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            Chapter 1

          

          
            South of Kayenta

          

        

      

    

    
      From his vantage point under the truck, Michael watched the determined steps of his Auntie Jean’s tiny red cowboy boots. He knew the boots belonged to his aunt because she’d stitched "Jean" across the instep, unequivocally marking them as hers. He didn’t hold this aberration against her, although others talked about it. He sighed and kept wiring the bean can to his rusted exhaust pipe. His hope that Jean would walk past and go to the hogán were dashed when the tiny boots stopped about two feet from his head.

      Michael added caulking around the can edges and lined up some hose clamps. He scraped his knuckle tightening a clamp and cursed, under his breath. By the time he finished, dripping sweat had made mud under his shoulders. He shook the exhaust assembly. It remained solid. The whole process took a bit of time, but Jean was determined. She waited silently, as courtesy demanded. With nothing more to do, Michael took a breath.

      “Yes, Auntie?” he asked without sliding from under the truck.

      “I need you to go find Jon. He went to the pow-wow in Phoenix. He’s gone too long now. You go get him home.” She squatted to peer at him. “Thomas will watch your cows. I made you food.”

      She had all his objections covered. Michael couldn’t cry poor. Everyone within two hundred miles knew to the penny how much he’d won at bingo last night. There went his new muffler. He shimmied out from under the truck and wiped his dirty hands on a rag, wasting a few seconds while he tried to think of a way out of this chore. He leaned back against his truck and contemplated the ground. Muddy sweat dried on his shirt and scaled off in dusty chunks. His boots were considerably more scuffed than his aunt’s. He took a deep breath and looked up without moving his head.

      “OK, I’ll go look for him.”

      Michael watched Jean’s eagle eyes read his reluctance. She knew the reason. Jean knew her son.

      “You’re a good boy. I know you’ll find him. I think whiskey stole my boy’s mind, otherwise, he’d be home by now.” Barely five feet tall, Jean had the presence of someone twice that height. Even wearing a heavy skirt and red plaid shirt, she carried herself as though she commanded an army, rather than one dusty nephew.

      Michael couldn’t imagine why, even for a minute, he thought he could refuse her. She handed him a paper sack dark with grease stains. “You’ll eat good on your trip. I made my special cakes.”

      He smiled. His Auntie Jean might have some quirks, but she did make great fry bread. Situating his billed cap with the Tractor Store logo on his head, he watched Jean, skirt swaying with her rolling gait, trundle toward her little pinto horse. Jean rode four miles to get here. She’d want to stay to visit.

      “I’ll put him in the pen, auntie.” Michael pitched her food in his truck and hurried over to take the reins of the horse. He mentally kicked himself for hesitating to go to look for Jon. His aunt would do anything for her family, including him. Who was he to say no to a simple a request?

      Michael knew the real reason Jean came to him with the job of finding his cousin…it wasn’t only because he had gas money. It was because he was the whitest looking guy in the clan. He had curly blond hair and a white man’s tan, so the family always asked him to help take care of problems outside the Navajo Lands. As a kid, people borrowed him when they went to Flagstaff or Gallup. It was as if he were a good luck charm, a talisman against the chaos of the world outside the Navajo Nation. Beyond their lands was a world most of the older folks didn’t care to understand.

      Their confidence in his white skin never made sense to Michael. He had no special understanding of Belagáana culture, just because his father’s skin wasn’t brown. He’d spent most of his life on the Navajo lands, the Diné Beklah, the same as about everybody else he knew. When he thought about it, Michael realized he hadn’t said more than fifty words in a row to a white person in the two years since he’d finished high school.

      The last time he saw his cousin, Jon invited him to go to the pow-wow. Michael told him he was busy. The guys Jon hung out with were all into drinking and carousing. That wasn’t Michael’s style. He never liked going to the noisy, smelly city. People there always seemed so unhappy.

      Michael pulled the saddle from Jean’s little horse and hung it on the fence rail. The clearing where he was raised surrounded him. His bay mare trotted up, whickering to the pinto. Aunt Lila’s hogán glowed warmly in the sunshine. A big cottonwood tree guarded the spring. Wind sighed through the junipers on the hillside, bringing their fresh scent on the breeze and making the cottonwood’s leaves wave to their friends on the hill. The harsh squawk of a jay was a counterpoint to the faint bleats of goats. Given a choice, he didn’t believe he would care to be anywhere else in the world.

      Michael put a halter on the pinto and turned him into the pen. Jean was already sitting under the arbor next to the hogán fanning herself. She’d be fine while Michael gathered up things for his trip. A glance at the rusty tin thermometer hanging on the cottonwood tree showed over a hundred degrees, and it wasn’t even noon.

      Inside the hogán’s thick walls, the temperature was twenty degrees cooler. The only light came from the open door, but his eyes adjusted quickly. He couldn’t find the old duffel bag his uncle Elias brought back from the Vietnam War, so he stuffed some clothes in a burlap sack that used to hold beans. He stretched his back and contemplated what else would be needed in case the trip took more than a couple days. He hefted a gallon plastic jug with water on top of the clothes. The interlaced beams of the roof yielded a strip of mutton jerky and a blanket to complete his bundle.

      Aunt Lila entered carrying a pail of water. She was the eldest sister of three Yazzie women. Taller and more slender than Jean, she wore khaki pants and a blue collared shirt. In contrast to her modern clothes, her hair was tied in a traditional tail-like bun wrapped with blue yarn for summer.

      If you asked any of the people who knew her, they’d say, Lila had hozoh, she walked in beauty, totally in balance with the world around her. Michael couldn’t remember her ever saying a bad thing about anyone. She’d raised him as though he were her own child.

      Lila’s eyes met Michael’s and looked down at the sack of clothes. “I was on the hill with the goats and saw Jean ride in,” she said.

      “She asked me to go look for Jon in Phoenix.”

      “You boys have different dreams.”

      No kidding, Michael thought. He had plans for building a ranch, while Jon was happy to amble through life taking what ever came along. Different lifestyles aside, the cousins might as well have been brothers.

      “Do you want me to go along?”

      This was the first time he’d gone to Phoenix without any family as backup. Usually, his uncles took him to bail out drunken relatives. Michael figured he’d find Jon in a bar. He didn’t want to embarrass his cousin by letting Lila see him drunk.

      “I think I know where to find him. He probably didn’t have gas money and is too proud to call for help.”

      “Maybe so. Who is looking after the cattle?”

      Michael explained Jean’s arrangements. Thomas, at fourteen, was a responsible boy. Lila nodded in approval, so Michael moved back into the heat of the day. She went out to sit with her sister and enjoy what little breeze the day could spare. Before he got in his truck, he rubbed the dust off the neat sign on the door, which said "Michael Yazzie Cattle Company." He glanced at his aunts. They were talking. He was a little miffed that Aunt Jean didn’t comment on the sign. It had taken him the better part of a day to get the letters perfect. He’d embellished the black printing with the decal of a long-horned steer. Unless you got up close, the sign looked as good as a professional job. He looked at his aunts one last time before climbing onto the wide bench seat. He slammed the door a little harder than it needed.

      The old truck started with a wheezy roar. The muffler didn’t sound too bad. Michael waved to his aunts and the truck rattled down the trail that passed for the road to the camp. A particularly deep rut bounced his head off the top of the cab. Not for the first time, he thought it was a lot more comfortable to ride a horse to the main road. A rooster tail of dust followed the truck for six miles until it turned onto the asphalt road headed west.

      A few hours later Michael turned south toward Phoenix and left the Navajo Nation. The Diné radio station, KTNN out of Window Rock, had a talk show going. An elderly woman was carrying on about the loss of family values among younger men. She didn’t think they were paying enough attention to their sisters' children. Her voice faded as Michael rolled out of range.

      Michael turned the radio off, but the old woman’s comments lingered in the truck cab like a skunk’s scent. It made him wonder about his own family. His aunts and uncles raised him after his mother died. He couldn’t complain for a minute. But the radio show got his mind drifting to the mystery of the unknown man who gave him his yellow hair.

      He recalled the day his father left him. Aunt Lila told him at age four he was too young to remember, but the images remained fixed in his mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The bright sun beat down as the man crouched and waited for Michael to climb out of the car. He touched the man’s pale-pink face and hair so blond it looked white, like a ghost man. The father’s eyes were a peculiar light blue. His father smelled of tangy fruit and spices.

      Michael flexed his fingers from the memory of the man’s hand, smooth in his as they walked away from the car. Auntie Lila’s hand was rough when the man put Michael’s hand in hers. She knelt next to him and they watched the green car disappear into the red dust.
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      It wasn’t much of a memory, but it was all Michael had.

      He didn’t remember his mother at all. Lila had a faded photo of her, but she didn’t seem real. Michael wanted to think his mother took after her oldest sister, Lila. But in her heart, she couldn’t have been like Lila, who knew where she belonged in the world. His mother left their people, married a white man, and moved away from the family. She died among strangers.

      As a child, he cried for her, but he didn’t much anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Indian School Road

          

        

      

    

    
      Jon’s sodden brain only worked at about half power. Something wasn’t right, but he didn’t care enough to open his eyes. His stomach hurt, and his mouth tasted like pocket lint. One hand absently groped for his bottle. He found it, held it to his mouth, nothing came out. Shaking yielded no blissful drops.

      Eyes still closed, he shifted his shoulders to a more comfortable position in the trash. The bags, next to the Bodega’s dumpster, were soft. They smelled rank, but so did he. What was that sound? A dawn bird whistled a plaintive note. Jon frowned. The bird wasn’t what drew his attention, but it wasn’t worth the effort to figure it out. His arm fell outward. The bottle dropped from his lax fingers and clinked, a tiny ringing sound on the cement of the loading dock where his trash pile lay. His world faded. The noise didn’t matter.

      Voices startled him. He turned his face  to the sound. His eyes opened wide and light seared his brain. He squinted, his muddled mind trying to make sense of what he saw. A couple of guys stood silhouetted by the spotlight over the Bodega’s loading dock door. They spoke in harsh whispers. Jon couldn’t focus enough to translate English yet. Maybe they weren’t arguing. Maybe they were planning to have sex? Who really knew what white people were doing?

      His stomach wrenched, bringing up a mouthful of vomit. He rolled over to retch and noticed the men lean closer to each other. They must be in love. His vomit-filled snort of amusement caused him to choke. Jon leaned farther over to cough his lungs clear. He didn’t see the knife slide under the ribcage of the shorter man or hear his final gasp.

      “Son of a bitch,” a gruff voice growled as the taller man slipped on Jon’s empty bottle. He fell and Jon heard a loud crack as the man’s arm hit the edge of the dumpster. Backlit by the light over the Bodega’s door, the face looming over him was a black hole. Jon felt the tug of his shirt as he was lifted to a sitting position.

      “What?” Jon mumbled. In his condition, he couldn’t frame a full sentence in English. He flailed at the arm holding him. The man hissed an indrawn breath as Jon’s scrabbling fingers scratched him.

      The shadow man grabbed Jon’s hand and slapped a wet knife into it. The movement caused a painful heaving breath from the big man. With one smooth motion, he hit Jon at the base of his skull, dropping him back into oblivion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Easy Collar

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the growing heat of the morning, Detective Rudy Garcia’s clothes were tidy and crisp. His wife was adamant he not shame her by leaving the house looking rumpled.

      He met the uniformed officers behind the Soledad Bodega. They were not impressed by his wife’s fastidiousness. Rudy gave a surreptitious glance at the patrolman’s badge.

      “What do we have so far, McCafferty?”

      The officer pulled out his notepad. “Sanchez and I responded to a liquor store robbery at the end of this block of shops, when we got the call about a body. That was at…” McCafferty looked down at his book. “…6:50 A.M. We left the robbery and came here. While we were securing the scene, we found the drunk Indian.” He waved his hand toward the cruiser. Inside a man with stringy black hair leaned against the closed window of the car. McCafferty continued. “He was over there, lying in the trash bags with the knife in his hand.” He tilted his head toward the bags piled at the base of the dumpster.

      “Don’t you think you ought to crack a window for him?” Rudy asked.

      “Nah, maybe a hot car will soften him up a bit. The son-of-a-bitch is pretending he doesn’t speak English.”

      Rudy gestured to the corpse at their feet. “He wasn’t much to look at, was he? You got a name?” The body leaned against the wall next to the door on the loading dock. His head tilted back, mouth open in a silent scream with teeth protruding from receding gums, a good indication of extended meth usage. Blood spattered the concrete. The rank smell of what had spilled out of the man’s entrails was ignored by the forensic tech taking measurements and making notes on a diagram. It would only get worse as the sun warmed the loading dock.

      “His street name was Twitchy. I think his real name was Ortega or Orteese. He’s a frequent flyer. I’m sure there’s paper on him.” McCafferty wiped the sweat off his neck with a dingy white handkerchief.

      Chet, the Medical Examiner, stood up, pulling off his latex gloves. “You can get his wallet. Where’s your partner?”

      “Ray broke his arm yesterday.”

      Chet tilted his head inquisitively. “What happened?”

      “He tripped over his dog.” Rudy gingerly pulled the wallet from the emaciated corpse’s pocket. “We’re shorthanded, so I’m on my own.” Flipping the thin worn leather open, he evaluated the license inside. “Simon Ortega, rest in peace. It doesn’t look as though you had much peace in life.” He rifled through the sparse contents and dropped the wallet into an evidence bag. Rudy looked at Chet. “You got any insights?”

      “He was cut deep. It looks like they got his abdominal aorta. That’s why there was so much blood spray. We’ll know more when we open him up.” Chet waved the techs over with their body bag. “I’m releasing the body. I’ve got another call over in Sun City.”

      “Must be a busy morning,” Rudy said.

      Chet shrugged and continued to make notes on his clipboard.

      Officer Sanchez walked up. “I did a sweep. There’s nothing but the body and the drunken Indian. He’s got blood on him. It’s probably a drug deal gone bad.”

      “You don’t mind if I take a look around?” Rudy smiled to soften his comment.

      Both uniformed officers stared at their feet. Sanchez said, “We took pictures before we got the Indian up and put him in the car.”

      “You had to get him up?”

      “He was drunk, not cooperating. We Mirandized him,” McCafferty added, nodding at the man in the car.

      “I’ll need to talk with him.” Garcia walked over to the white vehicle, one of the newer squad cars. Blood smeared the window where the man’s head leaned against it. He started to fall out when Rudy opened the door. “Awww, shit.” The detective caught the falling man with his hands, dropping his notebook in the process. “Help me, you guys.”

      The uniformed cops hustled over and helped lay the unconscious man on the concrete. They held their breath to avoid the smell of urine and alcohol wafting from him.

      “Aw, damn, he got blood on my pants.” Rudy crouched next to the prone body and rolled an eyelid back. “We’re going to need an ambulance for this guy.” He stood up. “Anybody got some water? These pants are going to be ruined.” He took out his handkerchief and swiped at the filth on his leg.

      The ambulance pulled away as Garcia came out of the Bodega shaking his wet pant leg. McCafferty walked up. “The EMT says the guy might have a concussion and needs some stitches. They’re taking him to County.”

      “Did Sanchez ride with him?”

      “No, he’s cleaning out our unit.” McCafferty gestured toward the car, still parked next to the loading dock entrance. The back end of Sanchez protruded from the door as he swiped at the rear seat, grumbling curses.

      “Why didn’t one of you ride with him? He’s a suspect.” Rudy bounced on his toes.

      “Ah…we still have to process the robbery. We didn’t have any orders beyond securing this scene.”

      Rudy took a deep breath. “Do a canvas that includes both the murder and the robbery. Copy me on the reports.” When he got nods from the officers, Rudy headed toward his car. The forensics tech stopped him to sign for the evidence bags he’d collected. “I’m going over to Sun City now. You’ll need to log all this stuff.”

      Rudy took another breath and scribbled his name on the clipboard. Grabbing the sack with the evidence, he raced to his car. He dropped the sack in his trunk and jumped in. Working without his partner was a pain in the ass.

      His wheels spun a little as he took off. He needed to oversee the forensics collection at the hospital. The chain-of-custody requirements were a part of the job he hated. Damn drunken Indian.

      Within a couple of miles, he saw the ambulance ahead. His hands unclenched from the steering wheel, and he started whistling the theme from the “Thomas the Train” cartoon his kids were favoring this month. At least, he finally had a murder that solved itself. A drunken Indian with the knife in his hand was a gift from God. He deserved an easy win. A dozen cases filled his desk. With his partner out, he was pulling double duty. Maybe he could convince the Lieutenant to let Ray come back just for the paperwork.

      Weaving in and out of traffic, Garcia kept track of the flashing lights. As he started through the intersection, the ambulance was only a few hundred yards ahead of him. A rusty red Ford truck ran the light, ramming into his back quarter panel. The airbag slammed his sunglasses into the bridge of his nose. The trunk flew open. The unmarked car spun three times, strewing evidence bags in a fan shape onto the street. The car behind him careened around the accident, skidding on the evidence, and throwing the bags even further.

      “Oh, shit.” The airbag deflated and Rudy scrambled for his radio. He keyed the mic and got nothing. He pounded the steering wheel with both hands. His nose started swelling.

      The truck’s driver came over. “You ran the light, you asshole.”

      Garcia held up his badge with one hand and pinched the bridge of his nose with the other. So much for his good day.

      Still holding his bloody nose with one hand, he reached in his pocket for his phone with the other. Despite his effort, his voice cracked when he called dispatch. “I need you to send a unit to County Hospital to take custody of a suspect? I don’t have a name on the guy, but he came in from the murder scene at Indian School and 17th.”

      “I’ll send someone over as soon as I can,” the operator assured him.

      An hour later, Garcia convinced the traffic officer to wait for the damaged cars to get towed. The Detective drove the man’s patrol car to the hospital. He rushed through the emergency entrance and arrived just as the stocky male nurse finished wiping off the Indian’s hands. A tube ran from the unconscious man’s arm to a bag full of yellow fluid.

      Garcia’s jaw clenched. What the hell is wrong with dispatch? “Didn’t they send anyone to tell you this was a murder suspect? You needed to wait until an officer was present?”

      “No, the Doc just told me to clean him up and hang a banana bag.” The nurse shrugged. He peered at the detective with professional concern. “Do you need some help? You’re starting a couple of nice shiners there.” He nodded toward the bed. “This guy do that to you? He’s so drunk he doesn’t seem as if he’d be able.”

      “I had an accident. Maybe you could get me an ice pack?” No sense in getting upset, the nurse was just following orders. Garcia gestured at the bed. “Where are his clothes?”

      “In the sack under the bed,” the nurse said. “I’ll get you an ice pack. You sure you don’t want to see a doctor?”

      Garcia shook his head.

      The nurse pulled a chair over for the detective. “Sorry about cleaning him up. Without anyone here, we didn’t know you needed forensics.”

      This time Garcia shrugged. “It’s done. At least I got his clothes and the crime scene pictures.” He decided to wait for the doctor’s report. Enough evidence was lost today. Besides, he wanted to extend the time until he had to explain his accident to the Lieutenant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The Lucky Buck

          

        

      

    

    
      Rolling along in the old truck, wind blowing through his hair, Michael listened to mechanical songs about a world where he didn’t care to live. He chewed his lip and worried about Jon. His cousin had been making a lot of bad decisions lately. Michael had his cattle business. It wasn’t much yet, but if he was patient and lucky, it could make him a good life. Jon was still tending his mom’s sheep and wandered from odd job to odd job. He spent his money as soon as he got it. Not to say Jon wasn’t a great guy. He was the first one there when anybody needed help. Michael’d just seen too many aimless guys lose hope and end up as drunks living on the government handouts. It would be too sad if his cousin ended up on that path.

      Michael watched a family in a big motorhome bus as they drove beside him. A red-haired woman brought a cup to the man driving. Twin boys threw a ball back and forth across the rolling room. Where were they going in their house on wheels?

      On the radio, a raspy-voiced man sang about the heart of rock and roll. Michael noticed the pastures along the road looked overgrazed. He should know who cared for this land. Navajo don’t technically own property. The Clan elders assigned grazing rights to people who had livestock. It’s a solemn obligation. The people in this area weren’t protecting the land. It bothered him.

      The tortured rocks, mesquite, and ocotillo the Navajo and Hopi call home gave way to the tall pines of Walnut Creek Canyon. Old Route 89 to Red Butte only led Michael a little out of his way through Sedona. The red rock buttes and mesas surrounding the town were beautiful. He always enjoyed seeing them. No one would begrudge him an hour of natural beauty, considering he was going to a city.

      He pulled off at the slide rock, where the creek flowed over smooth stone. He needed to add water to his radiator. He’d have to wait until the truck cooled before he could fill it. People were playing in the water, hurtling down the stream on their bottoms. Michael leaned against the side of his truck and watched their antics out of the corner of his eye. Some of the girls in their skimpy bathing suits were cute. Few of the women he knew showed that much skin unless they ran out when their house was on fire.

      With his radiator topped off, Michael continued his journey. This far south, the fast food world began. Soon, he was in the sanitized, politically correct version of the Old West housing the art mills of Sedona. The counterpoint of the city to the beauty of the surrounding hills always struck him as terribly sad.

      Tears dripped from the eyes in the paintings of ‘Genuine Indians’ in the store windows, but the paint didn’t run. Those painted eyes saw Michael and his battered truck, which was so out of place among Sedona’s sedans and polo shirts. The painted Indians' hearts recognized the worry Michael had for his cousin. However, as many of Michael’s people do among strangers, they stared straight ahead and pretended not to feel, not to be there, no matter how prominently they were displayed.

      The orange glow of desert dusk surrounded Michael as he left the red rocks behind. He drove on, chasing stars now. After a while he turned the radio off and whistled the comforting rhythm of his auntie’s corn grinding song and followed the sky glow toward Phoenix.

      Eventually, the city brightness blotted out the stars who’d been his friends throughout his life. The highway was called Black Canyon Freeway in the city. The land was flat. He wondered if the people here thought the buildings make it a canyon. Neon snakes climbed the walls of the unnatural chasm.

      The part of the city where Indians went was made of cement, dust, and sorrow. The roads were lined with clubs and bars, each one shabbier than the next. After sunset, the city made a light of its own. Faded ghosts and drunken Indians flickered in and out of focus as they walked the streets. Michael searched their faces for the shade of his cousin. He drove quietly so those faded souls wouldn’t recognize him.

      When recruited to deal with the outside world, Michael liked to think about his father as the ghost man who gave him special power when he left the Navajo Nation. In a way, Michael was right. His father did give him the blond hair that helped him blend in. He wasn’t afraid to be in the city, but just in case, he tried to think white man’s thoughts like an actor rehearsing lines.
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      Michael pulled in to the Lucky Buck Bar and Grill, a place where he and his uncles had found relatives before. He left the truck facing the road next to a car with no wheels that had fallen halfway off its blocks. Three guys leaned against a wall under the single bare bulb which illuminated the sagging door. The men’s long greasy black hair hung loosely to their shoulders. Dressed in jeans and filthy tee-shirts, they stared out into the glittering city night. There was a large stain on the wall near where they were standing.

      Approaching the men, Michael started to raise his hand in a traditional greeting when he realized the men were in various stages of inebriation and in no shape for courtesy. His hand dropped. He passed them without a look. The stain on the wall was urine.

      Entering, Michael was assaulted with the mingled odor of old sweat, cigarette smoke, and sheep. No one in the bar looked like him. Most of his life he’d walked in as the only blond, pale-skinned person, so it didn’t bother him. Looking so different didn’t matter as much as it did when he was a child.

      “You lost, boy?” the bartender said as he wiped the counter with a rag only slightly cleaner than the floor.

      “I’m looking for my cousin Jon. He’s Navajo. He’s been in town since the pow-wow last week.”

      “You law?” the man grunted.

      “I’m just looking for my cousin. He comes here when he’s in town. He’s about my size, hair to his shoulders, with a scar down his jaw,” Michael said, running his hand down his own jaw.

      “I don’t remember him.” The bartender shrugged.

      A familiar voice emerged from a dark booth. “I know you, buy me a drink.” It was Sam Tsosie, who had gone to school with Michael. Michael liked his sister Salina and spent time with her at the dances. They weren’t officially a couple, but people were starting to talk about them.

      “Ya'at eeh.” Michael greeted Sam. “You seen my cousin Jon?”

      “I heard they busted him,” Sam slurred. “You going to get that drink?

      “I’ll buy you some coffee and give you a ride home, if you want.” He knew Sam’s traditional family would be worried about him.

      “Fuck you and the horse you rode in on!” Sam shouted.

      Michael sighed as he went out the door. At least he tried to save Sam the embarrassment of having his family come looking for him.

      Sam called after Michael, “Don’t think you’re better than me, you yellow-haired fake fuck. Stay away from my sister.”

      Michael put his head down and shoved past some men in the doorway. Nothing a drunk said meant anything. He’d make a call to let Sam’s family know where to find him. The Tsosie’s had their own telephone, but Michael decided to call the clan chapter house. Let Sam be embarrassed, maybe next time he’d think before he went on a bender.

      Leaving the not-so-Lucky Buck, Michael headed to the jail in the city center. He’d been there before with his uncles. They usually came to bail out drunken family members. Michael’d been in more police stations than he cared to count. Even when he was a little kid, the family always took him along as if he and his blond hair were a charm against the systems of a people they didn’t understand.

      The police station smelled worse than the Lucky Buck. Michael waited with his back to the wall and breathed shallowly through his mouth. He didn’t meet the policeman’s eye when called to the desk. Shoulders hunched against the tension in the room, he asked about his cousin.

      “Jon Pete’s your cousin, you say?” The man’s swollen fingers squirmed like pink slugs as he flipped through the papers on his clipboard. His dark blue uniform collar made a crease in his neck. “You’d best sit down and wait to see the detective.”

      “Why can’t I just bail him out?” Michael asked, briefly meeting the Sergeant’s eye. A chill crept down his back, his knees wobbled. Unconsciously, he stepped back into a defensive stance, one foot behind the other knees slightly bent.

      “You just sit and wait, boy. The detective will tell you what you need to know.”

      “Any chance I can see Jon?”

      “Fill this out and wait till you get called.”

      He slid a piece of paper across the desk. Michael wrote down details defining his life for the bureaucracy. Then he sat on a bench thick with scars of boredom. The room’s yellow lights made everything look unreal. This was an angry place. He could tell people died here. Michael couldn’t see them, but the weight of their souls pressed on him as they wandered the rooms weaving between the desks, muttering their anger into uncomprehending ears. Maybe I have too much imagination, Michael thought. He stared at nothing, letting his mind return to the summer pasture where calves were gaining weight in the lush grass.

      “Michael Yazzie!” A loud voice interrupted his reverie. The Hispanic detective wore a rumpled tan suit. He had blue-black hair and was sporting two bruised eyes. People with brown skin usually didn’t make Michael uncomfortable, but the detective’s tense shoulders put him on edge. The man held a brown paper file folder.

      “I’m Detective Garcia.” He waved the file in a gesture for Michael to follow him and they traversed a maze of corridors between glass-walled offices. The detective walked stiffly, with his shoulders hunched. Michael didn’t know much about non-Navajo people’s body language, but if this guy were a horse, he’d say the man was foundered and wasn’t going to make it.

      “You’re lucky I was still here working late.” Garcia gestured again, ushering Michael into a small windowless room with glaring lights. The only furnishings were a table, two chairs, and a camera mounted high in the corner of the room. He knew from TV that police used places like this for intimidation.

      It was working.

      They moved to opposite sides of the table. Michael's chair was next to a large ring bolted to the floor. He pulled it out to sit and waited politely for Garcia to start the conversation.

      “You say you’re Jon Pete’s cousin?”

      “Yes, I am. His mother asked me to bring him home,” Michael replied. When the detective raised his eyebrows, Michael added, “I’m half white.”

      “I see,” Garcia said. He watched Michael as he opened a file folder.

      Michael saw a picture of a dead white man lying awkwardly against a block wall. He had been gutted like a deer.

      “Do you know this man?”

      Garcia shoved the picture in front of Michael. He looked at it for a few seconds, considering what the detective asked.

      He swallowed, trying not to puke. “No, I’ve never seen him before.” Michael’d never seen anyone killed before. He didn’t even care for violent movies.

      “Any idea why your cousin killed him last night?”

      “Jon, killed?” Michael stammered. His mind raced like a ground bird...He and Jon, riding ponies…Jon, caring for a sick lamb…Jon, holding his niece, singing about baby rabbits. “Jon wouldn’t kill anybody.”

      “When did you last see your cousin?” the detective asked.

      “A week ago. He came south for a pow-wow.”

      “When did you get to Phoenix?”

      “I just drove in. I got here just after dark. They told me at the Lucky Buck, Jon had been picked up, so I came here.” Michael’s hands clutched the seat of his chair.

      “Does Jon drink a lot?” The detective scribbled a note on his pad.

      “What do you mean by a lot?” he asked. “I’ve never seen him drink at home, and I’ve never had to come get him before.”

      “Does he do drugs?” The detective wrote some more.

      “Jon doesn’t do drugs.”

      The detective looked Michael straight in the eye, as though he didn’t believe him. Maybe it was a Belagáana thing, trying to be direct. Michael caught himself before he squirmed in his chair. The air in the room became hard to breathe. The walls started to get closer together.

      “I thought you Navajos do peyote and other stuff to get right with the Great Spirit or something.” The detective never took his eyes off Michael.

      Michael looked at Garcia’s receding hairline, wanting to answer politely. He didn’t want to antagonize this man. “It’s the people in the American Indian Church who do that. It’s not really part of the Navajo way.” Michael couldn’t believe he was explaining this. “Jon raises sheep. He wouldn’t even have enough money to buy drugs.” The detective still stared at him, right in the eyes. The man didn’t believe him.

      Michael’s gut ached. He didn’t know how to get this man to believe him, to let Jon go free. There was no way his gentle cousin would ever hurt anyone. He decided to act White and ask some of his own questions. “Who was the guy who got killed? Why do you think Jon killed him?” He stammered, trying to get enough air in his lungs.

      “You’d better get your cousin a good lawyer,” Garcia said. He gathered his folder and abruptly stalked out.

      “When can I see Jon?” Michael asked Garcia’s retreating back. He guessed trying to act White wasn’t the right approach.

      “Fill out the forms with the desk sergeant,” Garcia replied, without looking back.

      Michael found his way to the front desk and asked again to see Jon.

      The officer’s fat fingers flipped through some papers on a clipboard. “He isn’t here. He’s at County Hospital.”

      “What happened? Is he all right?” Alarmed, Michael put his hands on the desk. His heart rate increased.

      “Back off, kid. I don’t know what is wrong with him.” The sergeant’s voice softened when he saw Michael’s stricken face. “It can’t be too bad. He’s scheduled to be here tomorrow for his arraignment.”

      “Can you give me directions to get to the hospital? Jon’s Navajo, he’s going to be scared. We don’t do well in hospitals.”

      “They won’t let you see him. He’s in custody and you’re not his lawyer. You can see him when they bring him here tomorrow. Fill out these papers and bring them in the morning.” The sergeant pushed forms across the desk.

      Michael took the papers and went to sit on the scarred bench.

      “You going to wait here all night?” the sergeant asked.

      He shrugged. “I’ve got no place else to go.”

      “Well, you can’t sleep here. There’s an all-night diner a couple of blocks east. Their parking lot is pretty safe and the food’s good.”
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      Garcia watched the blond kid leave. He didn’t know what to make of him. He was white, but dressed like a cheap day laborer from some ranch. There was no way the murdering drunk from behind the Bodega was that kid’s family. For the life of him, he couldn’t think of what kind of game the kid was playing. He hoped Michael Yazzie wouldn’t cause any complication to his easy case. Garcia straightened his desk to leave. When he looked up, a worn, angular face below a gray, flat-top haircut leaned around the door to his office.

      “Hey, Garcia.” Tom Norris wasn’t the tallest cop on the force, but he was close. The rest of his rangy body filled the door. “How’s the murder from the loading dock going? I hear it’s a slam dunk.” Norris wore his grey suit as though it were tailored for him. His arm was in a sling.

      “This one is about as close to a swish as I hope to see. The arrest gods are smiling on me.” Rudy’s comeback was automatic. He didn’t remember ever talking to the senior detective this casually before. “What happened to you?”

      “Tennis elbow, nothing serious. The sling is just a precaution.” He raised his arm. “I heard about your wreck, tough luck. You know you look like a raccoon, don’t you?”

      “The airbag got me.” Rudy grinned. “I was following the ambulance, thinking how I needed an
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