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Disclaimer
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While I have a reader who lives on the Colville Reservation, she is not familiar with the Seven Drums Religion. I gathered the information I could from websites and the book, A Little Bit of Wisdom: Conversations with a Nez Perce Elder by Horace Axtell and Margo Aragon. I used creative license in the dancing scenes using bits and pieces of information I’d gathered from other books on Native American dance but followed the information in the Axtell book as much as possible for the Sunday Service. 
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Chapter One
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The metal sculpture of the root diggers heralded Shandra Higheagle’s return to the Colville Reservation. It had been months since she’d visited her family. However, Aunt Jo had been on the phone with her every week as they planned Shandra and Ryan’s wedding. She smiled. Less than a month the wedding would be, here, on the reservation, with his family and hers present. 

Shandra was excited about the doeskin wedding dress her cousin was making. There were many things she had to do and learn while she visited this week. Aunt Jo had agreed to help her incorporate Nez Perce traditions into their wedding day.

She glanced over at the Community Center and the Powwow grounds beyond when she entered the Agency. Aunt Jo had suggested she have the wedding inside the center if the weather were bad and out on the Powwow grounds if the weather allowed. Shandra was torn. She’d envisioned the wedding being held at the Higheagle Ranch. 

Her heart warmed remembering how easily Ryan had agreed to all the Nez Perce traditions. However, he told her since she was marrying in clothing from her roots, he would be wearing cowboy boots, jeans, and a western cut jacket. Even though his family was Catholic, his mother was so happy he was finally getting married, she didn’t mind that the ceremony wasn’t being held in her church. 

Shandra continued up the highway and into Nespelem. The small reservation town had become her second home since reuniting with her Nez Perce family three years earlier. 

“If only I had known all these wonderful people while growing up.” Passing her Aunt Velma’s house, she wasn’t surprised to see half a dozen cars parked in the driveway and the street. The woman seemed to always be advocating for something in Nespelem. 

When they had worked as a team to prove Coop, her cousin, was innocent of a murder, Shandra and her aunt had become closer. If there hadn’t been extra cars, she would have pulled in and given the woman a hug. 

The drive along the Nespelem River to the Higheagle Ranch was green and lush. Wildflowers danced in the slight breeze, adding their yellow, purple, and orange to the landscape. The May weather was pleasant. Nothing like the harsh summer heat that would soon suffocate the area.

A bouquet of wildflowers would be pretty for her to carry in the wedding but by mid-June they would be hard to find. She’d ask Andy, Coop’s brother, if there was a chance they could find some then. 

She turned down the lane to the ranch and a feeling of homecoming overcame her. Even though she couldn’t remember the ranch before her mother took her away from the Higheagles at age four, when she’d made a visit as a teenager, and then as an adult, it had felt like home. Just as her ranch on Huckleberry Mountain had felt right when she’d set foot on it. 

Aunt Jo stood among her chickens, casting grain about the ground. She glanced up and smiled. Dumping the remaining feed in a trough, she exited the chicken pen.

Shandra parked beside her uncle’s pickup and grabbed her bag out of the back of the Jeep. 

Her aunt met her halfway to the house, hugging her. 

“It’s good to see you. And with such happy times ahead.” Aunt Jo entered the house, holding the door open.

Shandra nodded. “I’m so happy everyone agreed to have my wedding on the reservation. I want all my family to be at the event.” 

“It is generous of you to want everyone.” Aunt Jo wrinkled her nose. “There are a few you would be wise to not invite.” 

Shandra laughed. As with every family there was always a black sheep or two. “I sent out invitations to the important people,” she nodded to the invitation she spied under a magnet on the refrigerator, “and an open verbal one to those who did not receive a paper invitation.” 

“You have two hours before Velma brings you the applications from the young women who applied for your generous scholarship.” The pride in Aunt Jo’s voice put a lump in Shandra’s throat.

She’d come up with the scholarship idea while talking with people during her search to prove her cousin’s innocence. With the help of other artists she knew, they’d put together an ongoing non-profit scholarship for young women who received a high school or general education diploma and wished to continue their education at college. She, Jo, and Velma made up the committee who chose the recipient. There would be one a year. She would have liked to give more but until she brought in more sponsors and profits from her sales, only one was feasible. 

“I saw there were a lot of cars at Velma’s when I came by. What group is meeting there today?” Shandra set her bag by the stairs to the rooms above and sat down behind a glass of iced tea her aunt had placed on the kitchen table. 

“I can’t keep up with her organizations. But she is tickled you are having the wedding here. She’s offered to house Ryan’s parents for the weekend of the wedding.” Aunt Jo had her back to the table as she retrieved something from the counter. 

Shandra wasn’t sure Ryan’s parents would be comfortable at Velma’s house. Or any house on the reservation. They were open-minded country people. While they had a fair-sized family and didn’t mind sticking their noses into their children’s lives, they preferred to keep their family private.

“I believe Ryan reserved rooms for them at the Columbia River Inn. His whole family will be staying there.” She hoped it wouldn’t hurt her aunt’s feelings. 

Jo nodded. “Good. Everyone will be more comfortable that way.”

Shandra grinned. Her family was generous to a fault. They had offered. That the Greers had already taken care of their accommodations simplified matters. No one’s pride would be hurt. 

They sat at the table discussing the items that needed to be accomplished this week. Shandra’s head was spinning with all the places Aunt Jo had planned for her to be while she was here. It seemed like more meetings, instruction, and planning than there would be time for in five days. She’d just written down the schedule when Velma walked through the back door carrying a folder.

“It’s good to see you.” Shandra stood, giving her aunt a hug. 

The tall, broad woman blushed. “It’s been quiet around here.” 

Jo retrieved another glass of iced tea and replenished Shandra’s glass. “It looks like you received more applications since the last time we talked.”

“We have fifteen to go through.” Velma eased her large body onto a chair and picked up the tea. “It’s starting to warm up. You might want Wendy to make you a bikini instead of a dress out of the doeskin. Ays?” her aunt joked, using the tagged-on Colville word, ays, that emphasized the joke. 

“I’m so happy Wendy agreed to make me a traditional dress for the wedding. The work she showed me the last time I was here...It will be a prized possession and displayed in my house as a work of art.” 

Velma blushed, again, but pride shown in her eyes. “My Wendy learned to tan hides from my grandmother. She would spend the weekends with her learning the old ways of making clothing.”

“It is a lost art. I’m so pleased she is teaching classes at the college in Spokane.” Shandra had asked an art professor she knew at the community college to contact her cousin about doing an adult ed class on tanning hides. Now Wendy was also slated to teach one on beading. 

Shandra reached over and grabbed the folder from Velma, excited to read about the applicants. 

“I’ve already picked out three that I think are deserving,” Velma said. “They’re on top.”

Shandra read the names. Jenny Wells, Lauren Minto, and Pim Solomon. Of the three, she liked Pim. She’d taken five years to complete high school but only because she’d had to drop out for one year to help with her family when her mother was ill. That took dedication to return to school and get her high school diploma. She read each one and handed it over to Aunt Jo. At the very bottom, as if Velma had wanted to hide the application, was one for Nelly Bingham. 

Staring at the name, Shandra’s heart soared. This was the young woman who had given her the idea for the scholarship. A teenage pregnancy had caused her to drop out of school. Shandra had seen potential and told Nelly if she got her GED she could apply for the scholarship. She placed Nelly’s application with Pim’s. 

Aunt Jo pulled another application out of the batch Shandra had passed along to her. Tammy Randal. 

Shandra glanced at her aunt. “Really? A Randal?” She would never forget the viciousness of the Randal family when they believed Coop had killed Arthur Randal. 

Jo shrugged. “She does come from a troubled background. She’s a Randal.” 

Velma snorted. 

Shandra laughed. “That’s true.” She tapped Nelly’s application. “This is the reason I started the scholarship. I feel it’s only right she is the first recipient.” 

Velma pursed her lips. She’d shown her disapproval of the young woman before. 

Aunt Jo sighed. “She does deserve a second chance. We all know her grandmother won’t be able to help her do better than sleeping around and waitressing at the bar.” 

“What about a runner-up in case Nelly doesn’t accept?” Velma asked.

“Why wouldn’t she accept?” Shandra peered at her aunt. “Do you know something?” 

“Nothing that’s fact.”

“A vision?” Shandra asked. Velma belonged to the Seven Drum Society Shandra’s grandmother had presided over before her death. They were also called the dreamer religion. The religion was starting to make a comeback with the Nez Perce after the religious orders who invaded their country pressured them to believe in Christianity rather than believing all creatures had power and were on earth before man. 

“More a premonition.” 

Hoping her aunt was wrong, Shandra tapped Pim Solomon. “She can be the runner-up and can apply again next year.” 

Velma scooped all the papers back into the folder with the three applications they’d picked on the top. “When do we announce this?”

“Since we’ll be at the community center tomorrow for my dancing instructions, why don’t you call Nelly and ask her to come to the center at one. That will give me time to print out a certificate.” Shandra was excited to see Nelly again and learn how the young woman was doing. 
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Chapter Two
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The following day, Shandra rode to the community center with Aunt Jo. While her aunt dealt with matters pertaining to her job as the coordinator of the center, Shandra printed out a certificate and put together the scholarship packet she would give to Nelly at one. 

Shandra pulled the video of Aunt Jo and Uncle Martin’s wedding out of her purse and went in search of a television with a VHS player. Walking by the main entrance of the building, she glanced out the large windows to the parking lot. 

A tall young man with a striking profile and long hair blowing in the wind was deep in discussion with a young woman who’s back was to the building. It was evident neither one was happy with the conversation. The woman’s arms were crossed, her body stiff. The man shoved his hair off his face, revealing a scowl and downturned mouth. 

The two parted. The young man climbed into a jacked-up pickup and the young woman walked toward the road. 

Shandra continued on her hunt for a VHS player, but her mind was on the couple. There had been something familiar about the young woman. Was it someone she’d met on the reservation before? 

“What are you doing wandering around?” Aunt Jo asked. 

“I was looking for a device to play this on.” She glanced over her shoulder at the entrance. “I witnessed an argument between a young man and woman.” She shook her head. “It was nothing. Where can I watch your wedding video?”

Aunt Jo smiled. “Right this way.” 

They entered a small room with a television unit that had a VHS player in its base.

Jo sat down beside her, and they watched the video together with Shandra asking questions about each action and spoken word. 

“That was lovely!” she exclaimed, staring at her aunt. “You were beautiful then and still are.”

“Thank you for the kind words, but I was a bride. All brides are beautiful because they are joining with their soul mate on their wedding day.” She sighed. “To be that sure of anything else in my life would be wonderful.”

“What is bothering you?” Shandra retrieved the tape and sat back down beside her aunt. 

“Nothing to concern you.”

“If it concerns you, it concerns me.” Shandra peered into her aunt’s dark brown eyes. 

“I’m worried my boys will never find what their father and I have.” 

“They’re young yet. Look at me. I’m closer to forty than twenty which is closer to your sons’ ages. They have time.”

“Martin and I married when I was nineteen and he was twenty-two. We’d dated off and on in high school and out. I knew on the first date I was going to marry him. It took a little longer to convince him.” Jo smiled and her eyes glistened. 

“You and Ryan have that in common. He’s believed we would marry from practically the first time we met. I’m the one who took the convincing.” Shandra smiled. And now they were getting married, and she couldn’t think of any other person she’d want to grow old with.

Jo put an arm around her waist. “And I’m glad he did. You two are wonderful together.” 

Jo’s cell phone jingled. She glanced at it. “It’s Velma.” She slid a finger across the front. “Hello?” She listened. “What a thoughtful idea. We’ll be right there.” 

Her aunt shoved the phone back in a pocket. “Velma brought us lunch. She wanted to be here when you told Nelly. Wendy came with her to take your measurements.” Jo stood and led the way back to her office. 

Velma stood at the door, waiting impatiently for them. “Where were you? Wendy spent ten minutes looking for you before I called.” She held up a brown bag and backed up revealing Wendy. “The chicken strips are going to be cold. I hate cold chicken strips. When the heat goes so does the flavor.” 

Shandra glanced at Jo. Her aunt was having as much trouble keeping a straight face as she was. 

“We were watching Jo and Martin’s wedding video to give me an idea of what to expect.” Shandra followed her two aunts into the office. 

Jo continued to cross the small room to a door on the other side. She returned with two bottles of water and two sodas. She handed the sodas to Velma and Wendy and a water to Shandra. 

Velma shoved everything to the side of the desk and pulled out red and white checkered paper boats heaped with chicken strips. “I sprung for a boat of jojos, too.” She placed that on the desk closest to her. Then she set out little plastic containers of white and pink sauce. 

The smell of the greasy strips of chicken and spicy jojos made Shandra’s stomach growl. “I didn’t think I was hungry until I smelled this.”

“Leave it to Velma to know when to bring food,” Jo said, taking one of the boats. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Velma asked, narrowing her eyes.

“That you always know when a person needs food,” Jo said, before taking a bite.

“What is that blanket you have next to you?” Shandra asked Wendy.

“The doeskin is wrapped in it. I thought you might like to see what I’ll make your dress out of.” Wendy folded back a corner of the blanket and revealed the whitest doeskin Shandra had ever seen.

“It’s beautiful.” She wanted to run her hand over it to see if the material felt as soft as it looked but didn’t dare get a speck of grease on the hide. “I can’t wait to see what you do with this.”

“As soon as you finish eating, I’ll measure you. I need to get started right away to have this ready by the wedding.” Wendy shoved her remaining food toward her mother. “You can have the rest. I’ve had enough.” She stood. “I’m going to wash my hands.” Her cousin left the room.

Shandra and her aunts talked about the upcoming events at the community center. When she couldn’t take another bite, Shandra shoved her nearly empty boat to the middle of the desk. “I’m going to wash my hands.” 

Out in the hall, she didn’t see her cousin. Wendy wasn’t in the small restroom either. Wondering where she could have gone, Shandra took a detour by the large plate glass windows at the front of the building and glanced into the parking lot. The jacked-up pickup she’d seen earlier was there and it looked like two people were entwined in one another’s arms inside the vehicle. Maybe the young man and woman who had been arguing before came to their senses. 

She walked back into the office. 

Wendy hadn’t returned.

A glance at the clock on the wall said it was one o’clock. “Nelly should be showing up any minute.” Shandra walked over to where she’d left the certificate and the packet. 

A young woman walked through the door.

“Pim, what are you doing here?” Aunt Jo asked. 

Shandra had to believe it was the young woman her aunt had wanted to receive the scholarship. Pim was an unusual name. 

“I wanted to find out where this Friday’s SYEP workshop is being held,” the young woman said. 

“Down in the gym,” Aunt Jo said, her brow furrowed.

“Thanks.” Pim faced Shandra. “You must be Shandra Higheagle. Thank you so much for sponsoring a scholarship for young women of this reservation.” 

“You’re welcome. What is a SYEP workshop?” Shandra asked, wondering if it really was a coincidence the young woman showed up now as they waited for Nelly to arrive. 

“It’s the Summer Youth Employment Program. We work for minimum wage four days a week and on Fridays we have workshops on different jobs. If I don’t get help to go to college, at least I’ll have some knowledge to hopefully get a better than minimum wage job.” Pim waved to Jo. “Thanks!”

When the young woman was out of the office and earshot, Shandra glanced at her aunts. “Where is the workshop usually held?” 

“Here,” Jo said. 

Shandra and Jo turned to Velma as Wendy walked into the room. “Did you tell her what was happening at one today?” they asked in unison.

“I only called Nelly and told her to come here at one.” Velma snorted and pointed to the clock. “She’s late. You should have just handed that stuff over to Pim.” 

“There could be a good reason she isn’t here yet,” Shandra said.

“Like she’s out stealing someone’s boyfriend,” Wendy said under her breath.

Shandra turned to her cousin. “What are you talking about?”

“Nelly tried to steal Tripp away from me. Just because she puts out, she thinks every male will fall for her.” Wendy pulled out a tape measure. “I might as well get your measurements while you wait.” 

Shandra didn’t like the fact Nelly was late and that Wendy believed it was because the other woman was sleeping with someone. Seeing Nelly’s application for the scholarship, Shandra had hoped the young woman had changed her ways. 

She stood with her arms out as Wendy measured and wrote down the measurements. “Would you like to feel your dress?” Wendy asked.

Shandra ran her hand over the supple doeskin. “I can’t believe how soft this is. Wendy you did a wonderful job tanning the hide.”

“With the leftover pieces, Aunt Jo is going to make you a pair of moccasins.” Wendy covered up the leather. 

A man with long braids, sweating brow, and worry etched on his face, stepped into the office. “Jo, call the police. Nelly Bingham’s been stabbed.”
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Chapter Three
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Shandra’s heart raced. Why would anyone want to hurt Nelly? Her gaze landed on Wendy. The woman looked surprised but not horrified.

“Where is she?” Shandra asked the man.

“Down by the sweat lodge.” The man shook his head. “It will have to be purified before we can use it now.” 

Shandra grabbed Velma’s wrist. “Show me.”

“This isn’t good,” Velma said, huffing.

Velma led the way out of the community center and down a road to the west of the building. 

Shandra saw a fenced in area. “Why didn’t he call for help instead of leaving her there by herself?” Frustration banged at Shandra. 

“Old Moses doesn’t believe in cell phones.” Velma stopped at the opening in the fence and pointed. 

To the right of the gate, Nelly lay face down in a pool of blood. 

Shandra wanted to check her to see if she was still alive, but also didn’t want to ruin anything that would help catch her killer.

Velma put a hand on Shandra’s shoulder. “She’s gone.”

“How do you know?” She shook her aunt’s hand off and took a step. 

Velma grasped her arm, stopping any forward motion. “I know.”

Shandra spun around to stare at the woman as sirens wailed in the distance. The shrill sound grew closer as she continued to peer into her aunt’s eyes. Velma had seen Nelly’s spirit leave her body. 

She returned her gaze to the young woman she’d planned to have as her first scholarship recipient. Nelly’s fingers were curved as if she were digging into the ground. Shandra studied her arms and feet. Nelly appeared to have been crawling toward the gate. She was a fighter right down to the end, trying to find someone to help her. 

From what Shandra could see of the young woman’s clothing, she had been the woman arguing with the young man this morning in the community center parking lot. If only I had realized you were the woman, I would have been looking for you. Sorrow for the woman’s lost life and the impression she could have prevented this overwhelmed Shandra.

She shook off the notion as a car slid to a stop outside the fence, pluming a cloud of dust into the air. 

Officer Logan Rider unfolded out of the tribal police vehicle. He stood close to seven feet, broad shoulders, barrel chest, and had a round jovial face with a smile as broad as the Cheshire cat. 

“Shandra! Heard you were coming to visit. My grandmother hasn’t stopped talking about it since Jo called. She asked if you could come by.” His gaze slid from her to Nelly. “Damn!” 

Logan pulled out a notepad. “Did you see anything?”

“We were up at the center having lunch and waiting for her to arrive for a meeting,” Velma said.

“She had an appointment with you?” Logan stared at Shandra.

She nodded. “Yes. We were going to make her the first recipient of my scholarship.” Tears burned the backs of her eyes. “I didn’t even get a chance to tell her how proud I was.”

Velma put an arm around Shandra. “She worked hard after you talked to her.” 

“What time was her appointment?” he asked.

“One.” 

He glanced at his watch. “It’s two-thirty now. Did you come looking for her?”

“Old Moses burst into Jo’s office and said he found her. Me and Shandra came to see if we could help.” Velma murmured something in Nez Perce and added, “We were too late.” 

“You two need to step outside the fence, please. I have photos to take and I need to place a call to the feds.” Logan herded them out of the enclosure.

Shandra shuddered. “Not that man Weatherly again.” The FBI agent had nearly caused Ryan’s death by going back and digging up old cases after recognizing him.

“He’s no longer in the agency.” Logan grinned.

“I’m glad they put another agent here in his place.”

The officer shook his head. “Not this agency. He’s no longer in the FBI. Word is he let information leak about an undercover cop and he was tossed out.”

He’d gotten what he deserved for digging up Ryan’s undercover identity. “Can’t say as I’m sorry for him.”

“Me either. He always acted like he was better than everyone on this reservation.” Logan walked over to his vehicle and began talking on the radio. 

“I need to get back to Wendy. She has to go home,” Velma said.

“You can’t go. You have to stay here and answer questions.” Shandra shielded her eyes, staring back toward the center. “Where do you think Moses is? He should be down here, too.”

“I’ll take my car keys to Wendy and get Moses.” Velma took off back toward the center in long strides. 

“Where is she going?” Logan called from over by his car.

“To give her keys to Wendy, so she can go home, and to get Moses.” She had a feeling there had been something else on Velma’s mind. 

Shandra shifted her position to where she could see into the area and study the body position and anything that looked out of place. Had she known her attacker? Had she put up a fight? She studied the clothing. There appeared to be a rip at the shoulder of her shirt. As if someone had grabbed her sleeve to make her stop or keep her from getting away.

She studied the area. “Why here?”

“Why here what?” Logan asked, stopping beside her. He held a camera in his hands.

“Why was she attacked here? Did someone lure her?” Shandra drew her attention from the enclosure and the body. “I saw her and a young man arguing in the center parking lot earlier today.”

“Why didn’t you go looking for her sooner if you knew she was at the center this morning?” Logan stared at her without his usual grin.

“At the time, I didn’t know it was her. All I saw was her back. She has on the same clothes.” 

“What did the man look like?” Logan shoved the camera in a vest pocket and pulled out his notepad.

“Tall, thin, long hair—”

“That’s half the population on the reservation,” Logan interrupted. 

“He drove off in a dark blue jacked-up pickup that looked pretty new.” She chastised herself. “No plate. I just thought it was a lover’s quarrel and didn’t think anything of it until I realized Nelly was the young woman he was arguing with.”

“Few people write down plate numbers or even think they should.” He shoved the notepad back in his pocket and pulled out the camera. “I’m going to take photos, you can leave when Velma gets back and I take her statement.” 

She nodded and found a place to stand in the shade where she could watch Logan work and see the area. Her heart stopped beating. What about Fawn, Nelly’s daughter? Shandra thought back to the time she’d visited Nelly at her grandmother’s home. It hadn’t been the best place to raise a child then and with her mother gone, it would be even worse now. 

Velma arrived with Old Moses on her heels. 

“What will happen to Nelly’s little girl, Fawn?” Shandra asked.

Velma shrugged. “If Birdie don’t want to take care of her, she’ll go to children’s services and be fostered out.” 

Shandra didn’t like the idea of the little girl being in foster care, but she wasn’t part of the reservation and wasn’t ready to take on a child at this time. And there was Ryan to consider. They were getting married and while they both knew she was getting on the older side for becoming pregnant, they had talked of children. Just not right now. 

“What is the foster system like here?” she asked as Logan walked over to them.

“Velma, I’ll take your statement. Then you and Shandra can go.” Logan led her aunt over to his car as the ambulance pulled down the road to the fenced area. 

Moses greeted the woman. “Hó. You will not be able to help her today.” 
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