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Of all my years of teaching, my time in the
Towa (Jemez) Pueblo will remain special. I taught 6th,
7th and 8th grades at the Mission School. One
of the older boys really stood out for his problem-solving skills,
his originality, and ability to think beyond his years. However,
his ability with the mechanics of the English language was almost
non-existent. If your own language is not written, it’s very
difficult to master a second language fraught with rules. I always
double-graded his papers—an A for content and a low grade for
presentation.

 


One Monday morning he handed in several pages
of make-up work and I almost fell off my chair. It was
perfect—content and mechanics. I complimented him and was amazed at
the amount of work he had put in to learn the rules. But I was
really curious to know who had been able to get him to do this. I
had certainly failed to encourage him to achieve this level of
work.

He said, “My grandmother told me I had to do better. She says we
can no longer fight the white man like in the old days. Today, we
must fight him in court with paper arrows.”

 


Forty years ago I knew that someday there
would be a book, Paper Arrows.

 



Chapter 1

 


 


Spearfish, South Dakota, population
11,801

 


Alone in the office, Sheriff Mac Sterling
answered the call and said he’d investigate. He was heading out
anyway—over to the closest strapping metropolis of Rapid City, a
town of almost twenty thousand people.

The phone call had been a short one—an inert
body beside the road noticed by two people out for a jog. This
wasn’t his normal duty; he had deputies for the scut work of
rousing passed-out drunks. Well, a deputy, for now, but
Sally Haines had answered a 911 domestic disturbance call earlier
and had gone to take a look—get out of the office and at least give
the impression of law enforcement at work. She might be out a
couple hours. And there was no one else to send.

The pandemic had cut his force to two instead
of the usual four—himself and one other. Sally was here three days
a week to warm a desk chair, answer phones, and maybe do odd jobs
in the field when asked. She didn’t have the same constraints nor
the same set of skills as his trained deputies had, but it meant
something to know she was there when he needed her.

 


 


So, Mac didn’t really mind taking this call.
A body anywhere in that part of the country was nothing new,
probably someone just sleeping it off. But the caller said the
person looked dead. Seems like ‘looking dead’ could take on several
poses but that was the summation of the information other than the
body was male. But age, condition—clothed, unclothed—the caller
didn’t elaborate and, of course, didn’t investigate. He’d mentioned
that he thought he should leave that up to the experts.

Yeah, Mac was an expert all right. Born,
raised, and staying in South Dakota. Spearfish barely qualified as
a ‘wide spot in the road’—God, he hated that saying, true though it
might be. Population still hadn’t broken twelve thousand
individuals, with the average high school graduating class less
than a hundred, something that hadn’t changed in at least forty
years. Many left and came back, and even four years in the Air
Force hadn’t discouraged Mac from coming home.

Home. No matter how big or how little or
where it was located, it always had a pull on a person that was
difficult to break.

He checked his notes. From the directions
given, it appeared that the body had been found just outside the
reservation, off of I-90, which would put him on Rex Udahl’s land.
Judge Udahl, who just happened to own the largest ranch in
the area. Not that he’d lifted a finger to acquire it. No, Mama
Udahl had inherited the land and passed it on to her only child.
Had the original acquisition been on the up and up? Or had the
Udahl family cheated the neighboring Sioux? There were stories
about government surveyors being bribed and paid off to fudge a
boundary here and there. But these were old stories now, a couple
centuries old. Born more out of sour grapes than statistically
proven research, Mac thought. Indians and whites weren’t always
bosom buds. In lots of ways that hadn’t improved.

He sighed. He didn’t relish having to involve
the judge in a death. He was not a man to cross. There would be the
customary questions and more cleanup and maybe something to ignore,
not illegal, just look the other way, that was if Mac wanted
another hefty contribution to his election fund by locals.

But like it or not, he needed to get in gear.
He’d taken the morning off so he was on personal time. Now, there
was work to be done before he could leave for Rapid City, and he
wasn’t solving any problems sitting in the office; he better get on
it. He’d take his Jeep just in case it was a false alarm and he
could take off on his personal business from there.

But it was the real thing. In fact, the body
had been easy to find. And, yes, it was a body—fresh, but still
dead. The directions were exact—right-hand side of County Road 5,
approximately one-half mile beyond the Bur Oak, that monument to
life out in nowhere that kept on keeping on. No one was alive
anymore who remembered it as a sapling. Some arboreal society had
raised money within the county to have a plaque made. That seemed
to make it an official landmark.

He pulled the Jeep over but left it a hundred
feet from the scene, back on the road. He didn’t want to
contaminate possible evidence. Due diligence demanded a careful
study of the surrounds. Had the body been dragged? Were there skid
marks—long rows of parallel prints made in the hard sand and clay
surface by locked brakes of a vehicle trying to miss someone
standing or walking in the road? Secure the scene. Don’t form an
opinion until you’ve let the visual form first. Best, most
useful thing he ever learned in two years of criminal law at the
community college. Stand in one place and survey the scene.
Sometimes keeping an open mind was a challenge; it was always too
easy to jump to a conclusion.

He looked in all directions but knew he was
alone—unless you counted the jackrabbit some thirty yards to his
right who had stopped before reversing direction and bounding back
the way it came. It was easy to be alone out here. No buildings,
fences, stock pens, or vegetation to obstruct one’s view—not even
when turning in a three-sixty-degree circle. A person had to love
the scenery, have some sort of affinity with barrenness to feel at
home. Mac didn’t even wonder any more about why he stayed. Home was
his only explanation. Wasn’t that enough? He’d buried parents and
one wife, divorced another. He spoke to an only daughter over in
Pierre on her birthday and visited at Christmas, whether he needed
to or not. He had a good job, owned his home, and had invested for
retirement. There were a lot of people who didn’t have half what he
had.

He walked toward the body, scouring the road
and surrounding ditch for something he might have missed. What, he
didn’t know; he just knew he’d recognize it when he saw it. Maybe a
broken headlight, or piece of chrome from a car or truck that might
have struck the guy. But this man hadn’t been hit by anything
moving. At least there was no evidence of it.

Sheriff Mac stood looking down at the body
lying in the ditch almost completely on its side with an arm thrown
across a bare chest. The man was young, a Native, dark hair matted
but reaching his shoulders. A cheap, fake beaded belt, some
touristy trinket already fraying at the corners, cinched a pair of
too big, too stiff jeans with rolled cuffs, which proved the fact
that their original owner was several inches taller. Looked like
thrift store castoffs but probably had been this young man’s Sunday
best. Poverty wasn’t just a word; it was a way of life out
here.

He pulled a pair of latex gloves out of his
jacket pocket and, to be extra safe, slipped the mask that was
around his neck back up to cover his nose and mouth. Better to be
careful, take nothing for granted; being vaccinated wasn’t a one
hundred percent guarantee of anything. He leaned slightly forward
and hooked the pointed toe of his boot under the crooked elbow and
flipped the arm that was lying across the man’s chest to the
side.

“Damn it.”

Eight hundred seventy-five dollar Tony Lama
full quill ostrich boots and the right toe now had some sort of
viscous glob of blood and guts that oozed from the dead man’s chest
full of wounds. Didn’t Mac know better than to dress up for this
type of investigation? Wear his go-to-town best? Even if he was on
his way to Rapid City, he could have worn his Ropers. They’d seen
more than one horse and another blemish wouldn’t even be noticed.
Maybe the Tony Lamas could be dyed. The guy who owned the shoe
repair in Spearfish owed him one—this might be a good time to
collect.

But Mac knew himself well enough to know that
he was just procrastinating, centering his attention on his boots
and putting off looking closely at the wounds on the body in front
of him. If it was what he thought it was, then this was the second
such death in a month—exactly like this one.

He squatted down, slipped his iPhone from a
front shirt pocket and snapped several close-ups. On the man’s
chest—left and right sides both—the pointed ends of short, thin,
splintered bone shafts still hung barely connected to the man’s
torso by torn flesh. The man had been a Sun Dancer. There must have
been a ceremony last night and a few days before that. Usually
unannounced unless you were a member of the tribe and chose to
secretly attend, this was just one more facet of the mystique of
the indigenous people who made up the majority in this area.

To an Anglo, few ceremonies could be more
heinous than the one that attached ropes to pieces of bone or other
material sharpened and stuck through the skin of a participant’s
chest or back—literally piercing the skin like large, clumsy
needles. Sometimes participants would swing by these connections.
At the very least the man would drag skulls behind him tethered by
the ropes attached to his chest and spend four to five days without
food or any sustenance, seeking clarity of vision.

Many years ago these ceremonies had been
outlawed by government decree only to be reinstated by the American
Indian Religious Freedom Act in 1978—preserving the traditional
religious rights extended to not only American Indians but Native
Alaskans, Aleuts, and Native Hawaiians. Living in South Dakota
necessitated knowledge of obscure laws not even heard of elsewhere.
As barbaric as it might seem to him, there was no crime … or was
there?

Finding someone dying in this fashion in
October was odd, wrong according to the calendar of known
ceremonies. Spring, mid-summer—these were common times for the Sun
Dance. Mac could only explain October being chosen because of the
pandemic—a ceremony representing life and rebirth would be
important in the midst of disaster. Still, something told him he
should investigate. But how? He had no access to tribal ways and
very limited access to the reservation. He may have lived here all
his life but he was still an outsider—made even more suspect
because he wore a badge. It crossed his mind that if the body in
front of him was the result of foul play, someone may have found
the perfect murder weapon.

One thing he had to do was alert the tribe. A
man named Red Bull was his counterpart on the nearest
reservation—the closest thing to the law or at least what was
interpreted as such. The fact that he had the same name as a famous
power drink only seemed to give the man a little extra swagger.
He’d even affixed an empty can of the stuff to the hood of his
truck—bolted the blue and silver container with red lettering
prominently front and center for all to view. At least the scruffy
white pickup couldn’t be mistaken as belonging to someone else. And
in its own way, it was a good Indian joke—a barely veiled laugh at
the white man’s expense.

Mac opened the contact list in his phone. One
would think he’d have the coroner’s phone number memorized by now.
Same office, same number, same old codger who’d retired as a
surgeon some ten years back to run for public office. Mac wasn’t
sure there were a lot, if any, true perks that went with the
office. The poor guy didn’t even have a hearse, had to use his own
F-150 with shelving built into the bed of the truck under a camper
top to transport bodies to the morgue, a lab which was another
afterthought. Set up at the back of the county’s maintenance
building, it shared space with what was supposedly the best
collection of spare parts for snow plows in the state. Sort of gave
new definition to ‘living in the sticks’. Another saying he
detested.

He had no idea what had made the day so
popular but no one answered his phone. He left messages explaining
why he was calling for both the tribal rep and the coroner. And
then he took a few more pictures and went back to his truck to
wait. Someone would answer his call, and he might as well sit out
here and wait as go back to the office. He’d tossed the idea of
going into town about a half hour ago. Work always had a way of
insinuating itself into personal time—especially since he’d become
a one-man show.

He knew it wouldn’t take long to get answers
to his messages. In under a half an hour, Mac saw the white truck
with the unmistakable hood ornament come barreling down the road
toward him. Application of brakes gave way to a sashaying stop that
remarkably did not put the man’s truck in the ditch. Mac couldn’t
help but shake his head. Someday he’d get a call about Red Bull—an
upside-down pickup, maybe one that had rolled a few times—he didn’t
know where or when, but it was inevitable.

“You’re going to put that thing in the ditch
one of these days.” Mac said it with a smile while walking toward
the driver.

“Naw, I got him trained. No ditches.”

Red Bull had slipped to the ground and pushed
the truck’s door shut behind him. His long, past-the-shoulder black
hair was pulled back into a low ponytail caught by a beaded leather
tube at the neck. A blue chambray, western cut shirt with rolled up
sleeves sported tiny pearl buttons down the front and on the pocket
flaps. The jeans were too tight from Mac’s point of view and the
guy was slightly built, maybe five foot ten and a hundred and fifty
pounds. That was skinny. Mac outweighed him by fifty and was six
inches taller.

“Not one of ours.” Red Bull stood looking
down at the body. “Don’t want this to come as a surprise but not
everyone with long dark hair and brown skin belongs to the Rez. How
long have you lived around here?”

Sarcastic little shit, Mac thought to
himself. An honest mistake, easy for him to make. He didn’t know
everyone on the reservation. He chose to ignore Red Bull’s jab.
“Ever see him around here before?”

“Nope. And he didn’t take part in no Sun
Dance.”

“But, it looks …”

“Looks, nothing. Somebody fixed him up this
way. You got yourself a killing.” Red Bull turned and walked to his
truck, calling back over his shoulder, “Get on it, lawman. This
ought to keep you busy for awhile.”

Mac wanted to knock that grin off his face.
Instead, he took a deep breath. He didn’t have time for this shit.
Some play-pretend way to cover up something sinister. Not when so
much else was going on in the county. He turned so as not to get a
face full of dust when Red Bull floorboarded his truck and spun
out.

This was the first day he hadn’t been called
out to Highway 90 and the sometimes not so peaceful demonstration
by protesters verbalizing their contempt of a sovereign power,
stopping traffic, and not letting people travel on what was
considered a state road—just because those living under that
sovereign power wanted to stay safe and keep contagion from
invading their homes.

Couple that with the
always-boiling-under-the-surface, deep anger and mistrust of a
national government that would think nothing of pillaging land for
money, ruining sacred sites for the sake of a pipeline; anyone
would agree that Mac had his hands full. Every time his phone rang,
he mentally crossed his fingers that it wasn’t someone reporting an
armed standoff that had gotten out of hand.

They’d had more than one of those out here
over the last few years. The public hadn’t forgotten the second
Wounded Knee Occupation back in the early seventies. Treaties could
be sore spots. About two hundred Oglala Sioux, some being American
Indian Movement or AIM followers, occupied the town of Wounded Knee
on the Pine Ridge Reservation. The intent was to renegotiate or at
least reopen treaty discussions to attain more equitable treatment
of indigenous peoples. The standoff turned bloody and the press
gave it front page play for days.

Other than gaining public sympathy, and
calling attention to long-standing civil rights missteps, it had
been a nightmare for law enforcement—on and off the Rez. Mac didn’t
need yet another such situation.

And rumor had it that the tribe was preparing
to go to court again, another possibly pointless argument in front
of the bench, trying to convince an Anglo that land could be
sacred, magical, and of religious importance. Actually, the tribe
had won one recently. Maybe it had come down to currying
favor—wasn’t there an election coming up next year? Judge Udahl,
never a dummy when seeking votes, had ruled that the tribes had the
right to halt travel across Indian land, set up a detour because
the tribes needed to be safe, take care of themselves. The pandemic
wasn’t to be taken lightly. But what would be his stand on the
pipeline? A lot of big money was involved. How generous and
benevolent would the judge be—especially if he had a stake in the
outcome?


Chapter 2

 


 


Navajo Reservation, New Mexico

 


“Expelled? What do you mean, expelled?” Ben
got up and closed his office door to keep the phone call
private.

“Yeah, Dad, you know, kicked out.”

“Zac, back up a minute. Nathan is no longer
in school? He’s been kicked out?”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m trying to tell you.
That’s what expelled means.”

It crossed Ben’s mind to say something about
the smartass remark, but he chose to ignore it. Zac sounded too
upset to know he was pushing a parent/child boundary.

“Tell me what happened.” Ben was already
starting his own self-talk. Willing himself to stay calm, not think
of knives or guns or having put someone’s eye out in a fist fight.
He needed to hear what Zac had to say and not react, or God forbid,
over react, until he had the facts.

“Nathan egged an upper classman’s car.”

Egged? Had Ben heard correctly? He literally
had to swallow back a laugh. Wasn’t that something a student might
be counseled about? But expelled?

“What else did Nathan do?” Surely, he wasn’t
expelled for egging.

“That’s it. One dozen eggs smashed all over.
It really messed up the car’s rag top. The guy’s got a new BMW
convertible and his dad’s on the board of directors for the school,
so Nathan got tossed.”

Ben hoped Zac hadn’t heard the sigh of
relief. Still, he was glad he was sitting down. ‘Now what’ had
begun to loop through his brain. The boys had been in school for
less than a month—a month Ben had thought was going well in
Bellingham, Washington. A school funded by several Pacific
Northwest tribes with boarding opportunities for Natives from other
regions, solid in academics, as well as sports. During almost every
phone conversation the boys had talked non-stop about soccer,
basketball tryouts, even swimming. Nathan was supposedly
considering the debate team. What had gone wrong?

“That’s not all,” Zac interjected.

Ben sighed. “What else do you need to tell
me?”

“The whole school’s been closed. The soccer
coach just got back from England and he’s tested positive for
Covid. Then five team members did, too. So, this morning the school
has been closed until further notice. Who knows when that’s going
to be?”

“Are you okay? Where are you right now?”

“We both tested negative so we were free to
go. Everyone who tested positive is still at school. Quarantined
there. We’re in Seattle, at Mom’s apartment. Nathan’s with me.”

“Is your mom there now? I’d like to talk with
her.”

“Yeah. I’ll get her.”

Ben sat holding the phone. Fatherhood.
Raven’s surprise admission a year ago—they had produced a son ten
years back—one he knew nothing about, but he was willing to accept
and take on the role of father. Well, father to one boy but
guardian to the other. It was time for him to step up and step in.
But this couldn’t have come at a worse time. He and Julie were
wrapping things up on the Navajo reservation and expecting to fly
down to south Florida the next week.

The only good thing was he still had some
time off from Indian Health Service and wasn’t scheduled to show up
for his next assignment until January 1. But house-hunting had
topped the list of things that had to be done and time-wise there
were only nine weeks left. And securing a house could be
challenging in south Florida—at least one that they could afford.
And then there was moving … Julie’s job with the Miami Herald was a
plum. To be in charge of the paper’s leisure section, both online
and in print, was a terrific opportunity but only meant that two
careers could make things a little dicey when it came to living
together. So far, they had been able to be in the same place most
of the time. And Indian Health Services had been able to plug him
into an opening with the Seminole tribes of Florida so, once again,
a separation had been averted.

At the present he was still in western New
Mexico on the Navajo reservation. Wrap-up for his old boss Dr.
Sandy Black meant completing his program management assignment by
making certain that the paper trail would be easy to follow for the
person who was coming in to take his place. Once Ben left, it would
become a permanent position. Julie had offered to stay and continue
to support the administrative side of things, using weekends to
establish their next housing venture until she could be replaced
too. Life was a little demanding. Now this.

“Ben? Still there?” Raven sounded out of
breath. “Sorry to keep you waiting, but we need to talk.”

“I agree.”

“I don’t want to risk pissing you off, but I
think it’s time you manned up. I don’t know how you define
‘guardianship’ but Nathan needs a male role model. From what you’ve
said before, he hasn’t had much of a family—and few men he could
look up to. I think a dad stand-in is much needed.”

Ben took a breath. No, he wasn’t angry. What
she said was the truth. But what did a plan look like?

“Any suggestions on what Nathan might be
amenable to?”

“He’s talked about going home—spending this
break in school time to go back to the reservation in New Mexico.
You know, with Christmas coming. I don’t think he wants to stay
down there; I mean he wants to get back to school here. I honestly
think he’s enjoyed this last month in Bellingham. He’s really a
natural in sports and has received lots of positive attention. And
he and Zac are inseparable.”

“Any idea what was behind the egging?”

“Well, according to Zac, the kid with the BMW
is Plains Indian and was into bullying Nathan, downplaying his
heritage. It was a macho thing.”

“But not one that I would expel an
almost-teenager for.”

“I agree. It’s just that his father has some
pull.”

“Okay, what if I fly out? I’ll meet with the
school board in person if I have to, but I’m going to try to
establish a dialogue from here. I’ll even meet with whomever I have
to on Zoom and get Nathan reinstated right away if I can. That will
free up time in Washington to rent a car, pick out some camping
gear and get started on the drive back to NM. It’s going to give us
lots of quality time to engage. I’m thinking in addition to camping
out, maybe some fishing and hiking—October is the best month in
that part of the world, not too cold yet.”

“Perfect. Seriously, Ben, that sounds
great.”

“You know Zac is welcome to come, too.”

“No you don’t. Zac is mine for the holidays.
In fact, I’m going to need his help once I can get the dogs back to
Moose Flats. I know he wants to start training his puppy. Romo is
the perfect age to get started as a sled dog.”

“Just a suggestion. I don’t want Zac to feel
left out, but I think the best combination is for just the two of
us—Nathan and I—to be alone, without too many distractions.”

Another five minutes with Zac and Ben asked
to speak with Nathan. Nathan was apologetic but said the older kid
was an asshole—which didn’t sound too forgiving. Nathan brought up
coming back to New Mexico and Ben offered to fly up and drive him
back. Nathan was lukewarm at first, but perked up when Ben
mentioned camping out and fishing and maybe even hiking if the
weather stayed warm. Ben didn’t rule out a side trip. Maybe they
could get some skiing in—Colorado wasn’t too far off the path
home.

He’d send Nathan his itinerary once he’d
booked his flight and then the two of them could map out their
return trip. It would be fun, a history lesson combined with some
together time. Ben felt a blip of excitement. He was only sorry
that Zac and Julie couldn’t join them.

 


* * *

 


“I think you’ve hit on the perfect solution.
A car trip will allow for lots of discussion. I mean, where else
could you set up a captive audience scenario? I can easily see that
Nathan needs some one-on-one adult discussion time. He’s a good
kid. I hope you can talk some sense into the school board.” Julie
paused. “He seemed to be doing so well.”

“I’m not sure—because a contract and money
are involved, signed and paid for by both me and the Navajo
Nation—that an expulsion of a minor can happen if I’m not notified
first. Actually, I would have expected his tribe to be notified
also. He needed, at the very least, to have been turned over to a
parent or, in this case, a guardian. He won’t be thirteen for
another month. I’m thinking I have some leverage here. Legal
leverage. I doubt the school wants any bad publicity or, God
forbid, have their government funds reduced or even revoked for
mishandling the situation. I’ve left a message for the Navajo
Nation lawyer to give me a call. I want to make certain I’ll be
saying the right thing—I don’t want to appear threatening and
really screw up Nathan’s chances of getting back in.”

“I only hope that he’ll want to go back if
you get him reinstated.”

“I think being with Zac is pretty
important—that and sports. Nathan’s been introduced to a whole new
world—one that I think he likes, sees the opportunities. He’s
pretty together for his age.”

“When will you leave?”

“I can get a flight out Friday. That gives me
three days to get ready to go. I’ll call around Seattle and rent an
SUV—something that will carry all the camping gear we’ll need. I
just hope I’ll be able to get a response from the school.”

“You know, the trip is going to be fun.”

“I believe that. I wish you and Zac could
come along.”

 


* * *

 


The Navajo lawyer suggested that he overnight
a letter to the school with an attachment that outlined the
monetary agreement signed by the tribe. Nathan was a ward of the
Navajo Nation with Ben having been granted guardianship. Copies of
his letter would go to tribal representatives of the National
Indian Policy Center in Washington, D.C., as well as the Washington
State Board of Education—funding and policy issues would be covered
simultaneously. The lawyer assured Ben that there would be no
veiled threat of withheld funds or loss of accreditation. The
letter would simply point out that an underage child being released
from the care of a Native educational institution that offered
boarding without proper notification of parents or guardians or
securing safe travel to his home was not only a breach of contract
with that individual but also with the tribe that he represented.
It invited sanctions being levied upon the school itself. That
sounded pretty threatening to Ben.

But what it got him was an immediate apology
both in writing and by phone. There was a lot of bowing and
scraping and excuses about a situation being overblown, a board
member taking matters into his own hands, overreacting because the
event involved a member of his family. Out of pique the man had
acted irrationally without the knowledge or support of other school
board members and had overridden school policies and had not
informed the school’s superintendent before acting. Supposedly. But
Ben had no reason to not believe them. He was assured the board
member had been reprimanded and placed on one year’s probation.
Nathan was welcome back once the quarantine situation was over and
there would be written documentation to attest to that fact. Ben
sighed, that was fast. But what a relief.


Chapter 3

 


 


Sea-Tac Airport, Seattle

 


“You’re welcome to spend the night on the
couch. I need to be out of the apartment by the fifteenth so pretty
much everything’s in boxes.” Raven, Zac, and Nathan had met Ben at
the airport. He was fortunate to have reserved a one-way car rental
on short notice, so spending the night in Seattle wasn’t
necessary.

“Nathan and I talked about getting a head
start this afternoon. I need to pick up the SUV from Enterprise,
get all our supplies at REI sporting goods, and then we can take
off—drive ‘til we get tired.”

“Okay, if you’re sure.”

“But thanks for the offer.”

“I wish I was going with you.” Zac obviously
felt left out.

“Not with that dog of yours needing to be
trained.” Ben playfully added, “I’m sure he’s jealous of your being
in school without him as it is.” It was already the start of winter
in Moose Flats, Alaska, and Ben was secretly glad he wasn’t going
in that direction. Fall in the Dakotas sounded a lot more inviting.
It was meant to be a surprise but Ben was planning on a hands-on
history lesson with a little detour to the two Dakota states so
rich in Indian history. Nathan needed to be introduced to
reservation life beyond the Navajo Nation.

Ben passed on having lunch in order to pick
up the car and start back. Probably wouldn’t be the first
McDonald’s that they’d eat over the next ten days. Raven brought
her car to the baggage entrance and Ben saw Nathan’s bags were
already in the trunk. He threw in his duffle and they were off to
Enterprise.

The navy-blue Chevy Blazer was gassed up and
waiting for them at the rental agency. He’d completed paperwork and
paid for it online, probably saving an hour’s time. Ben had to
admit he was excited to get out on the road. It would be great to
put the pandemic behind them for a while and get to know each
other—no deadlines or other constraints, just the two of them,
their gear, and a road going anywhere they wanted it to go. Not a
bad way to vacation.

They made it across town to REI on Yale
without getting slowed by clogged traffic. Seattle could be a
commuters’ nightmare at times. The store advertised as ‘Seattle’s
REI Flagship’ was impressive. The “wow” that escaped from his
passenger said it all. The store was awe inspiring—especially if
you’d lived on a reservation all your life and hadn’t traveled.

“I’ve made two lists. I think if we split up,
we’ll be on the road quicker. Here’s your list and a copy of the
store’s directory. Everything on your list is pretty much in one
department—ice chest—I’ve listed the dimensions—two flashlights,
extra batteries, Velcro ties … don’t be afraid to ask for help or
come find me if you can’t locate something. I’m going to be picking
out a tent and some bedding, and a couple air-mattresses, for
starters. Here’s a cart. Meet you back at check-out. Shouldn’t take
us more than forty-five minutes, don’t you think?”

Ben hoped he wasn’t wrong by dividing up
duties. He wanted Nathan to feel like he was on equal
footing—recognized as an adult who could make decisions on his own.
Now was an opportune time to begin building trust. This trip
depended on establishing a solid foundation of sharing
thoughts—positive, as well as negative—maybe even reaching some
conclusions on what the future might hold.

“Hey, what’s this?” Almost exactly forty-five
minutes later Nathan had pulled his cart in behind Ben’s at the
front of the store. “I don’t remember putting a snowboard on the
list.” Ben was laughing. “We can always rent skis, but I’m not sure
about renting a board. Good thinking.”

Ben would be throwing a couple thousand
dollars on a card, but there wasn’t a thing that wouldn’t be used
again—especially if the boys visited them in Florida. The fishing
gear might be overkill; he had no idea whether Nathan liked to
fish, but it was worth a shot. Well, maybe the snowboard was a
one-time thing, but Ben had promised the possibility of a stop in
Colorado. And it might be something that Nathan would want to take
back to school. Washington state had snow.

Loaded down, the Blazer had ample room for
all their gear. Nathan stepped up to ride shotgun and with a mutual
thumbs-up, Ben pulled out of the REI parking lot. A couple of Big
Macs later and they were on the road, leaving the city behind.

 


* * *

 


He couldn’t have wished for better
weather—high sixties during the day and forties at night.
Definitely jacket weather in the evenings but no snow or bitter
cold. Ben had purchased a couple of twin-sized down comforters but
he doubted they would need them; the flannel sheets might be warm
enough. He’d probably tire of the moose motif in a red and black
block pattern, but it was woodsy and just seemed right for a
camping trip. He had to admit this was fun. How long had it been
since he’d had this kind of unencumbered time to do what he wanted?
No calls, no deadlines … how many years was it ‘til retirement?
Yeah, right. He didn’t even want to put a number on his working
years. It’d be a while.

Their first stop for the night would be Denny
Creek Campground off of I-90. They wouldn’t be that far out of
Seattle but there would still be light enough to set up camp before
nightfall and check out their equipment. The photos online looked
fantastic—electricity, showers and restrooms, nice separation of
wooded camp slots for tenting, a nearby creek and some super great
trails for hiking. If truth were known, Ben was the one who wanted
to get in a little fishing. He hoped he’d have an eager companion.
But easy access to water wasn’t the site’s only attraction. The
fact that the campground was only fifteen minutes away from pizza
and groceries sealed the deal.

“This place is dope.” Nathan had hopped out
of the truck and was standing on the cement pad meant for RVs and
turning three hundred sixty degrees, taking in the towering pines,
the metal grill with a stack of wood beside it, and lastly pointing
at the creek that bordered the back of their assigned space. “Can
we go take a look?”

“Sure. You know, when I was your age, I would
have said this place was ‘rad’.”

“What’s ‘rad’ mean?”

“Dope—about thirty years ago.” When he was
really young, everything was ‘cool’ but that made him feel old to
even mention it. Still, he wasn’t sure he could refer to something
he liked as ‘dope’. Every generation had its own slang.

“Can we have pizza? I saw a restaurant close
to here.”

“Sure. Sounds good. Let’s get set up here
first. They advertise 24-hour security so I think everything will
be safe.”

The pop-up tent was easy to assemble. Before
they left, two air-mattresses with sheets in place were snugged up
against the back of the tent and a Coleman lantern hung from a hook
in the center. It looked inviting, Ben thought, and realized he was
tired after a day of travel. Oh well, pizza would revive him.

 


* * *

 


The Mom-and-Pop restaurant, affectionately
called Joe’s after the owner, was worth the thirty-minute wait for
an outside table. Of course, the complimentary garlic bread and dip
helped the time pass. Specialty of the house was a mozzarella
cheese, cubed tomato, and local herbs with a choice of meat on
either thin crust or a stuffed crust. Ben let Nathan choose, and
sausage and a stuffed crust turned out to be a great choice. The
super-large pie was big enough for leftovers—a slice apiece for
breakfast. A quick stop at the next-door grocery for ice and milk
and juice also followed the Styrofoam take-out carton of pizza into
the cold chest back at the campground.

“Can we stay here an extra day?” Nathan had
kicked off his jeans but left on the hooded sweatshirt before
crawling into bed.

“Only if you agree to go fishing with me in
the morning.” Ben got the nod and grin he’d hoped for. After a call
to Julie and a quick conversation with his better half, he turned
down the lantern, stretched out on what was a pretty comfy
air-mattress and let the sounds of the rushing creek lull him to
sleep.


Chapter 4

 


 


Coroner’s office, Spearfish, South Dakota

 


“Got anything for me?” Mac got as close to
the examining table as his nose would let him.

“Hold your horses. This one ain’t gonna be
easy. See here? And here? This fellow’s been strung up and left to
hang for a while.” Doc Tully was pointing to four sizeable holes
across the man’s chest sticking out of bluish, scarred, puckered
skin. “My guess is that he was already dead when he was strung
up.”

“So, I’m not looking at some part of a
ceremony gone wrong?”

“Nope, not to my way of thinking just by
looking. I’ll know more later. Doesn’t help that he’s been dead
more than twenty-four hours. A lot of what might have been helpful
has dried up or been washed away.”

“Did he have any identification on him?”

“Not a thing. But these tattoos should be
helpful.”

“Tats?”

“Here. I took some pictures.” Coroner Tully
moved to a computer suspended just above the end of the examining
table. “Pretty unique, no?”

Mac moved closer for a better look. “Anyone I
should know?” The inked head and chest of a man in a sombrero,
bushy mustache and crisscrossed ammunition belts on his chest was a
fairly good likeness of Pancho Villa if he had to guess. “Pancho
Villa?”

“That’s my take. The art is pretty good.” Doc
Tully zoomed in on initials bordering the lower right side of the
tattoo. “These might be helpful. This was expensive. Must have
taken hours and multiple sittings.”

Mac didn’t know that much about ink art but
the portrait started between the shoulder blades and continued
downward to below the beltline. In other words, it covered the
man’s entire back.

“The guy’s Hispanic.” This time Mac made it
sound like a statement.

“I heard you tried to pawn him off on Red
Bull.”

News traveled fast. “Yeah, my error. Didn’t
win me any points.”

Doc Tully chuckled, “No, it wouldn’t. But it
surprises me that Red Bull didn’t, at least, know him. Someone
copied a ritual to make a killing look like an accident. Sort of
smacks of someone having more than a little knowledge of indigenous
ways. At least what goes on around here locally.”

“I know I haven’t seen him before but with
all the protesters taking up residence out here, it’s tough to keep
up with new faces.” Mac had wracked his memory to make a match but
this guy was an unknown.

“I know you’ve done the counting but isn’t
this the second or third such death in as many months?”

“Yeah, one belonged to Red Bull, part of a
ceremony so I don’t count that as possible foul play. And the other
body—the result of a drunken bet that an Anglo couldn’t stand the
pain—was claimed by relatives before it became our problem. Again,
unfortunate, but
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