility at work. If the captain needed her to work all day, Bernie had
            a conflict. Mrs. Bigman planned to stay for only three hours. Maybe Darleen could help after that. She knew her sister wouldn’t
            mind having Mama all to herself, but she didn’t remember Darleen’s school schedule for the day. She texted her sister and
            then called the station and left a voicemail for Captain Texas Adakai, to let him know that she would be there as soon as
            she could.
         

         
         Then she called Chee’s cell phone. He answered right away. “Hello beautiful. How is your morning going?”

         
         His voice always lifted her spirits. “Oh, more interesting than usual,” Bernie said. “Roper Black was just here. I left my
            phone off and the captain sent him to tell me to come in this morning for a meeting. Even though it’s my day off. What’s going
            on?”
         

         
         “Only rumors at this point. Evidently some politician or celebrity or rodeo star from somewhere is on the way to our little
            Shiprock, and that might create a traffic jam.” He laughed. “I haven’t heard any names yet. And we got a call about someone
            disturbing the peace and abandoning a fancy car out past the old Teec Nos Pos trading post. The fun never stops.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Although he had invited his grandmother to join him, Droid had reconsidered. He’d tried to talk her out of coming earlier
            that morning. But Mrs. Melia Raymond would not be deterred. To his embarrassment his large, gray-haired shimásání stood next
            to him when the white van pulled up in the Shiprock grocery store parking lot, where his friend had dropped them off.
         

         
         The van’s door opened, and a woman in jeans and a sleeveless blouse climbed out. She had on a ball cap and straight blue hair
            that covered her ears and touched the tan skin at the top of her shoulders. She walked toward them.
         

         
         “Hello there,” she said. And then she tried a fairly good version of “Yá’át’ééh’.”

         
         Mrs. Raymond returned the greeting. Her grandson said “Howdy.”

         
         The blue-haired woman focused on the grandson. “You’re Andrew, right? From yesterday.”

         
         He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I go by Droid.”

         
         “So, ready to get clean? Ready for rehab and the counseling?”

         
         “Yep. I’m all set.”

         
         She studied him. “I’m glad you called the number I gave you so I knew you were ready to get picked up. You’re at least eighteen, right?” 

         
         Droid said nothing.

         
         Mrs. Raymond realized that her grandson had ignored the question about age rather than lie to say he was older than his seventeen
            years, and the blue-haired woman didn’t press him to answer. Instead, Blue handed him a clipboard with a paper form and a
            pen. Then she turned to Mrs. Raymond.
         

         
         “Are you thinking about signing up for rehab, too? The more the merrier. I’ve got room in the van today.”

         
         “Tell me where he’s going and what happens when he gets there.”

         
         Blue crinkled her nose in surprise. “We are helping people like him, people who want to get sober, join a program that will
            give them a safe place to sleep, eat, get some counseling, whatever else they need to fight their addiction.”
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond thought Blue sounded like she was reading a script. “Where is this place?”

         
         “In Arizona.”

         
         “Window Rock?”

         
         The woman laughed. “I wish. We’re going all the way to Phoenix.”

         
         “How much does it cost?”

         
         “Nothing. That’s the beauty of it, you know? The government pays for everything. The folks in charge make sure of that.” The
            woman stood a little straighter. “The government owes you natives, don’t you think?”
         

         
         Droid glanced up from the clipboard and nodded in agreement.

         
         Mrs. Raymond looked at her handsome grandson. “So, drinking has a hold of you?”

         
         “Yes, Shimásání. Drinking and weed.” But she knew it already. She’d seen him high, noticed the slurred speech, seen the empties.

         
         “Drinking, mostly. That’s why I got in trouble after Mom died. Why I can’t run like I used to in track and cross country. I still run, b-but . . .” He took a deep breath. “Anyway, I wanna start fresh. Start over.” 

         
         Mrs. Raymond knew about the drinking trouble and Droid’s father’s angry reaction to it. She’d had some bad days herself, after
            Droid’s mother died. That’s why Droid was staying with her some nights. And why she put the black purse with her money and
            the keys to her dead husband’s car under the extra pillow next to her when she went to bed. Her arthritis pain medicine and
            what she took for blood pressure after her stroke went there too. She’d seen troubles like Droid’s too often.
         

         
         She was happy that he suddenly wanted help. But something about the blue-haired woman and the small white van bothered her.
            She didn’t know exactly what, but something was off. She distrusted anything like this that seemed too good to be true.
         

         
         She turned to Droid. “You need to stay here with me and your dad. You need a ceremony to make you strong.”

         
         “I’ll do that when I get back, I promise. But I have to go now. It’s not right for a man to be where I’m at, you know, with
            you always helping me with money and a place to stay and my dad telling me how I’ve disappointed him. I mean, I appreciate
            you, Shimásání, but things should be the other way around. Me helping you.”
         

         
         He stood a head taller than his grandmother now, but Mrs. Raymond outweighed him. He still had the lean frame of a runner.
            “I tried to stop drinking and getting high on my own, but that didn’t work out. I’ve got friends here, you know, all of us
            caught in the same bad trap. That’s why going away to get clean makes sense.”
         

         
         He looked at Blue. “I’ll come back stronger, right?”

         
         Blue said, “Get in. I have more pickups to make.”

         
         Mrs. Raymond gave the woman a hard look. “Wait. We’re talking.”

         
         “I leave in five minutes.” Blue climbed into the van and closed the door.

         
         Droid spoke faster now. “Shimásání, I have to go. I saw one of my buddies die already. I know drinking will kill me. I’m scared
            to do this, to get in the van and go away, but I don’t want to die drunk or be an adláanii.” He stopped talking, and tears
            pooled in his dark eyes. “I don’t want to embarrass you or the rest of my relatives. Besides, I got a sign.”
         

         
         She had known something was bothering him yesterday as soon as he returned from his run. He spent a long time in the shower,
            and then he was out all day. When he came back to her place, he wanted to talk. That was unusual for this quiet seventeen-year-old.
            She remembered every word.
         

         
         “Grandma, I saw something terrible. It might have been a hallucination. Whatever. I have to get my act together. I have to
            stop drinking. I’m going to rehab.”
         

         
         “What did you see?” She had to ask him twice before he gave her even a hint.

         
         “Something disgusting. I can’t talk about it, but I know it was a sign.” He stood and started to pace. “I took a shower to
            wash it away. After I left your house, I went out to meet my friends, and some older guys were there who had some beer. I
            drank with them, hoping to forget that image, but it still burns in my mind.”
         

         
         She waited for him to continue.

         
         “We were talking, you know, messing around, and a white van just like this one stopped. The driver spoke to us, and that changed
            the way I thought about things.”
         

         
         Blue had told them about a free place to stay, free food, and rehab to help them stop drinking. The van was full of Navajos.
            The woman said she would be back in the supermarket parking lot the next morning for anyone who wanted free meals, a place
            to live, and rehab.
         

         
         “The other guys still wanna party. But I’m ready to change.” She remembered his hesitation and then the surge of confidence in his voice when he told her. “This opportunity sounds good. I have to get on the van tomorrow.” 

         
         And now tomorrow was today, and the van had arrived for him.

         
         Mrs. Raymond walked to the van door and motioned to the woman in the driver’s seat. “Give me some of those papers. I’m going
            with him.”
         

         
         “OK.” The driver handed her a clipboard. “You understand the program is for counseling, right? For people with drug and alcohol
            problems.”
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond nodded. She looked at the form, and it was just as she had suspected. She put her hand on Droid’s arm. “Help
            me with this.”
         

         
         The stroke had damaged her vision. She could read the bigger letters without much trouble, and the standard print when she
            squinted, but even wearing her glasses, she couldn’t make out the fine print. It looked like a lot of complicated mumbo jumbo.
         

         
         “What does this mean?” She moved the clipboard toward him, and he glanced at it a few moments. Then he shrugged. “It’s the
            rules for the rehab place. It says things like you won’t sue nobody or be a badass. That’s what it looks like to me.”
         

         
         She asked Droid more questions, and then she walked up to the van’s door. Blue lowered the driver’s window.

         
         “We don’t find the part about food and a place to stay here.”

         
         “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Blue looked at the clock on the dashboard. “You two coming or not? I need to get on the road.”

         
         Mrs. Raymond put her hands on her hips. “Those things need to be in the agreement if we are going. We can’t ride in this van
            unless you can get that straightened out.”
         

         
         Blue frowned. Droid stared at the ground in embarrassment, but Mrs. Raymond didn’t back down.

         
         After a minute, Blue closed the van’s window. They could see her doing something on her phone. Then she opened the door and spoke to Droid. 

         
         “You got a phone?”

         
         “Yeah.” His expression added that it was a really dumb question.

         
         “I’ll send you a text with the stuff your grandmother wants. Lodging while you’re with us, treatment appointments, and three
            meals a day.”
         

         
         A moment later Droid’s phone made a noise, and he held the screen toward her. “Here, Shimásání.”

         
         “Read it to me.”

         
         He cleared his throat. “ ‘Best Way Rehabilitation Center hereby agrees to provide food and lodging to you while you are in
            rehabilitation treatment for substance abuse.’ And then it’s signed by Beatrice Dottson, president, Best Way Rehabilitation
            Center.”
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond moved her chin up and down in subtle agreement. She felt proud of her tall, handsome grandson and proud of herself
            for getting the agreement. She would have preferred something on paper, but a note from the president sounded good. “You save
            that, OK?”
         

         
         “Yes. For sure.”

         
         She found the place to sign, agreeing to counseling and addiction treatment at the Best Way Rehabilitation Center in Phoenix,
            Arizona.
         

         
         She wasn’t a drinker, but she liked the idea of counseling. When she and her helper, Darleen Manuelito, talked, Mrs. Raymond
            felt like she was a counselor for the young woman, and she thought Darleen’s advice helped her, too. Darleen had mentioned
            that her sister was a police officer. Maybe that’s why Darleen was so smart when it came to people.
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond tapped on the open door to get Blue’s attention. “Here it is. I’m ready now.”

         
         The woman’s plump lips turned up into a shadow of a smile as she took the papers. “Great. Grab a seat. Let’s go.”

         
         Droid slipped his phone into his pocket, and Mrs. Raymond motioned to him to climb in first. He headed to a pair of empty spots near the center of the van and put his backpack on the shelf over the seats. Mrs. Raymond sat next to the window. Their adventure was about to begin. She hoped the outcome would restore this young man she treasured to hózhó, that wonderful state of hope, joy, and balance in the face of life’s challenges. And the counseling might even help her, too. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         When Chee didn’t seem to have more to add, Bernie moved the phone conversation forward. “Can you tell me anything else about
            the captain’s meeting?”
         

         
         “Not much. The captain said the chief got the heads-up in a call from a special agent in Washington. The visitor is bringing
            a bunch of those security guys to Shiprock to provide protection. They want us to help.”
         

         
         “Wow.” Bernie considered the information. “This must be a big-time government official. Did the captain give you any hints
            about who is on the way?”
         

         
         “Nope, not a word. You know I like a challenge. We have a surprise guest coming to our slice of the nation, but no clue about
            who or when, except that it’s someone important and soon. And all this before nine a.m.”
         

         
         “Yeah, Mama just had breakfast.”

         
         Chee sighed. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry you have to give up some of your day off for this.”

         
         “Oh, stuff happens. I’m sad about canceling my visit with Leaphorn, but I like to be where the action is. I just hope I don’t have to work all day. I need to spend some time with Mama.” 

         
         Before he could stop himself, Chee said, “You need to spend time with me, too, you know. I miss you.”

         
         *  *  *

         Bernie had started a load of laundry and was about to get ready for work when her phone rang again. As soon as she answered,
            she could tell that something had upset Darleen. She heard the worry in her sister’s voice.
         

         
         After a few pleasantries, Darleen got to the point. “I need your advice on something.”

         
         “You bet. Join us for dinner tonight?”

         
         “I can’t. Let’s talk now, OK?”

         
         “Sure, but I’ve got to get to work.”

         
         “I thought this was your day off.” Darleen rushed. “This shouldn’t take long. It’s about—”

         
         “Tell them I don’t need any.” Mama had heard the phone ring from where she sat at Bernie’s kitchen table, and she started
            talking, too, in Navajo. “Tell them to stop bothering me.” She raised her voice. “Daughter, you hear me? Listen to me.”
         

         
         “Hold on,” Bernie said, both to Darleen on the phone and to their mother in person. She took a calming breath and walked toward
            Mama. Her mother did better at understanding when the person who was speaking faced her. Their physical presence helped focus
            her attention.
         

         
         “Shimá, I need to talk to Sister for a little while.” Bernie and Darleen always spoke to Mama in Navajo, Diné bizaad.

         
         “She’s here?”

         
         “No, I’m talking to her on the phone. I’m going out to the deck for a moment. Why don’t you sit on the couch and relax for
            a while?”
         

         
         Mama nodded but stayed where she was. Bernie moved outside, where she could talk with privacy. “OK. I’m back. What’s up?”

         
         “How is Mama today?”

         
         Bernie adjusted her chair so the morning sun could warm her back and sat down. “Oh, about the same, I guess.”

         
         “It’s tough, right?”

         
         She heard the empathy in Darleen’s voice and nodded, even though Darleen couldn’t see her. “Thank goodness for my husband.
            He’s got more patience than I have.”
         

         
         Darleen laughed. “Ask Cheeseburger where I can get some of that.” Cheeseburger was her special nickname for Chee. Mama had
            called him that, too, back when she remembered who he was.
         

         
         “I would, but unfortunately, he’s not here. He went in early again this morning. I don’t think he’s crazy about being a lieutenant.”
            She was glad that he had awakened her so she could pray and run before he left. “What’s up, Sister?”
         

         
         “I’m worried about one of my elderlies, Mrs. Raymond. I’m talking to you from her house, and she’s not here. She’s always
            here, always has coffee for us, always has a story or two, and then she asks me about my plans. She wants me to come early,
            so I do.” Darleen’s words rushed out. “She hears me drive up, you know, and she’s at the door.
         

         
         “But today she didn’t have the door open. I knocked and waited for her to come so we could start our visit. When she didn’t
            show up, I knocked again and called for her. Nothing. So then I opened the door and went inside.” Darleen took a breath. “Was
            that a bad thing, you know, like breaking and entering or trespassing?”
         

         
         “No. Just tell me the rest.”

         
         “I wouldn’t have come in without her permission, but I was worried that she might be hurt, you know, might have fallen or
            had another stroke or something. That’s why I got the job, because she had a stroke. I stop by to check her blood pressure,
            make sure she’s taking her meds, you know, because she’s in our special program.
         

         
         “I was a touch early, so I thought maybe she was still sleeping or something. But she never sleeps late. She tells me she’s always up before the first bird sings. Anyway, she’s not in the house, and there’s no note or anything. It’s totally unlike her to forget about our appointment. I don’t know what to do next.” 

         
         “What did you do before you called me?”

         
         The phone was silent for a moment, and Bernie could practically hear her sister thinking. “I walked through the house, looking
            for her. I’m yelling, ‘Mrs. R? Hello, it’s Darleen.’ Mrs. R is what I call her. But nothing. Then I went outside and searched
            and kept yelling her name. She never answered. She isn’t here anywhere. You’re a cop. What should I do?”
         

         
         Bernie heard the anxiety in her sister’s voice. Her memory flashed back to the time when Darleen thought their mother had
            disappeared and called in a panic, only to discover Mama at her neighbor Mrs. Darkwater’s house.
         

         
         “Are there any neighbors out there to check with?”

         
         “Well, not close enough to walk to.”

         
         “Does Mrs. R have a car there?”

         
         “Yes. Parked with the hood up, like always. She hasn’t moved it.”

         
         “Does she live by herself?”

         
         “She does now. Her oldest daughter and her son-in-law and her grandson used to live with her, but the daughter died last year,
            and the son-in-law moved to a new place. Her other daughter, Victoria, lives close to her, practically next door. I can walk
            there in about ten minutes.”
         

         
         “Maybe Mrs. Raymond went to visit Victoria. Did you check?”

         
         “Not yet. I doubt that she’s there, because she told me they don’t get along.” Darleen sighed. “I let Victoria know Mrs. R
            wasn’t home before I called you. I texted—that’s the way we always communicate. Victoria didn’t respond, so I called her,
            but she didn’t answer the phone either.”
         

         
         “What about the son-in-law? Maybe she went to see the grandson and his dad.”

         
         “Maybe.” Darleen paused for a few beats. “They live somewhere around here, but I don’t know where. I’ve never met them.”

         
         “Does your lady have other children?”

         
         “Well, there’s a son and a daughter-in-law living in Pennsylvania. I think it’s sad, you know, that she has to live by herself.
            She’s a strong-willed woman, outspoken and all that. But she misses the daughter who died. She told me that her birthday is
            coming up. The first one since her death.”
         

         
         “What about Mrs. Raymond’s friends? Maybe someone took her out to breakfast.” Bernie pictured Darleen’s client having coffee
            with another lady somewhere, enjoying herself so much she forgot about the appointment.
         

         
         “I didn’t think of that. They come on days I’m not around, you know, so I haven’t met them, but she talks about these other
            ladies quite a bit.” Darleen’s voice sounded a bit lighter. “I’ll see if I can find their numbers. But could you check to
            see if Mrs. R has turned up anywhere, like the hospital, if she got hurt?”
         

         
         “I can do that after you follow up with Victoria and the rest of your ideas. A lot of times people wander off and then come
            back. If Mrs. Raymond doesn’t return and Victoria doesn’t have any idea where she could be, call me again. We’ll talk about
            the next step then. By the way, that notice for an elderly person is called a Silver Alert. We can work on that if we need
            to.”
         

         
         “Good.”

         
         “Even though you’d rather not do it, be sure to talk to Victoria, OK?”

         
         “OK. I’m walking over there as soon as we hang up. Thanks. I feel better after talking to you.”

         
         Bernie heard the residual anxiety in Darleen’s voice. “Hey,” she said, “in the years I’ve been a cop, I’ve seen a lot of these cases work out on their own. I hope Mrs. Raymond will be back with a story about spending the morning with a friend or a clan sister.” 

         
         Bernie was about to end the call when her sister surprised her.

         
         “Sister, one more thing. I want you to know that I really appreciate you and Cheeseburger figuring out how Mama could live
            with you while I stay in her house. I feel like I’ve got my life back. Ahéhéé.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         The van rolled on through the New Mexico heat. Most of the other passengers were men, Mrs. Raymond noticed, and a few were
            people she’d seen before. No one looked as young as Droid; most were middle-aged and beyond and showed the damage that came
            from a hard life. There were a couple of other women. The vehicle had a sliding door like a minivan and, she estimated, could
            hold fifteen people.
         

         
         The route from Shiprock to Gallup had taken them through familiar country. They had passed the settlements of Newcomb, Tohatchi,
            and Naschitti, and then on to the junction at Ya-ta-hey, with the untaken turn to Window Rock. Mrs. Raymond watched as they
            passed the businesses in Gamerco: feed stores, pawnshops, used car lots, the place where the huge Gallup flea market welcomed
            shoppers, and more.
         

         
         The van quickly passed the junction for the road to Zuni Pueblo, and when she saw the sign, Mrs. Raymond touched her pocket
            for the little stone turtle she always kept with her. She didn’t feel it, and that worried her. She had promised the Zuni
            friend who gave it to her that she’d keep it with her, but she must have left it at home.
         

         
         Now they were on Interstate 40 headed west, new territory for her. The highway was filled with big trucks that made the van sway as they passed and lots of RVs, people on vacation. This was big country. She noticed a long train, a few range cows clustered near a gate in a fence, and a horse or two searching for something to eat in the sparse vegetation. A sign welcomed them to Arizona. 

         
         Droid had closed his eyes. The van headed on. It reminded Mrs. Raymond of a miniature bus with a sliding door.

         
         After about an hour, the vehicle took an exit and turned in to a gas station that was also a convenience store. Sanders, Arizona.
            As they rolled to a stop, Mrs. Raymond noticed that the neon sign in the window advertised a popular brand of beer, the kind
            of beer her late husband loved.
         

         
         She touched Droid’s arm. “Do you have money?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Give it to me so you won’t be tempted to buy beer.” She held out her hand. “I’ll keep it for you. If you need to buy something,
            let me know.”
         

         
         “But it’s my money. I’m not a baby, Shimásání.”

         
         “You asked me to come with you, to help you have courage, remember?”

         
         He took out his wallet. “OK, but I need some money for cigarettes and candy.” He gave her two ten-dollar bills, a five, and
            two ones. He kept a five and a ten for himself.
         

         
         “Cigarettes?” She frowned.

         
         “I knew you wouldn’t like it.”

         
         She didn’t like it, but she didn’t give him grief. One problem at a time was plenty.

         
         Blue turned around from the driver’s seat to look at the passengers. “Listen up. You all can get off and stretch your legs
            if you want. We’re getting some new passengers. We’ll be leaving in about twenty minutes.”
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond was glad for the break. She went to the ladies’ room, and as she was washing her hands, someone she recognized from the van came in. The woman used a damp paper towel to wash her face, her neck, and then her arms. She wore three thin silver and turquoise bracelets on her left wrist, and her fingernails still had a bit of shiny red polish. She was somewhere between forty and fifty, or maybe younger. Mrs. Raymond had noticed that alcoholics aged more quickly. 

         
         Mrs. Raymond spoke to her. “What do you think of this trip?”

         
         “I dunno. Why?”

         
         “I hope the program will be good for my grandson. He’s had some struggles.”

         
         The other woman laughed. “Me, too. That’s why I started drinking.” She tossed the paper towels toward the wastebasket and
            missed. “I guess booze will kill me one of these days. In the meantime, this might help. I’ve tried rehab before, but it never
            stuck. I figure this can’t do me no harm.”
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond used her left hand, which she relied on more after the stroke, to pick up the towels from the floor by a dry
            edge and deposit them in the trash can. “What happens in these places?”
         

         
         “It depends. They usually find someone to talk about the problems that come with drinking and drugs, you know? They tell you
            about AA. Some rehabs give you medicine to help with the DTs. Then they set you free.” When the woman laughed, her turquoise
            earrings swung slightly with her hair. Her hair needed shampooing, Mrs. Raymond thought, but she kept her opinion to herself.
         

         
         “Speaking of what’s comin’, I’ve got some joy juice. Want some?” She opened her purse, a large multicolored bag, and pulled
            out a bottle of something that looked like water. “You know, a last blast before we hit the pass. Getting sober is hard work,
            right? We need to fortify ourselves.”
         

         
         She unscrewed the cap and offered Mrs. Raymond the first shot.

         
         “I don’t drink. I’m here for my grandson.”

         
         “Oh.” The woman took a swig. “Has he tried to get sober before?”

         
         “He said he stopped drinking, but it didn’t work.”

         
         “It’s tough.” She screwed the lid back on the bottle and hid it in her purse. “I coulda died in a car wreck last week. I think
            an angel or somethin’ had my back. That’s why I’m here. What happened with your grandson?”
         

         
         “I don’t know exactly. He said he saw something and he decided to get sober. He doesn’t want to talk about it.”

         
         “Ask him. He’ll feel better if he gets it off his chest.”

         
         They left the restroom together and headed into the convenience store that was part of the station. Mrs. Raymond noticed alcohol
            of various kinds for sale. This seemed like an odd stop for a van full of people with problems with alcohol.
         

         
         She found Blue looking at sunglasses.

         
         “It’s time to go.” Mrs. Raymond pointed to her watch. “Twenty minutes.” She didn’t believe in Indian time.

         
         Blue nodded. “Yeah, but the men’s room is having issues. See that line?”

         
         Mrs. Raymond could see three men waiting. None of them was her grandson. “Where’s Droid?”

         
         “Who?”

         
         Mrs. Raymond frowned. “Andrew. The tall one with glasses.”

         
         “Oh, right. I saw him outside with a cigarette.”

         
         Mrs. Raymond sighed. Her husband had smoked a pack a day or more until she shamed him into stopping. Then he died from a fall
            off a ladder. If she’d known he would be dead at age fifty-nine, she would have spent less time nagging him about smoking
            and drinking and more time enjoying his company.
         

         
         “I have a question.” She didn’t wait for Blue to acknowledge that. “Why stop at a place that sells alcohol?”

         
         “I don’t decide where we stop for gas or to make pickups. The people who run the program set up the itinerary.”

         
         Mrs. Raymond went outside, and Droid walked up to her. They stood together in the parking lot.

         
         “Shimásání,” Droid said, “I don’t think you should go with me to the rehab place. I’ll call Dad to pick you up. I can do this
            journey on my own. I’m nearly a man. Next year, that’s my last year of high school, you know?”
         

         
         She smelled the cigarettes on him, and now alcohol, too, evidence of his youth and his weakness.

         
         “Someone offered you a drink back there, and you said yes.”

         
         Droid didn’t respond.

         
         “So I’m staying with you. But even without that, I would have not gone back. I signed the papers.”

         
         Droid frowned, but Mrs. Raymond stood her ground. She had only promised to go with Droid to meet the van, but when the situation
            sounded suspicious, she knew she might have to go on the trip, too.
         

         
         She let some time pass, then spoke quietly. “I’m an old lady now, and I’ve learned that talking about things that frighten
            me takes some of their power away. Tell me what you saw that scared you into getting in the van.”
         

         
         Droid glanced past her toward the traffic streaming by on the interstate, heading out across the open territory of Arizona.
            She gave him time to answer.
         

         
         “A dead man. I saw a dead man. He had a nice hat and a silver ring.” Droid paused, swallowed, and said the rest. “It looked
            like somebody beat him to death. I ran away as fast as I could.”
         

         
         “Where was he?”

         
         “Behind the leetso fence. I was in the restricted area. Trespassing, you know? I had drunk too much the night before, way
            over my limit. Maybe I imagined the dead man. Maybe it was a sign saying that dude could be me. Whatever. I don’t want to
            die like that.”
         

         
         She waited, and when he said nothing more, she told him what she thought. “Maybe you had a vision, but maybe there is a dead person out there. Maybe you didn’t imagine it.” She took a breath. “You need to call and tell the police what you found.” 

         
         He flinched. “But . . .” And he fell silent.

         
         “Think of it this way. If the person is real, that dead man’s family is looking for him, worried about him. Your call will
            give them peace. What do you have to lose by making the call?”
         

         
         “OK, here’s the deal. What if the police think I’m a murderer after they trace my cell phone? Or what if they arrest me for
            trespassing?” He twisted a strand of hair as he spoke, and she could feel his worry.
         

         
         She let some time go by before she responded. “You need to do the right thing, Shicheii. Once you do that, you’ll feel better,
            free of that monster. Let the police deal with it. That’s their job.”
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond had an idea.

         
         “A person who helps me has a sister who works with the Navajo Police. She gave me the direct number for the police station
            one time when I was worried about something.” Mrs. Raymond remembered the number and recited it. “Call them. They understand
            more about things that we shouldn’t talk about. Things like dead people who might not be there.”
         

         
         Droid started to walk toward the store. “I need a cold drink.” She must have made a face, because he added, “I mean water
            or juice or a soda or something.”
         

         
         “I’ll go with you. I’d like one, too.” She moved to his side. “What about that call? If you don’t want to call the number
            I gave you, just use 911. The emergency number.” Mrs. Raymond assumed that whoever answered the call would eventually get
            the message to whoever needed to know in Shiprock.
         

         
         He stopped. “I don’t like to think about what I saw, OK?

         
         She understood.

         
         They went back in the store. Mrs. Raymond noticed that two different men were in the restroom line. She moved to the refrigerated case where they stored the cold drinks, and considered what to buy. Her grandson looked at the display of snack food, then without selecting a bag of chips or a package of peanuts walked up to the sales counter. He spoke to the young cashier, and she said something to him and shook her head. He said something and then he handed her one of the bills from his wallet. The woman looked at the money, then moved the store telephone toward him. 

         
         Mrs. Raymond saw him pick up the phone and touch the screen. She couldn’t hear what he said, but she read the relief in the
            way he held his body when he put the receiver down and left the store.
         

         
         She paid for two drinks.

         
         Outside, she handed Droid a large plastic bottle of sweet tea. “Does your father know about this trip?”

         
         “No. I didn’t want to tell him in case I couldn’t do it. I don’t want him to think I’m a loser.”

         
         She understood. “He’ll be worried.”

         
         Droid sighed. “I’ll text him.”

         
         “Take a picture of us for him so he’ll know we’re OK. He can show that to Victoria, too.”

         
         Droid had just finished sending the selfie when they saw Blue striding to the van with a white guy wearing shorts and three
            other people who looked like Navajos. Blue and the man in shorts, a small, thin bilagáana with a gold chain around his scrawny
            neck, climbed in first. Droid and Mrs. Raymond watched Gold Chain struggle to adjust the driver’s seat. Then the van’s door
            opened and the horn honked.
         

         
         The three new passengers climbed aboard, and Mrs. Raymond, Droid, and the others did, too. They found their seats and settled
            in for another stretch of the trip. The cool air inside the van felt good.
         

         
         Droid put his hand in the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his phone before he sat down. “It’s a long time until we
            get to Phoenix. I’ve got my music here. I don’t wanna talk. You understand, right? It’s nothing personal, but I have a lot
            to think about.”
         

         
         She nodded. The young man had never been much of a talker, and silence would serve him well.

         
         Droid put something in each ear, leaned his head back against the seat, and closed his eyes.

         
         Mrs. Raymond tapped him on the shoulder. “What is that?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Those things in your ears.”

         
         “It’s the way I can listen to the music. An earbud.”

         
         “Ear bug? That’s a funny name.”

         
         ‘No, it’s . . .” He stopped himself. “You’re right. Ear bug is funny.”

         
         She leaned back and settled in for the long ride to come. Gold Chain was driving, and they were on the way again.

         
         After a while Droid said, “Do you think I’ll make it?”

         
         “You have your mother’s strength inside you. You can call on that strength when you need it. The challenge is difficult.”

         
         “OK.”

         
         Mrs. Raymond had never told him, her only grandchild, that his handsome face and cheerful disposition reminded her of his
            mother, her daughter who had died, and of her husband, the grandfather he had never met, the man she had also lost too soon.
            This boy gave her life meaning, and she would do whatever she could to support him.
         

         
         Except for the two of them and the woman who had offered her a drink, the people on the journey treated each other like strangers.
            She remembered her husband’s periods of quiet and his resolve each time he decided to stop drinking. She’d left him alone
            with his thoughts, and she wouldn’t intrude on these folks, either. She wished them well.
         

         
         She noticed that Droid had closed his eyes again as the van rolled on.

         
         This was good, Mrs. Raymond thought. These people deserved another chance to be healthy, to help their families, to make amends for the damage that drinking had caused. Too much marijuana, naakai binát’oh, was bad, and other drugs were worse. As far as she could tell, Droid had only tried marijuana. 

         
         She picked up her purse from the floor near her feet, pulled out a paperback book, and opened it to a page she had marked
            with a downturned corner. She rarely had time to read, especially during the day; this road trip gave her that gift. The book
            was about the Navajo man who had gone with the bilagáana explorers to show some white people Na’nízhoozhí, the sacred rainbow
            bridge at Lake Powell. A good book to be reading now, she thought, when she was also on the move. But after just a few pages,
            her eyes grew heavy and she fell asleep.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         As usual, Lieutenant Jim Chee had arrived at the substation early. He greeted Sandra and found a note on his computer from
            Captain Texas Adakai, saying that he’d be in later and that the meeting with the chief was mandatory, all officers, no exceptions.
         

         
         Chee had just poured himself his second cup of coffee when he ran into Officer Bigman.

         
         “What is this morning’s surprise meeting about? I heard the chief himself is coming up for it.” It was rare for the chief
            of the Navajo Police to pay the Shiprock substation a visit.
         

         
         “I don’t know much,” Chee said. “I just learned about it myself. It’s something major, a big deal. I don’t think the chief
            has stopped by here in years.”
         

         
         Bigman smiled. “I know. He’s announcing that the number of officers will be doubled this year, and we all get more time off,
            too.”
         

         
         Chee smiled. “I bet someone from New Mexico’s congressional delegation in Washington wants to let Navajos know how hard they
            are working for us.”
         

         
         Bigman rubbed his chin. “I heard a rumor that a high-powered somebody from the federal government decided to put Shiprock on the map by making a ‘save the rattler’ proclamation or something. That must be it.” 

         
         Sandra buzzed Chee, and Bigman left the office so he could take the call. FBI agent Sage Johnson was on the phone. They chatted
            a moment, and then she got to business.
         

         
         “Would you let the captain know I can’t make it today?”

         
         “Sure,” he said. “Make it for what?”

         
         “Sorry. Make it to the meeting. You know, the one about interagency cooperation for the big visit? My calendar is already
            packed, thanks to the DC office and all the extra excitement. And this is still a maybe—you know, a just-in-case. They won’t
            say for sure that she’s even coming.”
         

         
         “She?”

         
         “The secretary, uh—” Johnson caught herself. “Um . . . just erase that.”

         
         Chee thought of how to play his cards. “No worries. The captain left me a note.”

         
         “This whole thing was supposed to be confidential until the secretary makes her final decision.”

         
         “That’s right,” Chee said. “But you know it’s hard to keep a secret, especially when the word’s already out to so many people.
            Captain Adakai has been closemouthed about it, but when he said the chief planned to come from Window Rock this morning for
            an all-hands-on-deck meeting, we got the idea that there must be some big shot on the way to warrant all this security.”
         

         
         “If the captain or the chief forget to mention it, the agency and I really appreciate how you guys are all in on this. You’ll
            be a big part of keeping everyone safe, our main concern.”
         

         
         “Sure thing.” Chee put aside his burning question. “The better you keep us in the loop, the better we can do our job. So tell
            me who’s coming?”
         

         
         She laughed. “No way. All will be revealed at your meeting with the chief.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         Mrs. Raymond read a while. When she glanced out the window, she saw the exit sign for Petrified Forest National Park. She
            had been there many years before. Her husband worked in Flagstaff then, and they had brought their two daughters along for
            that trip. She remembered the vivid colors of the sandstone: the pinks that turned to lavender, the deep purples, the huge
            expanses of red. Victoria had said that it made her think of blood that had turned into rocks. Her big sister, the one who
            was dead now, said no, it was a sunset that had settled on the earth.
         

         
         She thought of another expanse of stone, El Malpais, the huge lava flow near Ramah. She remembered the old story she’d heard
            about how the lava was the petrified blood of a monster killed by the Hero Twins. She wondered why the twins, who killed so
            many monsters, had allowed certain monsters to survive, among them old age and death.
         

         
         Mrs. Raymond didn’t mind most of the changes that came with being old. She said “so what” to silver hair, a few more pounds, and an accumulation of wrinkles. She regretted that the stroke made it harder for her to see clearly, but she appreciated the greater confidence and the welcome inner peace that had come to her with aging. She had learned to let the criticism of people who judged her, people like her own daughter, roll away like water off a turtle’s
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