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Candace and Lekeisha grabbed the goat’s legs 
and tied them together. It screamed louder. Its 
long tongue drooped from its mouth.  

There was no sadness or tears for the animal. 
This is the Navajo way. 

Slowly, Leroy cut deeply across the goat’s neck. 
Blood gushed as the head dangled and the small 
body shook. Leroy made another small incision 
on the chest and then, with a smaller knife, slowly 
cut the thick skin away. Putting his hands on bare 
fl esh, he pulled the skin and continued cutting. 

Candace, Lekeisha and I held the legs, allowing 
Leroy to easily peel the skin off. 

I had blood on my hands and was nervous, but 
I laughed it off in front of the family. I didn’t want 
them to treat me as an outsider. They never did. 

Leroy handed me his knife. The fl esh was warm 
and my hands shook slightly as I ripped away one 
of the last pieces of skin. It was white with a tint 
of green. 

I felt accomplished. 
“I guess we will be sharing the butcher’s 

meat,”said Leroy, 46, smiling. The butcher’s meat 
is the best part of the animal and is the tender part 
of the chest. 

Leroy’s 66-year-old mother, Larraine, whom 
Candace calls “Nallie Lady,” helped with the 
butchering. Nallie Lady is an affectionate term 
Navajos use for their paternal grandmother. 

Larraine’s job was to clean the insides of the 
goat, a task that includes pushing all the goat’s 
feces out of its intestines. Nothing goes to waste. 
Intestines are part of the meal. 

The butchering took three hours of hard work 
from each member of the family. Some of the 
meat would be cooked on a wood fi re outside the 
home, and some would be frozen for later use.  

Lekeisha peeled potatoes in the kitchen and 
watched after the goat heart, which was boiling 
in water. 

Outside, Laura took a small piece of dough and 
rolled it into a ball. She then stretched the dough 
across her fi ngers and slapped it to her other hand. 
The process of making fry bread reminded me of what 
a pizza man would do with his dough back home. 

I thought about my family’s dinners. On Sun-
day, my mom cooks traditional Italian food and 
everyone in the family is given a task. On other 
days, I grab a package of meat from the freezer 
and let it thaw.   

Married in a hogan
Laura and Leroy, both graduates of Ganado 

High School, were married in a hogan, the tradi-
tional Navajo home with a door that faces east to 
welcome the rising sun for good wealth and for-
tune. The hogan is near their old home. Today, the 
roof is caving in and the wood is damaged. 

Their fi rst child, Crystal, has been in the U.S. 
Army since 2003 and lives in Lacey, Wash. She is 
expecting a baby girl in December, and Laura is 
counting down the days. 

Even though Crystal’s enlistment is up next year, 
she’s “thinking about re-enlisting, maybe to go to 
Alaska or back overseas,” she said in an e-mail.
The Begodys’ fi rst son, Chris, was 19 when he was 
killed in a late-night car crash on the reservation 
three years ago. To this day, the Begodys don’t 
know if the Navajo police did an autopsy on 
Chris’s body. Navajo police told the family that 
Chris had been driving fast and died instantly.

Candace, the Begodys’ third child, said Chris’ 
death spurred her to become a journalist. She 
went home from Tucson after his death to spend 
time with her family and to grieve. 

“I went for a run, the sun was about to set and 
I started to think about my brother,” she said. “I  
wrote in a journal to help me deal with my life, 
and it led me to think that I should write.”

The next day she went into the Navajo Times, 
the weekly newspaper in Window Rock, and ap-
plied for a job. A week later, the editor said he 
would “give her a shot,” she said.

Candace said she worked at the newspaper 
all summer and thought maybe she should leave 
school and work full time for the paper, but her 
editor pushed her to go back to school. When she 
returned to Tucson, she changed her major from 
chemistry to journalism. 

She continues to work for the Navajo Times as a 
freelance writer and has won several state compe-
titions for her articles. 

“Once I got into writing, I kept going,” Candace 
said. “I can’t remember the last time I took a break.”

Away from home
After high school, Leroy Sr. worked for the tribe 

for 13 years as a welder where the highest he 
earned was $11 an hour. Then he took a job with 
Rocky Mountain Fabrication, a company based in 
Salt Lake City. He now works for the Kingman of-
fi ce, a fi ve-hour drive from home.

He leaves home every Sunday and returns on 
Friday night. He sleeps in his 2008 red Dodge Ram 
pickup during the week. Leroy said that when he’s 
away from home, “I usually have a bologna sand-
wich and hit the sack early.”   

He said he doesn’t mind the drive. “I had no 
running water or electricity when I was growing 
up,” he said. “I wanted a better life for my family.”

Candace’s father is her hero. You can see a 
sparkle in her eyes and hear the excitement in her 
voice when she talks to him. They like to joke with 
each other. 

In my home, my mom is my hero. My father 
and mother divorced when I was 3, and I grew 
up largely without him. Mom worked two jobs 
when I was younger, and I remember the time 
she dressed up in a chicken suit to make some 
extra money. 

Like my mom, Leroy’s plans for the future 
are not overwhelming. “I just want to get old 
with my wife and carry on the family tradition,” 
he said.

Laura works for the Arizona Department of 
Economic Security and holds the house, family 
and animals together while Leroy is gone.

“It gets a little lonely,” she said. “I usually have 
the kids sleep with me. I wake up at 5 to tend to 
the animals and get myself ready for work. The 
kids get up at 6 and we’re out of the house by 7.”

She travels every morning about seven miles to 
drop the kids off at school and then another 20 
miles to her job in Greasewood. 

Leroy Jr., a senior at Ganado High School, plays 
on the varsity football team and wants to take a 
few years off before he goes to college. He’s tall 
and not talkative, but he does like to tease his 
older sister Candace from time to time. 

I can relate. My 19-year-old brother Michael 
likes to tease me when we’re home, too. 

Alone in a foreign land
The Ganado Hornets played Tuba City while I 

was there. 
We got to the stadium as the sun was setting, 

and I couldn’t get my eyes off the sunset. Mean-
while, thousands of black eyes in the stadium 
stared at me. For the fi rst time in my life, I was 
a minority, the only one of my kind in an un-

known land. 
A little girl with long black hair and two missing 

teeth extended her arms sideways and while star-
ing at me, softly whispered, “Hello.” 

Candace later said the girl had never seen a 
white girl in person.  

The bleachers were packed, and the Hornets 
were losing. Leroy Jr. sat on the bench. His mother 
wasn’t pleased. 

“Leroy’s coach is going to hear from me fi rst 
thing Monday,” Laura said. 

Lekeisha, a sophomore, plays volleyball and 
basketball. She’s spunky and speaks her mind. 
She said she doesn’t want to stay on the reserva-
tion after high school. 

“There is nothing here I want,” she said. “I 
would come back only to see my family.” 

Laura’s days are long and tiresome, “but it’s 
peaceful on the res,” she said. “My husband and 
I never thought of raising the children anywhere 
but here. This is our home, our culture.” 

Candace remembers when the family lived in 
a two-bedroom blue cement-block house that is 
half the size of their current living room and had 
no running water. 

“I toughened them up by having them run bare-
foot outside and wash in the snow,” Leroy says.  

Both parents worked during the day while Lau-
ra’s mother took care of the children.  

“She used cinder blocks to potty train them,” 
Laura said. 

The two gray cement cinder blocks, each with 
two holes, still remain outside the house under a 
tree that Candace and Crystal used to climb and 

hide in when the school bus came. 
For most of my life, my family lived in a red-

brick Cape Cod two-story home (plus basement) 
in Tenafl y, N.J., where homes range from $200,000 
to millions of dollars. We lived on the west hill, 
the poorer side. My mom always made our home 
welcoming and cozy.

The Begody home is cozy and welcoming, too. 
Sitting around the table with people I’d met two 
days earlier, eating fl avorless, heavily salted goat 
fl esh and laughing about my fi rst butchering, I 
realized how much I’d connected with this fam-
ily. I’d also rediscovered in myself what I already 
knew: Family comes fi rst, no matter the location 
or culture.
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Top: Leroy and Laura Begody talk with Christina on Sept. 21 in their family room below the woven banner that reads “God Bless 
Our Players.” 
Above: Laura Begody shows photos of her family on Sept. 22. Many of them feature Candace’s older sister Crystal, who is 
in the Army and has served two tours in Iraq. Crystal is currently stationed in Washington.
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