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Dedication

In memory of my brother, Daniel Bernard

Hillerman, 1964–2022.

In honor of Santa Fe’s inimitable Charles Milner,

a fine gentleman and a wonderful storyteller.

And in loving recognition of Charmaine Coimbra and

Ruth Esserman, two inspirational women who lived life

with joy and passion and who taught me more than I

realized about the value and challenge of creative work.

I miss you all.
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An unexpected noise, the crack-crack of gunshots, stopped Bernadette Manuelito where she stood and put her instantly on alert.

She lowered her hand to her weapon and felt her body begin to flood with adrenaline. Instinctively, she flattened herself against the red sandstone cliff face. Her breath came in shallow bursts as she waited for more shots or whatever else came next.

It was December, Níłch’itsoh, a season when nature rested, calmly settling in for the challenge of deep winter’s long nights. The surprise of the gunshots shattered Bernie’s peace, but the winter evening rolled on as if the blast had never happened.

The more intently Bernie listened, the more the desert seemed to grow silent. Níłch’itsoh could be the time of great winds, but this evening was windless. She could barely make out the sound of a vehicle moving in the distance. She knew a powerful snowstorm was in the twenty-four-hour forecast. The dry earth would welcome the moisture. For now, anticipation hung heavily in the still air and a frigid, fierce winter loomed ahead.

Through the darkness a few feet from where she stood, she saw an owl’s slow, gliding flight, its swooping descent, and then the quick ascent with a struggling mouse in its talons.

The né’èshjaà landed on a rock that jutted from the cliff face, and after a moment she heard its call. The sound reminded her of something Jim Chee’s uncle had told her and Chee years before. He had explained to them that Owl was an envoy of the Holy People. She also knew that many considered owls to be omens of death, and she’d encountered more than enough of that recently in her job as a police officer. For a Navajo raised with abiding respect for the traditional ways, seeing an owl meant it was time to offer a prayer for protection. Bernie took a moment to do that.

She leaned against the cold stone and reflected on the word Níłch’itsoh and the meaning of the season. For her and Chee, her husband, the days had been filled with strong winds of change, a tornado of turmoil on the job and off. She had come to this special place, the Valley of the Gods in the shadow of the sacred Bears Ears Buttes, in search of a few hours of winter peace.

Relax, she told herself. She filled her lungs with the dry, frigid air, straightened her spine, ordered her shoulders down from her ears, and rolled her head from right to left and back again to release the tension in her neck. She stepped away from the rock face to look out over the expansive landscape. She took another soothing breath.

Finally, the stillness which had seemed threatening reassured her. The shots weren’t close and she reminded herself that in rural areas such as this, occasional gunshots were part of the human soundtrack.

BERNIE HAD NEVER VISITED THE Bears Ears National Monument, so last week when Chee invited her to join him, she’d eagerly accepted. Because Chee had an assignment in Bluff, he had arranged a time to speak with Desmond Grayhair. The hatááłii and leader from the Navajo Mountain community had suggested a spot at the southern edge of Bears Ears, and asked Chee to invite his wife so they could get acquainted. Chee had urged Bernie to go with him to meet the medicine man, gently mentioning that her energy could use some recharging and that Bears Ears was the perfect spot for that. Indeed, the power of Bears Ears as a place to heal was deeply embedded in Diné tradition.

When they had spoken earlier that afternoon, the old hatááłii had sensed her sadness and, instead of more conversation or a sweat lodge with the women, suggested she take a quiet walk among the imposing red stone monoliths of Valley of the Gods. Bernie agreed. She wanted a heart-stirring place to watch the sun set, to hike, to think, to begin to figure out what came next for her. She needed a new plan, a map for the future, because what she thought would work clearly hadn’t.

Earlier that afternoon she had left their motel in Bluff, wanting plenty of light for her explorations, and driven herself to the beautiful Valley of the Gods while the medicine man, Chee, and other men participated in a sweat lodge ceremony. The valley sat at the edge of the expansive Bears Ears landscape—more than a million acres in southeastern Utah’s San Juan County. Bernie welcomed the opportunity to have some time alone and to see this special place, an area some people called a miniature Monument Valley, a reference to the Navajo Nation geological park forty-five minutes to the south. The area’s beautiful sandstone buttes and forms were similar to those of Monument Valley, each uniquely eroded. The formation called Lady in the Bathtub made Bernie smile; it didn’t take much imagination to see the profile of a woman with her hair piled atop her head sitting in the stone tub with a towel supporting her neck. It looked to Bernie as though the person in stone was enjoying a book along with her soak.

She had read that the valley was rich with archaeological and paleontological artifacts, and hoped she might find an arrowhead or find the outlines of an ancient bone in the eroded sandstone. She spotted a potsherd and then another, and began to search more closely. Abandoned dwellings of ancestral southwestern people dotted the Colorado Plateau and Bears Ears National Monument, but something triggered her suspicion. The potsherds lay everywhere on the bare ground, as though someone had scattered them from a bucket.

Then she saw the tools. Modern tools, not those used by the ancient ones. The sunset’s soft light reflected on the metal of picks, shovels, chisels, and hammers, and made the wooden handles of trowels and brushes glow. Someone had left sieves and buckets on the red sandstone. Teams looking for pots and yucca sandals could use these tools, but she sensed that something else was happening here. She moved closer to investigate and, with one final step, lost her balance.

The tumble left her breathless, lying on her back in the dirt below ground level. The fall had come so fast that it took a moment for her to process what had happened. Had she stepped into an open grave?

No, she realized; it was shallower than a grave, but just as narrow. It was a trench, probably part of whatever sort of excavation was going on here. But a trench like this should have been marked.

She lay still a moment, assessing herself for possible injury. Her hip and back might be bruised, but nothing was broken. Bernie was grateful for two things: she’d come to no major harm, and Chee hadn’t witnessed her clumsiness.

She sat up. Then, using her embarrassment as a prod, she boosted herself to standing and climbed back to ground level. As she brushed the dirt from her jeans and coat, she noticed that she had scraped the palms of her hands on her climb out of the hole. She readjusted her red knit cap. She’d gathered her hair in a high ponytail; it provided good insulation on this chilly late afternoon.

Bernie surveyed her surroundings more closely. Tall, smooth sandstone walls towered above the trenching. She saw what seemed to be a panel of petroglyphs carved into the sandstone. The ancient images banded the rock about five feet from the cliff base, but as far away as she was, she couldn’t clearly identify the symbols. Because of their unique beauty, she knew petroglyphs were sometimes referred to as rock art. She wasn’t surprised to see them, given the area’s long history of human occupation.

She realized that these images painstakingly created by pecking or carving directly on the rock surface were more than just pretty pictures. As symbols, some might silently speak to the cultural and spiritual beliefs of the ancient ones who created them. Other petroglyphs represented tribal, clan, kiva, or society markers, perhaps the people’s equivalent of a logo. Some might have been messages to those who passed by, or symbols that referred to traditional stories perhaps now forgotten.

Bernie’s Diné ancestors had considered Bears Ears a sacred place, and modern Navajos continued that practice. Ute, Paiute, Zuni, Hopi, and other Indigenous people also came here to pray, to hunt, to gather firewood, and to harvest plants and seeds for meals and for ceremonial uses.

She looked away from the rock art toward the huge natural structures of stone that gave the valley its name, the earth’s creations to which American newcomers had given descriptive titles: Seven Sailors, Rooster Butte, and more. The early sunset gilded the desert with a gentle pink glow, warm hues reflected in the sky as well as in the rocks. The full moon had risen, adding another element to the beauty that surrounded her.

Bernie told herself she could enjoy being here a bit longer. She had just enough light, before the first star appeared, to hike up to the cliff base for a closer look at the rock carvings. Then she would head back to Bluff and her cozy motel room. The trench and misplaced sherds left her uneasy.

She slipped into a rhythm as she climbed toward the hillside and thought about the things she’d been avoiding: how to move forward with her career after being rejected for a job as detective; what to do to help Darleen and Mama; and, of course, the experience she was too sad to name. But instead, she told herself to take it easy as she hiked toward the ancient figures, noticing that they were well shielded from the elements by their position on a wall beneath a protective overhang. She turned on her phone’s flashlight—the only thing the device was good for out here, with no service—to penetrate the shadows. Its bright beam found human-like figures the old ones had left here.

She felt a chill up her spine and stepped away, averting her eyes.

The faces of the images had been scratched off, destroyed. White people called that defacement vandalism, but it was something bigger to the Diné. For them, the now-faceless people etched into the sandstone spoke of witchcraft. She didn’t want to look at the images, but she was a good cop. She forced herself to take some photos so she could report the damage to the Bureau of Land Management tomorrow when she got cell coverage. She would send the pictures along with her report of the disfigurement, the unmarked pit, and the seemingly abandoned tools. The BLM and the Forest Service cooperated in providing law enforcement to the area, and she knew this part of the monument was BLM territory.

Bernie had earned a college degree in botany and then, inspired by a family heritage of service, went on to practical, no-nonsense law enforcement training. But she had grown up listening to the stories of mysterious evil, of witches and skin walkers and chindis. The damaged images made her uneasy; time to head back to Bluff. Darkness came quickly after sunset in December, and she had underestimated how long it would take her to return to the vehicle.

She climbed down carefully and took pictures of the excavation trench and shovels before beginning the hike toward Chee’s truck—their truck now, because her Tercel was parked in Shiprock. She zipped her jacket up to the soft fake-fur collar. The white coat was new, a color impractical for the desert, but she loved how warm and cocooned she felt inside it. As she walked, she listened for the rhythmic bleat of a nighthawk or the occasional rustle of an unknown creature moving earth to create a burrow, or perhaps a place from which to ambush passing prey.

Long after she had convinced herself that the gun blasts amounted to nothing more than a distant rancher shooting at a coyote, with the sandstone cliffs providing acoustic resonance, a different, fainter sound captured her attention. Engine noise again. As it grew louder, she categorized it as a pickup truck heading in her direction. A minute later she saw the flicker of headlights.

The lights paused when they came to the area where she had parked, perhaps two miles from where she’d seen the petroglyphs. Then the illumination proceeded along the rough dirt road, at a speed that reflected the confidence of someone who knew where the ruts and rocks lay. She reminded herself that Diné families lived out this way as she watched the lights bounce over the empty road, approaching her and the excavation site. As the vehicle grew nearer, she could see in the moonlight that it was a dark pickup with something shaped like a thick, elongated cylinder on the grille.

Her training and experience in law enforcement flashed a warning about standing alone in the dark in a white coat far from civilization at a place where she’d already heard shots and a petroglyph had been vandalized. She used the moonlight to navigate as she moved away from the easy walking terrain the road provided and started jogging into the rougher mesa country.

The truck also turned off the road, the headlights now shining on the open sand, shrubs, and rocks. It was coming toward her, almost as if on purpose.

Stay calm, she ordered herself, and she began a survival checklist. She put her hand on her loaded gun and estimated the distance it would take to get to the relative safety of her and Chee’s truck. Too far. She looked around for a place she could hide, but could see none.

She started to run.

The truck headed directly for her. There was no mistaking it now.

She swerved as quickly as she could, glad that she’d worn boots instead of her jogging shoes. She stumbled over a dead tree limb, recovered her balance at the last possible moment, and kept moving, looking for cover. The truck was gaining. Her legs felt like rubber. Her heart pounded, and her lungs burned. She was sweating despite the cold air.

The truck was still gaining.

In the growing darkness, she could make out an indentation in the earth that looked like an arroyo, with cliffs on the other side. She sped toward it, hoping the rougher terrain would deter the truck. The vehicle lost ground, looking for a smoother path. Bernie struggled out of her beloved new white coat, which now made her a perfect target. She stripped down to her red turtleneck sweater and tossed the jacket as far from her path as she could. Then she zagged away from the truck’s headlights, staying low in the arroyo. She cataloged her advantages: she could hide in places the truck couldn’t go, could change directions faster, and she was an experienced, fit runner. And, of course, she had a gun.

The truck slowed, inching through the arroyo. Bernie held her breath until it had rolled past her and then raced away from the lights toward some larger rocks that offered the only possibility of a gap that would hide her. Seeing a dark crevice that might work, she took the chance and sprinted toward the cliff face. She pressed herself between two sandstone slabs almost large enough to conceal her, but as cold as death.

Her breath now came in gasps. The truck’s lights shone near her feet but moved on. She kept the truck in sight, hoping to catch the license plate number, but the dim light and distance made it impossible.

Then, in the moonlight, the truck changed course, again heading in her direction. An arm extended from the passenger window. An arm holding a rifle. She heard a shot.

The shooter had aimed for the white spot in the dark landscape, the brightness of her jacket, snagged on a bush. The cab light came on as the passenger-side door opened and the shooter climbed out, but Bernie couldn’t discern any details. The person picked up the coat and stood holding it a moment, then shook it, dropped it, and stomped on it before heading back to the truck.

She smelled the dust in the air as the truck and its people rumbled away from the jacket she’d loved, away from her hiding place.

When Bernie could no longer see the taillights and her heart had stopped pounding so fiercely, she began to hike back to her vehicle, hoping no harm had come to it. She was cold and shaken, but as she neared her truck, anger replaced her fear. Whoever had been driving and whoever had shot the rifle had messed with the wrong woman.

Officer Bernadette Manuelito did not make a good crime victim.

She reached the truck, climbed in, started the engine, and put on an old coat Chee kept for emergencies. She had miles to drive before she found cell service to make her 911 call, then to reach Chee to explain why she was later than she’d expected, and then, finally, to get to bed. Her hip ached from the fall, and she was uncomfortably chilly. And when the truck started to warm up, she realized she was bone tired.

As she drove, she thought about the attack and watched for the lights of the truck that had threatened her. It could be on the road in front of her, or it might have pulled over to a side road to wait in case she drove past. Perhaps the people in it were drunk or crazy. She’d been hiking on public land, so they couldn’t claim she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The fact that neither the shot nor the truck itself had struck her seemed to be a blessing from the sacred bears that protected this place—Shash Jáá, Bears Ears.

Bernie knew that in her culture’s tradition, the bear was not only a guardian but also a spiritual guide that represents strength and self-knowledge. The spirit animal Shash, the bear, stands as a symbol of deliberate action, introspection, soul searching, and insight. Many believe that bears have great healing power, and she was in need of all of that now.

As fatigue gained ground, Bernie turned off the heater, lowered the window, and focused on the horizon, searching for different lights, the subtle glow that indicated the small town where they were staying.

Bluff, now a community of about four hundred hardy souls founded by Mormon pioneers in 1880, sustained itself with tourism and outdoor recreation. It and nearby Blanding and Monticello offered the most convenient supply stops for hikers, explorers, and campers on their way to Bears Ears.

Even though she’d never been here before, Bernie knew that Shash Jáá was a place of both blessings and controversy. The Bears Ears themselves, twin buttes that jut into the horizon, guarded federal land rich in resources, nature largely untouched by human interference. Local conservationists had excitedly welcomed President Barack Obama’s decision to create Bears Ears National Monument in 2016, only to have their hopes crushed when the subsequent president had slashed the monument’s more than a million acres to a fifth of its original size. She and Chee had been relieved when President Joe Biden restored the original boundaries.

Bernie knew that the return to the larger allotment had received broad support from a coalition of Native American groups. But others, including many Diné who lived in the area, opposed the national monument. Some Navajo healers who came to gather native plants and certain items essential for specific traditional practices worried that their work could be restricted by new federal regulations. Area families had long collected firewood for winter warmth in the Bears Ears forests, a legacy that could be ended under the national monument status. And she knew Utah Navajos who firmly believed that too much of their state was already under federal control. But now that a coalition of five tribes—Navajo, Hopi, Zuni, the Ute Mountain Ute, and the Ute Indian Tribe—were part of the management, Bernie had more confidence that the monument designation would help protect this sacred place.

She looked at the clock on the truck’s dashboard. If all went well, she’d get back to the motel in another twenty minutes, much later than she’d planned. Chee would be worried about her. She decided she would tell him about the truck and the person with the rifle in the morning. She didn’t want to deal with his protective side tonight, even as she realized this would be yet another secret withheld from the man she loved.

Her phone seemed to ring the moment she had service again.

“Hey, you. Everything OK?” Chee sounded tired.

“I’m fine. On my way back. I’ll be there soon. How was your evening?”

“Oh, OK.” The flatness in his voice surprised her, but that could have been the exhaustion talking. “See you soon. Wake me up if I’m asleep.”

“OK.”

“I’ll be counting on it. I need to know you’re here safely.”

“No problem.”

But a few minutes later, a problem arose. She noticed the vehicle ahead of her—not the dark pickup but a sedan—weaving dangerously on and off the pavement. It was the only car she’d encountered on this route, and it pulled her back to reality.
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Not only was the old sedan with a burned-out taillight in front of Bernie veering, it sped up and slowed down erratically. Watching it drift onto the sandy shoulder, she tapped her brakes again and flashed her lights. The car slowed down, crossed the center of the road, briefly returned to the correct side of the highway, then went off the road again. This time, the sedan stopped.

She pulled her truck onto the shoulder a safe distance behind the car and turned on her emergency flashers. Another drunk driver, she assumed as she took off her seat belt. They were lucky no one had been driving in the other lane. After everything that had already happened, an ugly collision was the last thing she needed.

The driver’s door of the sedan opened, and a young Navajo man raced toward her, leaving his car’s lights on and his vehicle running.

She lowered her window. “Yá’át’ééh. Everything OK with you?”

“No, ma’am, not OK. We’ve got a situation.” She read the distress in his face as he rushed to the truck. She was glad she didn’t smell beer on his breath.

“What’s up?”

“My wife, she’s having a baby.”

“Right now?”

He nodded. “That’s why I pulled over. We were on the way to the awééʼ hayiiníłí, the midwife, you know.” His voice vibrated with tension. “Can you help us? Hannah says the baby won’t wait.”

She nodded. Chee always kept a first-aid kit in the truck, and she reached for it, along with her flashlight, the hand sanitizer they had stocked up on during the pandemic, and an all-purpose tool that included a knife and scissors. She grabbed the supplies and closed the truck’s door. “What’s your name?”

“Roper.”

“I’m Bernie.”

“Are you a nurse or a doctor or something?”

“No. I’m a cop. But don’t worry. I’ve had training for situations like this.” She felt anxiety rising in her gut, and ordered it to go away. She needed to project confidence for this man.

She expected him to ask if she’d ever delivered a baby, but to her relief, he just said, “Let’s go.”

Hannah, the mother-to-be, seemed too young and too small to be having a baby. But being petite worked in her favor tonight. It gave her room to be more comfortable in the front seat.

“Roper, turn on your emergency flashers. We don’t want anyone running into us.” Then Bernie introduced herself to the woman.

Hannah seemed strong, fit, and surprisingly calm. “The contractions are really close and strong. I figure the baby will be here soon. What do you think?”

“I know you will both do fine, and I’m here to help. Is this your first baby?”

“Yes. Roper and I just finished our birthing classes. Even though our little one’s due date isn’t for another two weeks, they said the baby could come anytime.”

“We weren’t expecting to be parents tonight, though.” Roper put his hand on his wife’s forehead as he spoke. “I’m glad you were driving out here.”

Hannah nodded. “My auntie, my shimá yazhí, is our awééʼ hayiiníłí. We called her when my water broke. But this baby must be like its dad, an impatient . . .”

Then a contraction came, and Hannah groaned.

Bernie took her hand. “I know you will ace this. You were smart to take those classes. Everything will go well.” She said it as much for herself as for the couple. “We’ll all get through this.” Although the front seat of a sedan parked on the shoulder of a deserted highway on a freezing winter night didn’t make the ideal situation for delivering an infant, the three of them would do the best with what they had.

Roper said, “We packed an emergency bag. It’s in the trunk. I can . . .”

“Not now.” Bernie turned to him. “Stay here. I need your help with the light. I have to see what’s happening.”

She rubbed the sanitizer on her hands and arms and instructed Roper to do the same. She was fast, but he moved like lightning. Then she handed him the flashlight and showed him where to aim it. In the expectant father’s shaking hands the light became a strobe. Hannah began to moan more often and with greater intensity.

Bernie had heard from colleagues who had become volunteer emergency birth attendants that in the ideal situation, babies almost delivered themselves. In those fortunate situations the babies only needed tender, supporting hands to catch them when uterine contractions slid them from the birth canal into their big new world. She hoped that would be the case tonight.

With the help of the light, Bernie was relieved to see what she assumed was a bit of the baby’s scalp. She didn’t know what she would have done if the baby was in the breech position. Thankfully, Hannah remembered how to breathe with the contractions and knew to push when the time came. First the head, then a pause for the next contraction, then the shoulders slipped free. Bernie supported the tiny body as it slid out. Roper stood close by to hold the child. It was a girl, and she acknowledged her presence in the car with a healthy wail.

“Oh, darling baby, welcome to the world.” Calmer now, he gently placed his daughter on her mother’s chest beneath her shirt for skin-to-skin contact on this frigid evening. “Hannah, you did it. What a night. What a miracle.”

Bernie looked for something to wipe the baby’s nose and mouth and to wrap her in to keep her warm. As if reading Bernie’s mind, Roper removed his jacket and then slipped off his long-sleeved T-shirt, printed with the image of a dinosaur. He handed it to her and she looked at it quizzically.

“That’s a picture of a Utahraptor, Utah’s official state dinosaur.” He handed the shirt to her. “Amazing, right?”

“Yes. This whole thing is amazing.”

He put his jacket back on and zipped it up against the evening’s cold. Bernie gently picked up the newborn and used her father’s soft T-shirt, warmed by his body heat, to dry and stimulate the baby. Then she gave the little one back to her mother. Hannah smiled and pulled her coat around them both.

Roper put his hand on Hannah’s arm. “Honey, you did great. I’m glad Officer Bernie was the one in that truck. I don’t know what would have happened otherwise.”

Bernie felt a wave of embarrassment.

“Enough of that. We need to cut the umbilical cord and tie it off when it stops pulsing. Can you handle the job?”

“Yes. I’d like to. We have some yarn from Hannah’s mother we can use to tie it with. I watched that in the birthing class.”

When the time came, Roper rubbed more sanitizer on his hands and his knife, and cut the cord that linked Hannah to her daughter. Bernie saw tears in his eyes.

She snugged the shirt around the small body again, wishing she had a blanket or an extra coat or something to keep mother and infant warm.

Roper seemed to read her mind.

“I’ll be right back. I’ll get the bag we brought now.”

She heard the trunk release, and then Roper returned with a duffel bag. He unzipped it on the back seat and handed Bernie a large towel. She placed it on top of mother and daughter for more warmth.

“Your wife could use a blanket, if you’ve got one somewhere.”

“Sure.”

He brought one from the bag and with touching gentleness spread it over Hannah and the baby. Hannah’s face relaxed into a huge smile. Then she started to sob. Roper was weeping, too, weeping and grinning. Bernie felt teary-eyed herself, and enormously grateful that things had gone so well.

“What now?”

Bernie remembered her training. “We need to make sure the placenta will be delivered.”

Hannah said, “Will you stay with us until then? I’m starting to feel shaky.”

“Of course, I’m right here. Shaky is normal, perfectly normal.” Bernie put her hand on the new dad’s shoulder. “I’ll let you know when you can start to get these two—and yourself—someplace warm. How far away is the midwife’s house?”

Hannah never took her eyes off her daughter. “I’m not sure.”

Roper said, “It’s only twenty minutes at the most. She has delivered dozens of babies. We’ll be in good hands.”

Bernie finished her job as emergency baby catcher, happy and somewhat amazed that all had gone smoothly.

“You guys are all set.”

Hannah squeezed her hand.

Bernie left the new parents alone in the car with their precious one. She stood by the side of the road, looking up at the December sky. A shooting star flared overhead, stunningly brilliant before it faded to nothingness. She considered the irony of the situation. After all the thinking and hoping she and Chee had done over the decision to have a baby themselves, she, of all the people in the world, happened to be on hand to help bring this new life into the world.

Then she heard footsteps and turned to see Roper smiling from ear to ear.

“Thank you isn’t a big enough word.”

“Glad to help.” She meant it, too.

“What are you doing out here at night anyway?”

“Oh, someone suggested I come to look at Valley of the Gods, and next thing I knew it was dark, and you and the mother-to-be were swerving all over the road in front of me.”

“You know, Bernie, some places out here aren’t safe at night. They say there might be some drawings on the rocks the old ones made, pictures that aren’t right. And there’s crazies out here. You be careful.” He gave her a serious look. “I’m in the security business, Officer, so I know about this stuff.”

“Well, talk your boss into giving you the day off tomorrow so you can help Hannah and get to know your baby.”

“He better, otherwise I’ll have to kill him or get a new job, or maybe both.” Roper chuckled.

“Enjoy your daughter. I know you’ll be great parents.”

“I hope so.”

“Were you expecting a girl?”

“We didn’t know what to expect, but we were hoping for a daughter.”

Bernie climbed into the truck and followed Roper and Hannah and their little one until the sedan pulled off at a junction with a dirt road and she saw the lights of a house ahead. Roper turned his emergency flashers back on and motioned to her with his arm out the window. She drove up next to him.

“What’s wrong?”

Hannah said, “I forgot to thank you.” She sounded happy and exhausted. “Ahéhee. We’d like to send you a photo of our girl. Would that be OK?”

“Better than OK. Of course. Text it, that’s easiest.” Bernie quickly gave them her cell number.

She watched their car disappear down the track heading to the building. She pictured the auntie’s surprise at seeing the couple and then her relief and delight at the new child. As an experienced midwife, she would examine the infant and check Hannah and advise the couple on what to do from here. They should be in good hands.

As Bernie headed for Bluff, she felt energized and happier than she had felt for weeks. The reaction surprised her. She knew many things could have gone wrong with the baby or the mother. She deeply appreciated the way the situation had worked out. She realized that she’d been focused on her own losses so totally that she hadn’t allowed herself to share in someone else’s joy.

She adjusted the truck’s heater for more warmth and, as she grew closer to Bluff, considered pulling her phone from her backpack to call Chee. But then the lights of a patrol car flashed behind her. She didn’t know what the speed limit was, so she slowed and pulled onto the shoulder, hoping the vehicle would sail past. Instead, the unit closed in directly behind her. She stopped and extracted her police ID.

The officer identified himself as sheriff’s deputy Douglas Dayton, gave her a long silent stare, then asked to see her driver’s license. She expected a scolding and maybe a ticket, depending on how the officer felt about professional courtesy.

“So you’re Officer Bernadette Manuelito?”

“I am.” She waited for him to explain why he had pulled her over.

“A Navajo Nation police lieutenant, a guy named Chee, thought your vehicle might have broken down out here. He called to ask for help looking for you, you know, making sure you were safe. He said he called and called your cell but no answer.”

“Oh.” The idea that her husband would contact a stranger to find her made her angry—did he think she couldn’t take care of herself? But it also touched her heart. She was more than an hour overdue from the time she’d told him she’d be back at the lodge. “I’m fine. The problem is lack of cell service out there.”

She saw the officer frown as he looked at the blood on her coat and jeans, a result of the delivery.

“You sure you’re OK? You aren’t injured?”

“I just helped a mom have a baby in a car on the side of the road. Kind of messy.”

“What about her?”

“Oh, she and the baby seem to be fine.”

A grin spread across his face. “Good. Glad to hear that. And welcome to one of the gateways to Bears Ears National Monument. I’d say see you later, but I’m starting vacation as soon as my shift ends. Heading to California before the blizzard gets here.”

“There’s something else before you go.” She described the encounter with the truck and the rifle.

“I’ll tell the sheriff about it so he can follow up.”

She was surprised that he seemed so unconcerned, but attributed the attitude to his pending vacation, a variation of short-timer syndrome.

“Will you call Chee and tell him you are OK?”

“Of course.”

She waited until the deputy left. Her phone had two bars, enough service for a staticky call.

Chee answered immediately. “Honey, I’ve been worried sick. I thought you would be back a lot sooner. What happened?”

“Complicated story, and I don’t want to start it now.” The narratives would take time, and so would his questions. She’d save it for when they were together. “And before you ask, I’m fine. FINE.” She said it again for emphasis. “We’ll talk when I see you. I’m on my way.”

“But why are you so late? You’re never—”

“It’s been a long day. See you soon. Bye.”

She’d tell him about Hannah and her husband, happy news first, and then about the encounter with people in a truck shooting at her with a rifle. She took a deep breath, grateful to be alive and to have a good man waiting for her.
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Jim Chee had noticed a change in his wife ever since the department passed her over for the detective position the month before. They both realized that the chosen candidate had not only more seniority but also political and family connections to the chief of police, the man who made the call. But the rejection still hurt. For the past month Bernie had been quieter than usual, more distracted, and barely had laughed at all.

It didn’t help her mood that the new captain at the Shiprock substation—the acting replacement for Captain Largo, who had retired—had accepted Largo’s recommendation to promote Chee to lieutenant. Chee had negotiated a job description that enabled him to have hands-on involvement in cases that demanded extra attention, as an offset to too much bureaucracy. The extra income would make it easier for Bernie if she decided to take a break from working with Navajo Nation law enforcement. But the contrast between his luck and hers had created some tension between them.

Besides the professional disappointment, something else had happened to Bernie. Something personal, a deep grief. Until she could speak its name, he held it as her secret.

Bernie teased him about worrying over her, but she was precious to him. After she ended the phone call, he got out of the chair where he had been pretending to watch television and went outside. He stood on the portal of the Bluff Inn, looking out toward the cars that guests had parked and unloaded, as if somehow being there, waiting for her to approach in the truck, would bring her back sooner.

He watched a woman walk from the Bluff Inn office toward a blue van in the motel parking area. Under the lights, he could see that the vehicle was covered in dust and looked as though it had been rolled at least once and been repaired. The woman was slim, athletic, and attractive for a middle-aged bilagáana.

She looked his way. “Hey, handsome. Excuse me, but could you give me a hand?” He could hear the smile in her voice.

The question surprised him. “With what?”

“I’ve got a big cooler packed with supplies I need to bring inside. It’s awkward. And a lot easier to carry with two people.”

“Sure.”

Chee approached her van. The cooler had handles on both ends. It was heavy even with the two of them lifting it. Luckily, they didn’t have far to go.

“Hold on. I’ll get the door to my room so we can lug it in.”

She opened the motel room next door to his and Bernie’s and clicked on the lights.

“Let’s put it here.” She tossed her head toward an empty space beneath the window, and they lowered it.

She rolled her shoulders. “I’m Jessica Johnson.”

“Jim Chee.”

“Thanks for your help. That thing was heavy.”

Chee stepped back outside. “What’s in the cooler?”

“Mostly beer. Some soft drinks and bottled water. It’s for our celebration with the crew tomorrow, my last day on the site. A little party to thank them for their help. I remember those college days of never having quite enough to eat.” She shook her head. “College? High school, elementary school. Our family never had enough of anything except bills and problems. I like to treat these young people with some respect.” She smiled at him. “Wanna relax a minute and have a beer or something with me?”

“No, thank you. You mentioned the site. So, are you and your husband archaeologists?”

“I am. My husband, Kyle, is a paleontologist who does a lot of work out here too, and this time he’s been my crew supervisor. I’ve been focusing on Pueblo ceramics. Just finishing up for the year.”

“Where is your site?”

“Near Comb Ridge.”

Chee knew that the Comb Ridge area had a rich heritage of early habitation. Known as Tséyíkʼáán, “the Big Snake,” in the Navajo language, it was a sacred place near another sacred place, Valley of the Gods, where Bernie had gone hiking.

“How about you, Jim Chee? Are you a paleontologist too? Bears Ears attracts lots of you guys. Or maybe an archaeologist?”

He shook his head. “Not me. I had a class on geology in college that covered a little about fossils. I enjoyed it, but when I took archaeology, I liked that a whole lot better. In the end, I went a different direction.”

“Are you here on vacation?”

“No. I’m on an assignment. My wife, Bernie, just got off a big job, so she’s here with me.”

“Work, huh? I get that totally.”

They heard a vehicle approach and turned toward the noise.

Jessica said, “That might be Kyle. He went to Blanding to get some more things for the celebration tomorrow. I took advantage of his absence to play a game of chess with Walter. You’ve probably met that guy. He manages the motel.”

Chee recognized the sound as their truck and saw Bernie signal her turn into the motel parking lot.

Jessica was still talking. “So, what kind of job brings you to the Bears Ears area?”

He thought of the simplest way to answer her question.

“I’m in law enforcement. So is my wife. She just pulled in.”

“That sounds fascinating.” Jessica pulled out her phone and fiddled with it a moment as she spoke. “Do you have a specialty that draws you out here?”

“It’s an assignment for the Navajo chief of police.” He ignored her tell-me-more look. “I’ve got to go. Good luck with your party tomorrow.”

BERNIE KNEW HOW TO TELL a good story, and the evening had given her an abundance of material. As she shared her adventure of assisting at the birth, Chee noticed how she carefully added details such as the car’s erratic driving, the chill of the evening, the father’s sweet willingness to give the baby the shirt off his back, and that first welcome cry. Good details, and not too many.

Then she snuggled in closer and told him about the abandoned tools, the trench that surprised her, the vandalized petroglyphs, and the gunshots. She told him how the driver had tried to run her down, and how the passenger shot and struck the jacket she’d hurled onto a bush as she ran.

Bernie relayed the story with matter-of-fact calmness, as though it had happened to someone else. Like a good investigator, she covered all the obvious questions: Yes, she was sure it was intentional. No, she couldn’t identify the people in the vehicle. Even with the full moon, she’d lacked enough light to make out the truck’s color except to know it was dark, perhaps black or deep blue. She had seen something strange on the grille, some kind of cylinder.

Chee barely maintained his composure, growing angrier with each new detail. When he was sure that she had finished her narration, the details all in place, he had questions.

“Did you get the plate number?”

“I couldn’t see it.”

“Did you call the sheriff?”

“I called 911 when I had a signal. And I told Deputy Dayton about it when he stopped me.”

Then he said, for the third time at least, “I’m glad nothing worse happened. I’m relieved you’re not hurt.” And they lay together quietly.

They had been talking in bed, and he felt her stretch her legs against his. He enjoyed the warmth of her sweet body against his skin.

After a few moments of relaxing Bernie said, “Do you have a theory about the petroglyphs?”

He shifted away from her to better concentrate on the conversation. “No. Not yet. How about you?”

A few weeks ago, Bernie would have teased him about avoiding her. Now, her silent acceptance of it saddened him.

She stuck to business. “The vandalism was odd and obviously focused. By design. I’ve been thinking about it quite a bit. I’m calling the BLM in the morning to report it and send the photos.”

“I’ll be interested to hear what they have to say about the petroglyphs. I think Ajax Becenti is still the guy who works out here.”

“You know everyone.”

He put his arm around her. “That’s what happens when you’ve been around a while, beautiful. I think I still have his cell phone number.”

“I haven’t heard about your day. How did the sweat with Hosteen Grayhair go?”

Chee moved his hand to the small of her back and pressed her closer. “Let’s talk about that later.”

“OK, but—”

A knock on the motel door interrupted them. Then they heard a woman’s voice laced with panic.

“Jim Chee? It’s Jessica. I need your help.”

Chee sat up and spoke softly. “Bernie, honey, Jessica is the archaeologist in the next unit. I moved a cooler from her van.”

“You better see what’s going on.”

He yelled toward the voice. “Hold on. I’ll be there in a minute or two.” They jumped up, quickly dressed, and Chee went to the door while Bernie straightened the covers on the bed. He answered the door wearing his shirt and pants, but still barefoot.

JESSICA GOT RIGHT TO THE point. “Kyle isn’t back yet. I can’t reach him on the phone; it goes right to message. The grocery is closed, so I can’t check there. I’m frantic with worry. I called 911, and the lady who answered took the information about him and the car and told me to call again if he didn’t get back to the motel in twenty-four hours.”

“Come in. It’s too cold to stand out there. This is my wife, Officer Bernadette Manuelito.”

“Have a seat.” Bernie motioned toward a stuffed green chair. She and Chee sat on the remade bed.

Chee said, “Does your husband have any friends out here he could be with?”

She shook her head. “I called the guys on our crew we know best on the off chance he’d stopped there. No luck. Nothing.”

Jessica looked tired, Bernie thought, like a woman running on fumes. “Does he have any major health issues?”

“Not at all. Kyle might be a touch overweight, but who isn’t?”

“Was something bothering him?”

“Like what?”

“Oh, something recently that could have left
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