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YOU MIGHT CALL IT a contemporary twist on the frontier tale of the white man who goes and lives among the Indians and through that experience becomes one: On a summer Saturday in 1974, an extraordinary series of events began that would teach me what it meant to be an Indian in the American West in the last quarter of the twentieth century.

I was not well acquainted with Farmington, New Mexico. Usually I would swoop through on my way to a day hike on the Navajo Reservation, several miles to the west, pausing only long enough to gas up. But on this occasion, as I approached the main part of town and found all traffic detoured and crowds packing the sidewalks, after asking a portly patrolman what was going on and being informed the Sheriff’s Posse Parade was about to start, I decided to park my car and observe the festivities.

The first I was aware that something out of the ordinary was happening was when I realized that no sooner had the parade begun to roll down Main Street than it stopped. Then I heard jeers and catcalls and whooping imitations of Indian war cries. Threading my way through the throngs of people, I approached a scene so in keeping with my idea of a Western-style showdown, it could have been staged. Perhaps a half-dozen young Indians wearing cowboy hats and red headbands and enough militant touches to identify them as modern warriors were faced off against a six-man contingent of horsemen dressed in Old West cavalry uniforms. Only the aggressive movements of the mounted men, who seemed ready to spur their skittish horses forward, and the menace of the Indians, who wore sunglasses that wouldn’t let you see their eyes, just your own bulging reflection, said this was not a scheduled performance.

As a Farmington policeman approached from the opposite side of the street, I too moved closer to the center of action. The Indians were ordered to get out of the street and let the parade proceed. They said not until the U.S. Cavalry unit left the parade. They were then told they were unlawfully interfering with a lawful assembly. They countered with a lecture on the brutal role of cavalry soldiers in Navajo history.

As several helmeted policemen armed with black batons rushed up, the officer issued an ultimatum: The Indians had until the count of five to clear the street.

Most of the people bunched around me were Indians who had massed in a general show of support, but now they began to retreat. The militants held their ground, however. So did I. Attribute it to a reckless faith that innocence would keep me out of harm’s way, or the journalist’s presumption of invulnerability—in all the excitement I missed the danger, and stood there taking everything in.

Afterward, the police would be quoted in the newspaper as saying they had warned that tear gas would be used if the Indians did not disperse. I don’t remember hearing that. The first I knew the conflict had taken a violent turn was when I watched a grenade arch overhead. The next thing I knew I was tasting the sour tang of tear gas.

Just like that, a disturbance became a riot. People were screaming and stampeding wildly in all directions, shoving and knocking one another to the ground where they were trampled by others trying to escape the gas. The escalation made no sense to me, innocent bystanders were getting hurt, and giving it no more thought than that, I circled swiftly to the upwind side, made a short run at the hissing, smoking canister, and kicked it like a teed-up football.

Like an instant replay in slow motion I can still see that canister as it skitters across the pavement into the middle of the street toward the startled expressions of the Farmington policemen who had yet to don their gas masks, just before they are swallowed by fog.

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when two burly cops grabbed me roughly by the arms and ran me like bar bouncers to the corner, where they slapped my pockets for weapons, cuffed my hands behind me, and pitched me in the back of a paddy wagon. But surprise was the least of my reactions. This was one of the more extreme moments of my life. As the door slammed shut and I was left lying face-down with my arms wrenched behind me, I almost cried out in rage. Nothing can upset one’s faith in the social order quite like being arrested and manacled for an act of conscience, as rash as it might be.

There was a grilled window between the cab and the back of the van through which the guards could inspect their prisoners, and crawling toward it on my knees, I looked out. The view, cropped to the size of a TV screen, was a replay from the evening news. Streets cloudy with tear gas. People staggering along sidewalks, coughing and wiping their eyes. A tough pack of policemen in riot gear fighting over the last scraps of a disturbance. I could have been watching a special report on civil unrest in Selma or Johannesburg.

Suddenly the back doors swung wide and two Indians with hair to their shoulders and hard but watery eyes were heaved in by four cops who hustled around to the front of the van, jumped in the cab, and we lurched forward. I braced myself as the driver careened around a corner in hot pursuit of several Indians sprinting down a side street. There was laughter and cursing from in front until the van slammed to a stop and the men leaped out. Through the window I watched a spectacle of police run amok. All four patrolmen charged through the area, rounding up an Indian each and holding him until a ranking officer appeared and pointed out who should be released and who tossed in the police van, without reference to their specific transgressions. One man had been standing in line at a hamburger stand when he was picked up.

As I watched it seemed to me the police were continuing to arrest randomly as a way of building up numbers in order to justify their overreaction at the parade. And with that realization came a sense of purpose about all this. I found myself concentrating on police improprieties, the use of excessive force, recording images and impressions as if I anticipated that someday a prosecutor would put me on the witness stand. A desire to see right done and wrong overcome went deep with me.

From the time I had been arrested to when we were finally driven up to the Farmington police station, perhaps a half-hour had passed. Twenty or thirty of us were crammed in a holding cell so tightly we could only stand. Looking around me, I couldn’t help noticing I was the only white man on the wrong side of the bars; a fact that many of the Indians likewise noted, as did a roomful of sneering policemen.

After we were booked we were taken to a large cell I imagined to be the drunk tank because most of those already incarcerated were slumped in sodden states of inebriation. Passing a single stopped-up toilet, I went over to a sink to wash my face and discovered that water burns skin that has been gassed. For a moment I thought I had splashed acid on my face and that it was a joke perpetrated by the jailers.

Sitting on the floor, my back against the wall, I waited for what would come next and listened to the conversations of my cellmates. Some spoke in English, exchanging their arrest stories, but most conversed in Navajo. Since I couldn’t understand what they were saying I listened to the pitch and tone of their voices and decided they were simply making small talk. It struck me then that while for me this was a major event, for many of them it was business as usual.

When I realized that this was where I would be spending the night I removed my shoes, shaped them into a pillow, curled up on the floor, and tried my best to crawl into a hole inside myself.

In the morning we were lined up and led into a cafeteria where we were served burnt oatmeal and boiled coffee, which I ate and drank with relish. Until this time I had been avoided by the other prisoners as if I were a poorly disguised informant planted among them, but now I found myself approached by two intense young Indians who plunked down across from me and point-blank asked who I was and what I was doing there.

One of them was almost comically rotund and so nearsighted the magnification of his thick glasses made his eyes fairly pop out of his broad, stolid face. He introduced himself as Wilbert Tsosie. The other was tall and heavyset and his wire-rimmed spectacles and fatigue jacket gave him the look of a sixties war protestor. His name was John Redhouse. I didn’t recognize them from the confrontation the previous day but, as I soon found out, they were the leaders of the militant group that had stopped the parade.

For the rest of that morning we talked, and from them I learned that for several months Farmington had been in the throes of a civil-rights struggle. They talked about racism and discrimination in Farmington, and the tensions that had preceded the parade incident: In the late spring three Navajo men had been mutilated and murdered by three Farmington High School students. Just the day before a judge had ruled the youths would not be tried as adults for their crimes, and sentenced them to a couple of years in the state reformatory. For murdering three Indians the white boys had been given a legal spanking, was the way it was put to me. And the Indian community was damned angry because it was one more example of the way white man’s justice shorted Indians.

All of this was told to me as a way of putting their actions at the parade in context. Every weekend for a month they had marched through downtown Farmington demanding justice, but a parade permit had been denied them this particular weekend. They interpreted the appearance of the Old West soldiers—dressed in the same uniforms worn by government troops when they had ruthlessly defeated the Navajo in the nineteenth-century Indian wars—as an analog to the tradition of calling in the cavalry when the Indians “acted up.”

After hearing their side of the story I was not prepared to join the revolution, but I was convinced that these individuals believed in the morality of their cause and were committed to making lasting improvements for their people, no matter the personal sacrifices. And that induced a powerful sympathy.

Just about this time a guard came for Wilbert Tsosie and he left the cell. I continued to talk with Redhouse so I was present when Tsosie returned with news from the outside. He said he had just talked to his attorney, who had told him crowds had gathered and were maintaining a vigil; there were TV crews standing by and a report of the “riot” had been broadcast on national network news. The whole world was watching, he said.

That information sent spirits soaring. Everyone, myself included, suddenly saw himself as part of something important, of history in the making. . . .
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Well, it was like that, and it wasn’t. By the time I was released later that day (on $200 bail, charged with obstruction of an officer, trial set in two weeks) the cameras and crowds were gone. But I read all about the incident in the paper and caught the regional coverage on the six-o’clock news, and for several days afterward I was called and interviewed by members of the media.

But somehow that wasn’t enough. After reflecting on the entire experience, and reading the newspaper reports, I felt that an essential point was being overlooked. In too many of the accounts the militants were labeled as street agitators, and I believed their radical actions could be justified in light of their pursuit of political empowerment.

I decided that I had been given this experience to make use of in some way. And taking that thought a step further, I decided that I had been selected to help shape its meaning.

I became an advocate for the Navajo. I penned a vitriolic op-ed piece in the local paper that purported to tell the “truth” of what had happened in Farmington. I contacted a radio talk-show host and went on the air to give voice to their grievances, as if hearing it from a white man would somehow make a difference. Knowing that one lesson of the civil-rights struggle was that a small group of activists has on occasion been able to achieve important goals and political objectives, I arranged for public meetings so people could see that the leaders of this movement were not irresponsible rabble-rousers. I went so far as to seek out the widow of one of the murdered Indians with the intention of writing something that would make her sorrow justly noticed.

Soon enough it became clear to me that the ethnic furies loosed that summer in Farmington were not going to reverse a century of oppression and injustice. And as the “movement” seemed to lose momentum, so my dedication to Indian issues waned. Fourteen years would pass during which I would move on and away, traveling many places but never back to Indian country, dusting off now and then my memories of the brief role I played in the Indian-rights fight like a war story become quaint over time.

In the spring of 1988, at, of all places, the Gene Autry Hotel in Palm Springs, California, I attended a Western art show and was moving from painting to painting when I was stopped by a portrait of Shiprock Peak. Jutting jaggedly out of desert sands west of Farmington, Shiprock is a volcanic plug that bears a startling resemblance to an old black ship under full sail, turned to stone, which is why it has been painted almost as many times as the Grand Canyon.

The artist, a lanky, affable fellow dressed like a ranch hand, moseyed over.

I nodded toward his painting and asked, “Are you from the Southwest?”

“Farmington, New Mexico,” he answered, firing up a cigarette. “Ever heard of it?”

For a moment I just looked at him. “Yeah. I’ve heard of it,” I replied. And then, because the patrons filing through were few in number, and he seemed interested in what I would say next, I told my Farmington Story.

When I was done, the artist chuckled richly. Not only that, he raised the ante with an unanticipated contribution: He said he’d gone to school with the three boys who had murdered the Navajo men.

“No kidding?” Then, almost rhetorically, I wondered aloud what had become of them.

“You haven’t heard?” he asked.

Something in the way he said it put me on the alert. “No.”

“A Navajo shaman put a curse on them and they’re all dead.”

I didn’t know what to think. I am not one who believes only in what is scientifically explainable—I think the universe is infinite in its mysteries—but neither am I someone particularly partial to such notions.

“Come on. You don’t believe in that stuff, do you?” I said to him.

His one-sided grin made it difficult to tell how honest he was being when he answered, “Let’s say I keep an open mind about it.”

I snorted. “That almost sounds like you do.”

All kidding was put aside when he said, “What I know of Navajo witchcraft and how it works leads me to think if you mess with Indian spirits, you’d best beware.”

As I say, I didn’t know what to think; but the more I considered it the more my curiosity was piqued. Questions formed. What had been the outcome of all the dissent? Had the militants made a positive difference? I remembered one of the leaders telling me he wanted nothing less than to bring about a spiritual reawakening within the Navajo tribe that would lead to a restoration of some semblance of their ancestral greatness. Had that happened? And the juveniles who by all accounts had gotten away with murder: Who were they? What kinds of families did they come from? What had prompted them to commit such evil? Were they really dead and were their fates truly connected to Navajo witchcraft?

For fourteen years my interest in Indian affairs had lain emotionally dormant. The news that magic was part of the updated story, and the possibility that justice had finally been obtained through an Indian court of supernatural appeals, refreshed that interest.

I was intrigued—enough to consider a return visit. Who knows what will come of it, I mused. Perhaps nothing. Then again, perhaps my role as a chronicler in this saga wasn’t over yet.
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THE CHOKECHERRY MASSACRE
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DEATH IN THE DESERT
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THE TRIP TO FARMINGTON, any way you go, crosses vast expanses of high desert grassland, shot with sagebrush and checkered with mesas that bore the eye like camouflage. Peering out through tinted windows, you can’t help but admire the grit of the early pioneers who kept their horses’ heads pointed down the trail to San Juan County to reap their share of the bounty they imagined the American West offered freely to those willing to make the trek. The number of automobiles pulled to the roadsides, hoods popped and radiators steaming as though they’ve stopped to catch their second wind, reminds you the journey is still an adventure in endurance.

These are peripheral areas to the northern Navajo frontier whose ownership is mixed among Navajo herders, Anglo ranchers, and the U.S. government, but Indians are the only people who actually live out here. All along the route you pass dirt roads that are little more than weed-choked wagon tracks striking off toward mud-and-cedar hogans just out of sight, or twenty miles away, there is no telling. Look closely and you are apt to see a Navajo shepherd trailing a flock of sheep that rolls like fleecy ground fog across slick rock and up a dry wash. Pause and you will hear the tinkling bells of marker sheep, the whip-whistle of the herder, the yap of a mongrel: musical notes of a pastoral symphony.

The views extend for a hundred miles out here—farther if you look north to where the mountains in Colorado are piled against the skyline as if New Mexico’s canyons had been dug out and the dirt flung there. And there are no towns, unless you count those populated by prairie dogs. Just an occasional old-time trading post that stands its ground like it grew there, the ramshackle pens in back reminders of the annual sheep dips, when Navajo sheepmen brought their flocks in to be immersed in vats of boiled lime and sulfur to prevent the spread of scabies. In the corner of your eye you can almost see them in their high-crowned hats pushing the bleating stock into solution-filled troughs with forked poles, while the women, in long skirts and necklaces, cook fry bread over an open campfire.

Driving toward a horizon that seems to maintain its distance, you feel the immense vastness of the ocean, of endless sky and pure space, so that when you finally do top a rise and see the “bright lights” of a town on the far side of what looks like open range forever, you know the feeling of sighting land after a long sea journey.

Farmington is still an hour away—in this country, “down the road apiece” can mean a day’s drive—which leaves plenty of time to ponder the significance of its geographic isolation. How does the fact that this is the only major Anglo community for hundreds of miles shape the general mentality of its citizens? What is it like to live next door to the largest Indian tribe in the United States? A “foreign” nation with its own language, customs, and traditions? A defeated people whose tribal enmity toward the white man simmers just below the surface?
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Farmington is a main-street town, running east to west, and is curiously flat—the tallest buildings stand two and three stories high; the commercial district grew in the direction of horizontal expansion rather than vertical thrust. The downtown blocks also lack a distinctive historic or cultural design style. Some of the store fronts are capped by territorial-style decorative brickwork, and many of the buildings were constructed out of adobe and sandstone blocks, but there is no Early Spanish and Old West ambience to Farmington, either of which would be traditional to the Southwest. What does show is the semi-modern glazed aspect of a town that once tried to make way for what was generally considered “progress,” and in trying to serve a second master lost its regional character. Farmington has always reminded me of one of those landmark Victorian hotels whose lobby was once graced with marble wainscoting, sparkling chandeliers, and hand-carved oak fixtures, all of which has been removed and the lobby redecorated to cater to tourism and its developing trade.

It helps to know the history of this town.

The story is told that a Mormon pioneer traveling this way with two good wives in a covered wagon found himself surrounded by Indians on the warpath and decided, “We’ll just have to stay here until we outnumber them.” A more reliable version of the town’s provenance has it that in the 1870s this area was a wintering spot favored by gold prospectors. They were followed by Mormon colonists, gringo ranchers who fattened their stock on the grama grass that carpeted the mesas, and pioneer farmers who put the river valleys under irrigation, and out of the commerce that ensued a farming town evolved that was appropriately named Farmington.

Over the next half-century, as farmers began to raise produce on a marketable scale, a substantial fruit industry flourished. Farmington advertised itself as “The Home of the Big Red Apple,” but in spite of this prosperity it managed to retain a rural character, keeping its small-town ways. As late as 1949, if you had stopped an average citizen and asked him to peer into the future and describe what he saw, he would have seen cows and chickens in the backyard, his neighbor hauling wood and hay, and beyond that, more of the same. He would not have imagined big-city businessmen hurrying in and out of buildings with lease agreements in their briefcases, having to dodge automobiles to cross the street, a sky crowded with airplanes, his own chamber of commerce issuing brochures that promoted his hometown as “The Energy Capital of the West.”

Within a few short years advanced technology and increased energy demands in the urban West changed the Farmington scene, bringing on an oil and natural-gas boom that multiplied a population of 3,000 persons tenfold, and turned a “cowtown” into a metropolis. Apple orchards were swallowed whole by housing developments. Dirt streets were paved; paved streets were widened. To attract as well as accommodate business, office buildings were built, along with supermarkets, shopping centers, and a country club with an eighteen-hole golf course. To serve the wings of commerce, the municipal airport was expanded to handle commuter flights from Denver, Salt Lake City, and Albuquerque and was dubbed “La Guardia of the Desert.”

For almost ten years the town revved up for a 1950s vision of Tomorrowland that evaporated like a mirage when the boom peaked around 1960, and was followed by a slump that continued to sag until about 1970. In the depressed aftermath worried city officials tried to come up with a plan that would make them less vulnerable to fitful periods of growth and decline. And like many another Western town that abandoned its agricultural origins for the dream of becoming an energy empire, Farmington decided to cultivate a tourist-town identity. Advertising efforts by local boosters now focused on drawing vacationers to “The Gateway to Navajoland.”

Drive through the main part of town and you see the Indian presence everywhere. Each block houses curio shops specializing in Indian arts and crafts. In addition to the usual tribal kitsch by way of Hong Kong—headdresses that look feathered with the down off Easter chicks—there are Navajo sandpaintings, baskets, pottery, and silver jewelry for sale, and rugs hang in the windows like the hides off New Mexico sunsets. The streets are filled with Navajo men dressed like cowboys driving pickup trucks, while Navajo women, as many in slacks and jeans as in traditional flowing skirts, stroll the sidewalks. You are even apt to spot an inebriated Indian stretched out on a park bench, sleeping away one wine hangover while dreaming of the next.

In spite of the fact that Indian resources and trade are essential to Farmington’s economic livelihood—most of the oil and gas wells were located on Navajo land, and Navajos comprise an estimated one-third of the town’s shoppers—Anglo attitudes toward Navajos have always been rooted in racial arrogance. Once the days passed when pioneer prerogatives gave white men lawless rights over native populations, Indians became a resource to be exploited. As far back as 1893, the Junction City Times, the town’s newspaper, called it right when the editors wrote: “There can be no doubt that some strict course must be pursued in order to place the dominant White race in a position of safety and quietude, with respect to our dusky and uncertain neighbors. The tide of immigration will be stayed, the stream of settlers cease, men of enlightened ideas and ample means who must inevitably seek the lower San Juan for homes and prosperity, must be assured. Denizens of the cold and inclement east whose natural foresight shows them that right here in this country is the spot where fortune is to be made and ruddy health regained, will pause until shown that a stern line of demarcation exists between them and the Indian, and that over that line the Redskins shall not advance . . . and across which he himself should not be allowed to stray, except for the sole purpose of commerce, with an immediate return incumbent upon him.”

Over the next eighty-odd years only the external appearances changed, as the prevailing attitude toward Indians continued to be dominated by nineteenth-century imperialistic views in which a strong profit motive was the primary rationale for good race relations. White merchants welcomed Navajo business, but not their presence. Navajos were denied full participation in the social, economic, and political affairs of the city, at the same time that their indigence, privations, and naïveté were taken advantage of. It was an attitude that tolerated casual discrimination, over time bred an atmosphere of hostile contempt, and in the end courted violence.

If a single incident can ever be cited as being representative of the racial attitude of a community, in Farmington it would probably be an event that took place in the late fifties. Several intoxicated Indians were walking past a fire station one evening, a couple of firemen were sitting outside, and they took a bucket of red paint and poured it over the Indians, covering them from head to toe. Because of the symbolism implied, they thought it quite a good joke. But when it was reported in the local press, an administrative proceeding followed and the result was a mild reprimand with the reminder, “These people are citizens too.” Afterward, an informal poll of the community found that approximately 75 percent thought it was a humorous incident and punishment was not deserved, 15 percent were repulsed by the act and felt the firemen should have been terminated, and the remaining 10 percent had no opinion. According to an attorney close to the case at the time, who is still in practice today, this incident could be viewed as a radiograph of the heart of Farmington’s attitude toward its Navajo neighbors.

There are many earnest people living in Farmington who will swear this is not a racist community, and that it would be libel against the town to call it one. But in 1974 it was put on trial for that very charge and, like it or not, Farmington is to the Indian-rights fight what Selma is to the black civil-rights movement. In this context, Farmington is remembered for its belligerent resistance to the recognition of justice and equality for all, and is held responsible for the personal tragedies that followed.
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I returned to Farmington in the spring of 1988. My first stop was the local newspaper, the Farmington Daily Times, where I spent the better part of a day looking at microfilm. After locating and copying every article, editorial, and letter to the editor that pertained to my research, I made a list of each person mentioned by name. Then I checked into a cheap motel that let its guests make unlimited free local calls, opened the phone book, and started calling.

Although I still was not sure there was enough to write about in all this, I felt it was important to be able to justify my interest and, early on, I developed various rationales for why someone should bother to answer impertinent questions posed by a stranger. Depending on who I was talking to, I would use different appeals. When speaking with civic leaders, for instance, I might say, “When a community is bitterly fractured by controversial events the way Farmington was, there are always going to be questions and issues left unanswered and unresolved. Few communities have the luxury of an official historian who can provide a transcendent understanding of what happened.”

With others I would customize my explanation to meet their specific concerns, but the phrasing followed similar lines. There is a distinction to be made between reflecting on the past and digging it up. A mix of misinformation, rumor, and gossip has distorted the healing process, preventing highly charged emotions from settling. It is time for someone to come in, talk to all parties, set the record straight, and put a proper ending to this tale.

Very quickly it became apparent to me that elaborate statements of purpose were unnecessary, and could even induce suspicion. To an extent that surprised me, I found people open and willing to share their thoughts and memories of that time. Indeed, virtually no one I spoke with was wanting for an opinion or lacking an anecdote. There were times when I felt as if I had come along just as a communal statute of limitations had run out and people suddenly felt free to speak their minds about an event that had been suppressed for years.

Another fact became obvious. As Indians will name a year for a memorable occasion and talk about it thereafter as the year such-and-such took place, so 1974 is remembered in Farmington. Many refer to it as “The Year of the Riot on Main Street,” but ask around and you will hear personal variations that are poignantly expressive of the tension, anxiety, and fear that seized the residents of this community during that time. “The Year I Started Carrying a Gun.” “The Year I Walked My Children to School.” “The Year I Worried Every Time My Dog Brought a Strange Bone Home.”

Before making too many inquiries, I wanted to determine what in fact had happened to the three youths charged with murdering the Navajo men. After all, the key to my interest in returning to Farmington had been the tantalizing tale of vengeance through witchcraft.

About the “boys,” I heard all sorts of stories. One was killed in a freak car accident, I was told. Another was supposedly struck by lightning that bolted out of a blue sky, somewhere near El Paso. The third, I was informed, had been crushed to death by a trash compactor after passing out in a dumpster. From several sources I heard that a drug overdose somehow figured in. Then I heard one boy was still alive, but had sustained severe motor-nerve damage as a result of injuries received when he was working under a car and the jacks had mysteriously collapsed. “He limped into the hospital dragging one side, and that’s the way he walks today.”

Confirmation of the particulars would be forthcoming if I decided to pursue this story, I knew, but even at this point it was interesting to observe the way people in town reported on the fates of the youths. No one seemed to know for certain what had become of them, but most seemed willing to believe that some righteous force had caught up with them. Some called it Karma. Others quoted the passage in the Bible that says we reap what we sow. And more than a few mentioned the Indian curse. Each had his or her own interpretation for the strange workings of fate, but all had arrived at the same conclusion—“You can’t tell me there’s no justice in the world”—and the idea of a curse lived on in the lore of the town.

It was time to get in touch with Rena Benally. Back when I had first become involved in this story, it had struck me, after reading the scanty information about the victims in the paper, that a fuller presentation of who these individuals were would restore a vestige of dignity to their memory. Through my Navajo contacts I had met Rena Benally, the widow of one of the murdered Navajo men. Acculturated more than most Navajo women—she had spent much of her early life in the company of white missionaries—she was nonetheless a shy and inward-looking woman, full of hidden sentiments, and it took many conversations before she felt comfortable enough to cooperate with my desire to write an article about her husband and their life together. Neither one of us knew how much good it had done, but I believe it provided her with a sense of conclusion, and in the process we had become good friends.

Over ten years had passed since we had last spoken, but when I heard Rena’s voice on the phone I knew the familiarity we had established then had created a bond unbroken by the passage of time. I did not tell her my reason for getting back in touch; I saved that for the lunch date we arranged to have at a Farmington restaurant.

Rena was in her late forties now and twenty additional pounds had rounded her figure in the intervening years, but her face had changed very little. She still had the natural almond-eyed raven-haired beauty that Anglo artists tend to romanticize in Indian-maiden paintings.

We played catch-up. I asked her about her life today. Then, after we had finished eating and were sipping coffee, I brought up The Curse.

“Rena. There is something I would like to ask you. Have you heard any witch-talk about those boys?”

I know it probably sounds a little hokey, put that way. But knowing little about the subject other than that it was linked to Navajo ritual and religion, I wanted to be respectful and convey an openness and ability to enter into the spirit of other people’s beliefs. In no way did I want a hint of skepticism on my part to make her feel I already had formed an opinion on the matter.

When I asked, I had no idea what she would say next. I did know that an almost impenetrable wall of secrecy surrounds the subject of witchcraft, and that most Navajo, even acculturated Navajo, are reluctant to talk about it in any specific way, especially with non-Navajos.

She took a long time before answering. “At first, like everyone else, I wanted revenge too. . . . ” Her voice trailed off.

I waited until I couldn’t bear it any longer. “Does that mean there’s something to this witching rumor?”

She hesitated, then said, “I’ve heard people say things.”

She was obviously uncomfortable with the direction of our conversation, but I needed to know. “You’ve heard people say things like what?”

“That they were going to work on those boys, one at a time.”

“Who was going to work on them?”

She wouldn’t say.

“How does it work?”

She didn’t know.

“Do you believe it worked?”

“I heard it did.”

“From whom?”

She wouldn’t say.

I sat there staring at her for a moment. Then, deciding not to push her any harder, I changed the subject.

Back at my motel that evening, I stood in the doorway to my room basking in the lavender afterglow of a desert sunset while waiting for the heat of the day to subside. The sunburnt air, like a tongue depressor, left me trying to lick the dry away. Overhead, a neon cowboy spinning a lariat flickered and snapped like a bug zapper. Recalling my conversation with Rena, I didn’t think she was telling me all she knew, but that was okay. There had been enough mystery in her answers to make a compelling case for a deeper probe. And if my quest was to be successful, I sensed her cooperation would be pivotal.
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Going north out of town, the road draws a straight line through middle-class subdivisions that have claimed the desert in the name of suburbia. For several miles the pavement is bordered by a rich variety of plant life. Just as cottonwoods and tamarisk trim the riverbanks in this country, grasses and flowers, watered by runoff, flourish along the roadsides.

At the entrance to what locals call Chokecherry Canyon the surface turns to packed dirt where gas companies have bladed a trail through sand and sage and scattered piñon trees. In all directions drip tanks, well heads, and pipelines loop out of the ground like busted guts. Where it crosses the dry washes, the road suddenly goes soft. Sand is worse than mud. Spin your tires twice and you’ll walk out.

For years this desolate region has been a popular place for family outings. Parents bring their kids out on weekends and holidays to pick chokecherries, to picnic, and to hunt for potsherds and arrowheads. Some say the area is haunted by its native past. Whether you are superstitious or not, anyone who has spent much time out here will admit the land is strangely charged.

Standing in the loose fine dust of an arroyo, you will sometimes think you hear the trickling of water over rocks and feel a refreshing coolness wash over you.

Great crinkled rock formations that look like immense scaly lizards basking in the sun seem peculiarly alive in another dimension, and appear to follow you wherever you go.

A coyote grinning at you from a ridge will disappear without a track, as though it ducked down an anthill.

The senses belie and magic abounds, as at the start of some mythological creation.

And everywhere, Indian artifacts lie buried in the earth—spear points, stone tools, carved fetishes. There is just no telling what secrets these windblown sands and sun-scorched hills might yield.
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On a seasonable springtime Sunday in 1974, Jim and Carolyn Hastings, lifetime residents of Farmington, packed their Ford with kids and cooler and headed north to make good on their promise to someday take their three sons on an expedition to Chokecherry Canyon. While Jim drove, Carolyn read aloud from Jonathan Livingston Seagull, a book she was enjoying so much she wanted to share it with her family. There were only a few pages left by the time they arrived at Brown Springs, a place in the canyon where a spring bubbled up beneath a range of sandstone cliffs, and Carolyn thought the book was too good to put down so she continued to read to the very end. But the boys were too excited to listen any longer, and all three jumped out of the car, scrambling up a rocky shelf to begin their artifact hunt.

When she was finished, Carolyn stepped from the car and answered the “Hey, Mom!” call of one of her sons with a big wave.

“Is it the same as when you were here?” Jimmy, her oldest at thirteen, yelled down from the top of the eroded stone formation.

Glancing swiftly around at a sheer overhang of smooth rock streaked black with seep that seemed to cradle a solitude that was the natural way of the world, Carolyn sighed in remembrance. It had been years since her last visit and she thought very little was different. “The same,” she sang back. But upon a closer survey of the surroundings she noted that in fact it had changed, becoming in the interval a teenage party area, its popularity documented by broken glass, crushed beer cans, and .22-caliber bullet hulls. The litter also included a pair of black workboots she suspected must have been left behind after a wild time the night before.

As they had driven up, Carolyn had been conscious of the way the scent of fresh-cut sage sweetened the air blowing in the car windows. She loved the smell of sage. As a young girl she would strip the branches clean with her hands, press the petals to her face, and breathe in deeply. At the time she had wondered about its source, and now, as she and her husband started to collect firewood, she found herself walking along the rim of a small dike that had been pushed up by a sheepherder to catch springwater, following a perfume trail as she looked for kindling.

Spotting what appeared to be a clump of sagebrush piled on a mound of rocks, she headed that way to see if there were any dry pieces. Her eyes roamed the area as she walked because the smell of sage was stronger here, so she was standing beside the brushpile before she looked down and saw that those were not rocks underneath.

She jumped back, letting out a horrified cry. “Jim!”

Her husband was standing about twenty-five feet away, down a sandy wash, and he started running toward her. So did her kids. They all thought she had been bitten by a rattlesnake.

She felt her husband’s hands on her shoulders. “What’s wrong, honey?”

Swallowing deeply to steady herself, she gestured toward the sagebrush. “There’s a dead Indian over there.”

He looked at her closely, and when nothing in her eyes backed off, without saying a word he turned and started walking slowly in the direction she pointed.

As she watched him go, what she had seen under the sagebrush began to take a clearer form in her mind, developing like a Polaroid print. Without checking vital signs she knew the man was dead. Anyone would have known that just by looking at the body. Because it was naked she had been able to see how it was mottled with bruises, and the bloody damage to the head looked like she imagined it would if that was where the man had been shot.

For an instant she sagged under a sadness. Her feelings for Indians ran deep. As a young girl she used to see three and sometimes four generations huddled together in a horse-drawn wagon, creaking along the roads leading to and from the reservation. Their ancestry, culture, and traditions had seemed to give them something to belong to, a close sense of kinship she had grown up wanting for her own family. Apart from the shock of stumbling upon a gruesome death, she felt a deep hurt that one of a people she so admired had come to such an awful end.

The sweet smell of sage brought her out of her reverie, reminding her that this was something that had probably happened very recently. As it also dawned on her that the person who had done it might still be around, she turned in a slow circle, sweeping the ridge of bare rock and desert brush with her eyes. Though she saw nothing out of the ordinary, there were many places a watcher could remain hidden, which lent an air of menace to the quiet. She was straining for a muffled cough, the sound of footfalls, the click as a firearm is cocked, when she heard her three boys clattering down the cliffside.

“Get back to the car,” she shouted. “Now!” And as she hurried toward the Ford herself, she could hear her husband, who had seen all he needed to see, coming up fast behind her.
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It had been a slow month for crime in San Juan County. Arson was suspected as the cause of a fire at the Herman Miller farm that destroyed 3,000 bales of hay. Deputies were investigating a report that a seventeen-year-old girl had run away from home. There was an attempted break-in at the Red Garter Cafe, and vandalism to a county-owned Caterpillar. But nothing out of the ordinary until the dispatcher at the Sheriff’s Department received a frantic call from Carolyn Hastings.

Deputy Bruce Brimhall, who thought of himself as a farmer and this as moonlighting, responded, and because this was not your normal Sunday afternoon check-it-out, Undersheriff Doug Brown was also called. It took something sensational to bother the sheriff on a weekend, and the discovery of a dead Indian didn’t qualify. Hardly a day went by that the sheriff’s office wasn’t called to pry one out of a car wreck, piece by piece, or scrape one off the highway where he’d wandered like game that didn’t know better. Some wiseguy once cracked that the Highway Department ought to post caution signs warning motorists to watch out for Indians, never mind deer.

The undersheriff lived in Aztec, fifteen miles to the northeast, so by the time he pulled up at Brown Springs not only had the deputy taken a statement, the medical examiner was inspecting the corpse and the ambulance from the mortuary was backing up to the scene. Doug Brown, Jr., a crew-cut, square-jawed former sergeant with the Farmington Police Department whose angled features were given a boyish set by his heavy black-framed glasses, tipped his Western hat for maximum shade as he approached Deputy Brimhall, who stood sweating in the chocolate-brown uniform of the department.

“What do we have?”

The deputy gestured with his head to the far side of Brown Springs. “Another good Indian.”

Set in permanent sunsquint, Brown’s pale blue eyes took on the hard sheen of old pawn. “Show me.”

When the deputy lifted the branches of drying sage, gingerly, as though they formed a blanket on a sleeping man he did not want to wake, the undersheriff grimaced and exhaled quickly, as if to rid himself of bad air, so strong was the odor of alcohol.

Taking a step back, he inspected the lifeless form lying face down in the dirt in front of him from a remove that allowed him to take in the entire body at a glance. It was an Indian all right, an obese, powerfully built man. The medical investigator would give him the precise cause of death, but Brown didn’t need an official report to tell him the obvious: The man had been beaten, he’d been burned, and his head had been crushed with rocks. His brooding eyes settled on one grisly detail—the face was puffy and mashed at the same time, like a pumpkin carving after a freeze; then another—rocks, stained with blood and hair, were lined up along one side of the body as if someone had had it in mind to make a bonfire of the man—pausing long enough on each to allow the implications as well as the specifics to sink in. His guess was the victim had been dead less than twelve hours because he wasn’t all that discolored yet, and the swelling was minimal.

It was a difficult crime scene to work. There was trash everywhere, and it was hard to separate what tracks had been left by kids out partying previously, what had been put down by the Hastings family, and which were pertinent to the crime. Combing the area for physical evidence, Brown was able to determine what had become of the man’s clothing. The black workboots appeared to belong to the victim, and between them and his final resting place were several fire sites where, among the ashes, he found the burnt remains of a nylon shirt and blue jeans.

At a certain point, when he felt that searching further was not going to yield anything useful, the undersheriff tried to add up what he had. Standing on a jut of rimrock from which he could see great distances of windswept desert given a loose nap by the sparse vegetation, he lit a Winston and pressed himself to come up with some theory that would explain such a grotesque act of homicidal violence. Any time you found your victim undressed you suspected you were faced with a sex crime, and there was no doubt sexual overtones were present here. As the body had been rolled onto a stretcher, Brown had noticed that the man’s groin had been gigged by a sharp instrument and the tip of his uncircumcised penis charred like a candle wick. Trying to imagine what would have driven someone to such extreme brutalization of the private parts, he speculated that possibly the fellow had been caught fooling around with the wrong man’s wife, and this had been a way of evening the score.

Grinding a hole in the sand with his boot heel, Brown buried the Winston butt so it wouldn’t be mistaken for evidence by others who might rework the scene. There was nothing else he felt he could do until the dead man had been identified. There being no pockets to search for a wallet, he knew that knowledge wouldn’t come until fingerprints were matched or a family member reported the victim missing.

The undersheriff glanced at his watch. It was almost five. If he didn’t hurry he’d be late for a family get-together at his mother-in-law’s. After instructing the deputy to take in the evidence that had been gathered, he said he’d compile a written report in the morning, and returned to his day off.

It was 6:20 and Brown had just sat down to eat when the phone rang.

“For you, Doug,” his mother-in-law called.

“Who is it?” Brown asked.

“The dispatcher.”

“What is it this time,” he growled as he took the phone.

“You’re not going to believe this. . . . ”

He listened to what she had to say, and she was right.

“I’m on my way,” he said and hung up. But first he called Lieutenant R. B. Miller, next in command under him. As Brown would comment later, “When things double up, I want hands.”
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To a sheriff’s office that prided itself on Western informality—some deputies suited up, some were known to go plainclothesed, depending on what they had clean to wear—Lieutenant R. B. Miller brought an impeccable militaristic bearing. The “R” stood for Rufus, but everyone called him Bob, and he was a hefty six-footer, forty-four years of age, whose drawl identified South Texas as his birthplace and whose jowls and dewlaps all but fitted him in bib overalls. But you weren’t going to find straw in the pockets of his uniform. From the spitshine on his Western boots to his snappy cream-colored Stetson whose brim had been trimmed down to three inches (“Case a wind come up, it don’t blow off as easy”), he embodied the average person’s idea of Western Peace Officer.

A gentleman who owned a moral streak that referenced a decade of honorable service in the Marine Corps before he turned to law enforcement, Miller brought the same high standards to his police work. You want to be a good cop, rookies were told, watch the way Bob Miller does his job. When he walks away from a crime scene, every scrap of evidence has been collected, all vital information has been properly recorded, and precise measurements have been taken. Even a lawyer could reconstruct the scene from his diagrams.

Some said his obsession for thoroughness was also his downfall when the time came for promotions because it showed up his superiors. But come a showdown or a shoot-out, or whenever it was time to tighten things up at the Sheriff’s Department, Lieutenant Miller was called to the rescue.

Miller arrived at the scene at 6:57 P.M. In a small black book he jotted quick notes on the physical surroundings. It was a remote area, two and a half miles north of the city, a small basin dotted with cedar and piñon trees and indented in a thirty-foot-high sandstone bluff like a bay in a rocky coastline. The location was approximately a mile and a half east of Brown Springs.

While the undersheriff briefed him on the details of the case he had investigated earlier in the day, Miller scanned the area, a grim expression remarking silently on the situation that had developed prior to his arrival. Apparently the report had been received by the dispatcher at the Farmington Police Department, and when she had broadcast a request for assistance on the police radio band, everyone with a badge and a gun—highway patrolmen, city police, off-duty deputies—had headed north, trailed by a volunteer force of private citizens who had nothing better to do with their Sundays than monitor the police frequencies on scanners, picking up on a fire or accident and racing out to the scene. And doing what came naturally to a car-driving crowd converging on a spectacle, they had driven as close to the scene as possible before parking and walking right up to the object of curiosity.

Someone in authority should have taken charge, cordoned the area off, initiated the appropriate steps to protect the integrity of the crime scene. That was elementary. And that had not been done. So it was with dismay that Miller observed at least two dozen citizens swarming the area, paying no attention to where they were walking, carelessly flipping cigarette butts, possibly destroying evidence, certainly contaminating the scene; and more uniformed officers milling about than there was any need for.

Approaching the center of activity, Miller wondered who was responsible for the fiasco. Then he saw his boss, Sheriff Dan Sullivan, storming around, and it all made sense. Although the sheriff was blooded in law enforcement (his grandfather had served as sheriff when New Mexico was still a territory), Miller had always thought of the man more as a politician than a lawman. In his opinion, Sullivan’s folksy good-ol’-boy manner had won him four elections to high office, not his crime-solving abilities. It wouldn’t have surprised him to find the sheriff selling tickets.

“Bob.” Sergeant Gill of the Farmington Police Department greeted him with a friendly salute. Though he had been the first officer to arrive on the scene, Gill knew the primary jurisdiction belonged to the county. Nodding toward two young men in T-shirts and Levi’s, he said, “Those there are the ones who found him.” Then he tossed his head in the direction of a group of uniformed officers standing thirty feet away in a loose huddle around a figure lying on the ground.

The undersheriff headed that way, while Miller strode over to the two men. “I’d appreciate if you’d go over what happened today. From start to finish.”

They said they had come up the canyon to go for a hike. They had parked their car about a hundred yards west of here and were walking along the top of the bluff when they saw the body below. They left immediately, notified the police, and drove back with an officer.

After he had taken it all down in his notebook, Miller asked, “Did you see anyone else in the area while you were here?”

Both nodded. They remembered seeing a Ford pickup, a ’72 or ’73 model, white top and blue base. It stayed in their mind because the driver had made several passes before stopping near their car and looking it over. That made them suspicious, but then he drove off and that was the last they saw of him.

“You get a look at him?”

“Too far away.”

“Anything else?”

A shake of the head.

After thanking them, Miller strode over to where the officers stood watch over a light-framed male Indian stretched out full length with his head to the north, feet to the south, face-down in the dirt, emitting a strong alcohol stench. His top half was dressed in a white undershirt, a brown pullover, and a blue jacket, all partially burned, and he was naked from the waist down. There were three large rocks lying on the east side of his head, two river rocks and one sandstone type. Each was stained with blood and tufted with hair, identifying them as instruments that had probably been used to bludgeon the man to death. Adding a grotesque touch to an already ugly scene, a glob of melted plastic filled the crease in the man’s buttocks, which were also splotched where the skin had been scorched by fire.

When he had finished inventorying the hard facts of the killing, Miller looked up and noted the way those standing around stared uneasily at the lewdly exposed corpse, as if they were embarrassed to be looking so intently at a naked man, found his condition repugnant, but were unable to take their eyes off him. He could tell that some were sickened, while others thought it was no big deal because the victim was an Indian. To him all victims were alike in that they were human.

“A carbon copy of the other,” Undersheriff Brown submitted.

A fact that was apparently lost on someone, Miller reflected.

This line of thought gave way easily to a completely different one, as Miller realized by the slant of the shadows off the piñon trees that he had barely a half-hour of good light left.

When he asked several gawkers not to touch anything until he’d had a chance to look the area over, the undersheriff picked up on the cue and diplomatically attempted to assert some semblance of control over the crowd. “You, you, and you, get back down yonder,” he barked to civilian and officer alike as he tried to get the idea across as reasonably as possible that he had a job to do and they were in the goddamn way.

While Brown played the part of traffic cop, cursing under his breath and shaking his head when he wasn’t ordering people around, Lieutenant Miller went to work. He was familiar with the particular challenges presented by an outdoor crime scene. It was far more complex and fragile than an interior because there were more elements to consider, each of which could be impinged upon so easily—by rain or blowing winds, by the media or cops, whose curiosity was a crime scene’s worst enemy. You had to get what you could while it was there, because the evidence wouldn’t last long and once it was gone there was no getting it back.

His starting point was the site of the body, where the crime had ended, and he worked backward from there. Leading away from the body were two sets of footprints that Miller felt were involved in the crime. But it was hard to get a fix on their size and shape because the ground here was loose, leaving depressions, not impressions. Careful with the placement of each step he took, he followed a rough trail of marks back across a sandy flat, stopping every few feet to squat on his heels for a closer look.

He was good at this. Since he’d tracked small game as a boy, few details escaped his eyes when he was determined to read the record left by creatures passing across a landscape. He knew, for instance, that dating a track depended on the time of year. In this country in the spring, when temperatures dropped below freezing at night, thawing in the daytime, a track that looked fresh in the morning could be a month old. Likewise, in the summer when it was breezy, it didn’t take long for a track to age or disappear. Even the way a track was put down could be telling. He’d caught a fellow once on a $20,000 vandalism case because the man had just started wearing Western boots, and instead of walking on the heel would shift his weight to the outside, leaving a print that was deeper on one side than the other.

Miller stood up. He took a step in the general direction he had been going and stopped. Just to one side of his own foot, at a spot where the caliche had formed a crust, he spotted an identifiable print. It was only a partial—the corner of a heel, a section of the sole—but it was enough for him to feel he was looking at the patterned design typically found on the bottom of a hiking boot.

A preternatural hush seemed to surround him during the next several minutes as the intensity of his inspection combined with the circumstances of this being a crime scene to create an intricate, under-glass stillness. It was almost as if, by asking all the elements to testify, every rock, bush, tree, and grain of sand was afraid to move for fear of being put in the witness box next. Even the evening breeze seemed to hold its breath.

He took several more steps and stopped again, staring down at a complete print whose distinct markings identified it as a boot that was described in the popular vernacular as a “waffle-stomper.” On his hands and knees now, he studied the markings and was able to make out six distinct stars in the sole and one in the heel.

Miller looked up and around. The sheriff and an entourage of officers were off in another area entirely. It was the wrong place to look, and for once he was grateful for Sullivan’s incompetence.

After framing the track with tree limbs so no one would accidentally trample it, the lieutenant moved on with his search. Several feet farther on he discovered a fresh depression in the ground of approximately the same dimensions as one of the large rocks by the body; around its edges, positioned in a way you would expect of someone who had retrieved the rock, were a series of prints that looked to have been made by a boot with a slick sole and a pointed toe. Looking back toward the body, Miller saw the likelihood that the soft prints he had previously found indistinguishable belonged to someone wearing cowboy boots.

So there were two of them, he was thinking when he heard his name urgently called by the undersheriff.

Approximately 200 feet from the body, Brown had discovered evidence of where the whole macabre business had probably started: A scooped-out place where someone had wallowed in the sand. A pair of light-brown sunglasses broken in half. One black leather low-quarter shoe. Two socks. More large rocks splashed red. And a puddle of blood in which the tread of a waffle-stomper was imprinted like a fossil in mud—a single four-pointed star in the heel, six of the same in the sole.

“Lieutenant. Over here.”

Just west of where they were standing, at a place where cars could park but none had on this evening, another deputy had located a set of tire tracks as pronounced as skid marks. And beside them, drawn in the dust like a diagram for a dance step, more sets of waffle-stomper prints that Miller would recognize anywhere now.

Glancing at the fading light, Miller’s long legs took him swiftly to his vehicle where he retrieved a pack of plastic evidence bags and his camera. He knew, moving this fast, that he had only picked up on the obvious and there were probably many things overlooked. But he also felt that what had been found was important and a record should be started immediately.

It was while walking back that he saw, to his consternation, a county judge lean over the body and withdraw the hardened plastic from between the dead man’s buttocks. Miller was not about to walk over, take it from him, and stick it back; but he did feel that the body should not have been tampered with, and it distressed him no end to think that other relevant details had already been altered or lost.

He started at the tire tracks, first taking measurements of the distance between the tires, both width and length, from which he would be able to tell if he was looking for a mid-size or full-size vehicle. Next, after laying a wooden ruler across the track and his gold star beside it for identification purposes, he snapped several pictures using his Polaroid flash camera. He knew this information wasn’t the lock-and-key type and wouldn’t do him much good until he had an idea who the vehicle belonged to, but once he did have a suspect it could turn out to be an incriminating link to the crime scene. Any tire was going to have certain cuts and nicks that differentiated it from every other tire, sort of like fingerprints. A good photo of a tire print could be absolutely matched to an actual tire.

    From different angles he then photographed the bloody boot-print, making sure the camera caught its distinctive markings, and once again using the wooden ruler to show its exact length and width. He came up with a bootprint that measured 3 1/2 inches across at the heel, 4 inches across at the sole, and 12 1/2 inches from heel to toe. Setting the camera aside, he collected blood and soil samples. If he ever did manage to find the boots that had left the print, he knew he would find trace elements of the same.

Knowing where the crime had begun, and having a body to inform him where it had ended, made it easier to track its course. From the pool of blood, twin grooves, suggestive of drag marks, extended for almost 100 feet, and where they stopped there were indications a struggle had taken place. Staring at a blood-soaked patch of sand and a black pile of ashes from a wood fire, Miller bent over and stirred the debris with a stick, turning up several small pieces of brown material charred at the edges. The texture suggested the material came from a pair of brown Levi-type pants. He sealed the sample in another plastic bag.

From the evidence available it was difficult to determine how the victim had gotten from the fire site to where his body was found. Miller felt he either was moving under his own power or was carried, as there were no drag marks present. There were signs he was down on the ground at least twice before reaching his final position, however. More blood. More charred material.

After photographing the first print he had found, the lieutenant moved to the body itself, taking three pictures of it as it was found and one after it was turned over on its back. He had gazed into the faces of more dead people than he cared to remember and usually had no problem with adults. It was when kids met their premature ends that he was capable of a strong rush of sentiment. The exception was a homicide where excessive brutality was involved. If a fellow wanted someone dead there were any number of quick and easy ways to get the job done. Here, it was apparent the killing time had been intentionally drawn out. As his imagination choreographed the crime out of the props that had been left behind, and one dead actor, he saw two mean men chasing a smaller third, pummeling him with rocks when he was down, torturing him with fire, and God only knew what else had gone on before plastic had been melted on the man’s naked buttocks.

He went no further with this line of thought. He knew enough to know that this man had been made to suffer, and it had been a prolonged and terrible suffering before he had been allowed to die. And that changed the character of the crime for the lieutenant. No murder was excusable, but some evoked a special obligation on his part to see his work through to a conviction. With these cases he put the muscle of a full commitment into action no matter how many extra hours or how much legwork it took. Though it was of little comfort to the man at his feet, this became one of those cases for Lieutenant Miller.

It was while calculating the distances between the different significant points with a tape measure that Miller noticed two Farmington Police Department officers, following Sheriff Sullivan’s orders, attempting to make a cast of the complete bootprint. Watching them slop plaster directly into the impression without preparing it properly first, and knowing the minute the moist mixture hit the sand it would change the shape of the print drastically, he was relieved that he had gotten to it first. He had a feeling that what they came up with would be worthless, and he would be right.

As the sun disappeared behind the Chuska Mountains, dusk settled into the basin like a cloud of purple dust. A certain coolness came with it. Strangers in this country might think it was going to rain, but locals knew it was a typical April night.

Sheriff Sullivan asked several of his deputies to lend a hand carrying the bloody rocks up to the trunk of his vehicle. And then, after everyone who had no business being there in the first place had gone home, a core group of officers congregated and tried to make sense of the mystery. Two men, both Indians, had apparently been murdered by the same person(s) on the same day. Who did it? Why?

Everyone seemed to agree that this was probably something Indians had done to their own. Violent death was no stranger to those raised on the reservation. Drunken brawls, knife fights, and general mayhem were a fact of Indian life. Although none of the officers had seen such sadistic cruelty before, it was well known that Navajos distrusted justice through the white man’s courts, preferring to settle grievances in their own way, with their own means of enforcement. Now that there were two victims, Brown wasn’t so sure about his triangle theory, which was replaced by the sheriff’s suspicion the dead men might have been involved in a rape of some young girl. Although there were no active rape cases involving Indians currently under investigation, Sullivan speculated that the victim and her family might have preferred to keep the crime a secret rather than face publicity, exacting revenge in their own time and fashion.

Among the deputies present was an older man everyone called Shake. Of old New Mexican stock, he’d run a trading post on the reservation in his early years, knew the Navajo people and their ways, and spoke the language better than most of them. Just by looking at a Navajo he could tell you what clan he belonged to. As the theorizing went on, Miller sidled over to Shake and, dropping his voice to keep the conversation just between the two of them, asked, “Shake. You ever seen an Indian with a size twelve and a half foot?”

Shake didn’t have to think about it. “Nope.”

Miller nodded in the dark. “Me neither.”
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For most of those present, the evening ended when the plaster cast of the bootprint had hardened, and Sheriff Sullivan discontinued the investigation until the next morning. Lieutenant Miller was unable to let go just yet, however. He had not had a chance to check the victim’s clothing for possible clues, and he knew better than to assume that anyone else had. So he proceeded to the Lee and Oviatt Mortuary, where both bodies had been taken.

The results were negative. What he did establish positively, after examining the victim who had just been brought in and the one found earlier in the day, was an identical pattern to the beatings and burnings, down to the scorched genitals.

Impatient to get started on the identification process, Miller called for a deputy, and when Bruce Brimhall showed up he instructed him to roll fingerprints tonight. While this was being done, Miller stepped outside for a cigarette and to think things over.

So far, other than a lot of tracks, none of which were going to lead them to a suspect, all they had to go on were the bodies. But there was an old saying, “When you’re at a loss on a homicide investigation, go to the body,” and he considered that. Both victims were probably Navajo. There were indications both had liquor in their systems. Because the reservation was dry, that meant the men most likely had been drinking at one of the bars in town at an earlier time. As anyone familiar with the situation in reservation bordertowns knew, Indians had their own favorite drinking establishments. So if you wanted to get a make on one of the habitués, that was where you went.

When he finished his cigarette, Miller went back inside.

“Done?” he asked the deputy.

“Just about.”

“Good. Then let’s go see if we can turn up someone who knows these men.”

It was a tactic he had used before to accelerate the identification process when there was a highway accident involving Indians and no IDs could be found. Round up a bunch of the bedraggled bingers from Farmington’s Indian bar scene and walk them by the victim. A strained procedure at best, it was often productive and sometimes served a dual purpose, turning up a name and issuing a warning about drinking and driving.

As with most reservation bordertowns, Farmington had its own skid row district that catered to a native clientele that on any given day or night appeared to be drinking its way to oblivion. Picking them up in twos and threes and escorting them to the mortuary, Miller and the deputy walked them into the room where the two bodies were stretched on tables, draped with a sheet. One at a time Miller pulled the coverings back far enough for them to get a good look at the face, no more.

Miller did not have a trace of superstition in his bones. In his mind, people were attached to earthbound agonies that ended at death’s door. The idea of ghosts reaching out from the grave to haunt or hurt the living belonged to the realm of fantasy—and Navajo superstition. He knew that the dead were objects of horror for the Navajo, because they believed an evil spirit remained in a corpse. So the Navajo reaction to one had always struck him as half-comic. No matter their state of drunkenness, it shocked them sober. Their eyes would bulge as if they were seeing someone returned from the dead to claim them, and they couldn’t get out of the room fast enough. But before he let them out they had to cooperate with the program.

On this night, on the third run-through, he got lucky. A bleary, blunt-faced Navajo man came fully awake before looking quickly away when Miller pulled the sheet down on the first individual who had been found.

“You recognize this man?” he asked.

The Navajo glanced again. He wasn’t sure, which was understandable given the battered condition of the face.

“Any idea who he might be?”

The Navajo mumbled something that included the name “John Harvey.”

“John Harvey? Is that what you said?”

The Indian nodded and Miller wrote it down.

“And this other?” He snapped the sheet down. “You know him?”

The Navajo was a man of fewer words than the lieutenant. He shook his head and left the room before Miller could offer him a ride back or to buy a round of drinks.

On the chance that the victim had been picked up for a prior offense, and with a name he could check the file and compare prints, Miller drove up to the Farmington Police Department, which sat on a bluff overlooking the city. The prints matched. The first victim was indeed a Navajo named John Harvey. He had a string of arrests, all alcohol related. His age was thirty-nine; his last known address was Fruitland, New Mexico, twelve miles to the west.

Now that he knew the identity of at least one of the victims, Miller was satisfied with the progress he had made in a few short hours, and scribbled “Pending further investigation” in his notebook. There was no guarantee the mystery of the other man’s identity would be solved as easily. It was possible the men didn’t know each other, hadn’t been together the previous evening, and were randomly selected simply because they were available at the time the killers decided to go on a rampage. But he had a feeling that an ID on the second victim would not be long in coming. Certainly not as long as the answers to the questions, What is happening? And why?

By car it was less than a five-minute drive home for Miller, and as he navigated back streets made even darker by unlit houses, his thoughts turned to the town asleep around him, and the murderous air that would rise on the morrow. He had lived in Farmington for almost twenty years and always considered it a friendly community. He’d met his wife here, raised kids here, planned to retire here. It was home. But knowing there were cold-blooded killers at large made it seem like a dangerous place tonight.

And especially hazardous for Indians.
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DISQUIETING DETAILS

[image: Images]

THE SILVER THREADS of three rivers, fed by melting snows from Colorado’s mountains, braid into a single strand at Farmington, where La Plata and the Animas rivers join the San Juan River. Cross the San Juan and you leave the ditched and irrigated lowlands made artificially suitable for farming by the pioneers and arrive at thirsty plains of bare rock and sand. The river mostly follows the modern northern boundary of the Navajo Reservation, a place as different in feeling from Farmington as it is in physical characteristics. To many non-natives, there is a rich and natural beauty to the landscape of the reservation, but to the author of an anonymous poem written at the turn of the century,

Beyond the San Juan River, are paths that lead to death

To the desert’s scorching breezes, that feel like Satan’s breath,

Beyond the white man’s outposts, where the poisonous reptile waits

Are the Devil’s own possessions, his original estates.

Beyond the San Juan River, are paths as yet unknown

With a tarantula ’neath each pebble, a centipede ’neath each stone,

Behind the dreaded cactus, beneath the noxious weeds

Are ever-present perils, of a million different breeds.

Beyond the San Juan River, ’tis said the story’s told

Are paths that lead to mountains of purest virgin gold,

But ’tis our firm conviction, whatever else they tell

Beyond the San Juan River, all paths lead straight to hell.

To the Navajo this is holy ground. And if the scenery seems barren and inhospitable to “white eyes,” to Navajos it is both heaven and home. This is their designated corner of the universe. According to their origin myth, here, between the four sacred peaks of Mount Taylor, Blanca Peak, Mount Hesperus, and the San Francisco Peaks, is the place of emergence, where the Holy People came up from the underworld to slay the monsters that roamed old Navajoland before they created the Dineh—The People—as the Navajo refer to themselves. It is the center of their ancient history, sacred beliefs, and curing ceremonies. All that takes place within its borders is strengthened and blessed, while everything that goes on without is dangerous and disruptive.
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