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Dedication

For my grandchildren,

who will one day look for themselves in this story





Epigraph
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Long ago when the people were given these ceremonies, the changing began, if only in the aging of the yellow gourd rattle or the shrinking of the skin around the eagle’s claw, if only in the different voices from generation to generation, singing the chants. You see, in many ways, the ceremonies have always been changing.

—Leslie Marmon Silko, Ceremony

we need a god who bleeds now

whose wounds aren’t the end of anything.

—Ntozake Shange, From Okra to Greens
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The author on her childhood Big Wheel in Yuma, Arizona, circa 1973.
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Edmond Jackson III and Lorraine Lopez Herrera, the author’s parents, on April 6, 1963, in Yuma, Arizona.
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The last time I went home to the reservation was for my mother’s funeral. My father was driving, and as we crossed the southern Arizona desert following the transport van that carried her body, I fell into a sandstorm dream. Dust blew, obscuring the highway, and small pebbles pecked the car like hail. I was driving alone in my dream and wanted to keep up with my mother, but the wind blew the sand so thick it darkened the earth, and I had to slow down because the steering wheel pulled through my hands. Though I knew the car might crash into the badlands, I did not feel afraid. Instead, the sand flying into the headlights mesmerized me, making me forget who I was, where I was, why I started on this journey. There was no transport van with my mother’s body before me. Just the wind and darkness and a sense of wonder, the same feeling I had in my earliest years when the earth and the elements and the tiniest creatures were miracles.

The storm stopped and I descended from the car. The sun hung high and blazing, and I looked down the highway to spot a lake, shimmering on the empty road. Awake, I would have known the water was a mirage. But in my dream, I was thirsty and walked toward it, still believing with the faith of a child. I grew up in a homeland favored by the Fata Morgana. Long before I understood illusions, I would see Spanish galleons floating over the horizon. For years, many of my ideas about the world were tricks of the environment. “We’re here,” my father said, waking me. We got out of the car and went to my mother in the transport van. Her eyes had reopened in transit, and she stared at me, as if acknowledging that I’d spent a lifetime doubting what I saw. I felt her chastising me with her gaze, as if she were saying I could no longer stay small and invisible, as Indian kids are. I was a fifty-year-old woman now, and it was time to grow into more than a ghost child in love with, and afraid of, mirages.





Animas

(1981)
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The highway to Silverton, Colorado, is an ear-popping ascent with hairpin turns and missing guardrails. Dad hugged the mountainside with the van as we climbed, tapping his horn before each blind curve to warn truckers of our presence. We had left the hellish reservation border town we’d just moved to behind and were headed to a vacation paradise located past a ski resort named Purgatory.

As soon as Dad pulled into our favorite camping spot on the Animas River, I jumped out of the van and ran down to the water. At the age of twelve, I was still knobby-kneed and tube-socked, my brown skin splattered with mud. How lucky it felt to be a kid, unhindered by a woman’s body. My bones remained hollow and birdy that summer, boyish and inconsequential for a few more blissful months.

Tell me your favorite childhood memory, and I’ll tell you who you are. I remember the laughter my sisters and I shared as we tossed tiny balls of bread to see-through fish along the shoreline. I remember Dad fiddling with the worms he used for bait, and Mom asking a kayaker about a rapid called Mandatory Thrashing. I remember all of us working together to pitch the tent and make a temporary home.

Our time on the river felt like spiritual repair. Dad grilled the trout we’d caught during the day. He whittled long marshmallow sticks, and we sat around the fire, listening to his reservation ghost stories—the fog wall that rose one night when his buddies chanted Indian songs, the mountain lion girl that scared him as a kid. Dad burned with energy, and long after the moon rose in the sky, he kept talking. We’d go to bed exhausted, knowing that in the morning he would heat our shoes by the fire he stoked at sunrise.

Nostalgia plays tricks on memory, and the Animas River is consistently sepia tinted in my mind. Dad was always my hero anyway, so when I remember him at the river, I remember his bonfire stories, or the way he used to let us touch the dent in his skull where he got shot by his brother’s arrow—I don’t stop to think about his anger, or his strict rules, or how often he was gone. I don’t dwell on his workaholic ways or consider the overbearing weight he and Mom placed on us to excel.

Remembering the river helps me forget, at least for a moment, the challenges, fears, and feelings of inadequacy I experienced in my childhood. Memoria praeteritorum bonorum, my own set of rose-colored glasses. A trick of the mind that helps me highlight the peaceful days, the quiet ones that punctuated the violence, pressures, and confusion of being a Native girl in a northwestern New Mexico town where cowboys still hated Indians—three white teenagers had murdered three Native men just before my family and I moved there for my father’s new job, when I was six years old. Navajo people marched in the streets that April, and though we missed the protests and backlash, the town’s tension remained consistent, even after the Civil Rights Commission came in to keep the peace.

My early childhood took place in an era when good Native families didn’t move off their home reservations, because close friends and relatives called relocation a betrayal. It was a time of conflicting choices, when young people like my father and his siblings, who grew up on the reservation, faced a dilemma that pitted high reservation unemployment and double-digit inflation against the desire to belong to their tribe. In moving from our Quechan (Yuma) reservation in California to the Navajo reservation in New Mexico, my father chose to be an individual, and my parents decided they wanted their kids to be mainstream Americans, passing down an implicit appreciation of social climbing along with and in conflict with the realization that our people are excluded, ironically, from the central mythologies of the American identity.

I want to say ours is the iconic American story, but that would insult our non-Native allies, the decent folk for whom the consequences of broken treaties and forced assimilation are already a burden, and for whom oppression may also be an inheritance. I don’t tell this story to create a divide. I tell it because there are too many dark corners in America that can be relieved of persistent shadows by shining a little light. I tell it because our story belongs to all Americans, some of whom may be surprised by our history. I tell it to celebrate our survival as a culture, as well as the hope, strength, and grace of my family.

This story is as common as dirt. Thousands of Native Americans in California, Arizona, and New Mexico could tell it. Anyone with a grandpa who was haunted by Indian boarding school, who stung his family like a dust devil when he drank. Anyone with a grandma who washed laundry until her fingernails cracked and bled, who went without eating when there weren’t enough groceries because she wanted her ten kids to have a few extra bites. Anyone with a mother who kept secrets so her kids wouldn’t find out about their father’s jailbird past. Anyone with a father who chose the violence of industrial labor over the violence of reservation life because he wanted his kids to get through private school and make better lives for themselves.

So many people could tell this story, it is shocking how rarely it has been told. Too many mothers have watched their kids thrown into cop cars without protest. Too many aunties have put ice on black eyes without saying a word. Too many grandmothers have watched their grandchildren, their hope for the future, head out to a party and never come home. Too many girls have pretended nothing happened after experiencing sexual harassment, only to redirect the hate toward the innocent face staring back at them in the mirror.

Native memoirs are rare because there are rules on Indian reservations. We fear appropriation and fight about who has the right to speak. Talking to outsiders is taboo. And our belief systems often go against this kind of preservation and self-telling. So why divulge my story? Because I want Native kids to feel more connected and less lonely. Because I hate the portrayal of my people as dependents unable to better their own circumstances and tell their own stories. Because I need to understand what aspects of my personality were seeded in that New Mexican town all those years ago.

My inheritance stretches back to the so-called Anasazi, over a thousand years in the cacti, sage, and sandstone lands, in the desert canyons, adobe homes, and turquoise stone Southwest. America runs like a river through my veins, yet throughout my childhood, Native representation gathered dust in museums. On television, in books, I saw costumes and mascots—never a portrayal of a mixed-tribe Native girl listening to music on her Walkman. Without a contemporary likeness of myself in the media, there was no confirmation that anything I experienced in my childhood was real.

My father was born in 1941 and he taught me never to confuse pity with comprehension. His Quechan (Yuma) grandfather was born in a time when California’s Indian population had plummeted 90 percent because of foreign diseases, Catholic slave-labor, and the government’s hiring of private militia to bring in Indian scalps. California’s first governor, Peter Hardeman Burnett, openly promoted genocide, calling for “a war of extermination” in his 1851 second state address. With the help of the U.S. Army, the California legislature distributed weapons to vigilantes, who raided Native homes and killed 100,000 of my ancestors in the first two years of the gold rush alone. The legislature paid $1.1 million to these murderers, and when it was done, the U.S. Congress agreed to reimburse the state.

When I was younger, I avoided writing about these atrocities. I told myself it sounded conceited. To have survived that much violence, my ancestors must have been powerful. It was like I was claiming to have super genes. Today I know my hesitation was shame: the silence that follows an apocalypse. To talk about what we suffered, to concede that we were victims, was not something we did in my family. And yet to write about the culture that was taken via the government’s assimilation policies, I must acknowledge the pain and remember the beauty in the middle-class life my parents jerry-rigged for me and my siblings in the high-desert arroyos and sun-scorched histories of the American Southwest.

I was raised to believe in the reciprocity of the land, and I know that, if I went back now, I would see that our favorite camping spot near Purgatory has aged just as much as me. During my childhood in the 1980s, my family and I were fishing on the shores of change. The Animas was the last free-flowing water in Colorado before it was dammed at the start of the twenty-first century; a bald eagle refuge not yet injured by the wastewater that bled from the Gold King Mine in 2015. Dad said the river’s full name was the Río de las Ánimas Perdidas, or the River of Lost Souls. He said if we got up early, we might get lucky and see them: the spirits of our ancestors floating downstream in the early morning fog.

I remember waking up and calling Dad to bring me my basketball shoes while I was still in my sleeping bag. Warm from their place near the fire, the shoes’ canvas made my toes cozy. I ran down to the water, where the grass was stiff with frost, and there was the smell of smoky pine in every breath. I squatted to wash my face, squinting at the outline of what I imagined to be the spirits of our ancestors on the other shore. If only I knew their names, I thought, maybe I could help them get home.

Today, they are the ones bringing me home. Reflecting on my visit to the Animas River when I was twelve, I hold my ancestors close to my heart, knowing I too will be an ancestor someday, adding to the chain of lives that came before.

With death as my guide, I remember what’s important, and listen for the river even now. “Do not participate in the erasure of your own people,” the voices murmur. “Do not be a silent witness as we fade.”





Almost Yuman

(1972)
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We sisters were broken girls. We twisted our ankles sailing off playground swings, toppled out of tamarisk trees, plucked yellow jacket stingers and broken glass out of our skin. We slammed our fingers in car doors, burned our feet in campfires, and then sat in the waiting room at the Yuma Indian Hospital, ice pressed to injuries.

Joan broke her wrist. I broke my collarbone. Lori had a two-inch scar down the center of her chest. Monica slipped through the handrails of a tall metal slide and landed twenty feet below. The reservation was rowdy in the 1970s. By the time I was three, scars were a main source of pride.

Put a little whiskey in Dad’s beer, and he got to talking about his friends. Crushed under a fast-moving train. Stabbed in the chest during an alley fight. Propped against a tree at a public park with a hot needle sticking out of an arm. Killed in a land mine explosion in Vietnam. Mom tried to shush Dad when he told us his stories. But he said we needed to know the truth if we were going to survive, to hear how tough the world could be.

Swagger was a sure way for us kids to get praise. Despondency hung over the reservation, and when toddlers and children acted rebellious, adults saw hope and verve. A sassy girl was a girl who might make it, even against the odds. My sisters and I did what we could to impress.

We rejected all things girly. We painted our dolls’ faces with markers, tattooing their chins in the style of our female ancestors. We chopped off their hair, and when they grew grotesque, threw their heads in the trash can, and danced their bodies around, calling out like barkers selling tickets to see Geronimo at the World’s Fair: “Come and see the Amazing Headless Wonders!” We were unruly Indian girls, not the friendly Thanksgiving Day types who knew how to cook and behave. Our mother said it was too late to teach us any manners.

Dad always said, “Broken bones grow back stronger,” raising us the same way his older brother, Gene, raised him. A father’s job was to control the pace of the world’s wounding, to dole out the pain in slightly bigger doses over time so that his kids would learn not to break under pressure. This is what I think of when I think of my sisters and me growing up: we didn’t get anything for free and we blossomed because of it, blood flowering into bruises, skin thick and ripened under the Sonoran Desert sun.

We rarely cried, knowing tears were a sign of weakness, knowing we’d never catch our father or his brothers wet-eyed. I remember seeing one man cry though—our neighbor, weeping the day his dog, Rocco, died.

You never saw a dog as spastic as Rocco. He made a play for freedom every time his owner opened his front door. “Rocco, you shit!” we’d hear him yell. Then the screen door would slam, and the chase would begin.

Rocco would never heel, and our neighbor, who had a bad leg, could never catch him. It was dodge-and-go for thirty minutes every time, an entertaining show that my sisters and I watched with glee. We scrambled on top of the swamp cooler and cheered Rocco on, loving the way he sidled in and ducked away at the last second.

The downside to our afternoon pleasure was the finish. The longer it took the neighbor to catch poor Rocco, the harder he would kick him once he got him leashed. “You fat old bastard!” we yelled at him when he did this.

Rocco’s owner lived alone. He passed us Popsicles through the rip in his front screen door, but only if we would stay with him for a while after eating. Cold and sticky and sweet, the Popsicles were a treat we never had in our own refrigerator, stocked only with its week-old refried beans, lard-hardened cheese enchiladas, and Bud Light beer. When we finished, he’d come out and wash our hands with the hose. Then he would gather us around his lawn chair, take one of us on his lap, and crack stupid jokes. We could not leave because that would mean abandoning whoever he had on his lap. The rest of us gnawed nervously on the Popsicle sticks until he let the unlucky one go.

“Next time I ain’t taking one of those Popsicles,” we would swear. Then his jalopy would crunch up the driveway and we would see him carrying sacks emblazoned with the words Del Sol Grocery to the carport door. Our mud cakes would fall to the ground. We risked plenty for those Popsicles.

“Don’t go near that guy.” Our parents gave us strict instructions to stay away from him.

Everyone said the only reason he lived in Yuma was because his ex-wife died and left him her house. They said never to trust an Indian who doesn’t want to go back to his own reservation. Their mean comments were rooted in jealousy. He wasn’t an enrolled Quechan (Yuma) tribal citizen, yet he had inherited a house on our reservation.

Property ownership on our ancestral lands became complicated in 1893, when the Colorado Irrigation Company started lobbying the U.S. government to build a diversion dam on our reservation. Suddenly, engineers and Indian agents were advocating for the government to “give” tribal members five acres each and sell the “excess land” to white farmers. Before this era in history, our home at the confluence of the Colorado and Gila Rivers had been mostly ignored by whites, many of whom had assumed southeastern California was sterile. But it had been an oasis in the desert, beneficial for planting melon, squash, beans, and corn.

By the time I was born in 1969, it was hard to imagine the sheer size of the Colorado River before it was dammed. For eons it had burst its banks in spring, carrying sediment carved off the walls of the Grand Canyon. There was always snow in the mountains, which meant an annual flood was guaranteed, and every year our ancestors went to higher ground until the water receded. When they came down, they planted in the nitrogen-rich silt deposited by the river. They rebuilt the previous year’s swales and dams for irrigation, adjusting annually to the new contours of their farmland.

My inheritance should have been a house with abundant crops grown in some of America’s most fertile soil, but despite petitioning Congress, Dad’s great-grandparents lost their battle and their land to the U.S. government via termination policies involved in the Dawes Act. In 1911, purportedly to pay for canal construction and the tribe’s new irrigation costs, the government sold our best farmland for pennies on the dollar. Concrete canals were built for white farmers, cheap wooden ones for us. Maintenance fees resulted in the concrete canals being patrolled and kept in good condition, whereas ours leaked and destroyed the soil with alkalinity.

The 1912 flood was the last time Dad’s great-grandparents planted in the traditional way. By 1914, our family members, Dad’s Quechan grandfather included, received ten acres each (a number higher than the originally proposed five, but one that paled in comparison to the average hundred-acre allotments on other western Indian reservations). In 1915, the government adopted a rule that Indian agents could lease Quechan land for ten years at a time if it was not being used to their liking, and from that point forward white farmers took over 80 percent of our reservation.

Only three houses had been built by Dad’s family. The family had more acreage, but banks would not accept reservation plots as collateral for housing materials—even the houses we did have were gained when my grandpa, dad, and the family drove out to San Diego in 1956 to dismantle and transport prefabricated plywood houses that had been built for shipyard workers during the war. Dad was the fifth child, and by the time I was born, his mother and two brothers called the houses home. Because of this reservation housing scarcity, the rest of the family lived in duplexes, apartments, and run-down stucco houses, rental properties on both sides of the river. Renting was a common circumstance for many big Quechan families, and therefore many people resented Grandma’s neighbor for his house on the reservation. Grandma herself was Laguna Pueblo, which meant they might have resented her too.

When the rattler got Rocco, our neighbor’s scream ripped the desert. I was hiding behind clothesline sheets in a game of hide-and-seek when I heard him yell the dog’s name. I came out of white cotton to see his shovel moving like a jackhammer as he chopped the rattler in two.

He threw the shovel down and limped over to Rocco. His good leg buckled. We inched closer. Rocco was bleeding out of two puncture wounds, and his forehead was starting to swell. “What’re you staring at?” our neighbor yelled.

The rock wasn’t big, and he only threw one. It struck the back of my hand, and my sisters took off running. Stunned by the pain, I lost them. The memory gets lost too, at this point, but I always say I ran down to the canal. I wouldn’t have gone home while I was crying. It wasn’t like I was afraid Dad would whoop me. He wasn’t as hot-tempered as he used to be. I’d once seen him knock a guy off his feet with one punch, but he was straightening his life out now and calming down. If I didn’t go home, it was to avoid his disappointment, and to hide from my sisters, who would have never let me live it down.

Dad had a secret. I began seeing it in his body and sensing it in the way Mom sometimes told us to leave him alone. I felt it in the air like static when he grew angry at the park, restraining himself, barely, in exchanges with leathery men in gallon hats, men who refused to let us play with their daughters. Dad belonged to the desert like a naturally rooted cedar, and the incongruent way he started shrinking small in town was scary. His new docility embarrassed me.

During my early years in Yuma, he sometimes had night terrors, jumping to his feet with his fists raised like he didn’t recognize Mom. When life grew stressful, and he had trouble sleeping, he always retreated to the land. I don’t know how many times he drove us out to go hiking near Picacho Peak, insisting that it was his job to help us grow strong. Mom always stayed back at the dirt parking lot, at the base of the desert peak, cracking sunflower seeds and reading. I would see her when the trail switched back, shielding her eyes with her book, fidgeting as she watched us climb higher.

The loose gravel was slippery, but Dad refused to carry us and didn’t like it when we asked to rest. When we tried to sit and scoot down a slippery slope, he barked for us to stand. We would gain elevation gradually until we ran into rock walls. He would say, “wait,” then climb up, and call for us to come closer. He would grab us by our wrists and pull us up the face. Once we were together, we would walk farther until we were on top of the world.

Looking down at our Chevy Nova on the dirt road below, the vein in my neck would pulse, and my head would spin dizzily. The car looked like a toy, and Mom like a small doll waving her arms helplessly, worried to see us so high. The desert reduced Mom, like town did Dad. Out here he was towering, standing at the edge of the cliff, his hair whipping around in his face.

I usually shied away from the precipices, but Dad always came over. Squatting low to look us in the eye, he gave instructions: “If anyone moves from where I put you, you’re going to get a spanking.” Then he would take my older sisters, Joan and Lori, to sit on the edge of the cliff. Monica and I would huddle together, hoping to stay where we were, but he always returned for us as well.

He would arrange us, two on his right and two on his left, with his arms extended across our laps like a safety bar. My legs would dangle heavy, and the wind would blow across the sweat at my lower back. Whenever I shivered, feeling frightened, Dad would scoff and roll his eyes. “You’re not going to fall,” he would say, and trusting him, I would manage to relax and see.

The desert stretched on forever, and a green body of water snaked through the mauves and tans. “That’s the Colorado,” Dad told us, using his chin to point at the river in the distance. Our ancestral homeland stretched on as far as the eye could see.

Then Dad would grow quiet. He was always capable of keeping still for long periods of time. Sometimes we complained and pestered him to go home, sometimes he sucked us into the silence, and I would lean up against his body and feel the weight of his wounding, as well as the difficulty of my knowledge that not everything was getting told.

On the evening Rocco got bitten by the snake, we went to the drive-in theater. It was a favorite outing for our family, along with visiting the cousins or going on hikes with Dad. A central stomping ground, it felt rare to pull in there without seeing some relative or other.

It was the only place Mom and Dad expressed anything but joy at running into family. When we saw a crowd of cousins sitting outside the fence, trying to watch the movie from the sidewalk across the street from the entrance without being able to hear the sound, my parents argued.

Dad would say we should try to squeeze them into the Nova. Mom would say if we took one, we had to take them all, and there was no way they could fit. Then Dad would talk about how his big brother, Gene, used to make him and his younger brothers hide in the trunk of the car when they couldn’t afford to buy tickets.

“We know, we know,” Mom always said. “Bill farted and everyone started yelling and you got caught.”

“It was right when Gene was trying to pay!”

“Don’t get crazy,” she responded. “No one’s riding in our trunk.”

Sometimes one of our cousins would scale the fence and run to lift a couple of speakers off the stands in the back row. Turning the volume all the way up, they would stretch the speakers toward the fence as far as they’d reach on their cords before setting them down in the dirt.

“Those speakers aren’t loud enough to carry that far,” Dad said. He said it sucked that we didn’t have the money to get everyone in.

After parking the car, Mom opened a couple of lawn chairs. We always sat outside the car, and usually I loved climbing up on the hood to recline against the windshield while the engine was still warm, but that night I wanted to join my sisters on the swings at the foot of the screen.

Joan, Lori, Monica, and I ran toward the playground, weaving among cars and families as the sun sunk low in the sky. We never had long before the dark arrived and the snack bar commercials popped up to signal the impending start of the show. We pumped our legs and swung as fast as we could until the field of cars started flashing their lights and Joan and Lori pulled our swings to a halt.

On the return, as we were looking for Dad’s Morse-code flicker—he did three long, three short, three long because one time we’d gotten lost and it embarrassed him when he saw us crying—Dad’s big brother, Gene, stepped in our path.

Like all my sisters and cousins, I admired Uncle Gene. He was six foot two, funny, and vicious as sin, the object of our uncritical hero worship. He’d stagger into our house with one swollen eye, my younger uncles pale and shaking beside him because they’d been his passengers while he raced the train on his way to us, crossing the tracks just in front of it.

I knew that Gene was the undisputed badass in Dad’s family, though I didn’t fully understand the relationship between him and Dad. I knew that Dad was the second-oldest brother out of ten kids, and that Uncle Gene was five years his senior. I knew that Gene was the last in their family to go to Indian boarding school (for a brief time), where he met his wife, Babe, an Arapaho from Oklahoma, and that they lived with their kids on the family allotment.

What I didn’t know then eclipsed what I did. I didn’t know that Gene had raised Dad and his younger brothers during their father’s alcoholic years in the early 1950s, an era when vendettas between various Yuma clans had been going on for more than a century. It would be years before Dad told me that their paternal uncle had been murdered by some full-blood Yuma guys who were arrested but never convicted, guys who hated their uncle for being effeminate, light-skinned, and a “breed,” which meant full-blood but mixed tribe. It didn’t seem like a big deal to me that Dad’s paternal grandmother was a fair Shoshone-Paiute, or his mother was Laguna Pueblo, but he and Gene grew up in a different era, a time when pure bloodlines meant more than they do now. The fact that Gene was always stirring up problems and fanning the flames of generations-old discord, and that his instinct threatened Dad’s safety in my earliest childhood, was something I didn’t understand even when they finally told us these stories.

In the Yuma tradition there are two kinds of war parties. Axwé hayáig means to seek a major battle, while axwé omán means to rekindle hostilities when they start to fade. Dad had grown up watching Gene take on other tribal members, constantly, to prove his power and strength, because their grandfather hadn’t allowed his sons and grandsons to learn the Yuma language, and none of the men in their family felt like they fit in.

Gene wouldn’t let any of his six younger brothers show weakness, especially not Dad, who was the next-eldest son. He was always leading them into a fight, and when there wasn’t a fight, they picked teams and fought with each other for practice. Like the 1950s greaser, Gene lived for war councils and their agreed-upon weapons: knives instead of chains, bats instead of dirt-filled hoses. Like the kamikaze pilots, the men in Dad’s family thought a willingness to die for one’s family proved loyalty, restored honor, and sat at the heart of moral integrity. Violence was a tradition on our reservation, warfare to the Yuma people was mystical, a visible expression of spiritual power, and that submitting oneself to possible death was an honor meant to enhance and demonstrate your life force.

One time Gene got caught alone on the bridge coming back from town by family enemies from another clan who caught up with him and stabbed him in the side—afterward, their father took Gene to the Indian Hospital, where he refused an anesthetic for his stitches. Another time, Gene forced Dad to fight one of Dad’s very best friends when they were both ten years old. When the friend went down, and Dad wanted to stop, Gene threatened to beat Dad to a pulp unless he kept kicking. The longer Dad kicked, the angrier he got, until the anger took over, and the kicking felt good, and he cracked two of his best friend’s ribs.

Here is what I could see at that early age: Dad bristled when my uncle Gene came around, especially if he had been drinking, and as I smelled alcohol on Uncle Gene’s breath at the drive-in, Dad suddenly appeared at my side. “Come on, kids,” he said, holding a bag of popcorn in his hand.

Uncle Gene took a step back and lifted his chin. “Gonna hang out with me and the guys tonight?” A couple of Indians I’d never seen called to Gene from the tailgate of an old truck, but Dad didn’t look in their direction.

“Nah, man,” Dad answered.

“Who are you, Mister Rogers?” Gene asked.

Dad snickered. He handed the popcorn to Joan, picked up Monica, and took me by the hand. We sidestepped his brother, who slapped Dad on the shoulder as we headed back to our car to watch the show.

I still remember Uncle Gene’s thin goatee, combed sharply to a point as we walked away. I always wanted to grab it, but he was scary as he was tall, and even when he picked me up, I was too afraid to touch it.

When we got back to the Nova, I took my place on the blanket on the grass and stared up at the sky. The stars were always visible in the desert, and I didn’t feel like watching the show. If Dad had a secret it was here, lodged between him and his brother, and the longer he kept it hidden, the more it began to smell.

That night, Dad pulled out his whiskey when we got home from the drive-in. Always watchful when he drank, I felt relieved when he took only a few swigs before falling asleep on the couch.

It was hotter than usual that summer, our entire world covered in dust. The Colorado River ran low, and not only because of the dams; though it was monsoon season, the monsoons hadn’t come.

It was late and I was sleeping on the carpet in the living room when Dad suddenly kicked over a lamp. He leaped to his feet as it crashed on the ground. I sat up and saw him as he rushed out the front door, a weird shriek coming out of his throat like he was imitating the Apache cicadas in the mesquite tree outside. Mom appeared in an instant, rushing outside to try and tug him back in by the arm. I could see his dim outline in the dark, jerking and shuddering like he was crying.

As they stood in the entryway, I heard him say, “I killed a man.” He repeated it in a startled voice like it had just happened. Mom hushed him. She led him toward their bedroom in the dark, only the top halves of their bodies appearing above the couch. They floated along like ghosts hacked in two, the horror of my discovery making their appearance grisly.

A crack in Dad’s mask had busted open, and a little light was shining in. It would be years before I would learn the full story, but witnessing his night terror was a major foray into understanding the river of traumatic events he held in his body.

What did I learn, in those years after he finally deemed me and my sisters old enough to hear the story? One night when my father was sixteen and doing math homework at home, trying to get to bed early because he had a big football game the next night, Uncle Gene called from downtown Yuma and said he needed to be picked up. Dad was sent to fetch him in the family car, and a gang of Gene’s friends piled in when he arrived.

The guys had been drinking, and they wanted more liquor, so Dad drove them to Winterhaven on the California side of the river. Afterward they drove up to the reservation, to Indian Hill, where the hospital, church, and tribal offices sit now. Back then it was a hangout with only one access road, and the higher vantage point made it easy to watch for anyone coming.

A group of Gene’s friends were already there messing around, and two of their friends got into a fight soon after Dad and his carload arrived. The police showed up at the bottom of Indian Hill, and everyone ran. Dad, Gene, and five other guys hopped into the family car, and as Dad drove by the cops on the way down Indian Hill, they saw one of their buddies getting arrested.

“Follow the cops to Winterhaven,” Gene told Dad.

They went to the station, where they idled outside, watching the cops manhandle their friend. He was handcuffed, and Gene rolled down the window to cuss at the police, even though he must have known they would chase them for it. But they all knew if they could get out of town and onto the reservation the game of chase would be over. The county cops lost their jurisdiction there and could make an arrest only if the crime was serious. Dad raced along the train tracks away from the following cops with the pedal to the floor.

They had reached a dirt road, not far from the Hill and St. Thomas Indian Mission—downtown Yuma and the old Territorial Prison were less than a mile away on the other side of the Colorado River. They were almost there, about to cross the finish line, but just as they were rounding the bend into the clear, they hit a section of gravel road that had been washed out and flooded by a recent rain, and Dad lost control of the car.

Dad said he could see the headlights shining up into the sky before the car came down on its side. The impact knocked the breath out of him. The windows were busted, but the car quickly righted itself, then began to slide nose first into the water. The river flooded in, and the car started to sink. Doors popped open and everyone crawled out, swimming for the far shore in a panic. They emerged on the California side of the river and started running through wheatfields in the dark. Dad ran about a half mile before remembering the way one of their friends, a close friend, had been drunk and stumbling when he had picked them up at the bar.

His heart turned to ice. He called out to Gene and the others. “Does anyone have Smith?” But no one answered or stopped. The fields grew quiet as their footsteps faded into the night. There was only thing to do—Dad walked back to the wreck. His head ached, but when he arrived and saw the police milling around his friend’s drowned body, he forgot all about his concussion. He fell on his knees, remembering all the times they’d swum together in this very water. When the police saw him, they cuffed him and took him away, charging him with a major crime on his home reservation.

Dad was tried as an adult, even though he was only sixteen, then charged with manslaughter and given a tough sentence for the death of one of his boyhood friends.

In 1885, fifty-six years before Dad’s birth and following some of the bloodiest Indian wars in history, Congress passed the Major Crimes Act, broadening federal jurisdiction in Native territory and stripping Indigenous communities of traditional methods of justice. The law gave the government the right to mete out punishments for manslaughter and other serious crimes without consulting tribes.

The American government’s first major legal step toward stripping Native jurisdiction occurred in 1871. American settlers had long begrudged Native people their land, but apart from Andrew Jackson, who defied the Supreme Court to remove the Cherokee in 1832, the government had always stuck to the Founding Fathers’ beliefs that tribes were autonomous nations. During the 1860s, however, dissidents in the House of Representatives had begun complaining that too much land was being given to Native people. They pushed to promote the dissolution of tribal land ownership through allotments via the Dawes Act and worked to legitimize government policies that forced cultural assimilation.

The Indian Appropriations Act of 1871, in which Congress declared that tribes were no longer independent nations, passed without a vote late in the congressional session—likely because many senators were still against it, fearing it would infringe on presidential authority and an honorable expansion policy. One prescient senator from Colorado named Eugene Casserly said it would be “the first step in a great scheme of spoliation, in which the Indians will be plundered, corporations and individuals enriched, and the American name dishonored in history.”

The pushback from Native people was swift, with many tribes opting for rebellion over compliance in giving up land they had occupied for centuries. Timber and mineral rights were incentives for the government to act mercilessly—the Lakota, Cheyenne, and other tribes were massacred by U.S. soldiers in bloody wars—and they used the public’s fear of Indian violence to chip away at Native rights, including traditional methods of justice.

The Major Crimes Act that played into Dad’s harsh sentencing was put in place in 1885, after a Brûlé Lakota named Crow Dog murdered a fellow tribal leader, Spotted Tail, in South Dakota. Some historians say the killing took place because Spotted Tail was a traitor who sold white ranchers grazing rights on Native land. Spotted Tail had been named head chief by General Crook when Crow Dog and other tribal members were still fighting the U.S. government over their sacred mountains, Paha Sapa, or the Black Hills, where gold had been found. It’s likely that Spotted Tail’s assimilationist views irritated Crow Dog, a traditionalist who had stayed by Crazy Horse’s side through every battle.

The Brûlé people handled Spotted Tail’s death as they had for centuries. The elders convened a reconciliation meeting. They sent peacemakers to both families with orders to end the conflict. Both families respected Brûlé traditions. Crow Dog paid $600, eight horses, and one blanket, and Spotted Tail’s family accepted. The conflict was over, but despite knowing the tribe had resolved the dispute, federal agents refused to let it go. They had been petitioning for criminal jurisdiction in Indian country for years. Congress had rejected their attempts more than once, leaving crimes between Natives on their own lands to be settled by tribal elders. The federal agents prevailed now. For the first time in history, a Native would be put on trial for the murder of another Native in Indian country.

Crow Dog arrived in court and listened to the prosecution argue that his lenient punishment was a sign of savagery. The opposition argued that peace had been restored, but justice hadn’t been served. Civilization required revenge for Spotted Tail’s death, even if other tribal members claimed that the killing had happened in self-defense. The court agreed and sentenced Crow Dog to death on the gallows.

Crow Dog’s lawyers petitioned the U.S. Supreme Court for a writ of habeas corpus, asking that his jailer show proof of his authority. The Supreme Court ultimately gave Crow Dog a victory, but Congress reacted by creating the Major Crimes Act. The law made the feds the primary investigator of crimes on all reservations through much of Dad’s childhood. Then in 1953, when Dad turned twelve years old, a second piece of legislation, Public Law 280, transferred criminal jurisdiction from the feds to six states without consulting our tribal leaders.

Our tribal council, of which my grandpa Ed Jr. was a member, believed close relations with state leaders would only mean a greater loss of control and decided to challenge PL 280 and state jurisdiction by fighting for a piece of river bottomland that had been exposed when the river changed course at the hands of a white farmer’s dynamite. Grandpa and the other council members appointed their own judge, police chief, and thirty deputies to man tribal roadblocks with rifles, and delivered a statement asserting that the bottomlands belonged to the tribe, and that they would be evicting squatters. In response, Imperial County’s district attorney said his department could take no action because, in his mind, the jurisdiction remained unclear. The state of California had not consented to the new arrangement, and their police force resented the additional responsibility, since it did not come with extra funding from the federal government. The blockade ended with the federal government offering to return the disputed territory—though in the end, they never did.

The bad blood between tribal cops and state police was still new when my sixteen-year-old father was arrested—and racial bias is far harsher when you are perceived as an enemy. When my father appeared in court, he was tried as an adult and, in 1958, sentenced to eighteen months in the California prison system, more than a year away from his family and friends.

Haunted by Dad’s harsh sentencing, my grandpa Ed Jr. again sought to pressure an amendment to Public Law 280 in 1965 just before he died, at a congressional hearing on the Constitutional Rights of the American Indian. In his address, he asked that the tribe be given the right to consent to any legislation affecting members of the tribe in the future, since they had not been given that right when the law was passed. But Grandpa’s political activism failed.

Dad was angry by the time he returned home from prison, and before long he was in trouble again. He was nineteen when some marines called him and his boys “a bunch of desert niggers.” The men were in uniform and looked to have been day drinking. Dad said they were big but moved like they were trapped in quicksand when the boys moved toward them. Two of the marines ran to their motorcycles to escape. Dad took out a guy, left him on the ground, and got back in the car with his friends to give chase. His buddy swung a chain out the car window but failed to knock them off their bikes. When the cops picked him up, they were pissed that he’d put a military man in the hospital, and they gave him a good ass-kicking. Afterward, he sat in the county jail in El Centro, California, with plenty of time before his trial to dwell on what he’d done. This time he was a legal adult, and a repeat offender.

When the cops transported Dad to Chino State Prison after being sentenced the second time, they shackled his neck and ankles with chains. He told me being restrained with such force felt shocking, that it was the moment he knew things were getting serious, that he truly wasn’t a kid anymore. He shuffled along in the line, knowing his shot at normal was over, his dreams of graduating with the class of 1960 gone.

After Chino, he went to San Quentin followed by Soledad. Young offenders were separated from the mainline prisoners during yard time at Soledad, but every time they walked the painted line the older inmates catcalled and threatened. Dad said the guards might have put the older inmates up to it, but he was still relieved when, finally, after two months, they sent him back to Chino.

All the teenagers Dad met in prison told the same story. They ran with older brothers and cousins because they wanted to belong. They couldn’t let go of their anger. They didn’t know how to walk away. Dad remembered Gene teaching him that they had to stick together, how other tribal members, rival clans, even the people in town would be afraid of them if they had each other’s backs.

One day Dad was thrown into solitary for a fight. He’d always had a bad temper. Now he fought the guards when they stripped him down and cussed when they threw him in his cell. They said his bad behavior would find him in there even longer, and they kept him inside until he felt completely disorientated and distressed.

Once they let him out, he went to the bathroom, looked in the mirror, and told himself, You don’t ever want to do this shit again.

I’d be a teenager by the time Dad told me this story. But even as a preschooler witnessing his night terror for the first time, I sensed his grief and felt his certainty that he’d done something terrible. The years of night terrors marked the final throes of the long spiritual crisis my dad and many Native men go through to defeat their anger and create an identity they can live with in peace. If he dwelled on the wrongs committed against our ancestors, he didn’t talk about it. Playing the victim was stupid. Crybaby-ing around was dangerous. “Poor me” was anathema to his work ethic and his hope that America would prove to be a meritocracy for his kids.

The following morning, I stood outside and watched Joan and Lori march into the chaparral with their fists full of dandelions. They were determined to find where Rocco had been buried and kept blabbering on about the snake, and poor Rocco, and how sad it was that he was gone. They praised him now more than ever, and I saw that death had transformed him from a scoundrel who bit our ankles and snatched our bologna sandwiches into a saint.

I’d intended to go with them. I even crossed the street to the neighbor’s sticker patch to help pick the bouquets. It was a tiny yard with more dandelions than grass, and I hurried to get the biggest ones. But the bruise that bloomed on the back of my hand was ugly. The sun illuminated the spot where the neighbor’s rock had struck, and the purple mark made me ashamed.

After they left, I went to knock on our neighbor’s door, but he’d disappeared permanently into his house, just like Uncle Gene disappeared into drinking and violence, and the way Dad disappeared into his long work hours and silence. I tried to peek in our neighbor’s window but saw only my brown face staring back at me. I felt sad, remembering how he had lost his only companion. Today, I feel guilty knowing how lonely it must have been for him not to fit in, even on the reservation, even with other Indians.

In the fantasy version of this story, the one where my people were allowed to keep their land, their culture, their traditional councils, and their methods of reconciliation, Dad didn’t go to prison. Uncle Gene didn’t fret about traitors, and our neighbor wasn’t deemed a “bad Indian” simply for marrying into the tribe and choosing to live on our land. In the dream reality I craved as a child, the desert was an oasis of peace.

As it happened, I would sit outside the neighbor’s house after Rocco’s death, watching for any sort of life. Days passed and the neighbor’s carport started to stink because no one pulled his trash to the curb. The house’s silence echoed with the sound of Rocco’s bark, but it was the disappearance of the man more than the dog that haunted me.

“Maybe we never see him because he went home,” Monica said. She occasionally came outside and caught me sitting on the curb, staring at the neighbor’s empty house. Then she would crouch beside me on the ground and hold my hand, and in our fantasy, we’d imagine him pulling up a rocky drive to be greeted by family and friends.

It was hotter than usual that summer and the dust storms blew inside my head, pushing away that picture, bringing back the images that hurt: our neighbor crying, our father screaming like a cicada in the mesquite. The dust devils twisted my guts, making me wonder why our neighbor kicked Rocco when what he really needed was someone to love. I buried my face against the stinging sand, frustrated by my inability to understand, or cry, or communicate my fear. My eyes were dry, and the desert was dusty. The monsoons still hadn’t come, and all I could do was wait.





The Price Is Right
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The year I turned four, Mom was sometimes happy. Dad had found a side hustle, hauling mail late at night, and the six of us had moved into a new apartment in Yuma. We had always been nocturnal in summer when the days were so hot all anyone could do was curl up and sleep. But this year our midnights were especially fun, because Mom had gotten into the habit of playing her Temptations album on an old turntable to teach us how to do the twist.

“Bend your knees!” she’d shout from the couch, after twisting with us for a while. But we never danced long after she quit, because when Mom was smiling, everyone wanted to stay close to her. After she sat down, Lori and Joan would lounge on the armrests, while Monica and I wedged our bodies between the back of the love seat and the wall.

“Tell us a story,” Joan would beg, knowing Mom’s mood wouldn’t last, and we had to take advantage of the positive vibe while we could. When things were good, Mom loved to talk almost as much as we kids liked to listen.

“You mean how I was a wallflower at my own wedding because your stupid uncles kept buying your father whiskey?”

When my parents left their wedding reception, Mom was sober. Dad, of course, drove. He sped toward Fourth Avenue, the main thoroughfare in Yuma, cutting into the opposite lane on corners, fishtailing with a
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