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         The young Navajo man froze for a moment and dealt with his fear.

         
         Even all these years after the accident, looking at the vast expanse of cold lake water still left him frightened. When the
            nightmarish idea arose that his boots might slip and that he could tumble down the pale sandstone and into the lake, he shoved
            the thought to the back of his brain. But his palms had started to sweat. He took a deep breath and ordered himself to get
            a grip, to calm down, to go in beauty.
         

         
         His apprehension had begun years before, when Lake Powell was higher and he was smaller, just a boy. He had been walking along
            the shoreline, looking for insects. Then he tripped on a rock and lost his balance. He could still taste his panic as the
            icy, bottomless water enveloped him. He could still feel the iron grip of the terror that paralyzed him. Unable to keep his
            head above the deadly lake, he sank, breathless, too scared to struggle.
         

         
         Finally his brother’s strong arms pulled him back to life, to the surface where he could gasp for breath. After an eternity
            they reached the dry safety of the shore.
         

         
         He was only eight, but the experience changed him from the inside out. His brother wanted to teach him to swim, but he had none of it. He knew Lake Powell was a lurking, evil monster, ready to suck him into its frigid depths. He respected its power, and now, after decades, he could sometimes see its beauty. But only from afar. 

         
         When the ancient ones he admired, the ones who had left their marks on the rocks here, saw water, they beheld rivers, the
            area’s flowing lifeblood. Not this giant, human-made pool trapped by a dam.
         

         
         The young man forced his gaze from the water’s dangerous, seductive shimmer to the sky. He took a long breath and made himself
            move with caution across the unforgiving sandstone, heading back toward his campsite and then to the boat dock.
         

         
         But a sound behind him stirred his curiosity and he turned, careful not to lose his balance on the steep slope.

         
         Time compressed. First, a whooshing noise, then a heavy thunk against the back of his head. He fell forward with the sound.
            The searing pain lasted only a moment. After that, his damaged skull couldn’t protect his brain. If he had been conscious,
            he would have noticed the warmth of the rock cliff, a gift from the October sun, against the skin of his torso. But he had
            transitioned to the space beyond human senses. He didn’t fear his body’s growing momentum as the energy of the fall and gravity’s
            pull drew him toward the water. He didn’t feel the abrasive stone bloodying the skin of his arms, cheeks, and forehead. When
            his physical self finally slid into the deep icy water of his nightmares, he didn’t even flinch.
         

         
         Death had come quickly. And now the place that had long terrified him began to make its amends. The lake gently rocked him
            as it washed away the blood.
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         Jim Chee looked out at the broad expanse of water known as Lake Powell.

         
         The huge dam that created this immense desert lake had destroyed the sacred junction where two vital rivers merged. The San
            Juan River, the Male Water, forms one boundary of the Navajo Nation, whose people Chee served as a police officer. The water
            from the San Juan flowed into the Female Water of the Colorado River, whose spirit is called Life Without End, when they met
            in Glen Canyon. The old stories spoke of the two Navajo deities embodied in the rivers. When they joined, they created the
            Water Children of the Cloud and Rain People.
         

         
         Some said that the dam’s dishonoring of the confluence led to the long-standing drought that had reduced the volume of the
            lake itself to less than half.
         

         
         Chee stretched his tired legs along the sand and readjusted his back against the cliffside. A few more moments of rest, and then he’d hike on toward Rainbow Bridge. This combination of vacation and personal retreat had left him frustrated on several levels, but standing in the presence of that sacred site should provide a cure. Then the three-hour drive to Shiprock, reuniting with his smart and lovely wife, and finding time to further contemplate the future and shake off his disappointment at yet again failing his mentor, the retired Legendary Lieutenant, Joe Leaphorn. 

         
         Perhaps, Chee thought, the imprisoned water from the two sacred rivers had washed away the images of the Holy People that
            had left Leaphorn in awe decades before. Perhaps the water had transformed the sand paintings Leaphorn recalled so vividly
            into rainbows of tiny specks of colors and washed the sand away. Perhaps the sand rested on the bottom of the lake or had
            washed onto a beach where coots and grebes strolled and boaters pulled ashore.
         

         
         Or perhaps the rising water had stopped before it reached the cave that sheltered those precious things. Perhaps. Perhaps.

         
         This morning, as he sang his morning prayers in this soulful place, he realized that he knew of nowhere else to search for
            the cave that still burned in his mentor’s memory. Using the Lieutenant’s old map and his own acute sense of the geography
            of the Colorado Plateau, he had discovered a few caves that seemed appropriate, but none sheltered a trove of sand paintings.
         

         
         He looked forward to Rainbow Bridge, a holy place near the lakeshore. He would be there in a few hours.

         
         And then he would go home. He missed Bernie and their cozy little place along the San Juan River. He missed the men and women
            he worked with at the police station and beyond. He missed those assignments where his presence and something he said or did
            made life better, or at least more tolerable, for the person who had called for the police. He missed being of service.
         

         
         But he didn’t miss the reports. He didn’t miss his role as backup in charge at the substation when Captain Largo was away.
            And, especially and with all his heart, he didn’t miss having to be Bernie’s boss when the captain left.
         

         
         Chee took another sip of water and listened to the distant, muffled roar of a powerboat. Then he unzipped the backpack that sat in the sand and spread the map Leaphorn had given him on his lap. He studied it again. According to what he saw and the Lieutenant’s story, the cave should have been inside the cliff that warmed his back. But he had looked there, closely, and only found solid rock. The expansive, rugged landscape between Lake Powell and Navajo Mountain could have confused the map maker. Or, Chee thought, perhaps he had misread the map and made a mistake. 

         
         He heard the low vibration of the boat motor again.

         
         Later, he realized that if he had positioned himself with eyes toward the lake instead of away from it, and if he had pulled
            out his binoculars at the sound of the boat, he might have seen something important. He might have seen a murderer fleeing
            the scene of the crime.
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         Lake Powell, a desert lake born in controversy, is an infant finding its place in the ancient geological environment of the
            Colorado Plateau. Its creation in 1963 as America’s second-largest human-made lake (only Lake Mead holds more water) captured
            the Colorado and San Juan Rivers, two of the Southwest’s major waterways. Glen Canyon Dam, constructed to provide hydroelectric
            power and water storage, imprisoned the water between beautiful sandstone walls. The lake had taken seventeen years to reach
            its high-water mark. Chee knew water levels had been declining due to both use and drought in the southwestern United States.
            By the summer of 2020, Lake Powell was a hundred feet lower than full pool, and at less than 50 percent capacity. And the
            drought continued.
         

         
         Trees, shrubs, and native grass often surround natural lakes throughout the Colorado Plateau, but the rock shores of Lake
            Powell combine with scorching summer heat and scouring winds to prevent the verdancy that presents itself in a more hospitable
            environment.
         

         
         Having paused in his hike to the lake’s most famous site, Rainbow Bridge, Chee considered the untouched lunch in his pack. He’d eat in a few minutes, but first, a rare nap under the clear blue October sky. Doug Walker, his wife’s clan brother and an area tour guide, had shown Chee where the trail to the sacred site began. After reminding him that it would be a lot easier to reach the bridge by water, Doug had promised that a boat would pick Chee up at the closest dock. 

         
         Chee closed his eyes and replayed Doug’s instructions. “The bridge is nine miles from the trailhead. You’ll be coming into
            it here.” Doug had pressed the spot with his index finger. “Our boat leaves the big marina every day around one p.m. with
            the last group of sightseers and arrives around three. If you miss it, either I or one of the staff will come and get you
            that evening.”
         

         
         “No need for that,” Chee said. “I can catch up with the tour boat the next day.” Another night beneath the diamond stars and
            a chance to enjoy the power of Rainbow Bridge in evening’s quiet sounded appealing.
         

         
         Doug nodded. “I’ll tell Curtis or Sunfish to watch for a big, tired-looking Navajo guy. If you’re there before we leave, you’ll
            get a seat. We’re not as busy now that kids are back in school. That’s good, because Curtis and I are cooking up something
            new.”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Ah, it’s too early to talk about it.” Doug shrugged off Chee’s curiosity with his own question. “Can you guess which story
            of Rainbow Bridge we share with tourists?”
         

         
         “Well, I prefer the tale of how one of the Hero Twins was hunting and got trapped by a flash flood. His father, Jo’hanaa’éí,
            the Sun and Changing Woman’s husband, sent a rainbow to save the young man from drowning. Afterward it turned to stone as
            a symbol of the strength of a father’s love. I also like the one about the measuring worm that transformed itself into a solid
            rock bridge to help the twins escape from rising water. That story has value, too. It shows how little things can make a huge
            difference.”
         

         
         For the Diné, the graceful sandstone bridge represented more than interesting geology. Here, the supernatural and humanity had interacted, and that made Tsé’naa Na’ní’áhí a sacred place. Other tribes of the area also held the natural bridge in reverence as a blessed marvel and had their own stories of its origins and importance. 

         
         Doug had rubbed his chin. “Nope. The story we share concerns the controversy about the lake’s creation. About how the ones
            who built the lake disrespected the bridge and how the People stood up for it. Navajos, Hopi, Zuni, Paiutes, even some Utes.
            The enviros joined in, too.”
         

         
         Chee recalled the struggle to preserve the bridge as a pilgrimage site instead of a tourist attraction to minimize the inadvertent
            and inevitable desecration that might be caused by uninformed visitors who would walk beneath the bridge—an action of disrespect—or
            talk too loudly or laugh too much. “Were you involved in trying to protect it?”
         

         
         “Not me, bro. I wasn’t born. That was in the 1970s.” Doug laughed. “My baby brother, Curtis, he did a lot of research about
            the protests and the controversy. He started working with Dr. Peter Hendrix, the archaeologist from the University of Utah
            who was involved with all that. You heard of him?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Dr. Pete is famous in these parts,” Doug said. “He did a lot of the archaeology that went down before Lake Powell started
            to fill. Curtis met him when he spoke at our school. My brother really got into that archaeology stuff. Every year on the
            anniversary of the dam’s completion, Dr. Pete encouraged us to write letters to the newspapers about the old ones who lived
            here. One year Curtis wrote about why Rainbow Bridge matters and included a sketch he made. We all were so proud of him when
            we saw that in the newspaper.
         

         
         “The National Park Service, the state of Arizona, even the conservation groups, tried to help protect Rainbow Bridge from tourists, but the fact is that Lake Powell is government property, open to all comers. Then Mother Nature stepped right in. Now that lack of rain, miserable snowpack, and evaporation have lowered the water level, everyone has to walk farther. Most of them just stay in the boats.” Doug chuckled. “When we do our tours, we tell the traditional stories you mentioned and let the customers know that we’ve heard about people who died unexpectedly not long after they walked under the arch.” 

         
         “I thought that was only us Navajos who didn’t know the right prayers.”

         
         Doug grinned. “We don’t share every detail. It keeps them from being disrespectful.”

         
         Refreshed from his rest, Chee hiked toward the bridge. He startled a cluster of bighorn sheep. Two of them glanced up from
            their browsing and scampered higher over the russet sandstone. The third watched a moment longer before joining the herd.
            The human herd was more elusive; he only encountered two other hikers, a pair of Hopi women.
         

         
         Eventually he came to a faded sign that read “Rainbow Bridge National Monument,” and a wooden fence that created a hikers’
            maze. He stopped and searched the arid landscape for the first sight of the towering stone bridge, beautiful Tsé’naa Na’ní’áhí.
         

         
         And then he saw it.

         
         He breathed in its majesty as he approached, following the trail to the point where he could stand in the narrow band of shade
            the bridge created. He admired the height of the graceful arch—roughly as tall as the Statue of Liberty—and its strong span
            across the river. Some said that it represented the union of male and female as well as the cooperation of the Hero Twins
            who made the world safe for humanity by destroying most of the monsters who threatened to eliminate us Five Fingered beings.
            The reality of its presence calmed his disappointment at his failure to find the cave. He paused in gratitude, sang his prayer,
            and blessed the spot and the day with sacred cornmeal.
         

         
         Based on the angle of the sun, he had plenty of time before the boat arrived, bringing its tour group. With the arch at his
            back, he walked along the lakeshore, watching the deep-blue water lap against the floating dock. What a gift, he thought,
            to have this powerful place to himself.
         

         
         Wanting a panoramic view of the lake, he studied the sandstone for a trail that could provide such a vista. He found one that seemed promising and began to climb. The hike grew steeper, and when he paused to catch his breath, he noticed a packrat nest at the foot of the cliff with something shiny on top. Curious, he left the trail to examine the anomaly. When he pulled it from the sticks, weeds, and debris, he realized the object was a miniature thermometer. It resembled something a hiker might add to the puller on a jacket zipper. The attachment had broken, but the device still worked—if, in fact, the day was eighty-five degrees warm. He smiled, thinking of a packrat checking his thermometer. As he flipped it over in his palm, he saw a logo, a sketch of a houseboat with the words “Laguna Blue” on its side. He slipped the device into his pants pocket to dispose of later. 

         
         He climbed until he reached the mesa top and stopped to savor the view. The lake stretched below him, vast and as blue as
            the October sky, with a broad band of desert-brown rock separating the two. He searched the water for the tourist boat and
            didn’t see it—just late-season houseboats bobbing gently in the distance. He pulled out his phone to take a picture and, as
            he framed the shot, something bright green caught his eye. A tent. Someone had carefully positioned it to catch afternoon
            shade from a wind-carved overhang. Except for the thermometer, he hadn’t seen signs of human presence. Not even a boot print.
            He wondered who had camped here and where they were now.
         

         
         He told himself he was on vacation, and the tent was none of his business. But it was on his way to his next goal—soaking
            his toes in the cool water. So instead of heeding his own advice, he approached it. He saw where a fire had been, but none
            of the cooking utensils, drying laundry, or other signs that indicated an occupied campsite.
         

         
         “Hello. Anyone home?” Chee waited, then called again. “Anybody in there?” He heard no response.

         
         He strolled to the tent. It looked expensive and well loved, lightweight and designed for backpacking. Someone had zipped the entrance flap closed. It had been untouched long enough to attract a spiderweb between a supporting pole and the emerald fabric nearest the pole. The relatively flat surface at the top had accumulated a fine layer of sand, and more sand had piled into a small undisturbed dune at the tent’s entrance. Odd, he thought; the day had been calm and windless. The tent had been here awhile. 

         
         “Hey, I’m a cop. Everything OK here?”

         
         With nothing stirring inside the tent, and no one approaching, Chee found the zipper, scared the spider away, and opened the
            flap. With some dread, he squatted to look inside. As he’d expected, no one was there, but what he saw took him by surprise.
            No decaying corpse, but half of a large broken pot decorated with the classic black-and-white geometric shapes of the early
            Pueblo people lay on the waterproof tent floor. Next to it was a fiber object he identified as an ancient yucca sandal. There
            were three large, dark stones, which looked as if the hands of the ancient ones had shaped them into tools for grinding grain.
            A small group of potsherds sat next to them, as though someone had arranged everything for a photograph.
         

         
         He again took out his cell phone—a device that had proven useless except as a camera in this cell-tower-scarce landscape—and
            snapped some photos of the display. If this were a case of grave robbing—stealing from the dead for sale to collectors—the
            person responsible would face serious consequences.
         

         
         Someone also had left a backpack, a water filter, a rolled-up sleeping bag, and a pad, all stashed across from the entrance.
            He hesitated. If whoever camped here returned to find a stranger rooting around in the tent, Chee risked an angry confrontation
            before he could explain that he was a policeman with legitimate concern for the owner’s safety. But the person who set up
            this campsite could be hurt or lost and he wasn’t a man to ignore the situation.
         

         
         He grabbed the pack, noticing that it was surprisingly light, and took it outside the tent’s tight space to look for any identification of its owner. He opened the main pocket and found a small digital camera, a half-empty water bottle, some energy bars, sunscreen, and a ziplock bag. Inside the bag were Band-Aids of various sizes, a tube of antibiotic ointment, gauze, tape, and other components of a first aid kit. 

         
         The smaller pockets were equally unhelpful in terms of identification. He found a bag of nuts, a pocketknife, and a rock.

         
         Chee held the rock in the palm of his hand, wondering what about it had caught the interest of whoever had camped here. It
            looked like granite, and had several colors—streaks and mottles of white, black, and brown with green the most prominent.
            It was about the size of a flattened golf ball. When he spun it on its side, he realized it had the shape of a frog. Frogs
            meant rain, and rain meant everything to indigenous people of the desert.
         

         
         He replaced the rock and, in the final compartment, discovered a small notebook. It reminded him of the one Leaphorn kept
            in the breast pocket of his uniform shirt. Chee opened it. The cursive handwriting, small and neat, was in the Navajo language,
            Diné Bizaad. The words were poetry, poetry about love, directed to a woman. He spent a moment thumbing through it for the
            name of the writer, then closed the book and zipped it back into the pack. He returned the backpack to the tent, shut the
            entrance flap, and left everything as he had found it. The scene troubled him. He’d mention the abandoned campsite to Park
            Service authorities when he returned.
         

         
         Chee resumed his hike to the lake. He looked up when he heard an animal cry and searched the honey-colored sandstone for its
            source, seeing only a moving shadow, a golden eagle soaring silently. He followed the eagle’s course as it settled on a stone
            ledge. The noise must have been a warning from its potential prey.
         

         
         He pulled his binoculars from the pack and, through them, scanned the rocks for rodents. Instead, he found ancient art: concentric circles, handprints, shields, a snake near the place where two large boulders touched, a four-legged creature with antlers. He envisioned the hunter, waiting here for his prey and returning to mark the site to honor the animal. Or perhaps pecking the image in the stone to draw the deer. Whether the signs carved on the rocks were clan markings, records of successful kills, or just done for their beauty, they reflected humanity’s long-held wish not to pass away unnoticed. Chee wondered what stories these old ones told to explain the sacred bridge, and if, like himself, they viewed it as a link to another reality. 

         
         As he scanned the terrain for the safest route to the water, he saw unusual red marks on the cliffside, and then found what
            could have been a trail to the lake. Putting down the binoculars, he set off for it, but again the steepness of the slope
            made the descent a challenge. He watched his steps as he crossed the sandstone, eventually finding switchbacks that seemed
            to head to the lake. After negotiating the first few, he stopped at a flat ledge to savor a stunning view of the water below.
         

         
         Chee removed his heavy backpack, letting the coolness of the gentle breeze evaporate the sweat that had soaked through his
            T-shirt. The water rippled along the shore, and he could hear the waves slap against the caramel cliffs. Ducks bobbed in the
            cove, diving headfirst and quickly popping back to the surface. He wondered if they were visiting on their migration south
            or if they were full-time residents. No matter how hot the air and sandstone, only the top few inches of the lake warmed.
            The deep water just below the sun-heated top few inches remained numbingly cold, in the mid-to-low forties. That might be
            why the ducks resurfaced with lightning speed.
         

         
         He scanned the terrain again, hoping for an easier path to soak his toes a few moments. As far as he could tell, only lizards
            and birds could get to the water without a struggle. As Doug had said of Rainbow Bridge, the best access to the lake here
            was by boat.
         

         
         Thinking of boats reminded him of his own marine pickup. He gave the hunt for a better trail a final try. This time, he observed
            something yellow bobbing in the water. It looked like cloth trapped against a cream-colored rock face and a large boulder.
            Probably an item that washed overboard from one of the houseboats. It spoiled the pristine view. It bothered him.
         

         
         Chee watched the fabric dance with the lake’s motion, wondering why it had wedged there instead of washing onto the beach or sinking into the depths of the lake. A puzzle. He squinted toward the water, and noticed something dark and alive, with a dancing motion, near the patch of yellow. It reminded him of the anemones he and Bernie had seen on their honeymoon in Hawaii. As he watched the dance, he realized that he wasn’t observing a marine creature. He felt his stomach tighten with anticipation. 

         
         He used the binoculars to look more closely. What he’d taken for tentacles was long dark hair moving with the tide and attached
            to a human head. A dead person floated facedown, the body rocked by the rhythm of the lake.
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         Bernadette Manuelito pulled her Toyota Tercel to the side of the road and turned off the engine. “OK. You drive.”

         
         Bernie had invited her sister, Darleen, to join them on a tour of amazing Antelope Canyon. Now the sisters were on the way
            home. Darleen hadn’t been part of the original plan, but Mr. Natachi, the elderly gentleman Bernie’s younger sister worked
            for in Chinle, had passed away. Bernie had thought some sisterly love might nudge Darleen to figure out what came next, and
            her sweet husband agreed.
         

         
         The three of them had walked with the other visitors through the amazing grottoes in the upper canyon, sandstone carved into
            swirling shapes by wind and water. Bernie marveled at how the sunlight seeping through the narrow slot between the walls made
            the rock glow. Darleen took pictures of everything, including the three of them against that special background.
         

         
         Then they had climbed down a long flight of stairs to see a different and equally spectacular magnificence in lower Antelope Canyon. Doug Walker, who with his brother, Curtis, ran a business called Antelope Canyon Tours, kept the small groups of tourists entertained with amusing dialogue. Bernie hadn’t met her clan brothers before the tour, but she suspected that Doug told those same jokes on every trip, and she gave him credit for making them seem fresh. 

         
         They climbed out of the car.

         
         Darleen, who had been fiddling with her phone, punched Bernie playfully on the shoulder. “I’m glad you didn’t fall asleep
            behind the wheel. I’m happy to take over. I’ve been editing my pictures from the tour. I have to show you.”
         

         
         Bernie leaned toward her toes, stretched, then straightened up again. Fatigue hung on her like a blanket, and the sun’s warmth
            through the windshield hadn’t helped. But she was glad for the trip, happy at the chance to travel again after Dikos Nitsaa’igii-19,
            or the Big Cough, the virus that had ravaged the world, and especially the Navajo Nation. Doug mentioned that their business
            had taken a huge hit from the pandemic. Per capita cases on the Navajo Nation had surpassed those in New York State. Navajo
            health officials reported that roughly 33,000 people on Navajo land—out of a population of 175,000—tested positive for the
            coronavirus. More than 1,400 people had died from the virus, among them precious elders like Mr. Natachi who carried tradition
            and irreplaceable memories. And those numbers came before the new wave of illness from the Delta and other variants.
         

         
         Darleen walked toward the driver’s door. “Look at this one.” She extended her phone to Bernie. “I love the way the shadows
            fall. And the color is really intense.”
         

         
         Bernie took the phone. The photo showed the strata of a narrow passage in Antelope Canyon to great advantage. The light accentuated
            the curves in the rock, the color flowing like liquid gold. Doug stood out in his bright shirt with the Antelope Canyon Tours
            logo.
         

         
         “That is beautiful.” She handed the phone back. “I loved that tour. That place is magic.”

         
         “I might make a print for Mama and Mr. . . .” Darleen stopped. “I keep doing that.”

         
         “It’s OK. He was part of your life for a long time.” Even as she said it, Bernie realized it wasn’t perfectly true. Although her family had known Mr. Natachi ever since she and her sister were children, Darleen had come back into his life less than a year before. The gentleman had been hospitalized and needed some assistance when he came home, and Darleen had moved to Chinle to help him. The old one, like so many others, had died of the virus during that sad, lonely time. Darleen tested negative, but even so she stayed away from Mama during that time for fear of spreading the infection. Bernie had helped Mama set up some video calls. Now Darleen could live with Mama in Toadlena once more and figure out, yet again, what came next for her. 

         
         “Will you make a copy of that picture for me, too?”

         
         “OK.”

         
         “Do you have shots of Lake Powell?”

         
         “A gazillion, but none of them do it justice. It’s spectacular.”

         
         “Right.” Bernie recalled her first view of Lake Powell, glistening as it stretched farther than she could see. The rock walls
            that framed it run from northern Arizona into southern Utah. She’d read that it was one of the West’s largest bodies of water—two
            thousand miles of shoreline. Other than her honeymoon in Hawaii, she’d never seen so much water.
         

         
         Darleen paged through her photographs. “I’ve got something better, a really cute shot of you and Cheeseburger.”

         
         Cheeseburger. The nickname Darleen and Mama had given Bernie’s charming husband. “Let me see.”

         
         “No way. It’s a surprise. But here’s a nice one of us with the Walkers.”

         
         After their visit to the stone wonders of Antelope Canyon, Doug Walker invited them to dinner. They enjoyed meeting Doug’s
            wife and sons. Bernie remembered that Chee had asked a few discreet questions about Leaphorn’s cave, but Doug knew nothing
            about it. Curtis might know something, Doug said, but his brother had left after work for a camping trip.
         

         
         Darleen opened the driver’s door and moved the seat back to make room for her longer legs.

         
         Bernie walked to the passenger side. “It’s strange to be sitting here with you behind the steering wheel.”

         
         “Strange but true.”

         
         “You’ve driven my Tercel before.”

         
         “Barely.” Darleen adjusted the rearview mirror. “You’re so protective of this car.”

         
         “I am. That’s why it’s in such good shape for something this old. Although I wouldn’t mind driving something different.”

         
         “Something different? That reminds me. Do you have any news about your job change, the criminal investigation stuff?” Darleen
            punched her shoulder again, harder this time. “My big sister as a detective. How cool!”
         

         
         “No, not yet.” Bernie hadn’t heard because she had delayed putting in her application. The wait came partly from problems
            getting the right forms, and mostly because her indecision had returned. She liked her current job as a police officer, and
            the flexibility it gave her to spend time with Mama and her husband. Sure, she felt restless, ready for more of a challenge,
            but she was basically happy. When she finally submitted the paperwork, she’d told herself she didn’t have to decide if she
            really wanted a change until she got called for an interview—or even if and when a job offer came her way.
         

         
         Darleen started the car and headed east on the paved two-lane highway Arizona State Route 98.

         
         “I’m gonna stop for lunch when we get to Kayenta. I’m starved.” She lowered her window. “Are you ever going to get the air
            conditioner fixed?”
         

         
         “Probably not.”

         
         Darleen laughed. “That’s what I thought.”

         
         “It’s good to be with you, Sister. I’m glad you’re home again.”

         
         “At least for a while.”

         
         “I’m glad you’ll be living with Mama.” Bernie had spent more time with their mother as caregiver during the pandemic and noticed
            Mama’s memory slipping. Equally disturbingly, she’d seen changes in her physical health. “We’re lucky Mrs. Darkwater is around
            to help, too.”
         

         
         “I used to think she was, you know, just an old busybody of a neighbor, but now, well, I appreciate how much she loves our Mama.” 

         
         Bernie recalled that sometimes when Mrs. Darkwater phoned her with an upsetting report about Mama, it turned out to be a false
            alarm. But usually her concern was justified. “I’d like to get Mama in to see a doctor.”
         

         
         “Good luck with that.” Darleen laughed. “Mr. Natachi had an aide from the VA who came about once a week. The guy took his
            blood pressure and then showed me how to do that. He had a little monitor that clipped right on to his finger to show how
            much oxygen was in his blood. Sometimes when that old soul was confused, it turned out that his oxygen level was low. The
            aide taught me how to work with Mr. Natachi’s oxygen machine. Maybe that would help Mama.”
         

         
         “Sounds like you learned a lot.”

         
         “I did. I never expected a job like that to be so interesting.” Darleen took a hand off the steering wheel to push a strand
            of hair back from her forehead.
         

         
         Bernie’s fatigue returned as she gazed out at the starkly beautiful country they drove through, land with space enough for
            people to think and breathe. Mama and Darleen had plenty of room to be together in Mama’s house. But given past experience,
            she wondered how long her sister would stay. She closed her eyes and felt sleep approaching.
         

         
         Then the car swerved, and she popped awake. Darleen had taken her right hand off the steering wheel to reach behind her, feeling
            for something in the back seat.
         

         
         “Hey, you scared me.”

         
         “Sorry. I can’t find my water bottle. Do you see it?”

         
         Bernie turned, grabbed the purple container, and handed it to her sister.

         
         “You know, while you were sleeping, I’ve been thinking about doing something in the medical field. Taking some classes, getting
            certified as a nurse’s aide or a home health worker. Something like that. What I’d learn would help Mama, too.”
         

         
         “That sounds good, but what about art?” For the past few years Darleen had pursued her drawing with clear focus, even enrolling at an arts college in Santa Fe one summer. “I thought drawing was your passion.” 

         
         “I can do both. I’ll always love art. I got a big kick out of teaching it at the senior center, you know, painting and weaving
            and making collages with those elderlies. But . . .”
         

         
         Bernie waited for her sister to continue, but Darleen seemed to have lost her train of thought.

         
         “But what?”

         
         “OK. This is weird, but a lot of people don’t value art, and I think it would be a hard way to make much money. Not that I
            want to be rich but, you know, I want to support myself and help Mama. If I got a certificate in something medical, I could
            make a difference in a good way with my work. If I ever wanted to live somewhere else, you know, like Gallup or Flag or even
            Phoenix, I could find a job.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know you enjoyed that kind of work.”

         
         “Me neither, but I liked helping that old man. One of his helpers from the VA told me she’d trained at Navajo Tech. I could
            do that.”
         

         
         “That’s an interesting idea.”

         
         “By interesting, do you mean dumb?”

         
         Bernie chuckled. “Not at all. I mean cool. You surprised me.”
         

         
         “I surprised myself. You know, it felt good to do something for someone else. Even though I missed Mama, being away from her
            gave me time to think about a lot of stuff. You remember that dude I was hung up on?” Bernie heard the change in Darleen’s
            voice. “That video guy? I really liked him, and I thought maybe we’d be, like, you know, like a couple or something. And then
            it turned out he wanted to focus on his work and didn’t need a girlfriend.”
         

         
         Bernie listened as Darleen talked about how some of her friends were partnered up and had a child or two already, and how some were in college. Bernie remembered a few of the names she mentioned. Then her sister came to Slim, a quiet, intense young man Bernie clearly recalled. They had given him the teasing name Stoop Man. 

         
         “Slim got his AA degree, and he’s working as a teacher’s aide at Nizhoni Elementary. He wants to go back to school to become
            a school counselor. He’s a great listener, so I know he’d be good at that.” Darleen took a drink from her water bottle. “He’s
            nice.”
         

         
         “So, have you seen the guy since you’ve been back?”

         
         “Yes, and we text once in a while.” She heard new joy in her sister’s voice.

         
         “He was at Chaco helping with a group of kids on the field trip when I was there a while ago.” Bernie recalled the shy young
            man who seemed to enjoy working with children. “He knew how to manage those little ones and keep them happy. Do you like him?”
         

         
         “A lot.” Darleen nodded. “But I think he looks at me as just a friend. He hasn’t tried to kiss me. How can I tell if he likes
            me, I mean, more than just a friend?”
         

         
         “What do you think?”

         
         Darleen shrugged.

         
         “Give it time.”

         
         “It’s just . . .” Darleen hesitated. “He and I get along great. But it’s not like with Mr. Video, the guy I made a fool of
            myself over. He was always trying to kiss me and . . . well, you know. But Slim is almost too nice, too polite. I wish I could
            take the best of both of them and squeeze that together.” To demonstrate, she took her hands off the steering wheel, using
            her knee to steer. “I’d like to meet someone like the Cheeseburger, smart and nice and sorta good looking but, you know, younger
            and not a cop.”
         

         
         Bernie laughed. “I think he’s sorta good looking, too.”

         
         She felt her phone vibrate. A text from Detective Tara Williams, her friend from the Socorro, New Mexico, sheriff’s office.

         
         
            Manuelito. I’ve got time off next week. You free? Hiking? Let me know.

         

         Bernie sent a thumbs-up emoji. She’d call Tara later when she knew the signal would last through a phone call.

         
         Darleen stopped at the Burger King in Kayenta. A family had erected a flea market next to the restaurant parking lot. They
            noticed a poster behind one of the tables with a picture of a pretty little round-faced girl.
         

         
         Bernie and Darleen looked at the items for sale and found some salt and pepper shakers they thought Mama would like. Nothing
            fancy, but nicer than the big, banged-up aluminum shaker Mama used for salt. Bernie picked them up and asked the young woman
            behind the counter for a price.
         

         
         “They’re a dollar. For both.”

         
         “OK.” Bernie removed her wallet from the backpack. “Who is the girl on the poster?”

         
         “That’s my sister, Morgan.”

         
         “She’s pretty.”

         
         “She’s why we’re having this sale, you know. She has seizures, and she has to take medicine to keep her healthy. Sometimes
            with the trembling, she hurts herself. Mom had to start homeschooling Morgan because of her health, so now she can’t work.”
         

         
         “What makes your sister tremble?”

         
         “It’s a rare form of epilepsy. Here.” The woman gave Darleen an information sheet, Facts about Childhood Epilepsy. “Because not many people have it, her medicine costs a lot.”
         

         
         “How much?”

         
         “More than thirty thousand dollars a year. And she’ll have to take it the rest of her life.”

         
         “Wow.” Darleen’s eyes widened. In a place where the average annual family income was about $22,000, the amount was formidable.

         
         Bernie put a $5 bill for the salt and pepper shakers on the table. The woman started to make change.

         
         “No, keep it for your little sister.”

         
         They went inside for a drink and something to eat. Bernie paid for Darleen’s large fries and milkshake and got a Coke—extra large, because it was still a long drive to Shiprock—and a burger. She’d promised herself to cut back on Cokes and drink more water. But not right now. 

         
         They sat at a table by a window. Two more hours, Bernie thought, and they’d be at Mama’s. She was tired. She hoped Mama’s
            mood had improved since the last time they’d spoken.
         

         
         Darleen dipped a fry in catsup and pushed the bag toward Bernie. “They’re really good.” She took a bite and lowered her voice.
            “You see that guy over there, the one with the brown shirt?”
         

         
         Bernie quickly glanced at the next table. “Yeah.”

         
         “He’s really staring at us. I don’t recognize him. Do you?”

         
         Bernie shook her head. “I don’t think I’ve seen him before.”

         
         The man in question rose and walked to their table. He stood in front of Bernie for a moment before he spoke, and her heart
            rate increased with dread and anticipation. “Excuse me. Do either of you know Lauren Lapahie?”
         

         
         “No, sir,” Darleen responded. Bernie shook her head.

         
         “Sorry to bother you.” He smiled. “You surely do look like someone I’ve met.”

         
         “My sister has one of those familiar faces,” said Darleen.

         
         “No, it’s her earrings.”

         
         Bernie moved her left hand to her ear, remembering the turquoise and silver earrings Mama had given her a long time ago. She
            took the first sip of her big Coke. Seldom had one tasted so sweet and good. She sat the cup on the table.
         

         
         The man kept talking. “Lauren had a pair like just them . . . and a lot of friends. I thought maybe she had given them to
            you, and I’d seen you with her or something, and that’s why you looked familiar.”
         

         
         Bernie shook her head and stayed silent, waiting for the intruder to go back to his own seat. She looked down at the table.
            Her burger was getting cold, and the earrings were none of his business.
         

         
         “Who’s Lauren?” Darleen asked.

         
         “My niece, who disappeared last month. Your sister here wants to eat that hamburger. I’m sorry I interrupted your lunch.” The man walked away. 

         
         Darleen frowned. “You weren’t very nice to him.”

         
         “I answered his question.” Bernie began to unwrap her burger. “Helping people is what I do for a living. I’m tired and I’m
            off work until tomorrow morning.”
         

         
         “Saving all that natural sweetness to share with Mama, right?”

         
         “I’ll need it. Mama has been extra cranky with me lately. I have to call on my inner nice girl not to lose my temper.”

         
         “I’m glad to know you have one. Here.” Darleen pushed the bag of french fries toward her sister again. “Try this. Maybe it
            will cheer you up.”
         

         
         “Has Mama been nice to you?”

         
         “All lovey-dovey. I think that’s because I haven’t been around because of Mr. Natachi. Maybe you can help me figure out which
            of my Antelope Canyon pictures are the best. I don’t want to deluge her with too many. Here, I’ll show you . . .”
         

         
         As Darleen pulled out her phone, her arm brushed against Bernie’s giant Coke. The cup overturned, and soda poured like a waterfall
            onto Darleen’s lap. A fleet of ice cubes floated across the tabletop, then sailed on toward Bernie and the floor. Bernie stood,
            grabbed a napkin, and pushed the few remaining ice cubes from the tabletop into her now-empty cup. Then she started to clean
            up some of the mess.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Darleen jumped up. The Coke had soaked the front of her shorts, dripped down her legs into her shoes, and puddled
            on the floor. She grabbed the remaining napkins and began mopping until they became soggy globs of stickiness. “I’m sorry
            about this. What a mess.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry about it. Go wash the sticky stuff off your legs so it doesn’t get in the car. I’ll find someone with a rag and
            a mop to work on this.”
         

         
         Darleen left.

         
         The man who had asked about Bernie’s earrings approached from the counter with a stack of dry napkins and began to help absorb the biggest puddles. “I talked to them up there.” He motioned toward the front of the restaurant with his chin. “They say the cleanup guy will be here in a minute.” 

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “You’re a cop, aren’t you?”

         
         Bernie nodded. “Navajo Police.”

         
         “That’s why you look familiar.”

         
         Bernie felt a tightness in her throat. She’d had too many conversations that started like this.

         
         “I’m George Lapahie.” He stopped, remembering his manners, and introduced himself in Navajo with his clans.

         
         Bernie reciprocated.

         
         “Even though you’re out of uniform, I knew I recognized you. You pulled my dad over for driving funny a few weeks ago. It
            turned out he was having a stroke. I was in the car with him, but I had fallen asleep. Your siren woke me up, and I grabbed
            the wheel. You saved both our lives. Ahéhee’. I didn’t have the presence of mind to thank you then. Ahéhee’.”
         

         
         She remembered the incident. “How is your father doing?”

         
         “He’s OK. Good, I’d say for a person almost ninety. They gave him the antistroke medicine real quick to reduce the damage
            to his brain. We don’t let him drive on the highway anymore.”
         

         
         Her heart had opened to the man. “Tell me about the woman with my earrings.”

         
         He nodded. “How much time do you have?”

         
         “Until my sister gets back from washing off the Coke.”

         
         George laughed. “OK, then, I’ll give you the short version. Mind if I sit down?”

         
         She motioned to an empty chair and took the dry seat across from him.

         
         “The lady I mentioned, Lauren Lapahie, is a clan sister of Morgan, the little girl our family is raising money for out there. Morgan loves Lauren. I think if Lauren came home the little one would feel better.” 

         
         Bernie sighed. Too many indigenous women went missing. Some came home alive but damaged. Sometimes their bodies turned up.
            Sometimes they vanished without a trace. Sometimes, but far too rarely, law enforcement found them.
         

         
         “She wrote a note to her scumbag ex-husband, saying she had something she had to do, and she wished him and all her relatives
            well. She left behind her wedding ring, her car, her credit card, most of her clothes and jewelry, her other belongings, you
            know? And that was it.”
         

         
         Bernie nodded. “I’m sorry you have to deal with this sadness on top of Morgan’s illness. I know my mother worries about me
            even though we see each other several times a week. She’s always concerned that something bad might happen.”
         

         
         “Relatives are like that. I know how your mother feels.”

         
         Bernie waited for him to say more, and he had more to say.

         
         “We’ve had no sign of Lauren. No phone messages, texts, emails, nothing. After a couple of weeks, we pooled our money and
            hired a detective.” George made a hissing sound. “He shoulda given us a refund. I’ve told you only the basics. I left out
            the confusion, anger, blame, questions and repercussions, and the worry. It’s like throwing a rock in a lake and watching
            the ripples roll out, ya know? Sadness builds up on you. It’s been hard, especially with my dad not doing so well. We all
            miss her like crazy.”
         

         
         “I hope she comes home soon.”

         
         George stood, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a cell phone. “I want to show you something.” He fiddled with the phone
            a moment and then held it out to Bernie. “Here’s the last photo I have of her. Just in case, you know.”
         

         
         Bernie looked at the attractive Navajo woman about her age, staring at the camera with a solemn expression. “What’s that on her shoulder? A bruise?” 

         
         George used his thumb and index finger to expand the image.

         
         “See? It’s a blue feather.” He moved the phone closer to Bernie to show the tattoo. “Lauren wanted a bigger one, but she couldn’t
            afford it. She told me she’d start with this and work up to a whole eagle.” He laughed. “That girl. What a bright light.”
         

         
         Bernie looked at the feather, unusual and nicely done. That photo would make it easier to identify the body, and as the thought
            flashed by she realized, again, that she knew a lot about the sad side of life.
         

         
         “Want me to send it to your phone in case you see someone who looks like Lauren?”

         
         “No, I have a good memory.” She never gave her cell number to strangers.

         
         “Well, here.” He pulled a black leather wallet from his pocket and offered her an old-fashioned business card. “You never
            know.”
         

         
         A woman and little girl who had shared the booth with George came up behind him. The woman had car keys in her hand. George
            turned to her. “This is my friend Hannah, and the short one is Morgan, the reason we’re here. The girl on the poster.”
         

         
         Bernie greeted the woman and then said to the child, “Morgan, that’s a pretty name. How old are you?” The girl started to
            speak and then seemed overcome by an unseen distraction. Her closed eyelids were fluttering. “Are you OK?”
         

         
         Hannah glanced at the little girl’s face. “That’s called an absence seizure. They usually pass quickly. But she needs her
            nap.”
         

         
         Morgan opened her eyes. Bernie read the surprise in her face.

         
         “Hi there. I’m Bernie. Nice to meet you.”

         
         “Nice to meet you,” Morgan mirrored.

         
         “You be safe out there, Officer,” George said. “I apologize for interrupting your lunch.” He set another card on the table. “This is for your sister.” Like the one he’d given Bernie, the card had a photo of Lauren Lapahie on one side and information about how to contact the family on the other. 

         
         When Darleen returned, she was holding two cups. Bernie told her the story of Lauren and showed her George’s card.

         
         Darleen studied the picture. “I bet Lauren had a secret boyfriend, and they ran off together. She didn’t want to tell anyone
            because she already had an ex-husband. She thought her family would hate her.”
         

         
         “You make it sound romantic, but that’s a cowardly thing to do, and hurtful to your relatives.”

         
         “Don’t you believe in love?”

         
         “Well, sure, but you need to be honest with people. Not just run away.”

         
         “Here’s a different idea. What if Lauren has some terrible disease that everyone she came in contact with could have caught?
            She knew she would die, and she wanted to be alone, you know, not make other people take care of her and risk getting sick.”
         

         
         “I like that story better, but I don’t buy it.”

         
         Darleen looked at the drink lids and eased one toward her sister. “Here’s a fresh Coke. Don’t spill it.”

         
         “Ahh. You didn’t have to do that.”

         
         “Sure, I did.”

         
         Bernie grabbed the cup and her backpack, and they headed to the car.

         
         Darleen had the keys in her hand. “Want me to keep driving?”

         
         “No, thanks. I’ll take it from here.” Bernie grabbed the keys, slid in behind the steering wheel, and scooted the seat toward
            the windshield.
         

         
         Darleen fished her phone from a back pocket before she fastened her seat belt. “We need to let Mama know when we’ll be there.”

         
         “Use my phone and put it on speaker so I can hear, too, OK? You’ll find it in the front pocket of my backpack.”

         
         Darleen reached into the back seat to grab the pack and bring it onto her lap. She unzipped it. “Your phone isn’t here.”

         
         “It has to be. Keep looking.”

         
         Bernie watched the road as she heard her sister unzipping pockets and rummaging around.

         
         “A book. A water bottle, a notepad, a pen, sunscreen, a plastic bag with seeds or something weird. Granola bars. Phone charger.
            Is it in your pocket?”
         

         
         Bernie patted her jacket again. “No. Check on the floor back there.”

         
         She waited, her anxiety rising.

         
         “I can’t find it. It’s not here, unless it slipped under your car seat. I can’t reach that far.”

         
         Then they heard a phone ringing.

         
         “Ah. Wait a minute.” Darleen had her purse on her lap. She reached inside and pulled out Bernie’s missing phone just as it
            stopped ringing. “It was Mama.”
         

         
         Bernie waited for her sister to explain.

         
         “Remember when I spilled the Coke? Well, I picked up your phone before it could get sticky and put it in my purse, and then,
            with all the confusion, I forgot. Sorry. I’ll listen to Mama’s messages, if she left any.” Darleen studied the screen for
            half a second. “This is the first one.” She put the phone on speaker.
         

         
         “My daughter, when are you coming to help with my groceries? I’m waiting for you.” Mama hung up.
         

         
         Then Darleen played the newer message. “My daughter, did you have an accident? Are you doing a dangerous job? I’m calling your work and that other phone. I am worried
               about you. Why can’t you be like your sister? She’s gone, too, but she’s working for that nice man.”
         

         
         Bernie frowned. “Poor Mama. I told her you and I would be gone for a few days, back this afternoon.”

         
         “I told her, too. I guess she forgot. I’ve been noticing more of that. I mean, I know that can happen to anybody, like I forgot
            that I’d rescued your phone. But Mama seems to be getting worse. We should take her to the clinic again.”
         

         
         “You know what she’ll say to that.”

         
         “I could tell her I wasn’t feeling good and make an appointment and then she’d come with me and . . . you know. I’m sure the doctor would work with us.” Darleen looked out the window. “If you get that new job, you’ll be traveling more, won’t you?” 

         
         “Probably.”

         
         “So more of this stuff will be up to me.”

         
         “Yes.” She paused. “Sister, I won’t
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