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PROLOGUE 
 
I GREW UP. Inevitably, decisions of where to live 
and how to spend my time became increasingly 
more complicated. I got married, I have a dog, and 
I am working. Both my husband and I have sets of 
parents who are growing older. We are both the 
eldest, forging new territory in choosing careers 
and figuring out what defines us as a family, all 
while worrying about the Brombergs and 
Thomasons that are already here. These are not 
new concerns in the history of families. 
 The journeys of our near and distant 
ancestors complicate and shape our personal 
narratives. Myths entangle themselves into our own 
journeys as the journeys of those before us are 
recounted. N. Scott Momaday writes: “The voices 
are all around us, the three voices. You have the 
mythic and the historical and the personal and then 
they become a wheel, they revolve, they alternate… 
Myth becomes history becomes memoir becomes 
myth.” I discovered cycles of stories in a similar 
vein in considering my family’s two disparate 
identities: being Christian and being Navajo. My 
mother’s departure from the California coast for 

Virginia informs my own experience of moving 
west. My masoni or maternal grandmother left 
behind everything she knew when she got married 
in a time period that sits somewhere between 
family stories and American history. Ancient origin 
stories and mythologies survive, offering guidance 
to generation after generation. 
 In my family’s stories and mythologies, I see 
recurring themes: themes of leaving home and how 
leaving deepens the understanding of my past, 
while still confusing and distorting it. Related 
themes of displacement and identity also emerge, 
as being far from home has often left me 
wondering where I fit, feeling like an exile. Not 
knowing where I fit in has then left me wondering 
who I am. Here the story of the Navajo Hero 
Twins serves as the core narrative, as it explores 
the dangers and victories that occur when one 
finally does leave home. As each piece of the Hero 
Twins’ narrative unfolds, my own family’s 
experiences and the prophetic book of Daniel echo 
themes of memory and exile. I was introduced to 
both the Hero Twins and Daniel as a child—
fantastic accounts of individuals triumphing over 
great odds in a strange world, individuals who 
always seem to be thinking of home. 
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DRIVEWAY, 2013, oil on canvas, 11” x 14” 
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THE FIRST TIME I WAS ON AN AIRPLANE, I 
was six weeks old. My mother was flying to her 
hometown in Costa Mesa, CA, for her sister’s 
wedding, where her entire family still lived. We 
flew from Dulles International in Virginia into 
John Wayne. Traveling with an infant is exhausting, 
but one travels for weddings and sisters. The 
landing made me wail in pain. In 1985 friends and 
family could still meet you directly on the tarmac, 
and my grandfather or Che took me from my 
mother’s arms as soon as she stepped off the plane. 
I was quiet. She was home. 
 There are three thousand miles between her 
childhood home in Costa Mesa and the Virginian 
home where she raised a family. Even so, we all 
were close with Che and Masoni. Likewise we had 
an incredibly close relationship with my father’s 
mother, Grandma, who lived at the other end of 
the large field adjacent to our house. In our 
younger years my siblings and I would brave the 
field, afraid of getting lost, and finally feeling 
accomplished from the grand adventure when we 
arrived at Grandma’s house. The quarter-mile walk 

felt like a journey of a thousand miles as we left the 
safety of our porch and set off into the wild field 
toward Grandma’s. 

When each of my grandmothers passed, we 
travelled to see them in the hospital. We held their 
hands and recited goodbyes, unsure if they could 
hear or understand us. With each grandmother, I 
left the hospital knowing she would soon pass. 
With each grandmother, I was alone in the car 
when I received a call on my cell phone. Grandma 
passed in the eight hours between Fredericksburg, 
Virginia and Ithaca, New York, where I attended 
college. Masoni passed in the four hours between 
Costa Mesa and San Luis Obispo, California, where 
I was working after college. Each time I was 
relieved they were no longer suffering. Each time I 
was relieved that I could grieve privately. Each time 
I indulged myself in their memories, eventually 
cleaning and packing away their homes. Each time 
I wondered what had really been lost. 

I would return in a few days to lay their 
bodies to rest in a finite place, one where they 
would remain forever. I would remain in the 
physical world, wandering between my family’s 
homes. It is fitting that I would be travelling when 
I got those two phone calls. 
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1After the Diyin Dine’é or the Holy People 
fled the first four worlds and made a home in 
the Fifth World, after the sun and the moon 
were created, after death and disorder came 
to be, the Holy Wind or Níłch’i, breathed life 
into the very first human, Asdzą́ą́ Nádleehé 
or Changing Woman. She experienced each 
day as both young and old. Asdzą́ą Nádleehé 
began her days as a young woman and found 
herself old and wrinkled at the end of the 
day. Together with the Sun, Jóhonaa’éí, she 
gave birth to the two boys later known as the 
Hero Twins. 
 
My husband and I arrived home (that is to say, 
Fredericksburg) for the winter holidays, only to re-
enter the world of high school. My sister, Amanda, 
is a full decade younger than I am, and she is in her 
final year of high school. It is an easy jump from 
2013 to 2003, when I was in the middle of my own 
high school senior year. The anxiety of college 
applications easily seeped back into my psyche. I 
remembered the numbness I felt in having to make 
such a big decision. Leaving home was so 
unfathomable that I ignored my anxiety until the 
middle of my freshman year of college. My mother 

and I are trying to figure out what to tell Amanda 
as she decides what her next step is. 
 Amanda had not even determined which 
schools she might want to attend. Most 
applications are due January 1. I had walked into 
the kitchen on December 27. After some gentle 
prodding failed to propel her toward collegiate 
aspirations, I became a bully. My tantrums included 
a demand that Amanda could not stay in 
Fredericksburg forever, declarations that she is far 
too smart for community college, and expositions 
on the value of a college education. Amanda was 
familiar with my tantrums and how to ignore them; 
and yet she agreed to send in some applications. 
Over the next five days, she worked tirelessly 
researching schools, writing essays, and 
miraculously convincing teachers to write a 
recommendation in two days. 
 It was a strange feeling reliving the pressures 
of these applications. They are a lot of work for 
something that feels impossible: moving away to 
create an entirely new life with people you have 
never met in an attempt to succeed academically. I 
know what it is to feel completely alien to everyone 
around me. What is forgotten in leaving home? 
What is gained? Can we stand to leave or to stay? 
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SIGN, 2014, oil on canvas, 11” x 14” 
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The Naayéé, the monsters whose 
strangeness and terror make them complete 
aliens, also lived in this land. They hunted the 
people. The last of humankind lived huddled 
together, constantly fleeing their homes as 
the Naayéé found each location.  The 
people’s numbers were so low that they had 
settled out of pure exhaustion. They no 
longer had the energy to move, and so they 
waited for the monsters to find them. 
 
Home is supposed to be an immutable, constant 
force in our lives. It is supposed to be centering 
and comforting. However, I found myself 
outgrowing Fredericksburg, Virginia. I needed the 
challenges of academia. I needed to create a new 
home with my husband. Other people have their 
homes taken from them. Even then, without their 
choosing or my choosing, home itself changes as 
well. 
 An irrevocable change to home is key to the 
Navajo concept of ch’ééná. More than mere 
homesickness, ch’ééná is closer to a heartbreak, “a 
sadness for a way of life that is gone forever,”2 and 
manifests in spiritual, emotional, and physical 
disharmony. Ch’ééná is even suggested as one of 

many causes of death during the Navajo Long 
Walk. For the Israelites there was also a spiritual 
loss in exile, a separation from their own holy land. 
As for the Navajo, the United States government 
eventually allowed their return to Dinétah. 
However, this homeland had been altered. There 
was sheer joy in returning, but it was to newly 
surveyed reservation lines, pastureland that had 
been salted and charred, and government 
surveillance. Home was less safe and less familiar. 
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The twins’ grandfather, Áłtsé Hastiin, crafted 
bows and arrows for the young twins. They 
immediately ran east with them to hunt. An 
animal with a rough coat and golden eyes 
slunk across the desert. With far too much 
excitement and far too little aim, they fired 
their arrows in the general direction of the 
animal. Unharmed the animal scampered off. 
They sulked home, informing their mother 
of their missed opportunity. 
 
An aghast Asdzą́ą́ Nádleehé turned away and 
whispered anxiously with Áłtsé Hastiin, then 
turned to face her sons: “Boys, today you 
saw Mą’ii, that is, Coyote. Wherever he goes, 
he creates problems for everyone. He spies 
for Déélgééd, The Horned Monster, one of 
the Naayéé that has stalked us since our very 
existence. The monsters will find us soon. I 
fear for our home. Never again go to the 
east.” 
 
Sometimes questions overwhelm. I asked Mom 
how she felt about moving to the eastern seaboard. 
She described feeling anxious about not fitting in 
with the old, Baptist women. She was glad to be 
married to Dad, whom she described as her home 

and safety net. These memories seem to 
overwhelm her. She ended her discussion with, “Is 
this enough?”3

 Moving from place to place is traumatic for 
anyone, but especially for someone with an identity 
so firmly rooted in a family. Not only did she have 
to contend with culture shock but also with the 
loss of her own roots in view of another 
community with strong roots. Fredericksburg, VA 
is fascinated with history. Families have been in the 
area for generations, and you place yourself in this 
web with mentions of Sullivans, Youngs, and 
Newtons . Southern families are like that. Ghosts 
of American history also lurk in Fredericksburg’s 
conscious. George Washington’s childhood home 
is 2.5 miles from my childhood home. My 
elementary school bears its name, Ferry Farm. In 
the latter part of the Civil War, Richmond, VA was 
the capital of the Confederacy. Geographically 
Fredericksburg is located halfway between 
Washington, D.C. and Richmond, dotting the area 
with myriad battles. Reenactors and historic tours 
happen all the time, and accounted for most of my 
school field trips. Fredericksburg’s people live in 
history, a very specific and rich history, but one 
completely alien to my mother. 
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The next day the twins took their weapons 
south. A giant black bird was perched in a 
tree. Obviously they shot their new arrows 
at it, and obviously they missed. The bird 
flew off. They asked their mother about the 
bird. Again, she was upset. Asdzą́ą́ Nádleehé 
said, “Never go there again. That was Raven. 
He is a spy for Tsé Nináhálééh, The Monster 
Bird; and Tsé Nináhálééh eats our people 
whenever he can.” 
 
The next day the twins took themselves 
west, firing their weapons at another bird 
with a nasty, red head. Again the bird 
escaped unharmed. Later their mother was 
frantic: “You saw Vulture, Tsédah 
Hódziiłtáłii’s spy. Tsédah Hódziiłtáłii is the 
Monster That Kicks Pople Down Cliffs. Do 
not ever go into the west again, or Tsédah 
Hódziiłtáłii will toss your bodies off a cliff.” 
 
This move into San Francisco occurred at the 
beginning of my second year of graduate school. 
My husband and I moved 28 miles from Belmont 
into San Francisco. We had both lived in California 
since college. Our plan has always been to 
eventually move back to the east coast to be closer 

to both of our families. With only a year of school 
left and David beginning an entirely new job, it 
seemed like a lot of move just for a year. Hence, I 
panicked. Were we going to end up staying here 
forever? Would I be thousands of miles away from 
my family for the rest of my life? Such prospective 
permanence deeply threatened me. My description 
of this problem, this anxiety, made little sense to 
my friends. 
 I live in the outer Richmond neighborhood of 
San Francisco within view of the ocean, two blocks 
from Land’s End and the cliffs of the Sutro Baths. 
I live at the end of the world, as far as possible 
from home. Cliffs are exactly that: the end of 
where you can go. In some of my more irrational 
moments, I map the distance between my house in 
San Francisco and my home in Fredericksburg. 
After 2,868 miles or 42 hours, I could be in a 
different world. These roads feel like arteries, 
carrying a tiny bit of home to me, touching and 
connecting both places.  
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The next morning the twins ran north to 
hunt. They saw a black and white bird with 
distinct red splotches. They quickly notched 
their arrows, fired, and again missed. They 
walked home as the bird flapped away. 
Questions for their mother were met with 
heightened anxiety. Asdzą́ą́ Nádleehé cried, 
saying, “That bird was Magpie. He is also a 
spy, a spy for Bináá’ yee Aghání, The 
Monster Who Kills With His Eyes. When 
Bináá’ yee Aghání’s eyes look at you, you 
become paralyzed. He pecks your eyes out 
and your body into tiny pieces. Now all the 
monsters know. They know where we live. 
They are coming.”  
 
When I left for college in 2004, I did not 
understand what was changing. I was only moving 
eight hours north to Ithaca, NY, where Cornell sat 
far above Cayuga’s waters. My mother was so 
grieved by my departure that she kissed my cheek 
and literally pushed me out the door. Later on the 
drive my dad quietly said that now I would not 
have a home until I made my own. When he 
dropped me off, I did not cry. I just walked quietly 
to my room and unpacked. 

The shock caught up with me later in the 
school year. I felt extremely alienated in Ithaca. I 
spent most of my first semester alone. Everyone 
else was always off with their new best friends at 
some party to attend. Many of the students at 
Cornell came from New York City or Boston, 
bringing with them their hunched, dedicated pace 
that I call “city walking.” Whatever you do, do not 
make eye contact. My polite good mornings and 
hellos were met with glares. The Mercedes and 
Lexus automobiles my fellow students drove 
around merely accentuated the feeling that I did 
not belong. 

Griffin-Pierce’s discussion of ch’ééná is 
specifically about Navajo students moving off the 
reservation. Navajo belief is that to remain 
balanced, in a state of hózhó, one must abide 
between the four holy mountains, connected to 
your family and to the land.4 However, my brother 
and I found ourselves unendingly homesick for our 
own Virginian homeland and family. I can identify 
with the imbalance one might experience being 
away from the community and location that frames 
one’s identity. A decade later, Amanda will have to 
step out into the world after high school on her 
own. We cannot go with her. 
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LEAVING, 2014, oil on canvas, 14” x 11” 
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Desperate to keep her sons safe, Asdzą́ą́ 
Nádleehé climbed up the nearest mountain. 
The other monsters were quickly making 
their way toward her home but were still 
small dots on the horizon. She had brought 
with her four, sacred hoops. She tossed the 
white one to the east, the blue to the south, 
the yellow one west, and finally the black 
hoop to the north. A wild, swirling wind 
engulfed Asdzą́ą́ Nádleehé’s hogan, blocking 
the monsters’ entry. She came down from 
the mountain and told the twins they would 
be safe for only one more day. She was 
unsure what to do and stricken that their 
home was no longer safe. The monsters had 
found them. 
 
While they were falling asleep that night, the 
twins whispered to each other: “We can’t let 
the monsters come and find our home.” 
They made their decision, and as the sun 
peaked over the horizon, they snuck away to 
find the monsters themselves. 
 
I have decided to follow Jesus. 
I have decided to follow Jesus. 
No turning back, no turning back. 

 
Tho’ none go with me, I still will follow. 
Tho’ none go with me, I still will follow. 
No turning back, no turning back. 
 
My cross I’ll carry till I see Jesus. 
The world behind me, the cross before me. 
No turning back, no turning back.5
 
This was Masoni’s favorite hymn, one that my 
family sings to remember her, one that we sang at 
her funeral. Masoni always sang it proudly, that she 
had chosen her way even though it was different 
than how she was raised. This hymn has always felt 
defiant and somewhere between independent and 
lonely to me. It perfectly describes how Masoni 
must have thought about her spiritual choices. 

Once my Masoni and her sister came to visit 
Virginia, and my mother took them to colonial 
Williamsburg. They were the only ones visiting the 
oldest chapel that day and made friends with the 
chaplain. They were feeling very comfortable with 
themselves and asked if they could sing a hymn. I 
Have Decided to Follow Jesus echoed throughout the 
old chapel. 
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The twins needed weapons and answers. 
They ran the east toward the house of Spider 
Woman, whom they called Grandmother. 
The twins clamored into her hogan. Spider 
Woman was surprised: “What is the matter, 
shinálí?” 
 
Breathing hard, the twins replied, “We don’t 
know where we come from, and we don’t 
know where to go.” Then they told their 
grandmother about all the monsters, about 
how they were worried about their home, 
and about how they did not know who their 
father was. 
 
Spider Woman listened quietly to her 
grandsons. She slowly told them the answers 
they needed: “Your father is the Sun, 
Jóhonaa’éí. He has the weapons you need to 
kill the largest and most dangerous monster, 
Yé’iitsoh, whose mother abandoned him in 
the desert as an infant and whose father is 
also Jóhonaa’éí. He is an orphan, and 
Yé’iitsoh has been living in anger since he 
was a child. Without weapons from 
Jóhonaa’éí, Yé’iitsoh will easily devour all of 
your flesh.” 

The summer when I was fourteen, Jason was 
twelve, and Amanda was four, we drove across the 
country. We stayed with our extended family on 
the reservation in Window Rock, AZ, and all went 
to the state fair powwow. The grand entry began at 
dusk. Drums and dancers were everywhere. 
Suddenly Amanda ran up to us, screaming, “The 
Indians are coming! The Indians are coming!” 
 For much of my childhood, I had no idea 
what it meant to be Navajo. I knew I was half 
Navajo. I thought that I was only half Navajo 
because I was little. When I grew up, I’d be whole 
Navajo. (Being Navajo was apparently something 
you grew into.) My mother do presentations about 
Navajo history and culture for my elementary 
school. I would dress in regalia that day. She would 
ask, “Which one of us is an Indian?” The class 
would invariably point to me, and my mother 
would explain that Navajos lived in the present 
world. They even wore jeans and went to school. 

Before I went to college, someone told me 
that I could be whatever kind of Indian I wanted, 
and that no one can tell me how to be Navajo. I 
had no idea what that meant then. Now I see that 
there are far too many voices with demands on my 
identity. 
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Spider Woman then handed each twins a 
sacred hoop covered in Naayéé’ feathers. 
Fully knowing who they were and what their 
task was, they charged eastward on the Holy 
Trail into the Naayéé’-filled world toward 
their father. Níłch’i was also watching over 
the twins, whispering alerts to keep them 
safe. 
 
Suddenly hissing and slashing blocked their 
way. An endless plain was filled with Slashing 
Reeds, normal reed animated with the mind 
of a Naayéé. Slicing at the twins, they 
demanded, “Who are you?” Níłch’i 
reminded them of Spider Woman’s words, 
and they spoke confidently of their father 
and mother. The Slashing Reeds subsided 
and wished them well on their journey. Soon 
the twins met the Rocks That Crush, 
looming and heavy. Then they met the Giant 
Awl Cactus, prickly, poisonous, and scolding. 
Finally they encountered The Boiling Dunes, 
which threatened to grow so hot their 
victims shriveled and died in the sand. Each 
time they announced who they were. Each 
time the Naayéé allowed them to pass. 
 

They finally arrived at Jóhonaa’éí’s hogan in 
the night. His eyes flashed when he saw 
them: “Who are you? Where did you come 
from?” 
 
The twins replied: “Asdzą́ą́ Nádleehé is our 
mother. You are our father. We live in the 
center of the four holy mountains: Sisnaajiní 
in the east, Tsoodził in the south, 
Dook’o’oosłííd in the west, and Dibé Nitsaa 
in the north. We have come for the weapons 
to kill your other son, Yé’iitsoh.” 
 
Jóhonaa’éí responded, “Because you are my 
sons, I will give you what you need. But 
because Yé’iitsoh is also my son, I must 
deliver the first strike.” He covered his sons 
in flint armor. To each he gave chain 
lightning arrows, sheet lightning arrows, 
lethal sunbeam arrows, and two knives. 
 
The next morning the twins went with 
Jóhonaa’éí on his daily journey. At noon 
Jóhonaa’éí said, “Sons, you will be victorious. 
Then you will no longer be children.” Then 
he zigzagged lightening onto the top of 
Tsoodził, where Yé’iitsoh dwelled. 
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PACKING, 2014, oil on canvas, 14” x 11” 
 



LEAH THOMASON BROMBERG 16

  

 
 
Ahala ahalágó naashá ghą.  

 Shí naashá ghą, shí naashá ghą,  
Shí naashá lago hózhóó lá.  
Shí naashá ghą, shí naashá ghą,  
Shí naashá, lade hózhóó lá.  
 
I am walking in freedom. 
I am walking, I am walking, 
I am walking in beauty all around me. 
I am walking, I am walking,  
I am walking in beauty all around me.6
 
 
This is a song for journeys. It is the only Navajo 
song I know, and it accounts for most of the 
Navajo that my siblings and I can speak. It was a 
good song to sing when Masoni passed. It has 
always felt like it connects the afterlife with the 
physical life, the sense of walking and moving 
forward, and seeking to be finally surrounded with 
hózhóó, with beauty and balance. 

IN THE FIELD, 2014, oil on canvas, 14” x 11” 
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The twins skittered down the lightning and 
tumbled onto the ground at the foot of Blue 
Bead Mountain. They shook the dust from 
their clothes, stood to peer around, and 
started toward the east. The twins had to 
try out their new weapons. They nocked 
their chain lightning arrows and fired at a 
nearby cliff. They actually hit their target, 
and the entire cliff immediately shattered. 
They looked at the cliff and at each other: 
“Even we can’t fail with these arrows.” 
 
The twins found a rock to hide behind by the 
water’s edge. They took out their arrows 
and readied their bows. They checked the 
wind, but waited. The Sun God had asked 
them to give him the first strike. 
 
Yé’iitsoh lumbered to the water’s edge and 
dropped down next to the water. Yé’iitsoh 
drank slowly one, two, three, four times. 
Then he lifted his head and breathed in the 
air. His eyes flared. 

SHADOWS, 2014, oil on canvas, 14” x 11” 
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“YIINIIKEETÓÓKO! YIINIIKEETÓÓKO!” *

 
When you set out on the journey to Ithaca, 
pray that the road be long, 
full of adventures, full of knowledge. 
The Laestrygonians7 and the Cyclopes,8

the raging Poseidon do not fear: 
you'll never find the likes of these on your way, 
if lofty be your thoughts, if rare emotion 
touches your spirit and your body. 
The Laestrygonians and the Cyclopes, 
the fierce Poseidon9 you'll not encounter, 
unless you carry them along within your soul, 
unless your soul raises them before you. 
 
Pray that the road be long; 
that there be many a summer morning, 
when with what delight, what joy, 
you'll enter into harbors yet unseen; 
that you may stop at the Phoenician emporia 
and acquire all the fine wares, 
mother-of-pearl and coral, amber and ebony, 
and sensuous perfumes of every kind, 
as many sensuous perfumes as you can; 
that you may visit many an Egyptian city, 
to learn and learn again from lettered men. 
 

                                                 
** The Navajo version of fee-fi-fo-fum 

Always keep Ithaca in your mind. 
To arrive there is your final destination. 
But do not rush the voyage in the least. 
Better it last for many years; 
and once you're old, cast anchor on the isle, 
rich with all you've gained along the way, 
expecting not that Ithaca will give you wealth. 
 
Ithaca gave you the wondrous voyage; 
without her you'd never have set out. 
But she has nothing to give you any more. 
 
If you then find her poor, Ithaca has not deceived you. 
As wise as you've become, with such experience, by now 
you will have come to know what Ithacas really mean.10
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What monsters do our psyches create? In myriad 
nightmares I save my siblings and friends from 
apocalypses, burning worlds, and impossible 
obstacles. Invariably my loved one refuses to 
believe my revelations of impending danger. They 
refuse to run to safety. All of my pleas are met 
with disdain and disbelief. Do I abandon them? I 
knock them out and carry them to safety. Other 
times I brace for the inevitable carnage, dragging 
them away in spite of our wounds. Some worlds 
are closed off compounds, the final bastion of 
humanity. My father and I patrol the barbed wire 
boundaries in a turreted Humvee. Our task: to 
shoot invading aliens. In other worlds, natural 
disasters loom. My brother and I barely escape a 
tsunami as I drag his unconscious body up a cliff. 
The wave thunders through the city below. I have 
hacked my way through a fiery and collapsing fiery 
building, dismembering zombies to keep them 
away from my friend and my brother. (Somehow I 
had converted a ceiling fan into a chainsaw.) The 
ridiculous horror, anxiety, and responsibility pair 
with strength and the satisfaction heroism. Mostly, 
though, I feel relief. I did not fail; no one died. 
This sort of heroism is incredibly lonely. I wake 
up in a cold sweat, hyperventilating. 

THE BIG MONSTER (FOREST ENCOUNTERS), 
2013, oil on canvas, 14” x 11”  
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The boys sprang again toward the sky. Again 
Yé’iitsoh failed to hit them. Nevertheless, 
the twins did not nock their arrows. The Sun 

God had not yet struck Yé’iitsoh. Níłch’i 
instead shrouded them in a dust cloud, 
making it impossible for Yé’iitsoh to see 
them. 

20

The twins had no idea what that meant, so 
they responded in kind, “YIINIIKEETÓÓKO! 
YIINIIKEETÓÓKO!” 
 
Yé’iitsoh smirked and demanded, “What 
beautiful things do I smell out there?” He 
shifted to face the rock where the twins 
thought they were hidden. 
 
They volleyed, “What beautiful thing do we 
smell?” 
 
Yé’iitsoh called, “Come out to the water! 
Have a drink!” 
 
“No, we’re good.” 
 
Suddenly Níłch’i cried, “AHOO! AHOO! 
Jump! Jump now!” The boys sprang into the 
air just as the rock under them exploded. 
Yé’iitsoh had incinerated it. The twins had 
barely regained their balance when Níłch’i 
shook the air, “AHOO! AGAIN!” 
 

 
Adventures, odysseys, and exiles wrap themselves 
in questions of identity and nostalgia. Literally 
nostalgia is a longing (algia) for home (nostos). 
Odysseus leaves on his epic adventure, only to end 
up longing for Ithaca. He arrives, deformed and 
unrecognizable: his place at home has dissolved. 
His scars are his only demarcation of his previous 
self.11 Heading home means heading east, back to 
his origin. In these adventures, the protagonists 
must depend upon an entity much wiser and more 
powerful. Odysseus has Athena intermittently 
aiding him. The Hero Twins have Níłch’i, the wind 
swirling around them at all times. Daniel depends 
on the God of Israel. The offered aid is comforting 
to me as I read, as I worry about the protagonists 
taking on overwhelming enemies. A divine hand 
centers me and connects me to my family.  
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SNEAKING, 2014, oil on canvas, 11” x 14” 
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Suddenly out of the clouds, the twins heard a 
sizzle. Lightning cracked from the sky: the 
first blow. The light spidered into Yé’iitsoh, 
who now was shuddering and spewing. 
Screaming he crawled toward the twins. The 
twins managed to nock their arrows. The 
younger twin was ready before his brother 
and fired at the approaching Naayéé. Only a 
glancing blow. He had not managed to save 
them. Yé’iitsoh stumbled as it bounced off 
his side. He lumbered closer, angry with 
injury. The older brother set his arrow and 
released. The twang echoed in their ears. 
The lightning arrow sliced squarely into 
Yé’iitsoh’s eye. 
 
Yé’iitsoh squirmed but could no longer walk. 
Each twitch sent rivulets of black blood into 
the ground. Their brother was dying. Níłch’i 
warned, “Don’t let the blood into the water, 
or it will poison the lake and become alive!” 
The twins ran to stop the waves of blood as 
they began to congeal. A river of blood 
remains on Blue Bead Mountain, a long, 
black gash of flint. Before they left, the twins 
picked up the splinters of flint that had 
broken off of the solidified, black blood river. 

They flung the pieces into the four directions 
and declared, “Now you help our people, 
Yé’iitsoh. We will use your flint.” 
 
In high school, I went on a field trip to New York 
City’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. Joan of Arc in 
Ecstasy was hanging (and still does hang) in one of 
the main halls, 110 by 110 inches. The painting 
loomed above me, its bottom near my waist. I visit 
it every time I go to the Metropolitan like an old 
friend. The heroine glows while the supernatural 
beings hover in the air with their divine revelations. 
The painting is at once loose and exact, 
academically realistic and fantastical. Paint is 
confidently paint. At the time some critics were 
uncomfortable with the combination of the 
imaginary nature of the divine messengers and the 
realism Bastien-Lepage created. Images of Joan of 
Arc became popular during the time Bastien-
Lepage was painting as the French losses of Alsace 
and Lorraine to Germany in the Franco-Prussian 
War were fresh.12 Bastien-Lepage employed both 
the French historical tradition of Joan of Arc and 
subsequently its tradition of Catholicism. Joan of 
Arc’s divine appointment was comforting to 
remember at the time. 
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THE BIG MONSTER (FIELD ENCOUNTERS), 2014, oil on canvas, 11” x 14”
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Yé’iitsoh’s whimpers trickled into silence. His 
body stiffened into a black rock, cold and 
immoveable. The younger twin took out his 
knife and quietly said, “We need to make 
sure he won’t be able to do anymore harm. 
Our people also need to know with certainty 
that they are safe from Yé’iitsoh so they do 
not worry anymore.” With that he cut off 
Yé’iitsoh’s head. Together they carried home 
their brother’s head and their story. 
 
As they walked, the older one said, “Your 
name will be One Who Cuts the Life Out of 
the Enemy because of what you did to make 
sure we were safe.” 
 
The younger twin replied, “And since you 
fired the fatal arrow at Yé’iitsoh, your name 
is now Monster Slayer.” Then they sang a 
song together, thanking their father for his 
help as he made his final journey that day. 
The twins rested that night. 
 
I carry a lot of names now as Leah Rose Thomason 
Bromberg. I have some extra names, too. If I were 
to introduce myself properly to another Navajo, I 
would say that I am Tábaahá clan (my mother’s 

clan), born for the Bilagáana (which is the Navajo 
word for Anglos). Navajos are matrilineal, and you 
take your mother’s clan. Tábaahá means By the 
Water’s Edge, which is apropos as I trek back and 
forth from the east to the west coast. 
 Masoni gave me yet another name. When I 
was about three, I was playing in my room. 
Suddenly I ran out to announce to my mother and 
Masoni that I had killed all the monsters 
underneath my bed. Masoni gave me a Navajo 
name, Nunabah. It means One Who Returns From 
War. Obviously this name is my favorite: I return; I 
come home. I survived; I triumphed. The Hero 
Twins defeat their monster and also return home. 
The death of a foe may seem incredibly violent, but 
the death of Yé’iitsoh is actually a step toward 
harmony. Disorder, vagrancy, and fear cease for 
their people. There is a permanence to home, a 
place for return. 
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Blessed be the Lord, my rock, who trains my hands 

for war, and my fingers for battle; he is my 
steadfast love and my fortress, my stronghold 
and my deliverer, my shield and he in whom I 
take refuge, who subdues peoples under me. 

 
May our sons in their youth be like plants full 

grown, our daughters like corner pillars cut for 
the structure of a palace. 

 
May our granaries be full, providing all kinds of 

produce; may our sheep bring forth thousands 
and tens of thousands in our fields; may our 
cattle be heavy with young, suffering no mishap 
or failure in bearing. 

 
May there be no cry of distress in our streets! 
 
Blessed are the people to whom such blessings fall! 
Blessed are the people whose God is the Lord! 13

 



LEAH THOMASON BROMBERG 26

 
SHELLS, 2014, oil on canvas, 14” x 11” 
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The next day they journeyed as their father 
began his journey across the sky. Finally they 
arrived into the familiarity of home. Their 
mother saw their approach and ran out to 
meet them. She demanded: “Where have 
you been?” 
 
The twins told her, “We did not want the 
Naayéé to find our people so we left to hunt 
them. We did not tell you because we knew 
you would not let us go. We have killed 
Yé’iitsoh with guidance from our 
grandmother, Spider Woman, protection 
from Níłch’i, and the weapons of our father, 
Jóhonaa’éí.” 
 
Changing Woman said, “That is nonsense.” 
 
The brothers pulled out Yé’iitsoh’s head. 
Their mother stared in shock. They told her, 
“Here is Yé’iitsoh’s head. He can no longer 
harm us. We scattered his flint in all four 
directions, so now we can use him as knives, 
as arrows, and to make fire. We have also 
given each other new names—One Who 
Cuts the Life out of the Enemy and Monster 
Slayer.” Their mother nodded slowly and 

cried as she wrapped them in her arms. 
 
They sang a song of thanks to the Holy 
People for their help. They danced and ate 
and laughed together into the night. They 
had not been together for a very long time. 
 
The next morning the brothers were talking 
together at dawn. They decided the eldest, 
Monster Slayer, would go into the south, into 
the west, into the north to find all of the 
other Naayéé. Their people were not 
completely safe until all of them were gone. 
They were tired of constantly fleeing the 
monsters, but now they had some hope. One 
Who Cuts the Life Out of the Enemy would 
always be ready to help his brother, but they 
decided that the younger twin would remain 
at home, keeping watch over their family in 
case his brother failed in his mission and the 
monsters came. One would continuously be 
at home; one would be continuously 
departing and arriving. Each twin would do 
what was closest to their nature, while 
ensuring the best thing for their family. This 
was the only way to ensure their people’s 
survival. 
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EPILOGUE 
 
THE TWINS HAVE EACH OTHER. Together 
they leave home, together they conquer their foe, 
and together they come home again. Before their 
names are given, their experience of their long 
journey is as “the twins”—they are very nearly the 
same person. Suddenly distinct identities emerge as 
one continues on an odyssey of Naayéé hunting, 
while the other vigilantly watches over their home. 
The story balances these choices. Monster Slayer is 
just as much of a hero as One Who Cuts the Life 
Out of the Enemy.  
 Both brothers intensely guard their home and 
their final tasks complement with one another. In 
the same way, ancient folklore, religious texts, and 
familial anecdotes echo one another with the same 
themes and adages. Home may feel alien. New 
places will become home. Old homes could 
become home again. Doubtless, monsters will 
manifest themselves everywhere. These monsters 
manifest our feelings of strangeness and fear; but 
as corporeal beings, they offer us the hope of 
slaying them. 
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KEEP WARM, 2014, oil on canvas, 11” x 14” 
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7 A tribe of giant cannibals in Greek mythology                                                  

1 This is my own telling of this story of the Hero 
Twins. See Vee Browne, Monster Slayer: A Navajo 
Folktale (Marquette, MI: Northland Publishing, 
1991) and Paul G. Zolbrod, Diné bahane’: The Navajo 
Creation Story (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1987). 

8 One-eyed giants 
9 The god sovereign over the seas, especially 
pertinent as Odysseus sailed home toward Ithaca 
10 C.P. Cavafy, “Ithaca,” in The Collected Poems, trans. 
Evangelos Sachperoglou (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007). 

2 Trudy Griffin-Pierce, “’When I am Lonely the 
Mountains Call Me’: The Impact of Sacred 
Geography on Navajo Psychological Well Being,” 
in American Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health 
Research, 7(3): 1-10, 
http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/Pu
blicHealth/research/centers/CAIANH/journal/D
ocuments/Volume%207/7(3)_Pierce_When_I_am
_Lonely_1-10.pdf.

11 Boym. 
12 The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Heilbrunn 
Timeline of Art History: Joan of Arc, 1979, 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-
art/89.21.1 (accessed 1 July 2013). 
13 Ps. 144 ESV. 

3 Email from Mom, Mar. 19, 2013. 
4 Griffin-Pierce. 
5  William Jensen Reynolds, “I Have Decided to 
Follow Jesus,” The Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: 
Genevox), 305. 
6 Ellen, McCullough-Brabson and Marilyn Help, 
We’ll Be In Your Mountains, We’ll Be In Your Songs: A 
Navajo Woman Sings (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 2001), 62-66. 
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http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/PublicHealth/research/centers/CAIANH/journal/Documents/Volume%207/7(3)_Pierce_When_I_am_Lonely_1-10.pdf
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