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Native American Mysteries


The tales of detective fiction created by Edgar Alan Poe and the modern hard-boiled fiction by Sara Paretsky and Marcia Mueller have little in common, except that they belong to the same genre.  These works do reveal, however, the changing tastes of the reading public.  The plots, geographical locales, themes, heroes, and heroines, reflect the changing social, ethnic, and political face of America.  The writers in this series are creating ingenious, fast-paced plots, integrating Native American history and culture, and crafting resourceful, intelligent protagonists who solve the mysteries, in part, because they are familiar with Native American life.  Many of these authors write about a particular locale and represent its habits, speech, manners, folklore, and religion.

NOTE:  This title is required reading for the series.
DreadfulWater Shows Up by Hartley Goodweather

Like a mystery version of Northern Exposure, the debut of low-key Cherokee sleuth Thumps DreadfulWater features a cast of quirky Native Americans bumping against the white establishment of a scenic western burg.  Thumps is an ex-cop from northern California who moved to the Montana reservation town of Chinook to shed memories of a serial killer who got away.  These days, Thumps serves as the town’s photographer, navigating an off-again, off-again relationship with Claire Merchant, head of the local tribal council.  But when a computer programmer is murdered at the reservation’s new casino, Claire’s activist son becomes the prime suspect, and Thumps reluctantly tracks the real killer.  259 pp.

Dance for the Dead by Thomas Perry

Jane Whitefield is the patron saint of the pursued, a native American “guide” who specializes in making victims vanish.  Calling on the ancient wisdom of the Seneca tribe and her own razor-sharp cunning, she conjures up new identities for people with nowhere left to run.  She’s as quick and quiet as freshly fallen snow, and she covers a trail just as completely.  But when a calculating killer stalks an innocent eight-year-old boy, Jane faces dangerous obstacles that will put her powers – and her life – to a terrifying test.  400 pp.

Dance Hall of the Dead by Tony Hillerman

Two young boys suddenly disappear.  One of them, a Zuni, leaves a pool of blood behind.  Lt. Joe Leaphorn of the Navajo Tribal Police tracks the brutal killer.  Three things complicate the search:  an archeological dig, a steel hypodermic needle, and the strange laws of the Zuni.  258 pp.

The Ghost Walker by Margaret Coel

Margaret Coel, accomplished writer of nonfiction, avid anthropologist, and insightful writer, sets her second novel, The Ghost Walker, on the Arapaho Wind River Reservation in central Wyoming. Her novel opens during a blinding winter snowstorm when her protagonist, Father John O’Malley, a Jesuit priest in charge of the St. Francis Mission on the reservation, discovers a dead body when his Toyota breaks down on a remote reservation road.  He finds help, but by the time he and the police reach the scene of the murder, the corpse has disappeared.  According to Arapaho beliefs, the body is doomed to walk the earth trying to find a way to Sky World and creating death and destruction until it receives a proper burial and the traditional ceremonies.  And, indeed, that is what happens.  Coel weaves the spirituality, customs, and beliefs of the Arapaho Way with Jesuit Catholicism to create an uncommon alliance of intense energy.  243 pp.

The Shaman Sings by James D. Doss

In his first mystery, James D. Doss calls upon his past experience as a former electrical engineer for the Las Alamos National Laboratory to catapult readers to southwestern Colorado.  There, in the heart of Ute country, the novel combines Ute Indian prophesy, scientific investigation, Mexican fatalism, and intuition to solve the brutal evisceration of a graduate student at Rocky Mountain Polytechnic’s physics lab.  Who stands to gain from her death?  By switching points of view, from the killer who methodically follows his inner voice and seems to know too much to the policeman who seems to know too little, Doss exposes his characters and their complex motivations, a technique that not only maintains suspense but also more actively involves readers.  248 pp.
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