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My journey began like most. I was searching for something that did not exist, at least not in this world, or so I thought. The past, present and future flow endlessly together in the dream world. And not all dreams happen while we sleep. Some occur in the middle of the day beneath the scorching sun of an arid desert. But especially at night, the dreams become real. Like I said, my journey began like most.

It was May of 1991 when I first experienced the spirits of an ancient tribe of people. I had taken my first trip to the canyons of Utah. This was no ordinary vacation. Ghosts haunted me from every aspect of my life. My closest friend had died two years before and I was still feeling the despair over his loss. My dreams were filled with images of a place that did not exist, but that paralleled the world I knew. And a Native Spirit was calling out to me. It was a time of great turmoil in my life. I did not know in what direction to turn. Fear of the unknown sent me into a panic. This was the first step of my journey.

As a young child I had always enjoyed anything to do with the old west. Like other kids I played cowboys and Indians, watched westerns on television and thought John Wayne was the greatest hero ever. I always had a special soft spot for the Indian people. I studied everything I could about the tribes of Oklahoma, the place I’d been born and raised.  I knew little about the Indians of the southwest. As a teen I had been with my parents to Bandelier National Monument in New Mexico and Mesa Verde National Park in Colorado. That was all I needed to become hooked on wanting to know more about the mysterious tribe that vanished long before white men set foot on this continent. The Anasazi became my main topic of interest. It would be almost twenty years before I would actually venture into their territory again.

I had moved to Kansas to be closer to my parents and young brother in 1989. Then my best friend died. The funeral in Oklahoma sent my faith on a downward spiral. Steve was only twenty-eight years old. He left behind a beautiful wife with a two-year old son and another on the way. All my life I had heard there was a reason for everything, but at that moment, I didn’t see it. I only knew that my best friend, the one person I was closer to than any other, was gone.

I felt lost in Utah. Driving down endless roads, with no towns for miles, wondering why I had decided to venture into the unknown. The Rocky Mountains of Colorado had always been the place I loved above all others. My favorite vacation memories always involved the mountains, especially the trips with my family and later with Steve. The best vacation had been the year before he died. My family and his had become as one. It was my favorite memory. So why had I decided on Utah? I glanced at my map and wondered where I was going.

It was almost dark when I pulled my vehicle onto the dirt road. Driving slowly, I looked for any place that would make a good spot to camp. There wasn’t one. Darkness came fast as I parked next to a clump of bushes. Turning the lights off, I realized there was enough natural light from the moon and the stars. I could see all around for miles. There was nothing but sage and tumbleweed. Off in the distance I could make out the mountains. The wind blew fiercely as I rolled my windows down. It was too late to set up a tent, so I decided to sleep in the car. Spreading my sleeping bag out on the passenger seat, I slid over and lay on top of it. No sleep followed. Seemed like hours that I lay there trying to get some rest. Was I afraid of the dreams?

Closing my eyes, I recalled that other place, the one that sometimes seemed confused with this one. Sometimes the dreams had been so real that I felt they were actually memories. They had been with me all my life. But the thing that frightened me most was that on rare occasions, I would find those places in the real world. And I knew I’d never been there before, except in my dreams.

Steve had always been with me as we explored the nocturnal world, until he died. Why was he no longer in my dreams? He was in my every waking thought. Had he died also in that other existence that we had once explored? Was there life after death, or nothing? The desert winds rocked my car until I at last fell into a restless sleep. There were no dreams that night.

I woke up startled. Something touched my hair! It was pitch black as I glanced around and let my eyes adjust. There was nothing in sight. I quickly rolled up the car window. Something had touched me. I looked out the back. The car shook as something leaped from the roof and onto the front hood with a loud thud. I caught the blurred image of a small person or animal running into the darkness. It sent chills all through me when I realized it had been on top of my car and had reached inside. I flipped on the headlights in hopes of seeing what it had been. There was nothing but the desert before me. Fortunately, it was almost dawn as the color of the sky began to turn a pale gray in the east.

The drive to Blandings was uneventful. I found a café for breakfast. The morning light was streaking across a cloudy sky. The café was small, but already filled with people on a Monday morning, looked to be mostly locals. I sat down in a booth near the window. After I finished with my meal, I noticed a forest ranger had come in, so I went over and asked him if he knew where I could find some Anasazi ruins in the area. He rattled off the ones I already knew were at roadside parks. Then he said if I was really interested that I should go to the Grand Gulch area. I thanked him for the information and returned to my booth.

“Why are you looking for ruins?”

I turned around to see an elderly, Native American gentleman in the booth behind me. He had a friendly enough face, with only the hint of a smile.

“I’d like to find some that are off the beaten path. Everyone seems to be going to Grand Gulch. I prefer places without crowds,” I answered truthfully.

“You won’t tear them up, will you? I know of some places around here where there are some ruins that no one goes to,” the old Indian told me. He had my interest.

“All I want to do is take pictures,” I assured him. “I love the history of the places. I’d like to know what really happened to the people who lived in them.”

“They left,” the old man chuckled to himself. “You’ll know why if you go looking for these ruins. You have to do a lot of walking, and there are no roads.”

“I live to hike,” I answered, not thinking about how cocky I sounded. “Are these ruins very far from here?”

He must have heard the excitement in my voice as I leaned over the booth with my Utah map. “You won’t need that. These ruins aren’t on any maps. Just drive toward Natural Bridges Monument. When you reach the roadside ruins at Mule Canyon, stop. Look at those ruins. Then drive back toward the east and take the first turn to the right. It will be a gated dirt road, but don’t worry. It’s all public land. Always remember to shut the gates after you. It keeps livestock in. Drive until the road stops. Then walk down the natural ravine until you come to the beginning of a deep canyon. You will find some ruins along the rim that are much like those over at Hovenweep. Old towers are still standing silent.”

“Is it a really long hike?” I inquired.

“These aren’t the main ruins I’m sending you to. This is hardly any walking at all. I only felt you should see them first. Now drive back to the same roadside ruins and then go back east again. Except this time, take the first dirt road to your left. It has no gate. Follow it down across a dry creek bed. Park your car somewhere around there and follow the dry creek into the canyon. Go west. After several miles you will find some ruins.”

“Are there many people that go to these?”

“Not many. Very few people know of them. But that’s not all. Several canyons to the north are more ruins. When you drive across the river at Combs Wash, take the road on the west side and follow it north. You will go through a wooden gate and then find a huge grove of trees. Park your car and then follow the little creek up into that canyon. More ruins are there.”

“That’s probably more than I can do, but I certainly want to thank you for telling me about them,” I told him sincerely.

“I think you will find what you are looking for,” he answered prophetically. “Just watch out for coyotes.”

I had no idea what he meant by that. I was too excited about finding some ruins to care about anything else. After leaving the café I drove toward my new destination.

The sign for Mule Canyon Ruins caught my eye. I pulled into the roadside area and parked. The mesa top ruins were small, but nicely preserved. A couple of other people were walking around as I drank some pop and studied my map. I realized how close I was to Natural Bridges National Monument. My mind was forming a plan. I would go on to the Monument and spend the day, come back to this area later that evening and make camp somewhere. Then I’d have the entire next day to hike.

The three giant sandstone bridges were interesting, but not quite as spectacular as I had hoped for. I walked to all the overlooks and then hiked down to the bottom of each one for the experience. There was no way to take a really good picture that would do them justice. The thing I did find exciting, was to learn there was an Indian ruin in the canyon between two of the bridges. I hiked to it, climbed up in it and took pictures. For me, that made the side trip worthwhile.

It was getting dark by the time I got back to the Mule Canyon Ruins. I followed the instructions exactly. The road was really rough. I decided to park on a hill and walk the rest of the way. A cool breeze was blowing by the time I reached the canyon rim. I saw the crumbling tower and stopped in my tracks. It was right out of my dreams. I hurried over to it and noticed the remains of other buildings dotting the rim. That was when I saw the cliff house on the other side of the horseshoe shaped canyon. I slowly made my way over to a place where I could scramble down the steep rock wall and onto a large ledge. It was more strenuous than it seemed. I found myself climbing up and down several ledges before I could finally make my way to the ruins in the overhang of the cliff. The scenery from that area was breathtaking. I looked the length of the canyon as it grew deeper and deeper. Far off in the distance was the dark outline of mountains. It was twilight.

In that moment, I felt one with the earth as the wind blew around me. I enjoyed the place a little too long. Darkness was approaching. I carefully made my way back along the ledge of the cliff, but for some reason, I couldn’t find the way I had come down. A sense of panic overtook me as I frantically looked for a way up. This may have been a great ruin, but I had no intention of spending the night there. Then I heard the howl of my first coyote. It was unsettling. It’s not the same as when you hear it in a movie. The night was growing dark, I was alone, and some animal was closer than I cared for it to be. I literally scrambled my way to the top. My arms and legs were covered with the scratches to prove it. Walking back to my car, I had the same eerie feeling I had felt that morning when I had been so unexpectedly awakened.

My beat up little Mazda was my safe haven. There was a sense of relief as I opened the door and the inside light came on. Laughing at myself for getting so spooked, I opened a can of diet Pepsi and tore into my bag of Oreo’s. Nothing calms me down like a cold pop and cookies. I decided it was too late to try and set up a tent. So I again slept in my car. This time I kept the windows rolled up. There was almost a full moon as I lay there and thought about the place I’d found. All night long I heard coyotes howling off in the distant canyons. That night I dreamed of many things.

Dust swirled around me as my dream took me to a place I had never been before. Walking across a wide, open area in a huge canyon I saw seven Indians off in the distance coming from one of the side ravines. They were all dancing in a single file and playing flutes. Their dress was like none I’d seen before. They wore clothes of black and white. All wore strange hats and hairstyles. As I watched them dance out across the canyon floor, a herd of wild horses suddenly appeared and ran past them. The herd made a huge circle as they ran around behind me. Then they circled back in my direction and were running directly toward me. I could see no place to hide or how to get out of their way. Moments before reaching me, they darted to one side and passed less than ten feet away. I was enveloped in a cloud of dust as they headed back the way they had come. When the dirt had cleared, the Indians were gone and so were the horses. Hiking on, I found a trail up to the top of a mesa. Suddenly I was walking among streets with strange adobe dwellings on either side and I could hear the laughter of children, but I saw no one. The laughter then turned into the howl of a coyote. I woke up staring at the moon.

There was an emptiness inside me as I realized I had no one to talk to. For two years I had hiked alone, something I had never done before. Steve had always enjoyed going with me on little adventures to the Wichita Mountains in the southwest corner of Oklahoma. And we had gone six times to Colorado. The first year after his death I revisited all the places he and I had gone to. It wasn’t the same without him. A smiling face was no longer there to greet me when I said some stupid thing. Steve was the only person I had ever been able to share my every thought. He knew all my secrets and I knew all of his. Our personalities just clicked together even though we loved to argue. In most ways we were total opposites, yet, there had been a strong bond between us. We each knew that nothing could ever break it. Now I was alone.

A flicker of movement caught my attention. I sat up and looked out the window. I could barely make out the figure of a man disappearing into a thicket of trees in the next gully.  There were no details, only a dark image. It suddenly seemed like a lot of people were out at night when I wasn’t seeing a soul during the day. I made certain the doors were locked as I lay back down. Another coyote howled as I fell back asleep and was once again in a dream.

I tried to adjust my eyes to the bright light that illuminated my vision. I was walking across a huge expanse of red rock that followed the rim of a deep canyon. There was a small building ahead. I made my way toward it, wondering why it was there. As I got closer, I could make out that it was an adobe ruin. There was an open door waiting as I rounded the corner and looked down into the nearby canyon. I slowly stepped into the room, which had no roof, except for a few wooden logs that lay across the top. The sun was shining directly in my eyes as I made out somebody standing beneath the shadows of the rafters. The sun was much brighter than in real life as I peered toward the other person. I could barely make him out before I realized it was Steve. I woke suddenly from the dream.

A coyote was standing in front of my car, watching me. I turned the lights on and watched as it ran into the brush. Not being able to get back to sleep, I found myself deep in thought. So much had happened on this trip. On the way over from my home in Kansas I had stopped at the Taos Pueblo. From there I had ventured over to the Aztec Ruins. They were impressive, especially the fully reconstructed kiva. I spent hours there. After that it was on to the Salmon Ruins. Then I drove to Canyon De Chelly.

This was where I became disappointed with the Navajo policies. At the visitor center to the National Monument I found out you could not hike down into the canyon and explore it without a Navajo guide. And they all seemed to charge a fortune for the privilege. By no means was I a rich man, a cheapskate on top of that. What happened to that old saying that an Indian didn’t believe you could own the land? Or that sweet Mother Earth belonged to everybody? The natives had learned well from their oppressors. Money always talked.

I decided to do the free stuff. There was one hike which they did not charge for. This was the only one I took, but what a hike. It would have been worth paying for. The trail to White House Ruins was spectacular. A steep path led through tunnels and narrow ledges to the bottom of the canyon. The clouds had long since cleared and the sun was casting a golden ray across the red sandstone cliffs. The path disappeared in the white sand of river bottom. It was hard to walk as I made my way around the curve of the canyon. What stood before me in the cliffs was all I could have asked for. The White House Ruins were in mint condition. A fence around the pueblo ruins at the base of the cliff kept people from trying to climb up into the main structure. I understood the need to keep it preserved. These were America’s lost cities. And we knew so little about them. Taking pictures, I saw that the moon was in full view above the golden colored cliff wall. It was only late afternoon.

I had then decided to go on to Spider Rock. Luckily, there was no hiking involved as I walked to the overlook. The view was mesmerizing. Something about this giant column of rock reaching up hundreds of feet from the deep canyon overshadowed everything else I had previously seen. I took countless pictures of this legendary spire of sandstone. It was hard to pull myself away as the sun began to set.

A sudden dust storm caught me as I drove from Chinle toward Kayenta. Each mesa and butte seemed to rise up from the desert floor. I had always thought of Arizona as flat. It was nothing as I imagined. This was the place I had seen in my dreams, but never knew where it existed. Now it was all real. As sand swirled around my car, I wondered where I’d spend the night. There were no campgrounds or roadside parks that I had noticed. Before sleep overtook me, I pulled off the road and parked behind a small hill. Nothing disturbed me that night.

The next day I headed to Monument Valley with high expectations. After all, this was where John Wayne and John Ford had made so many of their classic movies. I had seen them all. Once again, the Navajo were charging admission. I glanced around at each large butte and decided I could see all I needed from the road. I wasn’t going to pay to see Monument Valley. Instead, I drove over to Goulding’s Trading Post. There were pictures of my hero, John Wayne, all over. It felt good to know I was standing in the same place that he once stood. Had it held a spell over him as well?

I ate lunch at the entrance to Monument Valley. Earlier, I had noticed all the trinket stands and signs that advertised fry bread. The need to experience something different had also compelled me to try mutton. It was delicious. From that moment on I was hooked on fry bread and mutton. 

I camped at Navajo Monument. Betatakin Ruin was impressive from the overlook. I wanted to be down inside the great stone city. Being off season, I learned that the ruin was closed to hikes. So was Keet Seel. These were the entire reason I had chosen to come there in the first place since I had read they were the best preserved ruins in America, even better than those at Mesa Verde. They only had tours from Memorial Day to Labor Day, in the heat of summer, when I would not want to be there. Another goal lost.

I broke camp early and made the long drive to Hovenweep. The towns of Mexican Hat and Bluff were small, but interesting. I had taken several side trips to points of interest on my map, the Goosenecks and Twin Rocks. By the time I drove to my destination it was late afternoon. The campground was open, but completely empty. I pitched my tent and had the entire place to myself. I drove over to the visitor center. Never saw one so small. The ranger pointed out that the Square Tower Ruins were right there in front of me. I took the trail over to the rim of the small canyon. It wasn’t much compared to Canyon De Chelly, although the ruins were different from others I had seen. The rock towers stood watch atop the mesa. I could see Sleeping Ute Mountain off to the southeast. Also, I could see the volcano cone known as Ship Rock in the distance.

The Square Tower Ruins were a photographer’s dream. There were no distracting fences around them. I hiked the trail around the rim and down into the canyon. This was where I saw my first pictographs. They were simple, but they were real, works of art from a thousand years before. There was no one else on the trail. The solitude gave me a sense of what it must have been like at the beginning of time, when all things were new, waiting to be discovered.

The return to my camp had me still wanting to see more. That is when I noticed the trailhead to more ruins. It was four miles. Glancing down the path, I figured if I hurried, I could make it back before dark. Besides, these canyons all seemed to be really small. It couldn’t be a very strenuous hike. All I carried was a camera. The breeze was blowing steady as I climbed down into the wash. The trail followed it around several bends before I climbed back up through the small trees and shrubs and onto the slick-rock. It didn’t seem to take long before I saw a rock tower off in the distance. I rushed to it. 

This was the Holly Ruins. The sun was setting as I took pictures of the large tower that seemed to be perched precariously on a large boulder. Why had these people built it there? Nothing about their architecture seemed to make sense. I hiked down below the ruin and up onto the other side. The sun was silhouetting the building opposite me. There was a sense of magic in the air; also, a feeling of not being alone as I realized it would be dark soon.

The hike back wasn’t too bad until the trail went down into the canyon. The breeze had turned cooler as I walked through the tall brush grass. In the twilight there was no problem making out the path. But there was a feeling of being watched. Then I saw them up on the rim of the canyon, three coyotes. They made no sound. My steps grew faster as I kept a wary eye on these intruders to my world. I was nervous, realizing I had not even brought a flashlight. What if it got really dark before I reached the campground? I still had the climb up out of the canyon. And now I had coyotes after me. How does one scare off a pack of vicious creatures? I was almost running as I made my way along the trail. How could I have been so stupid to think I could make an eight-mile hike when the sun had already been so low in the sky at the beginning of it?

What makes us fear the night? Is it the unknown things not seen? Or is it the darkness that lies within us? Was I running from the coyotes, or myself? I felt such a relief when I came around the curve of a rock wall and saw the dark images of the campground shelters above me. I slowed my pace as I made my way up the trail to the safety of the road. My breathing was heavy as I tried to calm myself. Sitting down at my table, I noticed there were still no other people in the campground. I opened a can of pop and drank. My thirst was unquenchable, so I opened another can. The wind was blowing strong now. I decided against a fire. My dinner consisted of a few granola bars and more cookies. All I heard was the wind. Crawling into my tent, I quickly fell asleep.

My dream began with a herd of buffalo stampeding along a raging creek. There were huge, round granite boulders all around me. I was back in the Wichita Mountains of Oklahoma. I made my way to the trickling waterfall that fell from a tall cliff. It was hidden back in a narrow canyon. The spray of mist touched my face and I knew I was back on familiar ground. This was the world where Steve and I had explored, for real and in our dreams. 

Making my way to the top of the mountain, storm clouds were gathering to the west. The herd of buffalo ran in the valley below me. Up ahead I could see a large man. I saw at once he was an Indian. He motioned for me to follow him. Golden feathers hung from his hair. I climbed up to where he stood. Never saying a word, he pointed toward the coming storm.

I awoke to the tent flapping loudly in the wind. A clap of thunder rang across the mesa. The rain soon followed. I listened to the sound of water hitting the canvas. It was a sound I had loved since childhood, a soft music that lulled me back to sleep. I felt refreshed at the first rays of light. Crawling out of the tent, there was the fresh smell of sage all around me. I watched a scrawny coyote sniffing around one of the trash cans at a nearby camp site. He looked up, startled to see me. He ran down the ravine. Not much to be afraid of by the light of day. And he had seemed more frightened of me than I of him. I laughed at myself for letting my imagination get the best of me. Those three coyotes had probably not even noticed me down in the dark canyon.

That had all happened days ago. Now I was ready to explore Mule Canyon. The sun was rising as I sat up in my car. The Utah landscape had a dreamlike quality all its own in the morning glow of the sun. I got out and stretched. This was a good chance to get some pictures over at the towers. I hiked back to the canyon. Now I could make out the small notch in the rocks that led down to the ledge where all the cliff ruins were. It would have been almost impossible to find in the dark. I made my way to it and climbed back to the rock house that sat in the shadows of the cliff. The view was just as stirring as it had been the night before. I sat and rested. Something made me whistle. The sound echoed through the canyon.

The other road was easy to find. I drove across the dry wash and parked in an open area. The old Indian had said to walk several miles to the west and I would find ruins. The day was already hot as I started into the wash. I was wearing only shorts and a tank-top. My skin had grown quite tan. I only carried my camera, didn’t even take water, hated to carry so much weight. Figured I’d do as I always had in the mountains. Drink pop when I got back. Of course in the mountains there was always a stream or creek if my thirst got the best of me. This arid land of Utah was not as plentiful with its water.

The canyon walls grew higher as I proceeded along the sandy riverbed. It was hard to walk. The day became hotter as the canyon cliffs seemed to stifle the wind. Sweat was pouring down my shoulders as I rounded each new bend of the curving chasm. It seemed like I walked for hours. There was no real trail to follow and this was turning out not to be as fun as I thought it would be. I preferred roughing it where they had good trails. This was really rough. I should have brought a canteen. The heat was scorching. And I still didn’t see any ruins. I was sure I had already hiked twice as far as I had at Hovenweep. That had been four miles. It was starting to cross my mind that the old Indian had led me on a wild goose chase and was probably laughing to himself about sending a stupid white man into the wilderness. My throat was dry as I looked up at the cliffs. This was one great big Indian joke. But he had led me correctly to the wonderful towers on the other side of the road. Maybe I wasn’t giving it a chance. I decided to round one more bend, and if I didn’t see signs of ruins, I’d turn back. There was nothing. Still, something told me to keep going. Trust my instincts that the old man had told the truth.

The first ruin was on the corner of the next bend. It looked exactly like those I had seen at Natural Bridges the day before. I forgot all about the heat. There really were ruins in this canyon. I looked ahead and spied another one up in the overhang of a cliff. There were small ruins at every bend. I kept walking with exhilaration. This was what I wanted to find. No other people, only me and the ruins of the ancient Anasazi. I climbed up rock walls to several of the buildings. Some still had wood logs across their roofs. Of course, there were some I could not reach without ropes or climbing gear. Those would wait for another time. It was late afternoon when I decided to turn back. As excited as I was, I did not want to be caught in the dark again. The knowledge that more ruins waited up ahead had me rounding one last bend. Half way up a steep cliff I could make out the round walls of a kiva. This would be my final stop.

I was afraid to climb down into the circle, not that it didn’t look safe. There was just something mysterious about it. I knew a kiva was considered a place of religion to the ancient ones. The Hopi believe they represented the place where the people had come out of the underworld and into this one. I had also read the Louis L’Amour book, ‘The Haunted Mesa.’ It was my favorite novel. In that book, the kiva was a doorway to another dimension. Though I had dreamed of a parallel world all my life, I wasn’t so sure I would actually want to go there for real. What if I couldn’t get back? My family and friends would think I was lost in a maze of canyons in Utah. It didn’t matter that I didn’t believe for certain. My mind was thinking about the ‘what if’ of the situation. So I simply looked down into the kiva. I was not yet ready.

The heat was a real scorcher as I backtracked the way I had come. What an imbecile I was for not bringing water. I was dying of thirst by the time I reached my car. I opened the ice chest in the back seat and grabbed some pop. The taste was wonderful as it ran down my throat.

Then I drove back to the highway. Combs Wash had looked like a good place to camp. It had large groves of cottonwood trees along the creek. I turned on the road the old Indian had told me about and drove north. There were actually several great spots for camping. I could see where others had made fire pits. I saw a massive tree, taller than all the others. That was the one I would camp under.

I quickly set up my small dome tent, pulled out my ice chest and searched for firewood. There wasn’t much around. Tough, green branches and small kindling were all I could find. The moon was rising over the cliffs of the deep wash. I decided to wait until it got a little darker before starting the fire. I made a sandwich, using fry bread and spam. Not so good. Then I heard the lone howl of a coyote. The sound was growing on me. Something about it gave me comfort. Steve would have liked Utah.

Our last trip had been in October of 1989. We had driven to the Wichita Mountains in Oklahoma. It had been late evening when we reached the roadblock at the base of Mount Scott. We had parked the car and decided to hike the road. A cool autumn breeze was blowing as we climbed to the top of the granite mountain. It was close to midnight. The lights from the city of Lawton illuminated the sky to the south. It was a beautiful night. A perfect moment shared by two friends. By the time we had returned to the car and driven to the campground, it was closed. We decided to sleep in the parking lot. I was dead tired, but Steve still wanted to talk. He told me things he had never said before. That night he told me I was closer than a brother or any other friend. I knew what he meant. For years I had asked him if I was his best friend and he had always answered that I shouldn’t have to ask, I should just know. When he finally told me, I realized I had always known the answer. A few months later he died.

The moon was shining brightly as I stood up and went over to the fire pit. This was no time to think about the past. I needed a fire. The wood was too green. After numerous attempts to get a fire started I gave up. The small kindling burned nicely, but it never had time to get the larger logs lit. The sound of coyotes howling at the moon echoed through the canyon. I grabbed a bag of cookies and crawled into my tent. Laughing to myself, I remembered that Steve used to always make the campfires on our trips together. 

“Let Steve see if he can get a fire started,” I said out loud. It was a sarcastic statement. I stretched out on my sleeping bag and thought about the wonderful ruins I had found.

There was a loud eruption of noise. A golden light filled the tent. I cautiously unzipped the canvas and looked out. The fire was a blazing inferno. Glancing around, there was no one in sight. How had the fire started? I crawled out and used my ice chest for a seat near the burning logs. The fire was warm and inviting. The trunks of the surrounding cottonwood trees glowed in the light. Smoke drifted lazily up into the star-filled sky. Was this a place where the Anasazi might have made camp centuries before? I felt their spirits all around me. Sparkling embers seemed to float above the bright flame and watch me. There was a comfort in knowing I was not alone. I knew that different worlds were colliding at that moment and becoming one. I opened my mind to the visions before me. I began to chant and sing. My eyes became open to things I had denied. The dream world was a reality. And reality was nothing but a dream.

Faces of an ancient people appeared around me in the shadows of the fire. They spoke in a language that was no more. Yet, I could understand the meaning in their words. A very old spirit stepped close to the flame and smiled.

“You must follow your own path. Not the trail of others,” he said. “Follow the visions and our paths shall cross many times. Sing praise to the One who is above all things. For in all lands, there is a belief in a greater One than ourselves. That knowledge is born into all people. Your mind was closed when you stopped believing in your dreams. All things come full circle.”

A log splintered in the fire, sending sparks up into the air. Just as quickly, the faces were gone and I was sitting there alone. But I could still feel them all around me. I sat by the fire for several hours while it burned without any assistance from me. When I returned to my tent, the flickering glow sent me into a restful sleep. The sounds of the coyotes were my lullaby as a soft breeze blew against the canvas. The gentle rustle of cottonwood leaves blended into the music of the night. Darkness would never bother me again.

The next morning I knew where I had to go, back to that kiva from the day before. But I didn’t want to take the same hike through the canyon. I decided to follow the rim along the north side. Hiking was much easier on the solid slick-rock. There were canyons beyond canyons in view. How many of them held other ruins? I climbed down several small ravines and then back up onto the mesa. It was hard to see down into the canyon where most of the ruins were hidden beneath rock overhangs. However, I was able to spot a few and pinpoint where I was in conjunction to where I had been the day before. I realized I needed to find a way down to reach my destination.

The descent wasn’t easy. Sandstone is great to walk on if it is level, but it becomes very slick when it is steep. I found myself sliding several times. I ended up sitting on my bottom, scooting from ledge to ledge. Then, as the walls became steeper, I climbed down with the use of small foot holes. It was slow going. When I finally reached the floor of the canyon, I knew I wasn’t far from the kiva. My path was set.

The weather changed. A cover of gray clouds kept the temperature very pleasant. A slight breeze blew through the stone corridor. I climbed up to the kiva and once again looked inside. The rock walls were strong and sturdy. I climbed down. My thoughts kept going back to the book, ‘Haunted Mesa.’ What if this really was a doorway to the next world? Would I venture there? I stood in silent vigil, waiting for something to happen. There was nothing. I laughed at myself for letting my imagination have such silly thoughts. What had I been expecting? Some great light to zip me away to another world? I touched the cold stone walls.

Something stirred inside me, not from touch, but from my thoughts. What dreams had these people had? Were they also looking for something that was always just out of reach? A large hawk flew overhead as I climbed out of the kiva. I watched as it flew across the canyon to the other side. The figure of a man stood on the far rim. I could tell he was watching me as I squinted my eyes to see better. It looked almost like Steve. He quickly vanished into the trees. The hike back to my vehicle would reveal no sign of anybody else.

By the time I drove back to camp, the sun was setting. I found some dry timber not far from my tent. Placing it over the ashes of my previous fire, I had no trouble lighting it. The wood caught fire quickly and burned brightly as dusk settled over the wash. I ate well that evening. Hot dogs topped off with cookies. I pulled my sleeping bag from the tent and spread it out next to the fire. It felt good to lie down and watch the smoke rise into the sky, making its way across the moon.

“Hello to camp.” A voice echoed.

I glanced around to see the old Indian who had spoken to me the night before. He walked into the light of the fire and smiled as I sat up. He looked so real, not like a vision or a spirit.

“You saw the homes of the Coyote People,” he stated, holding his hands out to the warmth of the fire.

“Don’t you mean the Anasazi?” I asked.

“That is not a name they know,” he answered. “I do not think you could pronounce the name they gave themselves. The best I can come up with is Coyote People. Have you not seen them in the night? They have always been here. Very few have had the vision to see them. What have you learned on your journey? Is your heart still troubled?”

“I haven’t learned anything. There are so many mysteries here that I don’t think I could ever learn the answers to them all,” I tried to explain.

The old Indian smiled wisely. “Then you have learned much on this journey. You turned away from Great Spirit because you had no understanding of His ways. But it was never up to you to understand all things. The Great Being has a plan for each of us, in our own way. You must follow your own path to the end. Some follow a shorter path than you, some a longer one. At the end of each path, there begins a new one. Each path is blessed by those it crosses. All trails lead in a circle that will bring them all back together again.”

I was still pondering his words when he pointed to the darkness. I peered into the night. “What am I supposed to see?” I inquired.

“I have brought someone to see you,” he answered. 

Choking back the tears, I looked across the fire into the eyes of my friend. Steve grinned as he sat down across from me. Our words went unspoken, but we each knew what was in the other’s heart. How I had longed to see him in my dreams, and now, here he was before me.

“I thought you were gone,” Steve suddenly said. I wondered what he meant? He had been the one who had died.

“Was it you I saw at the ruins this afternoon?” I asked.

There was a gleam in his eyes as he spoke. “I thought that was you across the canyon. I thought I was dreaming it all. Where have you been?”

Where had I been? What was he talking about? I had always been there. He was the one who was gone.

“This can’t be happening. You drowned two years ago. I saw your body at the funeral,” I sputtered.

There was a look of surprise on his face. “You’re the one who died. You slid off that glacier at Estes Park. Don’t you remember?”

I had fallen and almost gone off a cliff in the mountains. But a small bush had kept me from going over. That was in 1986. I hadn’t died, though I admit it had shaken me up a lot. Steve and I had done lots of things after that incident. What made him think I was dead?

“I’m the one who is alive,” I said. “Don’t you remember how excited I was that you were going to have another son? You never even got to see Brandon. He is the spitting image of Kyle.”

A look of confusion crossed over Steve’s face. “You and I always hiked and traveled together. Don’t you remember? Now I hike alone. You are the one that died. You are the ghost, not me.”

The old Indian spoke again. “In a way you are both right and you are both wrong. Each of you vanished in the other’s world, but not in your own. Only in dreams can you truly be together. So make the most of every moment that you have.”

“Does this mean the world I’ve dreamed of; is Steve’s real world now?” I asked.

“And the places and people he dreams, are your reality,” the Indian answered, before turning and leaving again.

I looked over at Steve with new understanding. Did it also make sense to him? My path in his world had ended early, as his had in mine. How could I make sure they would cross again?

“Tell me about my boys,” Steve whispered softly. I realized he understood.

“I’ve tried to always be there for them. I love them as if they were my own sons. Kyle is smart, moody, and has your smile. Brandon got your brown eyes, mischievous eyes.”

“What about Kelly?”

“She is going to college to be a teacher. You could have never picked a better wife. She’s the glue that holds us all together.”

“Are you as weird in your world as you were in mine?” Steve grinned.

“I doubt anyone would argue that point,” I laughed. “But there is one thing about me that would not change in either world. You have always been, and always will be, my best friend.”

“I always knew that,” Steve smiled. “Even after you were gone, I never felt alone when I hiked. You were always with me.”

I was ashamed to say that I had not felt the same. Loneliness had made me bitter. Because he had not been in my dreams, I had not allowed him to walk with me. I had blamed God. But it had been my own closed mind that had kept Steve away. I knew I would never hike alone again. Steve would always be there.

“Tell me about your world?” I asked.

Steve talked for hours. All the places I had seen in my dreams, he was describing as if they were real. It was nice to hear his voice again. I closed my eyes and wished the night would never end. Then Steve wanted to know all about his family and friends. I told him all I knew. We laughed and talked as we had always done by the circle of the firelight. Then we began to sing songs. It took me back to our times in the mountains. That had been one path and now we were on another, strange how we should meet again in the canyons of Utah. I found myself memorizing every line of Steve’s face. I’d not lose him again. As the fire began to flicker, I fell asleep. All my dreams took me back to the times I’d enjoyed with Steve in the mountains.

I awoke to the sounds of birds chirping in the trees. A glorious sun was coming up over the horizon. I had slept outside my tent all night. There was no one else there as I glanced around. It didn’t matter. My friend was back in my dreams. And I was back in his. I stood and stretched as the morning breeze blew through my hair. Everything was going to be all right. My soul had been restored to me. My faith renewed. I had found that which I had lost.  Little did I know that my search for the Coyote People had just begun.
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There was no one I could tell concerning what had happened to me in Utah. I knew my family and friends would think I was crazy. It would have been construed as a nervous breakdown. Since childhood I had kept my visions to myself. Kelly was starting a new life with a new man. She didn’t need me telling everyone I still conversed with the one she had lost. Kyle and Brandon were much too young to understand that I had seen their father.

It was three years before I ventured back into Anasazi country. In many ways, I was still afraid of the visions I had experienced there. They had seemed so real. Nothing like that had happened to me since. I had returned from the trip inspired, with a whole new outlook on life. Steve’s widow and children had somehow grown to fill the void in my heart. I loved the boys as my own. And Kelly was my dearest friend. My parents had come to think of her as a daughter. They were perfect in my eyes when I saw them as grandparents to the children. Then Kelly found a new love and gained a stepson. The spirits must have been smiling on me. I had grown up with Mike as a neighbor. He didn’t mind that I was always around. His son, Jeremy, stepped in as a big brother to Kyle and Brandon. Our families became as one.

I knew it was time to go back to Utah. There were so many unanswered questions I still had. At first, I’d decided the thing that had been on my car and the image I had seen in the darkness near the ruins might have been Steve. But then I realized it couldn’t have been. When we had finally been reunited by the fire, it was clear he had not seen me until that day. So what had touched my hair and jumped from the roof of the car? Had it been a Coyote Person?  If it had been, were there more of them, and where? They seemed to always be near the Anasazi ruins, but could they have been the same ones who built the stone castles? Why did they only come out at night? Were they real or only my imagination? I had to know.

May is the perfect month to visit the Four Corners region. The weather is warm by day and cool at night. On the way over from Kansas I made a quick stop at Manitou Springs. It had dawned on me there had to be a connection between the ruins there and those on the other side of the Rockies. The ruins were in excellent shape. I had passed the sign to them many times, thinking it was a tourist trap. Much to my surprise, they were like the ruins at Mesa Verde, except smaller. Standing in the alcove of the sandstone cliff I turned to view Pike’s Peak. This was too perfect to be believable. Then I learned the ruins had been brought over from the southwest corner of the state and reconstructed during the early 1900’s.

It was late at night when I finally reached Utah. I drove to the Fisher Towers and slept in my car. The next morning was beautiful. The sky looked like a painting as the sun rose. I glanced over at Castle Rock. It looked exactly as it had in many western movies. This was the valley John Wayne had made “Rio Grande” and “The Comanchero’s.”  I stood beneath a huge mesa, the Colorado River and the La Salle Mountains off in the distance. This was the west. That’s when I remembered my recent purchase. I quickly went to my car and pulled out the package I had bought the day before at the Garden of the Gods. The bright, red and blue feathers blew in the gusty, morning breeze. I put on the Indian headdress and felt instantly like a Chief.

On my last visit into Navajo country I had realized the local natives didn’t like to have their picture taken. I decided to solve that problem. I’d be the Indian in my own photos. No hassle, no fuss. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t an Indian. I was going to get those perfect pictures I had in my mind. I was about to learn that the idea was easier than the reality. Strong wind and feathers do not mix.

My day was spent at Canyonlands National Park - Island in the Sky. Each new overlook seemed more spectacular than the last. The day was enjoyable as I drove from sight to sight. It was still early when I headed into the town of Moab. After walking around the shops in town, I decided to check out the youth hostel. The minute I pulled up to the Lazy Lizard I knew I was too old for this crowd. This was a mountain bike group of teens, lots of hair and earrings. I sat in the car wondering what to do. I had never felt old until that moment. I was only thirty-five. Luckily, I was one of those people that never grew up.

There was no one at the front desk as I stepped into the lobby. A couple of young guys came from a large room and went up the stairs. I rang the bell on the desk. Another youth came from around the corner.

“Need a room, man?”

“I noticed the sign on the highway said you had rooms for seven dollars?” I inquired, wondering what I was getting myself into as the scent of pot caught my attention. I glanced around to see a group of young people outside. They were all smoking something.

“We have a few beds left in the dorm for that price,” the kid behind the counter answered.

“You don’t have any private rooms, do you?” I asked, knowing I didn’t want to share a dorm.

“For twenty bucks I can get you a private room at a house across the road. It’s like a bed and breakfast. Everyone has their own room, but you all share the bathroom, kitchen and living area.”

“I’ll take it.” I’m still not sure if it was because of the privacy or the cheap price.

Either way, it turned out to be perfect. The house was nothing special. But it was nice and comfortable. A couple of women and their kids had finished up in the kitchen and left for town. I decided to cook some hamburgers. While in the kitchen another couple came into the house. I noticed that they were about my parent’s age, mid-fifties. They had several suitcases, so I went over and held open the door. The man thanked me and they went to their room. It was obvious they were Indians. I went back in the kitchen and ate my supper.

I was watching television in the living room when I heard someone ask if I wanted some tofu. I glanced around to see the Indian woman looking at me.

“No thanks, I already ate,” I answered.

“Are you sure? We made too much for the two of us. I hate to throw it away,” the woman said, sounding much like my own mother.

“I honestly don’t have a clue what tofu is,” I admitted. “I’ve not tried much of the local foods yet. I do like the mutton and fry bread though.”

I could hear the man chuckling in the kitchen. His wife looked at me with a big grin on her face. “Tofu is definitely not from the American Indians. Why don’t you come in here and taste it?”

Not wanting to seem unfriendly, I got up and went into the kitchen. The man never even looked up from his plate as I walked over to the stove. The lady dipped up a big bowl and handed it to me. I wasn’t sure what it was as I looked at the pile of mush. I smiled before slowly taking a bite.

“This tastes good,” I said, turning to leave the room.

“Why don’t you have a seat with us,” the woman offered as she pulled out a chair. Hesitantly, I sat down across from her husband. He didn’t say a word.

“Did you think tofu was Navajo cuisine?” The woman asked, sitting next to her husband.

“I really wasn’t sure what it was. I’ve heard it mentioned. Is it some sort of health food?” 

“Who knows? My daughter in Phoenix got us hooked on it. We like to try new things every once in a while,” she replied.

“Are you here hiking?” The man suddenly looked up and asked.

“Yes. I was at Canyonlands today. Figured I’d go to Arches tomorrow,” I answered.

“This is some beautiful country. Where are you from, if you don’t mind my asking?” He then queried.

“Kansas. But I was born and raised in Oklahoma.” For some reason I always thought it sounded better if you were from Oklahoma when talking to an Indian, like the state had some magic spell that would make natives like white people better.

“We went through Kansas once,” the man replied. “Wasn’t a place I’d care to revisit. Never been to Oklahoma.”

“It’s nice, but nothing compared to this,” I said, referring to Utah.

The couple both smiled. “We’re from Arizona originally. We live a few hours south of here now. But we have to agree with you, this area is beautiful.”

“My name is FayeBelle Begay and this is my husband, Floyd.” The woman said in introduction.

“I’m Sonny Collins.” 

“Now, is that your real name?” The woman grinned.

“Actually, it is. My parents were very young when I was born.” Everyone always thought I went by a nickname. “My youngest brother has it just as bad. His name is Trace. Of course, the black sheep of the family got a normal name, James. It would be nice if we could pick our own.”

“I think it suits you,” the woman said. “I never go by my real name. Navajo names are hard for a lot of people to pronounce.”

“So, you are Navajo? I was wondering, but I didn’t want to ask.”

“Born and raised on the rez.” FayeBelle laughed.

“Last time I was here, the only radio station I could get in my car was a Navajo station from Window Rock. I was in shock that it wasn’t in English. I felt like I was in another country.”

“You must have been down close to our home. That station is heard all over the Four Corners. It ain’t foreign to us. What were you doing down south?” Floyd inquired.

“I was looking for Anasazi ruins,” I answered.

“You mean, Mesa Verde?”

“I’ve been there, but I was looking for the smaller ones in Utah. I found some really good ones near Blandings.”

“We have some close to where we live. You need to explore around Bluff and Mexican Hat. There are lots of ruins in that area. Have you seen the petroglyphs? Those are really interesting,” Floyd pointed out. He was suddenly much friendlier than he had been when I first sat down.

“Maybe you could give me some information I’ve been curious about. Do you know anything about the Coyote People?”

Dead silence as the couple glanced at each other. “I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Floyd finally answered as he stood up. “I guess we better be getting to bed. We have an early day planned. It was nice meeting you.”

“Thank you for the food,” I offered as they went to their room.

“No problem,” FayeBelle replied. “Don’t worry about the dishes. I’ll be back to clean up the kitchen in a little bit.”

“The least I can do is wash this stuff,” I said.

After cleaning the few dishes, I went to my room and lay down on the bed. Obviously there was something to this Coyote People story. Why else would the Begays have clammed up after having been so friendly and talkative? The Navajo people had to know about them. They all lived in the same area. I wondered why they wouldn’t talk about it. Could it be because of some old superstition? Or was there another reason? I wondered what the Begays really knew. They had been the first Navajo I had ever had a real conversation with. Now they weren’t talking to me. What did it matter? I’d never see them again.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. My thoughts kept returning to the Coyote People. What were they? I had to know the truth. And if they weren’t real, then I had to know that too. My instincts told me I had already encountered them on my previous trip. The figure lurking in the shadows and the one upon my car, they were real. All I had to do was find them.

I woke up early. It turned out I was the last one up in the house. The Begays were sitting in the living room. They smiled as I brought my camera bag out of my room and sat down on the sofa. I began sorting film and loading each camera.

“What kind of contraption is that, the one with all the lenses?” Floyd suddenly asked.

“It takes 3-D pictures. I don’t use it much because they cost so much to develop. I’ve also been experimenting with stereo pictures as well. I use two throw away cameras, taped together. But you need a stereo viewer for them.”

“That seems very ingenious to me,” FayeBelle grinned. “Do you take pictures of the ruins?”

“Lots of pictures, this year I’m excited about getting them on video. The only thing I hate is carrying all this equipment and my costume into the canyons,” I replied.

“What sort of costume?” She asked.

I suddenly felt embarrassed about admitting it. “I have an Indian headdress I wear, with a blanket wrapped around me. That way I can get some fun shots without bothering anyone,” I tried to explain.

Both the Begays started laughing. “So you are your own Indian.” Floyd was shaking his head in amusement. “Now that took some smarts. You must know us Navajo don’t like being in tourist pictures.”

I smiled, happy they weren’t insulted. “Last time I was over this way I got that point. I was near Monument Valley when I saw this old woman, dressed in the most beautiful red dress, tending sheep in front of a mesa. By the time I stopped the car and pulled out the video camera, she saw me, turned her back, and disappeared into a gully. It would have been such a great shot.”

“The Navajo don’t like it when people take something without asking first, even pictures. That’s our way,” Floyd pointed out.

“Well, I learned my lesson. I’ll dress up like an Indian and get in my own pictures.”

“You’re quite dark complected. You might pass if you remember to shave,” Floyd rubbed his chin, reminding me of my stubble.

“Or use war paint,” FayeBelle laughed.

I was glad they were talking to me again. I knew better than to mention Coyote People. We talked about cameras and film for a few minutes. Then the Begays went into the kitchen to fix breakfast after the others had left. I was in a hurry to get to Arches National Park, so I exited the house. My first stop was back at the hostel to pay for another night. I could afford twenty bucks more.

The wind was strong as I got out of the car and glanced around at the natural arches in the Windows section of the park. My headdress would not stay on. I wondered how the Indians kept them atop their heads. After taking a few pictures I gave up.

There is no way to describe the beauty that was all around me. The ancient Indians must have considered the arches as Holy places. None seemed more spectacular than Delicate Arch. I’d seen the pictures, but none could show how this giant pillar of rock sat high up on a mesa, at the edge of a bowl shaped canyon. The wind was blowing so hard I could barely stand. At last, I understood how wind could shape and carve out the sandstone.

It was late in the afternoon when I decided to head back to town. To my surprise, the Begays were at the house when I returned. They were in the kitchen when I lumbered through the front door with all my film equipment and my headdress. FayeBelle shook her head with a laugh as she looked over the colorful headpiece.

“Did you really wear this thing today?” She inquired.

“Let’s say I tried to wear it. The wind was like a tornado. I could barely stand up when I was on the high mesa. Some of my feathers blew off,” I added with disgust.

“I don’t think too many Indians really wore these as an everyday item. It’s more for show at powwows and the rodeo,” FayeBelle grinned. “You should definitely have a lot of color in your pictures. I’d love to see how they turn out.”

“How was Arches?” Floyd asked.

“Windy, but beautiful, have you been there?”

“It’s been several years. We thought we might visit the park tomorrow before we head home,” he answered.

“Let me put this stuff away and I’ll be right back,” I said, opening the door to my room. After throwing everything on the bed, I pulled out my wallet and took out a receipt. Then I rejoined the Begays in the kitchen.

“I’m leaving in the morning and won’t need this anymore. Why don’t you take my ticket to Arches?” I offered FayeBelle the piece of paper. “This will save you having to pay the entrance fee. It’s good for seven days. I hate to waste it and there is no sense in you having to pay.”

“Well, thank you.” FayeBelle said as she put it in the pocket of her blouse. 

“No problem. Hope the wind isn’t as bad for you as it was for me,” I stated before returning to my room.

It seemed as though I had barely started to fall asleep when there was a soft knock. I jumped up from the bed and swung open the door. FayeBelle was standing there. Floyd was behind her.

“How would you like to go to a Navajo Ceremony with us?” FayeBelle asked.

“Are you serious?” I would have given anything to go to one.

“There is just one stipulation. You can’t bring any cameras or video. This is a Purification Ceremony. There will be lots of dancing and music, but no cameras.” Floyd didn’t talk much, but he was direct when he did.

“No problem,” I lied. I wanted to bring my video camera, but I realized if this was the only way I was going to get to see a Navajo dance, it would be
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