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  A DEEP AND DREAMLESS SLEEP


  CHAPTER 1


  Whidbey Island, Washington


  According to the Whidbey Island Journal this morning, the investigation into Beth Lambert’s death is being reopened. The banner headline stretches, an accusing finger, across the front page:


  YOUNG ISLAND WOMAN’S DEATH NOT AN ACCIDENT?


  I sit on my dock reading this, and all the old emotions come rushing back, all the memories I’d thought buried in a year of grief and learning how to live without Beth. For a year I had railed at fate: How dare you do this? Seventeen is too young to die—the heart barely broken in, the soul a mere promise of what it may one day be.


  Fate, of course, had nothing to do with it. When someone dies that way there are always reasons, and the reasons seldom bear close inspection.


  Beth’s body was found last summer in a wooded ravine near her home. Cause of death, according to the county coroner, a broken neck sustained in a fall. There was no reason to suspect foul play. Beth was known to everyone as a happy, well-adjusted young woman from a “good family.” She had no known enemies and was excited about attending school in the east that fall. Her death occurred in the middle of one of the worst storms ever to saturate Washington state. The ferry from the mainland had shut down. Emergency services were in short supply; deputies and volunteers were out shoring up homes along the beaches and checking downed utility lines. Citizens manned CB radios, the only means of communication left on the island.


  It was assumed Beth had run out into the storm in search of help; there were minor burns on her face, and a portion of the Lambert mansion was found the next day to have severe fire damage. The blaze seemed to have started from a kerosene lamp and spread quickly. Inspectors said later that this must have occurred during a time when the rain had stopped but the winds were still tearing through. “Once that front window blew, it wouldn’t have taken long.”


  It was assumed that in the darkness Beth dropped her flashlight, tripped on a rock or root, and fell into the ravine.


  But now the papers are saying that official police records in the case of Beth Lambert are missing. Specifically, autopsy photographs and pages from the coroner’s report.


  Pete Shelton, Island County Sheriff, is quoted as saying, “I’m sure they were simply misplaced when we moved our offices in March.” But suspicions have been raised, and the papers are hinting at a cover-up.


  That means that yet again there will be an endless round of questions. They will come to all of us who knew Beth, just as they did before, and this time they will poke and pry into every dark, tragic corner until satisfied they finally have the truth.


  But truth is an elusive thing, I’ve learned. I’m not certain I even know what it is anymore. Oh, Beth. When they come to me what shall I tell them? What would you want me to say?


  CHAPTER 2


  Beth Lambert came careening into my life one warm June day, tripping along the path through the woods from her own house to mine. She was thirteen then and had moved here with her parents just after school was out. They bought the old Hiller estate, a large white Colonial originally surrounded by thirty acres of lush grass and trees. The Lambert contractors, hired to build on a wing, had first destroyed the grass with their bulldozers, then replaced it with rolls of sod from a discount house.


  “I’m so booored,” Beth complained good-naturedly that day. “My mother’s talking to the decorators, and my dad’s in Seattle at work, and I saw your corral … Oh shoot! It’s not a corral, is it? I thought you had a horse!”


  She had been crestfallen upon closer examination of my vegetable garden—which, in fact, was a corral until my dappled mare, Allegra, cashed in. Allegra had no obvious disease, just closed her eyes one night while I was away studying law at Harvard and died. I always felt she did it to teach me a lesson for having more important things on my mind.


  My mother did much the same thing five years ago—more or less up and died. She did have a disease, but for her there would be no hospitals, no probes, no drugs to delay the onslaught of the hideous cancer growing in her lungs. She went to her people in Northern California, and there on the rancheria in Mendocino County they burned smoke, held ceremonial dances, told stories round the fire. Friends came from many states, honoring my mother’s work for Native American rights. They brought gifts and tokens, and when my mother decided the time was right she lay down on a bed of deer-hide, smiled at me, closed her eyes, and departed.


  I was twenty-nine then, and on the long drive home to Washington I beat my fists on the steering wheel, cursing the heartless moon. I thought Katherine Wing had gone off far too soon, and like Allegra, had done it to teach me a lesson. I was with a law firm in Seattle before my mother died, a “bright young associate,” they called me, both feet on the ladder, eyes on the stars. There was little time or patience for the hour-long drive and ferry ride to Whidbey—even less for listening to the old tales, or the guilt my mother ladled out along with her meals. “I thought when you became a lawyer you would help us!” my mother would cry—again and again.


  My argument then was always selfish, always much the same. “Let it be. Where are the reporters now, Mother? Where are the movie stars? Indian rights are a hopeless issue. No one cares anymore.”


  “Oh, Naomi … you have strayed so far from my side.” she complained one night over a bubbling pot of leek soup.


  “The cub must walk from its mother. You told me that.”


  “But you don’t even use your own name!”


  What she said was true. Years before at Harvard I had added an “E” to Wing. Thinking—and yes, I will admit this, though it grieves me now to do so—that it somehow seemed more elegant. Less Indian. Why must I, I had reasoned, in a new age, a new time—the first in our family to go to law school—be saddled with the old stories, the old angers, old pain? I had grown up with it always before me, coloring and tainting everything I learned, said, did.


  Why can’t I simply be me, I had rationalized at twenty? Naomi Wing, attorney at law, a woman who will one day live in a high-rise apartment on a hill in Seattle, with a classy view of the Sound.


  It was a foolish dream, I know that now. One can never be “simply” anything. There are always battles to be fought. A price to pay.


  I am thirty-four now. Hard to believe how much life, and death, has been packed into these past five years. I look at myself in the mirror and see the same face, though a bit more worn. My hair is still dark and long, with only the occasional gray strand. The eyes tell the story, however. The eyes have looked upon too much grief.


  When Beth Lambert came into my life three months after my mother died I gathered her in, like a gift. When Beth herself departed last year it was a punishment: I didn’t deserve the gift; I’d betrayed it. That is the truth that comes knocking at my heart, night after endless night. I try not to let it in, but often a memory will strike without warning, a blast of cold air that brings with it a cry: “You had a hand in it, Naomi. She might be here now, if not for you.”


  I’m not certain that blast of air isn’t really my mother knocking on my heart, ranting in my ear. Katherine Wing, in life, could be avoided. In death she is everywhere.


  I will tell you something, though I’ve never told anyone else: my dead mother tried more than once last year to warn me of Beth’s impending danger. Perhaps you won’t believe me, and if so, I would be the last to blame you. But I know what I know. It began quite normally; the way my visions generally do. One moment I was alone, and the next my mother was there, a slight, ghostly figure at first, no more than a whiff of air, an impression that something not quite of this world had entered my presence. Generally, the hairs on the backs of my arms stand upright. This time they damn near froze there, like the bristles on the back of a polar bear.


  I had been weeding, upturning earth, and thinking—for no reason I could explain—about the coldness of death, and of graves. When I felt that unworldly presence I turned abruptly, worried not by the vision, but because, as it took shape, it clearly became my mother. In the four years since she had died, Katherine Wing had not been what one might call a silent specter. To not speak out and bluntly, was never her nature in life … nor did she restrain herself in death.


  It might have helped, I suppose, if she’d been your everyday ghost, drifting about ethereally, disappearing around corners without a word or a by-your-leave. Rather, my mother was, in death, as she’d been in life: a thorn beneath my toe—or, as I’d been inclined during one of her visitations to put it, one phantasmic pain in the neck.


  When she appeared in my garden on Whidbey three weeks before Beth died, my mother wasted, as usual, no time. Nor did she refrain from dramatics. She came dressed in the buckskin leggings, beads, and feathers of her ancestors and mine, and when she spoke her voice was like thunder mixed with the music of the spheres. “There are terrible signs in the heavens tonight,” she warned without preamble. “Naomi, I saw the child, Beth, dressed all in white. She held a round ball in her hand and from it shone light, and in that light I saw the child herself crossing the River of Ghosts to her ancestors’ side. You must warn her, daughter! You must warn the Lamberts.”


  I’d been having visions since childhood, scenes of ancient times and long-dead relatives, many of whom I’d never known. As a child I told no one, figuring I had enough problems already, enough strikes against me on a mostly white island stuck in the middle of Puget Sound. I didn’t want to be any more different than I already was. So I denied the visitations when they first began. Later, my mother said, “I knew you were having them, Naomi. You couldn’t fool me.” When I complained that I could use a good night’s sleep once in a while and I wished they’d all learn to nap, she would say reprovingly, “It’s your heritage as an Indian, Naomi, to see these things. You can’t get away from it, no matter how hard you try.”


  Finally I came to accept the visions and even welcome them. There were times in my lonely growing-up years when it was even comforting to speak with an aunt who had long-since passed. People I’d never met in life appeared with helpful messages, and more than once some accident was averted by a thoughtful grandmother or uncle.


  When my mother appeared last summer, however, to warn me about Beth’s impending death, it shook me.


  I tried to deny it at first. “I don’t believe you,” I said with much scorn, as I knew my mother and her hidden agendas far too well. “What sort of trouble are you trying to stir up here?”


  Katherine Wing, no more than five feet tall, seemed at least ten in her outrage. “See for yourself!” she cried.


  With that she placed a vision before me, and though I tried to avert my eyes, it wasn’t possible. Thrown before me like a film on a screen was my beautiful Beth, lying in a ravine, covered with dirt, sticks, and leaves. She was on her side in a fetal position, crying. Her head was at a strange angle, and around her neck was the butterfly necklace she’d been wearing for at least three months before she died. She was holding it fast to her lips.


  I’d wondered about the necklace and asked her, one day in my garden, “Where did you get that? It’s very nice.”


  “I bought it at the secondhand shop in Langley,” she said, though she didn’t meet my eyes. “It’s not expensive or anything, I just liked it.”


  She was hiding something, I knew. And I wondered if, in fact, Curt Lawrence had given her the necklace. But then why not just say so? Her parents knew she was seeing Lawrence and approved of him as being from “one of the best families” on the island. Why lie about the fact that he’d given her this small and not inappropriate gift?


  “Why a butterfly?” I asked, trying to draw her out. “Any special meaning?”


  Beth only shrugged, rubbed her back, and looked away. Picking up a spade, she began to help me furrow rows for lettuce and beans.


  That was in May. In August my mother laid this vision before me and claimed it to be of the future. My heart twisted in agony at the tears, the fetal position, the pitiful young body covered in dirt and leaves. Stooping down, I tried to touch Beth, to hold her in my arms, but there was nothing there, of course, just air. “Beth,” I whispered urgently, “Honey, what’s wrong? What happened?”


  She turned her eyes to mine, though her head did not move, and it was then I realized that her neck was broken. I drew in a harsh breath, and she said to me clearly, “Black … feet.”


  I was confused. My eyes went involuntarily to her feet, but they were clad in her usual Nikes—white, not black. At any rate, I was certain this was not what she meant. I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”


  Her voice was soft and very far away. “I’m sorry, Naomi. I didn’t mean it.” She began to fade.


  “Beth,” I cried, “it’s all right. Lie here, lie still. I’ll go for help.”


  “I can’t. Oh, Naomi, it hurts so much.”


  A hand went to her abdomen, the other out to me, and within moments it was all that was left of her. I grabbed for the hand, my fingers clutching, but they tightened on themselves as the last vestiges of Beth disappeared and there was only me, on my knees in the dirt in my garden, sobbing.


  Time passed that day in August, and slowly I came back to myself. My mother was standing before me, arms folded. “You see?” she demanded. “It’s just as I’ve told you. You must do something to prevent this, Naomi.”


  I struggled to my feet, wiping tears and dirt from my face. “You have outdone yourself, Mother,” I cried. “How could you bring such a monstrous scene to me?”


  “Don’t you want to know? Isn’t it best to be warned?”


  “It would be, if it were the truth. But I can’t trust you. How do I know you didn’t just create this hideous illusion to frighten me?”


  “Now why on earth would I do that, child?”


  “You and I both know why. You want me to go to Beth’s father and fill his mind with so much fear, he’ll forget everything else.” I brushed my hands off on my jeans. “Mother, I’ve filed the necessary papers every step of the way. Leave it to me. I can keep Lambert Enterprises from buying the Wintu lands, and—”


  “My dear daughter, just how long have we been waiting for this matter to be settled? Five years is it, now? Five years, while you—”


  My mouth tightened. “Don’t say it. Don’t you dare say it.”


  She was silenced, though sullen. And I was angry, terribly angry that she had used Beth in this wild attempt to disarm Adam Lambert and thus further her political cause.


  Of course, I should have listened. I can only say my perception was blurred; the relationship between my mother and me was so confused in those days, I did not always see things as they truly were.


  It is a pitiful defense, I know.


  My mother, at any rate, did not give up. A week later she appeared in jeans and denim shirt, the way I remembered her from the seventies, when I was sixteen. She was marching back then for the American Indian Movement. Marching to Washington, to Alcatraz, to Wounded Knee wearing beads and buckskin, and sometimes even a headband. In truth, she looked less like a Wintu and more like one of those young white hippie dropouts who were so hot to be Indians in those days. My classmates at Whidbey High laughed when she passed on the street. I was humiliated, horrified. I refused to watch her on the nightly news.


  But here she was again, looking so real, so alive, and I couldn’t flick her off now as easily as on TV. I was at my easel that day, working on a great snowy owl in charcoal. “You are wasting time, Naomi,” she said quietly, “and there is little left. You must tell Adam Lambert that his daughter is in danger.” Her breath, an icy mist, cooled my cheek.


  I dropped the charcoal, heard it land with a thud on the bare wood floor. “Tell me what’s supposed to happen, then,” I demanded. “How can I believe you when you tell me only part? Why are you playing these games?”


  “No games! There are things that cannot be spoken aloud, daughter. To speak them is to make them irreversible. Once the Great Spirit hears …” She shook her head sadly, folded her hands as if in prayer, and rolled her eyes.


  “Oh, Mother.” She was wearing me down, making me believe it. “What if I do go to Adam with this? Will you promise not to take advantage of it? Will you ease up about the Wintu land, while we find out what’s going on?”


  Here I swear she looked as crafty as ever, as sly. “It’s your land too, Naomi, the land of our people. And Lambert Enterprises wants to destroy it.”


  Tears sprang to my eyes. “Sometimes I wish I’d never heard of Lambert Enterprises. Mother, can’t you leave me in peace, even now?”


  “What peace?” Katherine Wing cried. “What peace is there when none of us rest?”


  In my remembrances of Beth, I swing back and forth between her life and mine. Her mother and mine. My mother and me.


  They were obvious from the first, the problems in the Lambert home. Not that Beth complained, other than the typical teenage comments about being bored, or feeling put upon for having to clean her room. Even then she would smile, so I’d know she didn’t mind all that much; therefore, it was more in the body language that one could spot the real trouble, if one were looking for it. The biting of nails, shadows behind the eyes, a spontaneous laugh that dwindled off into a forlorn smile.


  I didn’t see that at first, of course. What I saw that first day was a child who came up to my shoulders, a leggy teenager who still thought in some ways she was nine rather than thirteen, her wheat-blond hair tangled from somersaults and climbing trees.


  “I like you, Naomi,” she said in her forthright way. “May I come back tomorrow? There’s nothing to do at home.”


  I didn’t think I had much to offer in the way of entertainment, so that took me by surprise. Though I’d inherited Crow Cottage three months before from my mother, I was still living then in Seattle, in that classy high-rise I’d always wanted, near the Pike Place Market. I came home weekends to the island, though, driven by some sense that there were things here I might learn about myself, my mother, and our seemingly disparate—though actually quite similar— lives. I had begun to enjoy my weekends here, and even, oh-so-belatedly, the hour-long trip by freeway and ferry.


  Still, what had I to offer a child like Beth? First of all, no horse. And certainly no rolling green lawns or imported marble fountains, such as the Lamberts were putting in. Crow Cottage sits on a smallish piece of land on the edge of Puget Sound. It was built years ago by Am Jensen, a retired ferryman who had lived with the Amish as a young man and remembered their love for fine craftsmanship. He built Crow Cottage with native fir, using pegs rather than nails. The cabinets are cherry wood, the windows both stained and beveled glass.


  “You’ll never find a warped piece of wood here, or a squeaky floor,” Jensen told my mother the day she looked it over. “Hate like anything to sell, but you know how it is. My knees freeze up all winter, and every time it rains …”Jensen peered down at me then, through glasses that were so spotted with fingerprints, you had to wonder how he could see.


  I was ten, my father had just died, and I was suddenly afraid of all strangers. I wanted my mother to reassure me that I’d be all right in this new home, away from my friends in Seattle, away from all the familiar streets and comforting city sounds I’d known since I was born. I reached for her hand. But my mother had the habit of gesturing wildly as she talked. More often than not I found myself holding air.


  And so it was on this day. My mother and the ferryman continued to dicker, and I stood impatiently by in my Sunday best. Finally, I slipped off to the side and sneaked up the loft stairs. There I found a round stained-glass window: a bright yellow tulip surrounded by green leaves. I tiptoed over, inched the window open, and peeked through, looking down to the field in back.


  What I saw down there was more wonderful than Seattle, more salutary, even, than my friends. It caused my heart to beat like a thousand drums, wiping thoughts of all else away. I inched back down the stairs with only a glance at my mother and the poor doomed ferryman. He didn’t stand a chance, I knew, not a prayer. Quietly, I left through the front door. It wasn’t that I felt I was doing anything wrong—only that I treasured my discovery. I didn’t want to share.


  It was spring, I remember, and I made my way through knee-high grasses and tall yellow wildflowers to the back. There was a bit of open meadow before the woods began, and in that green open space was a fence—its four long rows of horizontal boards white and gleaming. Within it stood my prize. I crept over to her on the balls of my feet so I wouldn’t frighten her away. Then I reached out and touched her soft, warm nose. She nuzzled me and whinnied. She did not fling herself about, ignore me, or dash away.


  As I stood there stroking the muzzle of that gray-and-white dappled mare, I told myself it was only the sun streaming through cedars, not love, that made my eyes tear, making me seem to cry. Still, when I looked up and saw my mother watching me from the long row of windows inside, I could tell she knew the truth. In another ten minutes she’d bought the cottage, and the mare, for a song. It was a good deal, too. In all the years I’ve been back and forth, either living in or leaving Crow Cottage, I have never known the floors to either squeak or warp.


  There were, instead, other kinds of damage. One does not put a stubborn, know-it-all, teenaged lawyer-to-be in the same small house with a just as stubborn, full-blooded Indian-activist mother for eight years and expect harmony. Survival of the fittest. That’s the way it seemed between my mother and me.


  That’s why I understood when Beth Lambert came knocking and wanting to stay. Her father, Adam, owned a large timber company; he commuted to his office in Seattle six days a week. Beth’s mother, Susan, was a return student at the University of Washington, carrying a full schedule to earn a master’s degree in economics. Both parents were tired at night, tense. I came to learn that they took their frustration out on each other—and sometimes, either verbally or through indifference, on Beth.


  My new little neighbor fell into my weekend routine easily. She liked to sit and watch me paint, and often she helped me gather herbs from my garden at the end of the day. Together we would clean them, boiling the nettles for tea, hanging the basil and oregano to dry. I loved to cook back then, and often we’d make dinner together. Beth would set the table and keep watch over boiling pasta as I sautéed basil, garlic, and tomatoes for the sauce. Both of us ate with gusto, our appetites honed by the work in the garden, the hot sun, and fresh air.


  After the dinner hour, temperatures on the island frequently cool, we often wound up in my living room by the wood stove. “It’s so cozy here,” Beth said the first evening we did this. When I close my eyes I can still see her snuggled into the padded window seat, her face flushed from the warm fire and the food.


  I remember looking around and thinking that my little cottage must seem simple to Beth’s eyes. It had probably cost Katherine Wing less to decorate all of Crow Cottage than Beth’s parents had paid for even one of the faux marble statues she’d described in her house. But what my mother lacked in luxury she made up for in color, bringing in Native American art from every comer of the nation. Though full-blooded Wintu herself, she was curious about other tribes, collecting artifacts and studying their customs. As an activist she was working for all Indians, she said, and should know who she was working for. At one point during the seventies, when AIM was at its most explosive, she even took in people. Wherever they came from, if they had Native blood and were working for the cause, my mother fed them and gave them a place to sleep for the night. I would lay in my loft bedroom snuggled under a down comforter, listening to the rise and fall of voices below, soft as rain on the roof. I don’t specifically remember stories that were told regarding the Movement, but at twelve I knew names like Mad Bear Anderson, Essie Parrish, Stella Leach, and Leonard Crow Dog. I absorbed them like a sponge from that bed in the loft, under the hypnotic spell of my mother’s voice mingled with a stranger’s, the sound of rain, the scent of dark-brewed coffee, and the flap, flap, flap of a mimeograph machine spitting out flyers next to the kitchen sink.


  As for Beth and me, our nights were more serene. Beth loved music, and had her own piano at home. As a substitute, I’d found a lap harp in the secondhand store in Langley, which I would pluck at rather ineptly, while Beth sang. She had a high, sweet, and terribly off-key voice. It was hard sometimes not to smile as she reached for a note with all earnestness and vigor, only to have it fall flatter than a mushroom beneath the heel of a running deer.


  It’s the blonde hair I remember best, however, the way it shimmered and brightened my garden, my every room … the way the rainbows from my beveled glass windows touched it with red, green, or blue, especially when she laughed and shook it free of its elastic band. It pains me still that no matter how hard I tried to capture those precise shades of wheat on canvas, I never could. Thus I have no worthy memory of Beth on canvas, nothing to study on winter nights when the short days have gone and there’s nothing to do but remember. Every weekend, all that first summer long and then throughout the winter, Beth came to my door. “May I come in?” she would ask, though she knew she was welcome. She used the formal “may” just the way her mother, Susan, had taught her. She always asked if there was anything she might do to help, and unlike many thirteen-year-olds, she seldom pouted. Rather, she was bright and curious, always poking into things. Now and then her voice held a trace of loneliness. It was a big house over there for a child alone, and though a housekeeper came to cook dinner and clean at three, Beth was left to fend for herself most of the day. It was safe enough on the island—or so we thought. Safe from strangers, rapists, murderers.


  “Her spirit wasn’t safe,” my mother’s ghost has railed at me so many times since. “Why didn’t you protect that, Naomi? The child’s spirit!”


  When the end came for Beth last August it came with the wind crying through the tops of the fir trees, clouds scudding low over the islands at an alarming rate. A freak storm, the forecasters called it. Rain came down in torrents on my roof. It upturned boats all along the Sound and closed the car ferry from Mukilteo. The storm cut off all aid from the mainland—and it cut off, too, Beth’s mother and father as they struggled, in blind panic, to get home to their daughter from Seattle.


  The deer huddled close to my cottage all that day, the mother and her two yearlings. They stood beneath the large old cedar by my kitchen window, their sides touching for warmth and reassurance. Even for the deer, this was a wild, angry day.


  For Beth, of course, every day held the potential for anger. I knew this by now. This, and so much more.


  If one could only know how easy it is to lose someone, how fragile young life is, a mere green tendril fighting to take hold. Not a day would be wasted, not an hour.


  It is easier, of course, to see these things from outside the family womb.


  CHAPTER 3


  It is still early morning. I have digested the Whidbey Island Journal along with coffee on my small dock, and now I sit before Pete Shelton, sheriff of Island County. He looks over at me, a curious light in his eyes. Pete’s known me since fifth grade, when he and I were the only Indians in an all-white class at the private school our parents had put us in, thinking to give us the best education possible. As far as book learning was concerned, they were right. By our classmates, however, we were both teased mercilessly for being, in some way I never clearly understood, different.


  Certainly we dressed, spoke, and behaved like all the rest. We struggled to fit in, but to no avail. I spent a lot of years angry, believing they discriminated against us simply because we were Indians. When I was older I came to understand that it wasn’t race so much as our parents who were the problem. Pete’s had moved to the island from the Snohomish reservation in a time when Indians were even less welcome than they are now. Shortly after, we moved here from Seattle. My father had been shot before my mother’s eyes during a dispute with a utility company over the razing of timber lands. The utility company was ordered to “recompense” her for her loss, and with the modest sum she received, she bought Crow Cottage. Then my mother, who had said she wanted out of the Movement—who had moved to the island, in fact, to retire and recoup—did instead regroup. She organized and marched all over Whidbey, often with a small, ragtag band of hippies behind her. She printed angry political flyers, distributing them throughout the islands. This tiny woman who had been somewhat shy when my father was alive, became loud and abrasive. Obsessed. People here were just sort of easing out of the fifties and sixties, and for the most part they were farmers—Happy Days stock—not asking for much but a quiet life, a color TV, and a new Amana freezer. My mother’s attempts to convince them they were living on stolen Indian land were not met with joyous hurrahs.


  Given that, it wasn’t surprising I never got invited to classmates’ homes. But then, neither did Pete. Eventually we made up for this by doing things together, like riding horses down on the beach at night when the tide was out. I’d gallop ahead on Allegra, my dappled mare, enjoying the wind on my face and the freedom. Pete would often lag behind, and I’d turn to find him dreaming, gazing up at the sky as his Appaloosa snorted and stomped, eager to get going. That was Pete, head in the clouds, heart in … well, who knew where?


  Because my mother insisted, I took him home to the cottage to meet her. Pete, who still had relatives on the reservation, was fresh meat, she hoped, for her cause. “Get ’em while they’re young.” she’d say, having learned her lessons well at the Bureau of Indian Affairs Christian schools. She would snag Pete at the dining room table, going on and on about restitution and reclaiming the ancestral lands. Pete would nod, look agreeable, and later I’d laugh, embarrassed, and say, “She really is a nut about that,” expecting him to agree. Sometimes he would, and other times he’d answer, “She’s pretty noisy about it. But I don’t know …”


  When we were sixteen, Pete and I decided to make love. That’s just how it happened: we decided one day. All summer long we’d been casting new eyes at each other, and whenever our hands or bodies would accidentally touch it was like a three-alarm fire. By this time we had been friends for so long, it only seemed natural (at least to me) to talk about it.


  “A lot of kids I know are doing it by now,” I said over a cup of coffee at Joe’s Cafe in Langley. My voice was nicely steady, but my grip on the white coffee mug shook. I did that to myself a lot in those days— pretended to be cool, offhand, when all the while my insides were jelly.


  “Just because everyone else is doing it, that doesn’t mean we have to,” Pete answered somewhat nervously.


  Already, “Just Say No.” The lawman in training.


  “Well, then—what are we supposed to do? Ignore the way we feel?” I shamelessly slid the toe of my boot up the hard inner line of his thigh.


  The year was 1976, and Pete’s shiny black hair was a statement of the times. It hung in two traditional braids to his waist, bound at the ends by bright red cloth. Long hair was “in” for everyone, as was the natural look—so of course I’d cut mine short and slicked it down. Pete, however, wore a suede vest his grandmother had made for him on the reservation. The scent of animal hide mingled with sweat; we’d just come in from riding. I wanted him badly in that moment, there in that too-bright cafe with its worn linoleum floor, chipped water glasses, and unshaded bulbs. I am ashamed to say I used tradition as my argument, much as I scorned it for other reasons then.


  “In the old days it would have simply happened,” I lobbied earnestly. “People would have been happy for us, there would have been ceremonies and dancing. It’s only the white man who said it was wrong— the nuns, the priests, the missionaries. Do you want to be like them?”


  All the while the toe of my boot worked its way along his thigh. Pete didn’t pull away. Instead his eyes locked on mine, and he sat very still, a flush rising as that toe found what it was looking for.


  We went back to the beach to a sheltered cove we’d discovered as children. Above it rose a hill, and atop that, in sharp relief, a centuries-old Snohomish ceremonial rock. Our lovemaking was awkward at first as the recently grown-up part of us held back, felt suddenly embarrassed, said it might be wrong after all. Then suddenly Pete let out a boisterous whoop! that relieved the tension. He laughed, pulling me down onto the sand, and we rolled about a bit, giggling, before we quieted and came together.


  I don’t remember pain. I only remember a ceiling of stars and Pete’s reassuring words, his gentleness. I remember the sand at my back, and grains of it between our lips. I wrapped my arms around Pete’s neck and held him close, tasting the sand, tasting his tongue, and I remember feeling secure then, and cared for, filled to the brim with something I didn’t even know I’d been missing. I remember thinking to myself, this is what I’ve always wanted—at last.


  We went on like that the rest of the summer, first the customary ride on the beach, then the playful love-making. It was as if, together, we hurtled backward to that ancient time I’d used in my argument—doing what was natural, right, and innocent, the way it was meant to be. Sometimes we would finish with coffee; at Joe’s, where we would discuss things, argue, challenge each other’s views. I loved to argue. Between Pete and my mother, I was building my skills for debate, and though I didn’t know it yet, for the law.


  Pete always saw me home at night, and more often than not my mother would snag him and begin her proselytizing anew. She was in Seattle a lot that summer, organizing a rally to release Leonard Crow Dog from prison. “You should come with me,” she said quite often to Pete (having given up on me). “See for yourself.” I heard this once from the bathroom where I’d gone to wash sand from my back, and I stood there looking into the mirror, feeling more all-of-a-piece and happier than I’d ever been. “Naomi,” I said to that image in the mirror, “you are the luckiest girl in town.”


  But Pete’s moods changed after that. He became withdrawn, and I saw him less often. One night when we were riding on the beach I turned around and he was gone. Vanished. “Pete?” I called softly. There were no waves, and my voice traveled loudly over the sand.


  Pete didn’t answer. At first I was simply curious, but then I felt afraid. A wind came up and tore my hair in every direction. I shivered. “Pete?” A moment later I heard hooves pounding, then a savage shriek, an “Iyiiiiiii!” that slammed from hill to surrounding hill. Pete came tearing across the sand on that Appaloosa, his black hair flying free of the braids. As
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