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			To Evelyn, who is my North Star, and Nick and Aidan, who complete my world

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The sky was milk white and vaulted. A squall tugged at the creosote and sagebrush and sent dust devils spinning off the mesas. Millennia of rain and Holy Wind, the Niłch’i Diyini had carved the washes and gulches and canyons that folded into the skin of this land.

			To survey this world in the chill of November was to feel loneliness crawl into your bones. There were few creatures and fewer souls.

			A distant clanking: A school bus rounded a bend and bounced down a pockmarked old Indian route past red-ribbed buttes that reared out of the earth like primeval monsters. It crossed a creek and passed a wickered grove of cottonwoods, the silver branches delicate as veins against the sky. The road heaved up and up again, and the bus emerged from a gap in an escarpment into a parched emptiness of plain that stretched to the end of vision.

			The teenage boys on the bus called to one other and craned their necks and pointed at a red-tailed hawk riding the currents of approaching winter.

			A painted black-and-gold wildcat with pronounced claws and fangs stretched the length of this bus, which carried Navajo boys and girls from Chinle to their season-opening basketball games. They were among the more talented players on the reservation, and this was the beginning of their quest for a state championship. The seating hierarchy was as formalized as that of a royal court. Raul Mendoza, a four-decade-long coaching force on the Navajo reservation, married to a Navajo woman yet not Navajo himself, respected although perhaps not beloved, commanded the front seat and stared impassively through dark sunglasses at the gray and rutted road. He had lived a dozen lives in seventy years of wandering. His black leather shoulder bag carried his whiteboard, his scouting reports, and a dog-eared black Bible into which he talked softly at night.

			The girls’ coach was a former rez ball star and a mother. She sat behind Mendoza. Girls’ basketball games draw thousands of fans on the rez. The male assistant coaches sat behind her—Lenny, Bo, Julian, and Ned—big men with broad shoulders, all former hoop stars in an unspoken competition to take the helm when old Mendoza retired or got fired. The end can come suddenly in the high desert.

			Teenage girls occupied the next block of seats, chatting and laughing and singing to Beyoncé. They knelt on seats and on the floor and braided one another’s brown hair. The boys commanded the back of the bus and slouched like cats, heads and arms on each other’s shoulders and backs. Some tapped out texts to buddies or girlfriends. Some listened to hip-hop on earbuds, and some stared out the window as their land, the vast Dinétah, rolled past. Two freshmen boys, awkward fawns, had made this team and they peered, eyes wide and furtive, at the seniors, at the coach, at the girls.

			All were excused early from class for the three-hour drive from Chinle, their windswept town at the sandy mouth of Canyon de Chelly, to Snowflake, a Mormon outpost on the arid plains 130 miles south.

			Good luck, teachers said.

			Get a win, friends said.

			Play hard, parents said.

			All translated into an unspoken command: You better not lose.

			There was no grander sport on the reservations of the Southwest than rez ball, a quicksilver, sneaker-squeaking game of run, pass, pass, cut, and shoot, of spinning layups and quick shots and running, endless running, with an athleticism that found its origin in that Native American time before horses. Navajo learned basketball in Bureau of Indian Affairs boarding schools but long ago made it their own, a game played by grandparents and parents and children, men and women alike. Play was swift and unrelenting as a monsoon-fed stream. Custom dictated that players help their opponents to their feet. They as quickly knocked them down again.

			Chinle High School was the largest school on the Navajo reservation. There have been many fine Wildcats teams but never one good enough to win a state championship, and the collective hunger to claim that trophy was insistent, immutable, an ache. Four thousand people live in Chinle, and on midwinter nights five thousand crowded into the Wildcat Den for big games. On the third day of basketball tryouts in early November, Mendoza waved a milling group of tryouts over to the baseline and asked: What is your goal? To get your name in the Navajo Times?

			He did not wait for their answer. He had bidden goodbye to his wife for five months, and he would work every morning, afternoon, and night during the season. He would review game tape until his eyes became red and his vision grew blurry and indistinct. My goal, our goal, he told the boys, is to win a state championship. He held up his right hand and the finger with his fat state-championship ring—he was the only living coach on the rez to own one—and let the boys gawk.

			“I want to get a bigger ring than this.”

			These teenagers were perched on that precarious cliff wall between adolescence and manhood, hand- and footholds uncertain. Soon enough they would face a primal decision: Should they leave their land, the largest and grandest Indian nation in the United States and the Navajo world of sacred peaks and spirits and clans? If they departed, if they entered college in the world of bilagáanas, the whites, could they survive? If they thrived, could they ever truly return?

			“Hey, hey, listen to this—blunt time!”

			Angelo Lewis, ’Shlow, known as Big Daddy to the little kids who liked to scale his shoulders and back before games, was Chinle’s big man, the center, a broad-shouldered six-foot-three junior with a perpetual half grin. He showed teammates his cell phone with a Facebook post of a black dude smoking a cigar-size blunt. Angelo was a wiseacre with a feel for the comedy of life and a sarcasm that could crack up teammates. He skipped classes, and sometimes struggled with grades, more from inattention than lack of comprehension. He should have been a senior this year, just like his friends and summer basketball buddies.

			Dewayne Tom sat next to Angelo wearing a mauve sweater and dress shirt, black slacks and black dress shoes. Lean and soft-spoken, his teeth wrapped in sky-blue braces, and jittery before the season’s first game, he lived in Pinon, a tough little town at the mouth of another beautiful canyon. His lack of defense confounded Mendoza nearly as much as his academics pleased his teachers. He took Advanced Calculus and dreamed of attending college in Phoenix or Flagstaff and becoming an engineer. Teachers and mentors told him to push himself and experience the world. That prospect filled him with delight and fear—like a leap off a canyon boulder into an icy mountain lake. His aunties and cousins and uncles who loved him lobbied him to stay and attend the Navajo Diné College, to remain on the rez. He smiled easily and his words revealed few shards of what stirred inside.

			Josiah Tsosie, a senior five-foot-four point guard, sat farther back in the bus. He was one of the state’s best cross-country runners, with legs and will like cords of steel. Each day in the ink of predawn he pushed himself out of bed and out on running shoes and pushed open the creaking door of his mom’s trailer. He loped down a rutted road between pens with sheep barely stirring and rez dogs that growled and yapped and bolted after him. He ran to a low-slung mesa, eight miles or maybe ten or twelve. Some mornings he startled sleepy antelope and crossed paths with the trickster coyotes. When he saw them, he pulled out his corn pollen pouch and dipped his index finger in and touched the dust to his head and talked softly to the Holy People, listening in the wind for their answer.

			He could be warm and introspective and suspicious and removed. He desired father figures and wondered why the most primal of all deserted him.

			Cooper Burbank kept on his headphones. He had been the team’s second-leading scorer as a freshman and possessed an elegant jump shot that he polished in hours of practice. Now, as a sophomore, he possessed fakes and spin moves he had yet to fully unpack. He was preternaturally calm and quiet, a tall and angular child of the Navajo northlands, an achingly beautiful and desolate corner of the rez. His parents had planted a basketball hoop in the red dirt behind their trailer within a few hundred yards of a wind-carved sandstone mesa, and Cooper wore out that hoop with shot after shot after shot. He attended a postage-stamp-size elementary school where his mother taught third grade and his father, a rodeo bull rider, was the custodian. A year ago Cooper’s mom sat him down and said that he needed a bigger challenge, a high school with more course offerings and tougher teachers and a path to a four-year college. You need a mentor and coach, she told him, and this man Mendoza is a legend and will fill that role.

			Cooper rested inside his silence and stared at a land elemental. An autumnal sun bathed the land in a blond light, sagebrush and goldenrod and desert grasses, and a herd of Churro sheep and their guardian dogs, which cocked their heads and sniffed at the air, trying to catch a scent of coyotes.

			The bus rolled past Mitten Peak and across Wide Ruin Wash and into Holbrook, a border town beyond the southern lip of the reservation. Alcohol was banned on the reservation, and too many liquor stores in too many border towns peddled too much booze to too many stumbling natives. Navajo Boulevard was lined with gas stations and giant rubber dinosaurs and Indian jewelry shops and the adobe-brown Arizona Pawnman and cheap motels advertising cheaper off-season rates, and the boys fell silent and looked out the windows impassive and missing nothing.

			Mendoza had coached in this diverse little town and won a state championship in 2011. His eldest daughter still lived here in a house he and his wife owned. He briefly coached an all-star team that featured Michael Budenholzer, who came out of this high desert town to coach the Milwaukee Bucks.

			Millennia ago the Anasazi built a village here and they were followed centuries later by Pueblo tribes and then the restless and roaming Navajo. Francisco Vázquez de Coronado, the Spanish conquistador, galloped through in the sixteenth century looking for the Seven Cities of Cibola. Gaunt and consumed by gold hunger, he wandered north until his fever extinguished on the endless plains of Kansas.

			I drove this way a few weeks earlier in the company of an older Navajo, a ruminative medicine man with a handsome flush of white hair and a buckskin cowboy hat, and he talked of the melancholy that could grip his generation in autumn. This was the time of year that bilagáana operatives from the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) used to fan out across the reservation in search of Navajo children to dispatch to distant boarding schools. Federal agents infiltrated every corner, driving out to Navajo shepherd cottages and camps. Parents watched the BIA car lights bounce along rutted roads for a long while before the cars arrived and agents opened their doors and asked if they had children, warning them not to lie. The federal agents walked around as if they owned the Diné, peering inside the eight-sided hogans with dirt floors that represented home and womb to Navajo.

			Children came to know what the lengthening shadows of autumn presaged. When he was seven years old, the medicine man says, he spotted a BIA school bus trailing red dust like a bridal train and he took off running barefoot into a canyon until he was sheltered by its implacable walls. He took refuge the next year beneath a cliff overhang and laid his hands against the cool sandstone and listened for the heartbeat of his land. Agents found him and packed him off to school in Oklahoma.

			He looked out the back window of the bus as his parents receded into the distance.

			The founder of the BIA schools, an American army captain, distilled the mission in 1890: “Kill the Indian in him and save the man.” That boy was a grandfather now, and he spoke fluent English as well as tonal Navajo, with its hundreds of vowel sounds, a language no easier to shed than his skin. The Indian inside did not die. It was the memories that arrived unbidden.

			“The past cannot be unwoven,” he said.

			The boys on the bus knew these old tales of dispossession and possession and heeded them as they did the báhádzidii, the taboos. Chance Harvey, a senior shooting guard, had wrapped corn pollen into his basketball socks that morning. Josiah had placed a pouch of protective bitterroot in the pocket of his shorts. Most families asked medicine men to sing Protection Way songs for their boys before the season starts, the singing and chants stretching through the fire burning night until dawn cracked open the sky. Navajo oral culture was a rope that stretched through a thousand years, and another thousand, and a thousand before that, tales passing from ancestors to grandparents to a mother whispering to a baby in her womb.

			Yet the broader world intruded, pushed insistently. Dewayne, Will, and Chance played Kanye and Kendrick and Lil Uzi Vert on their iPhones, and Josiah and Angelo practiced handshakes, mimicking the elaborate pregame rituals of NBA players. Grandparents and many parents could converse in Navajo, while most of the boys speak just fractured pieces of their ancient language. Dewayne knew more words than most. Sometimes he dreamt in Navajo. He dreamed recently of winter; he told me the Navajo language has fifty words for snow. These boys were migrants in time.

			Old man Mendoza confused them. He pushed them to run in practice until they gasped and gagged, and they didn’t always get the point of his speeches and barbed observations. They were not sure what to make of it when the coach invited them, one by one, to sit in his concrete pillbox office and talk life and hoops. They knew this, however: Mendoza had won a championship. He knew the path, and he might yet serve as their guide if they let him in.

			

			—

			Three hours into their trip, the Wildcats’ bus accelerated down a smooth stretch of state-tended asphalt and crossed a broad, flat valley with dusty washes and tree-lined fields crowded with longhorns. The bus turned onto Snowflake’s Main Street, and the boys peered through windows at a Norman Rockwell fantasy. Immaculate old brick homes with sweeping wood porches and ice-cream parlors and a grand temple of the Latter-day Saints. Blond boys rode skateboards on sidewalks burnished burnt orange by the sun. Erastus Snow, a Mormon apostle, founded this town with his partner, William Jordan Flake, who later served time in Yuma penitentiary for the crime of taking a few too many wives. A UFO abduction supposedly took place nearby; a local logger named Travis Walton got beamed up. It brought a measure of fame to Snowflake, although some residents remained skeptical that Walton truly went intergalactic.

			The bus pulled into the Snowflake High School parking lot, and the players’ faces went slack. Anxiety twisted like a rodent in a burrow. Mendoza adjusted his sunglasses and turned to the boys, his face betraying nothing.

			“Get your bags. This is it.”

			Two years ago, Mendoza inherited a fractured, rebellious, undisciplined band in Chinle, an unruly pack with just four wins. He imbued that team with purpose and a championship aspiration, and the Wildcats won many more games. Navajo fans were unforgiving. The previous evening Mendoza rattled off for me the names of coaches who were tossed aside after a single losing season, sounding like a veteran recalling comrades lost to ceaseless war.

			“Chinle had three coaches in the year before I was hired.”

			Do you worry you might be devoured?

			Mendoza shrugged. He chose this path decades back and saw no point in second-guessing that now. “That’s rez ball.”

			Go, Wildcats! Go, go, go! C’mon, Wildcats!

			The boys walked into the gym, where hundreds of Navajo filled the stands, even three hours before their game. Players spotted mothers and grandparents, uncles and aunties and cousins, brothers and sisters and neighbors, folks who’d piled into old pickup trucks and vans and Chevy sedans to make that three-hour drive. There were Chinle stars who graduated last year and the year before that and the decade before that, young men who bathed still in past glory. There was Cecil Henry, a nearly sixty-year-old silversmith with a rakish mustache and an easy smile and a mighty thirst for the bottle, who crafted and sold beautiful jewelry to tourists on the floor of Canyon de Chelly. He once played high school basketball and ran like a deer and was related to a few of the Wildcats. He’d stuck out his thumb and hitchhiked here from Chinle.

			Angelo, Angelo, get ready! Go, Wildcats! Come on, Cooper, wake up! Get ready, Wildcats! REEAAADY!

			Mendoza sought out the Snowflake athletic director, a tall white man and a fellow veteran of many hundreds of games and bus rides over many decades. They shared a firm handshake and chatted about former players, old favorites and rogues who still made them laugh. Whatever happened to Chee and Yazzie and Smith? No point in walking over to say hello to the parents. Mendoza knew their desire: to win a championship and to see their sons play a lot. He already had heard grumbles on the latter count, and he knew he would hear more.

			Mendoza found peace in obliviousness. After the game, as the team rode the bus home through hours of darkness, he leaned in and asked his assistants: Who was there? Was the crowd loud? What were they saying? Do I even want to know? His game-time habits and ensemble were unvarying: black dress pants, a gray shirt with a black tie, and a black leather jacket. His silver hair was clipped and scalloped close to his scalp. He idolized and modeled himself after the legendary UCLA coach John Wooden of the 1960s and 1970s, another contained and fiercely competitive man who rarely revealed what roiled within.

			He had mentioned the Great Wooden to these boys several times and seen their faces go blank. Wooden had retired before most of their parents were born.

			“Hey, Coach. Hey, Coach, we’re going to win tonight, right?”

			Mendoza didn’t respond and walked to the locker room, which throbbed to the Notorious B.I.G. singing “Juicy”: “I never thought it could happen, this rappin’ stuff / I was too used to packin’ gats and stuff.”

			Boys bounced on their toes and nodded, heads lost in the beat.

			Mendoza flicked his eyes impatiently, and a boy flipped off the music.

			“Okay, listen up!”

			The boys sat and watched the old man unload his bag. Coach wasted no words on pleasantries. He turned to the whiteboard and drew plays, pointing out Snowflake’s offensive and defensive tendencies. He did not demand that the boys run plays in a certain order. He was not a master strategist or choreographer; he was a teacher and counselor. He believed a game was won or lost well before the bus pulled in front of the opposing gym. Think, execute, switch, play his trademark man-to-man defense, and run and cut and be creative.

			Be true to each other and yourself.

			Those strapping Snowflake white boys, those milk-fed Mormons, loomed like lumberjacks next to his Navajo. “They are taller,” Mendoza told his boys. “They are stronger. These guys have been playing together since kindergarten.”

			The coach turned and looked at his troupe. Just three of his boys reached even six feet. Only Angelo weighed more than two hundred pounds, and that’s because he’d eaten too many wings this summer. His backup center was five foot ten. His reserve power forward was a five-foot-ten freshman. He shrugged. Few Navajo were big enough to play at a four-year college, and most lacked explosive jumping ability. Their playing peak was here now, this moment, and speed and will sustained them. They’d graduate high school and basketball would become a horse galloping off down the road.

			“You are Diné, even the half-breeds among you. Off the rez they don’t take natives seriously. They underestimate us. So what? So what? This is what we came here for. Be patient and we will win.”

			Angelo rose and clapped his hands hard. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon. Josiah and Dewayne and Cooper and Chance bounced and chanted and smiled. The basketball season was nipping and yipping at their heels, a dog eager to run. They bounded out of the locker room, sneakers freshly burnished, running toward the court. Mendoza slipped his whiteboard into his black leather bag.

			Nervous? He shook his head. “In 1982, before my first playoff game, I felt my heart pounding and I couldn’t breathe and I thought I was having a heart attack. After that I said no more. I’ve been through a lot worse in life than a game.”

			A thousand Navajo hooted and stamped and cupped their hands and yelled as though into a windstorm, exhaling hope. Cooper leaned in and whispered that he had marked this day on his calendar. “I dreamed of it for months. I couldn’t sleep last night.”

			A few of the Snowflake Lobo players waited with hands on hips watching the Wildcats run layup drills. These white kids were desert dwellers too; they have played too many tough games in too many remote native gyms to underestimate these Navajo. Mendoza gathered his kids and, as the buzzer sounded, offered a final bit of advice.

			Patient does not mean slow it down.

			The Wildcat boys did not slow it down. They came streaming up court like coyotes on the hunt, and the velocity of their attack pushed the Lobos on their heels. There was something shimmering and glistening and alive about rez ball, a joyous snaking pell-mell speed. Dribbles and passes flew about in riffs as if in a jazz improvisation. Running was woven into everything. The boys did not stop, ever.

			Cooper hit a three-pointer from the corner. Chance, the shooting guard who raced palominos bareback down dusty canyons in summertime competitions, hit another. Angelo faked, spun, feinted again, and banked a shot over a Lobo center three inches taller and fifteen pounds heavier. Josiah remained relentless on defense, scampering after loose balls, passing on the run.

			Tired? Tug on the front of your shirt, and Coach waved in a substitute to run in your place. Mendoza resembled a hockey coach replacing one line with another on the fly. Don’t stop, don’t stop.

			Mendoza did not scream or stomp or break whiteboards like some other coaches; he could not abide that in himself. He stood at the end of the bench, arms folded, squinting, watching, calling out instructions in a voice authoritative yet short of a yell.

			Defense! Cut, cut. Wake up, Cooper! Angelo, hit those boards!

			The assistant coaches had warned the boys before the game to ignore the “five-dollar Navajo coaches” in the crowd—those who would yell instructions and berate them for their mistakes. Most Navajo, in fact, have a cool-eyed appreciation and feel for the game. Many nights I would sit in the stands and listen as mothers, aunties, grandfathers, and cousins wove tales of glory past. Expectation was a constant. Mendoza and his boys last season made the playoffs; the view in Chinle was that they had the talent to take a championship. The time to win was right here, right now, always.

			A delicate-boned, white-haired granny rose to her feet in the bleachers and yelled, “C’mon, Wildcats! Wake up! REEE-bound. DEE-fense!” Chance stole an inbound pass; Cooper flipped a pass to Angelo, who in turn bounced a sweet pass to Cooper for a layup. The buzzer sounded, and the Wildcats ran to their locker room leading 33–25 at halftime.

			Mendoza strode in and wasted no breath on compliments. At age seventy, he saw the game with a perfectionist’s eye. “We took two finger rolls and missed,” he said. His voice was pained, a hoop priest describing an execrable sin for boys who play below the rim. “We don’t do finger rolls. If you reach the hoop, don’t get fancy. Lay it off the backboard.” He set to drawing on the whiteboard, diagnosing what he saw. Keep your hands up and remain in your defensive stance. He demonstrated with knees bent, bouncing on his feet.

			If you’re too tired to do that, you’re too tired to play. Hear me?

			He made a tap-the-brakes sign with his hands. There was a fine line between fast and out of control. “We’re going ninety-nine miles per hour out there. We need to get back to the speed limit.”

			Mendoza’s team remained half-formed still and lacked a sharp edge. Most of the boys played basketball all spring and summer long, in two or three informal leagues and tournaments with teenagers and adults alike playing, running, running, running. But the seniors skipped Mendoza’s more rigorous practices, the drills and conditioning and counseling that would have allowed for a quick takeoff this season. Leadership remained a crown unclaimed. Raul encouraged most of his players to find contentment in being a member of the band. To me he added a whispered coda:

			“Every tribe needs a chief.”

			Last season he had a natural leader in Nachae Nez, but that boy graduated in the spring. A creative player and an introspective kid, Nachae now lived in Albuquerque and took night classes at the community college and tried to decipher the shape of his future. That night he would leave his class early and sit alone in his apartment in that strange city and listen to this first Wildcats game on internet radio.

			Damn, I miss it, Nachae would tell me the next day.

			The second half opened, and the Wildcats’ attention wandered. Passes went astray and point guards tumbled toward the hoop with no discernible plan. A prayer of a layup spun high off the backboard. Angelo fouled too often, became lost and confused and frustrated with his play. He walked to the bench during a time-out and slapped his chest hard and shouted plaintively, “I don’t know where I am!”

			In the huddle Mendoza growled, “Are we going to play rez ball, or are we going to play this game the right way?” He had a tortured relationship with rez ball. He was a Tohono Oo’dham from a tribe whose traditional lands sprawled on either side of the border with Mexico, and like near every native in the Southwest, he’d grown up playing that brand of hoop and appreciated its dervish art. Played badly though, rez ball could become a blur of impatient passes and hurried shots and too little thinking. He preferred players who settled into defensive stances and found the open man.

			Whap! Whap!

			Two Lobos began to vacuum rebounds, and a long-limbed white kid started making his long jumpers. This kid had a sure touch and pranced down court triumphant even before his shot fell through the net. Snowflake tied the game.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” the Snowflake announcer said into the microphone, “let’s hear it for our Lobos!”

			The Mormons cheered and whooped and pounded hands, and the Navajo fans felt their jaws tighten. Snowflake edged ahead by a point and then three. Mendoza’s team looked ragged, a horse with a mane flecked with foaming sweat. Defense became its savior. The Navajo kids pounced on a dribble and got a steal, and their quick hands knocked the ball away and prevented an easy layup. With two seconds left, Angelo swung the ball to Dewayne, who flicked it to Cooper, who had cut to the corner and released a picture-book jumper over a defender’s outstretched hand. That ball fell through the net and Chinle had a one-point victory.

			Win, baby, win!

			Slapping hands and smiles and whoops and louder whoops and the boom box was thumping in the locker room. The old man came into the locker room and scolded them like a Cassandra: We were not tough mentally. We got confused and lost focus. We played hero ball. You are out of shape. “Angelo and Elijah, you ate too many wings this summer.”

			Josiah, his jersey drenched, emerged from the locker room and shook his head: We just won; why is Coach making us feel like we lost?

			

			—

			Two nights passed and the Wildcats were back on the reservation, back to Navajo versus Navajo, which invariably made for a more complicated chess game. The Wildcat bus traveled up the Chinle Valley to Many Farms, a Navajo town tucked against the foot of a mesa. The basketball star at Many Farms was a joyous natural scorer and a cousin and friend to at least half the Chinle players. A night earlier, players from both teams filled Facebook pages with love and good tidings.

			“Everybody is hostile about tomorrow while Native Dream is calm as’f wishing each other a great game,” wrote the Many Farms star.

			Good wishes gave Mendoza a headache. He was hardscrabble and detested camaraderie among rivals. He held his players on the darkened bus in Many Farms and tried to draw them out, to knit common purpose out of disparate threads. What are your dreams? Tell us about yourselves. Can you name your parents’ clans?

			Clans situate a Navajo in the map of his and her universe and encompass the families of all four grandparents. So a Traditional Navajo introduces himself by saying he was born into his mother’s clan and of his father’s clan. Tradition holds that a Navajo should marry outside his clans. Hence, the most common pickup line on the rez: What clan are you from?

			The boys kept eyes fixed on the floor of the bus, monosyllabic, flustered. Some but not all knew the names of their mother’s and father’s clans, the Red Running into the Water People, the Mud Clan, the Turkey People, Towering Mountain, and Slow Talking Clan and so on. In an age of TV and Facebook and Instagram, traditional knowledge leaked away like water from an old jug. Minutes passed and the silence grew uncomfortable and Mendoza shrugged. He offered a bit of advice: “Try to remember they are your opponents, not your cousins.”

			Many Farms had a sweatbox of a gym, and the place was packed and vibrating with a jumble of fans spilling through the doors, peering over shoulders, trying to spot an empty seat. The players took practice shots as speakers blasted Jay-Z and Kanye. A Garth Brooks song followed. A dozen men and women stood up in the bleachers and laid down two-steps. Many were decked out in full-on cowboy gear: felt and suede cowboy hats and new jeans and leather boots and ornate belt buckles for the guys, more ornate still if they’d won those buckles riding the back of a bull; and flowing skirts and turquoise necklaces and brocades holding long and luxuriant hair for the women. Many women wore handsome cowboy boots.

			It was cousin war, summer ball in December, and every player knew the other’s best moves. The Wildcats had more talent than the Many Farms team, but they struggled with wayward passes and hurried shots. Perhaps too many loving family and clan cheers rang too loud in their ears. Perhaps their desire to lay down an ankle-breaking crossover or to hit a fall-away three-point shot against their friends distracted them.

			With a minute left, Josiah hit a teardrop floater to tie the game. The cheers were deafening, and it sounded as though the little guard had 105 relatives in attendance.

			The game came down to Curtis Begay, a Wildcat sophomore who was spindly as a puppet and possessed a butter-soft shooting touch. The kid barely missed a shot in practices the prior week, but this was only his second varsity game. Chinle trailed by a point with four seconds left, and Angelo inbounded the ball, and the sophomore tossed a splendid stutter-step fake on his defender and sprinted toward the hoop. He received a sweet pass and in a single motion flipped the ball spinning toward the rim.

			The ball rolled round and round and round and out.

			None of the Wildcats would make eye contact with Begay in the locker room, and the sophomore buried his face in his hands. Mendoza grew up on the Tohono O’odham reservation where life was loss piled atop loss. Determination became his sustenance and he demanded no less of his team. You were not concentrating, you were not serious. You laughed on the bus. You laughed in warm-ups. “You treated the other team as friends.”

			He pointed at the sophomore. “Don’t blame that kid. Blame yourself. You are not serious. You all contributed to this.”

			A few nights later, the Wildcats lost yet another close game in overtime to their longtime rival Page High School. Angelo had fumbled the game away in the final minutes, forcing shots and missing a rebound, and left the court distraught. They’d begun the young season with a losing record. Keep this up and they could forget championship dreams. Facebook and social media overflowed with recriminations.

			F’real, this is it, Wildcats? The old man doesn’t know what he’s doing. Cooper Burbank should not start, period. Why don’t we run faster and play the seniors?

			Mendoza saw boys stunned by the stumbles. Raise your heads, he said, and look at me. “Some people say I take the game too seriously.” He shook his head at that daftness. “I don’t know any other way to take it. I had a hard time as a kid. I lost all those I loved, and I didn’t understand a lot that happened to me.”

			Several of his players had lost fathers to booze. Several had seen mothers fade to the shadows and uncles and grandfathers die in auto pileups. They peered intently at Mendoza. “You have to leave that baggage at the door. To endure, to persevere, to survive, is not easy. Get serious.”

			These were not the encouraging words that Josiah yearned to hear. Later that night he took to Facebook and typed words that quivered with anger:

			“Why does our coach gotta put us down like that! Every time he says something on a personal level to us I lose a little more respect for him!”

			Mendoza slipped on his black leather jacket and pushed through the doors into the night. High-desert temperatures roll like a marble off a table on winter nights, and he exhaled clouds of vapor. At the end of the most recent game, the mother and aunt and grandmother of a Wildcat player buried deep on his bench ran onto the court and surrounded the athletic director, Shaun Martin. The women wagged fingers and poked at his chest.

			“Our son is a senior! Why is he not playing? Why is Mendoza humiliating him?”

			An angry family was like an irascible bear, and it could tear a team apart and endanger even a legend, Mendoza knew that. He would drive tonight into the forests of the Chuska Mountains and sit in that family’s trailer and listen as they scolded and raged. Night’s cold had acquired a knife-sharp edge, and the goddess Spider Woman had knit a million stars into a milky glow, and Mendoza shook his head and sort of smiled.

			“Nothing about a basketball season is easy. Neither is life.” He pivoted and walked alone across the parking lot toward his pickup truck.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			I received my baptism in rez ball a quarter century ago. My wife, Evelyn, and I lived on the reservation for a few months with our two little boys in a trailer in Fort Defiance, fifty miles southeast of Chinle. One afternoon, restless, I grabbed my basketball and set off in search of a game. Insulated by New York parochialism, I expected to find country ball, slow and soft, a few too many jumpers and not enough hard drives to hoop. Maybe I’d school them. I came upon seven young Navajo shooting lazy jumpers at a hoop on a cracked-asphalt court overlooking a red canyon wash. Then came the inevitable question: Want to run full court?

			“Cool,” I said.

			It was akin to being caught in the wrong lane with Olympic marathon runners. Up-and-down, stutter-step, now-you-saw-it-and-now-I-did-not dribbles and whiplash passes, a juking and endless vengeance of a game until this bilagáana put his hands on his knees gasping like an out-of-shape hiker on a Himalayan slope.

			Decades later I found myself stuck inside a Phoenix hotel, mind and spirit numbed by the hype and commercialism of a Super Bowl week. Corporate idiocy had run wild; I had to get out. So I dialed a former basketball coach of the Chinle Wildcats (the club of fired basketball coaches on the rez is capacious).

			“Which is the best night to catch a game on the rez?”

			“Every night,” he replied. “We’ve got no bowling alleys and no movie theaters. We only have basketball; that’s our love.”

			A minor correction: Window Rock, the Navajo Nation capital, an hour-and-fifteen-minute drive from Chinle, has a single movie theater, which offers a single showing of a film that rotates with the seasons. I split Phoenix like a con on the lam.

			That drive curled through cactus forests and raw-boned mountains and limestone escarpments. I reached Window Rock as night fell and a knife-sharp wind blew a veil of snow off the Chuskas and five thousand fans gathered at the Window Rock arena for a showdown with Chinle. I met Raul Mendoza that night. That was the season this hoop nomad had ended his retirement and was coaching the Window Rock Scouts.

			I found a seat next to Albert Wagner, a fifty-six-year-old with a ponytail of thick gray hair tucked under a cowboy hat he had carefully steamed and blocked. He had a handsome shirt with rhinestone buttons and fresh-pressed jeans, a turquoise belt buckle, and leather boots that nearly glowed. Five of his fourteen grandchildren would play this night.

			“A lot of people tonight, huh?”

			Wagner shrugged. “This is all the time.”

			The grip of hoops on the Navajo psyche was plain to see. Baskets made of baling wire and garbage pails and tubs hung off the sides of trailers and hogans. North of Black Mesa, a rusty and dented hoop was drilled into a salmon-colored butte.

			Hoops genealogists traced the game back through generations from parents to grandparents to basketball-playing great-grandparents without settling on anything like an Ur-game, that moment when a Navajo kid picked up a basketball and ran off dribbling. There’s no real mystery though. Navajo boys and girls were packed off to those Anglo boarding schools, and basketball became a way to pass the hours, combining a millennia-long native passion for endurance running—Navajo, Hopi, and Apache cross-country teams rank high—with a cultural emphasis on group rather than individual accomplishment.

			Hoops became a harmonizing force in this immense land.

			Grandfathers talked Bill Walton and Dave Cowens; fathers and mothers talked Kobe and Shaq. When we lived on the Navajo reservation in the 1990s, the NBA championship rolled around—Jordan’s Bulls versus Barkley’s Suns. We had no television and I had a serious basketball jones. Really, I was going to miss the Finals? Navajo told me not to worry. The reservation radio station broadcasts the NBA Finals. I laid in chips and salsa at the trailer and flipped on the radio and discovered my informants had neglected to tell me that those broadcasts were in Navajo.

			I recognized four words: “Charles Barkley” and “Michael Jordan.”

			Two years ago, the Chinle Wildcats bottomed out, near disintegrated. The coach yelled and hectored and humiliated and watched as his team galloped off into the bush like a spooked horse. The Wildcats finished 4–17 and the coach slunk away. The humiliation of that season was a stain not easily washed away.

			Shaun Martin, the athletic director, and Wayne Claw, the school board president, and Quincy Natay, the superintendent—the three most powerful men in Chinle—had a power play in mind. They invited Mendoza, still coaching at Window Rock, to lunch at the Quality Inn and Restaurant. Window Rock is the capital of the Navajo Nation, a government town, and the Quality Inn is where the power elite put on their best cowboy hats and boots and bracelets and eat a steak or a good Navajo taco.

			The three men put the arm to Mendoza over lunch. Rescue us, please. They could dangle no extra money, as a coach’s salary was set by state regulation. Mendoza had coached for more than three decades and had more than seven hundred victories but he was restricted to a salary a touch under five thousand dollars per season. The gentlemen from Chinle could, however, offer a pleasant apartment for a reasonable rent if his wife took a teaching job at the middle school in Chinle. More to the point, they offered the old man another chance to pursue that white whale of a state championship.

			Mendoza listened and asked questions about the sort of support he could expect from the school board, and soon enough he smiled. They had a deal.

			In his inaugural season, the old man coached the Wildcats to eighteen wins and the team went two playoff rounds before losing on a last-second shot. That earned him a reservoir of goodwill; what fan would be so foolish as to complain about a slow start this season?

			As the season was just three games old, I ran my theory of a goodwill reservoir by Lenny Jones, the assistant coach, and he rolled his eyes. Such naivete. You lack fluency in Navajo hoop complaints, he said. Two days earlier he had shopped at Bashas’ supermarket, and in aisle after aisle friends and even strangers had sidled over and offered unsolicited diagnoses. Mendoza—everyone referred to the coach by his surname—should press more. Mendoza should bench that sophomore guard. Mendoza is too old and the game had passed him by. Time for Mendoza to retire?

			Lenny pursed his lips. He credited his fellow Navajo with knowing the game, but he tired of this. Too many Navajo, he said, think they are native Steve Kerrs.

			Mendoza had in truth forecast a slow start on that first day of practice in November. He planned to start two sophomores; his junior center was out of shape and rebellious, and his senior guards were new to varsity ball. He foresaw many bumps. His team, he figured, would start slowly and round into shape by January and with luck compete in February for that El Dorado of a state championship.

			For now he preached fundamental hoop gospel. Think, pass, cut, shoot. And trust. If you passed the ball and cut and set a pick, you had to know your teammate would pass the ball back to you. Any hint of selfishness broke that virtuous circle.

			His players many days were like cranky pensioners and resisted his prescribed cure. Sometimes they affected boredom and pursued their own notions of offense, which was to run and shoot. Mendoza’s best teams featured players so ardent they tossed elbows and traded punches in practice. Not these guys; Wildcat practices were summer-camp loose and ramshackle. It was not Mendoza’s way to pound his fist and yell and demand order and allegiance. Intensity must swell from inside.

			They learned nothing otherwise.

			“Practices should be harder than a game,” he told his players before this tournament. “We won’t win until you carve up a teammate.”

			Whatever, Coach.

			

			—

			I walked around a rock outcropping and descended beneath the lip of Canyon de Chelly, the grandest of the great Navajo gorges, and slipped into mists of memory.

			Three crows soared along the flanks of red sandstone cliffs, their shadows mirroring ghosts. I walked a winding path and paused at a ledge eight hundred feet up and peered at the canyon floor. There was the hogan with the green roof and the fresh-turned fields sown with corn seed and the dry river wash that curled around giant stone outcroppings. There was the glade of silver cottonwoods clustered by the bank, leaves gilt-edged in autumnal death. If winter was generous and snows piled high in the mountains, this wash would turn wet by January.

			Black bears foraged under the birches and Russian olives, along with wild horses and deer and bobcats. You would not
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