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Esta gigantesca derrota de la libertad a manos de la geometría. 

This gargantuan defeat of liberty, all the fault of geometry.

JOSÉ REVUELTAS, EL APANDO (THE HOLE)






Book I



JANOS

1836




In the beginning, things appear. Writing is a defiant gesture we’ve long since gotten used to: where there was nothing, somebody put something, and now everybody sees it. For example, the prairie. An endless expanse of tall grasses, the occasional smoke column signaling an encampment of the original masters of the land. There are no trees. They would never survive the wind, the torpor of summer, the swirling snows of winter. In the middle of the plain, let there be Spanish missionaries and a church; then settlers, a four-street town. Somebody decided this town was something, and they called it Janos. Maybe because it had two faces, one turned toward the Spanish empire from its raveling edge, the other toward the desert and its cactuses: Apachería.

At some point, the location was strategic. There were artesian wells. Soldiers were sent. They built a fort to give a sense of fruitful security to the settlers who had once been Spanish and were now criollo; also Negro, Keralan, Lombard, Chinese, Irish. Few female settlers came, so the men married Indian women, and their children were something else again: Chihuahuans, Mexicans, God knows what. Then it occurred to someone that there was profit to be skimmed from the work of the ranchers, the traders, the baker, and the teacher, and they built a town hall. It was in the very center of town, though that didn’t mean much because Janos was so small there were no outskirts. Or rather, there were outskirts, but they were never mentioned because they were goteras or rancherías, Indian settlements.

The inhabitants of these settlements were peaceful groups of Janero Apaches, Conchos, and the occasional Opata down from the mountains in the winter. The criollos called them indios de razón because they had given up being nomads and become integrated into the European-style productive cycle. Beyond the houses of the criollos and mestizos in the towns—beyond even the goteras that fed and were fed by the towns—were the indios de guerra: Apaches, Raramuris, and Yaquis, mostly, who were sworn enemies of each other and whose internecine conflicts had made it possible for the settlements to grow. It was they who had expelled from the region the Comanches, those lords of the southern plains now clustered on the far side of El Paso del Norte.

Janos still exists, with its church and town hall, but no goteras. The war there—the all-out war against the Apaches—was won, but the winners choose not to remember it, because it makes them ashamed. Today, Janos is in the Mexican state of Chihuahua.

This story begins on the prairie, a prairie that chokes the town. A land where so few people come that there are still buffalo. Let there be blue mountains in the distance, stone walls between ranches, cattle that die of thirst every few years when there’s a drought. Let there be rattlesnakes, wild goats, piglike coyametl, pheasants, yellow scorpions the size of a child’s hand, coyotes, all sheltered under the junipers and acacias of the chaparral, ratty yucca popping up here and there. In this harsh valley, suddenly a path appears, and the back of a woman running, a woman of grit, dressed head to toe in black. She glances back.

Still running, she unlaces the bodice of the black dress, pulls her arms out of the sleeves, and lets the garment drop as she advances in great strides. She trips but doesn’t fall, keeps running. Underneath the petticoat, the cotton corset. She twists her body as she unfastens it, without slackening her pace. She slips down the straps of the petticoat and pulls the corset over her head, leaves it dangling from a bush, jerks the petticoat straps back up. She keeps running, now in just her light fawn underskirts, which blend better with the burnt shade of the vegetation, dry and stiff in the fall. She squats down to pull off her boots and hides them in the brush, losing valuable time, but with legs freed and feet bare she can go faster. The underskirts stick to her buttocks: she’s so scared she’s wet herself. She’s running again, her jaw set, neck tense, shoulders braced. Dressed so lightly, she thinks, she can hide better in the brush, curling quietly into a ball. But she can run a little farther still, escape, save herself, as she has done so many times before.

LIEUTENANT COLONEL JOSÉ MARÍA ZULOAGA was a man of the hills, so he loved to receive orders sending him without timetable or pangs of conscience into his beloved backcountry. The moment he got the letter from the state capital, he put on his fringed Comanche jacket, his double-holster cartridge belt, and his curved-brim hat and closed up his headquarters, which were dusty and lonely and utterly useless for recruiting irregulars to join an expedition into the sierra. Back then, chasing a pack of Apaches was like going hunting: a chance to run wild on the prairie with friends, with a veneer of service in defense of the fledgling republic of Mexico.

He was about to mount his horse, a sorrel as tough and cocky as its master, when he returned to the office, folded the letter, and put it in his breast pocket to show his wife as proof that he was leaving on orders. He wiped the smile off his face, testing out woeful expressions for breaking the news: like all Chihuahuan women, his wife had a temper de la chingada. In the only photo of the two of them together, it’s clear they were both handsome and fierce. He sits an inch or two behind her, his hair unruly in the way of men who enjoy themselves no matter the circumstances. She is standing: dark mantilla, severe black dress, impeccable gloves, a look of burning impatience.

The men Zuloaga usually rounded up for his expeditions were like himself, not the soldiers in uniform coats and peaked caps who had gone to defend Texas from the gringo settlers or California from a rumored invasion of the tsar of all the Russias, but ranchers in heavy serge trousers, wide-brimmed hats, flannel shirts, sharp-toed boots—needle toes, they were called, their sharpness essential for lasso handling. They brought their own rifles, bullets, and horses, enlisting in exchange for a nominal salary they knew they would never receive. Their expeditions to punish Apaches tended to be long and almost always great fun for them. Tracking their foes meant venturing into steep terrain at little risk, because except in rare cases, the irregulars could never find them. Sometimes there was a skirmish and they shot a woman or a child or rescued some captive the Apaches had left behind to sidetrack them. When they got back to town, instead of “irregulars”—or rurales, as they were called in the middle of the country—the newspapers dubbed them nacionales, an epithet they savored.

Zuloaga had the best record of his generation as an Apache fighter, maybe because his joy in the chase kept him at a remove from vulgar clichés of justice. He didn’t see himself as a champion of that predatory chimera, the National State, but as a man going out to play.

He left Buenaventura at the break of day, with no rurales. All the wives in town were long since fed up with his expeditions, which were a burden on families. The men left their ranches for periods that could stretch on for weeks, not to mention that they had to be sent with provisions, always scarce. So he was accompanied only by his father, a retired soldier who was joining him mostly because it made him sad to see his son ride alone to Casas Grandes on such a cold morning. To protect the lieutenant’s vanity as a tracker with a mostly imaginary post in the army of the brand-new Mexican Republic, the old man had said he would come along for a few days so that he could stop in at La Tinaja. He had delightful relatives there, half-Indian after so many dealings with the Janeros.

In the dispatch from Chihuahua City, Lieutenant Colonel José María Zuloaga had read that the attack happened months ago, and he understood that the pursuit was, frankly, pointless. By the time he found the thieving perpetrators, the cattle they had stolen would literally be shit—butchered, roasted, eaten, and turned to pulp in some bottomless Apache stomachs.

Ain’t there a fort in Janos? his father asked, putting on the black dragoon’s jacket he had worn in the imperial army. It still had its flared tail, gold buttons, and braid on the chest, but it was so faded it looked like the frock coat of some gentleman come down in the world. Must be empty, like this one, said Zuloaga. What about the federal troops there? Zuloaga shrugged, considering the topic a waste of saliva.

The distance was a little over twenty-five miles. They stopped at noon on a shady bank of the Santa María River to hunt wood pigeons and roast them. The horses didn’t like to be ridden in the midday sun, even though winter was beginning and it was cold. They made it to Casas Grandes a little before dark, carrying the carcass of a young pronghorn that had crossed their path that afternoon. The idea was to barbecue it the next day. We’ll buy sotol and hand out tacos, said the old man as they tied the carcass to one of the horses. There’s your ten numbskulls enlisted, and I can go back to La Tinaja guilt-free.

SEEN THIS WAY, FROM THE VANTAGE POINT of the twenty-first century, running half-clad across the plains like a woman possessed, Camila is athletic, confident in her body, though the men of her time saw her as gaunt.

Her childhood was rather sad, but not lonely. She lived on the ranch of her aunt and uncle as their orphaned ward, which brought her close to the goteras. She slept in the master’s house and ate at his table, but she played with the Jicarilla and Concho children of the ranch hands and serving girls, which was how she learned to run like a leopard and developed an ear for the tongues of the chaparral. She was always muscular and independent, as if she knew that the key moment of her life would play out in a desperate race across the plains.

Camila had married Leopoldo Ezguerra when everyone assumed she would end her days a spinster. They were married in the parish of La Soledad in Janos—a designation hardly befitting the smattering of houses that was the town in the third decade of the nineteenth century, when Mexico was a nine-year-old republic and the United States was a nervous throb on the far side of Texas.

It wasn’t the most promising of marriages. Ezguerra was sixty-seven at the time and this was his third round of nuptials. I need someone to take care of me, he had said at one of the sawhorse tables that were set up every Sunday where the main plaza would have been if the town were big enough to have a recognizable center. For lack of a better place, the tables were brought out into the street in front of the church. This street was called First, though there was no Second, and it was intersected by three streets that ran not into other streets but into the plain. Ezguerra needed a woman to manage the ranch that he no longer had the strength to run, until one of his sons chose to come back to Janos to inherit it.

No one had ever shown any curiosity about Camila’s body, whether in the world of notaries and doctors of Casas Grandes, the town where she was born, or at the Sacred Heart boarding school in Tepic, where she became a woman among women, or in Guadalajara, where she kept the books at a Teresian school, or in Janos, where she went to work as a tutor for a well-to-do family when she was still of marrying age. Nor did she attract any interest at the big house on the Ezguerra ranch, where she never slept with Don Leopoldo, though their everyday struggles were as poignant and exhausting as a real marriage.

Don Leopoldo had liked her ever since he noticed her toiling away as a governess, trying to corral the insufferable children of the town apothecary at the tables outside the church. He found her interesting, as only a tortoise could.

She was a tall woman, her shoulders broad from afternoons at swimming holes with the children of the Indian ranch hands—a pleasure that she continued to indulge in when she could—and she had a long back that swelled into hips belying the rather virile vigor of her legs and arms. She had small, wide-awake breasts, brown eyes, a pronounced mouth that spoke of a grandmother who’d had a dalliance with a slave and lived to tell the tale, having been rewarded in the genetic lottery with a child who could pass as Neapolitan. Don Leopoldo’s calculation was that this strong-armed woman would be able to handle both his failing body and the ranch that sustained him and gave his life meaning.

He was right. As a girl Camila had liked working in the fields, and the apothecary’s kids were making her miserable, so marriage seemed a fair price to pay to liberate herself from the incorrigible brats. Even at boarding school, she had chosen to live the way she had learned on the ranch. She picked fruits and vegetables in the convent gardens with the maids while the other boarders were being taught to weave brocades and make marzipan. No one complained: her uncle had put down a hefty deposit when he enrolled her, but after that he never paid the fees. The sisters thought it just as well that she earn her keep with the servants, even though she slept with the young ladies.

She came from an undistinguished line of criollos who still passed as white, though it had clearly been generations since they could make the claim. They were the kind of family who settled in the barren north because the one thing they did have was the sense that they deserved a better life, for the wrong reason: they weren’t Indians. The blurring of the desert erased divides, which were more rigid the farther south you went. Anybody—except the original inhabitants of the plains—could be settlers. No one came to Chihuahua, after all, if not pursued by debt or a guilty verdict.

Early on, Camila was aware that if she wanted a chance in the courtship wars, she would have to seize it herself, because marriage wouldn’t fall from the sky: she would have to earn it as she had earned her keep in boarding school, with her own hands. They were long, bony hands, darker than the rest of her body. She rubbed herbed oil into them in the mornings and at night; they could peel a ripe tomato without a knife.

Old Ezguerra imagined those hands rubbing liniment into the abscesses that formed on his legs and back during long stretches in bed, and the vision was edifying and dirty: after Camila’s years at the convent and the Teresian school, there was something nunlike about her. She had the hands of a bride of Christ.

Don Leopoldo didn’t have the strength to mount a woman, let alone the vigorous Camila, but he did get some satisfaction from those hands, which every so often encircled his sex, long relegated to mere plumbing. There was a certain amount of pleasure in the marriage, then, but it was the exception to the rule, and one-sided.

Give me your hand, the old man would say when he was overcome by fear of his final passage. Touch my face, he would say when he wanted to feel alive. It was the last thing he said: Touch my face. He said it in a kind of whistle from the other side, one morning when he woke knowing that his name didn’t figure on the calendar’s next page. When he felt his wife’s cool touch on his cheek, he grasped her hand to stop his slide toward the corncob smile of the Dark Lady. Camila didn’t feel the jolt of death, but she did have a hard time disentangling her fingers from his, which gripped with a force they had lacked when alive.

CASAS GRANDES WAS AS PEACEFUL as could be when José María Zuloaga and his father arrived, despite the Apache attack, which had been reported as occurring a little to the north. Maybe everything was calm, the lieutenant colonel surmised, because the people of Chihuahua chose not to work up a sweat. His father shook his head impatiently, as he always did when his son talked nonsense. It’s because nobody cares what happens in Janos anymore, he said; settle in a valley already swallowed up by Apachería and it’s your funeral.

They were received by the local justice of the peace, who stood in as mayor when required. Without asking for a copy of their orders, he authorized them to roast half of the pronghorn in the Plaza de Armas. Why only half of it? inquired the lieutenant. Because the other half goes to the authorities, boys.

Lieutenant Colonel Zuloaga, whose behavior had so far been courteous, got up from his chair and planted both hands on the justice’s desk. Look, Mr. Mayor, he said, you don’t know it because you’re a jackass, but the Republic is at war with half the world and the Apaches. He brought his stony face close to the justice, who had turned green and was shrinking down in his chair. We’re under permanent curfew and martial law, and while the forts are empty, I represent the federal government. Who do you represent? It was a joke, commander, sir, said the justice, looking away. Zuloaga cuffed the side of his face, making the justice turn and meet his eyes. So how do you plan to help us? I can’t leave my post to go chasing savages, and anyway I’m a lawyer, I’m from Guanajuato. But you can contribute beer to the festivities, can’t you? Yes, general, sir. Zuloaga stepped back. I’m a lieutenant colonel, he said.

The lieutenant’s father got up, too, and they touched the brims of their hats in parting. They were almost at the door when the justice said: There’s a family waiting for you. The lieutenant colonel gave him a look. The judge continued: They don’t have money, but they have a nice house. You can stay there, I’m sure, and you’ll be more comfortable than at the gendarmerie. There are gendarmes here? asked the elder Zuloaga, surprised by the progress that independence had brought to the region. There’s a headquarters, replied the justice, and when I have the money, we’ll get some personnel for it.

THE IDEA IS TO WRITE a book about a country that still exists but was erased from the maps. A country that worked just as well or badly as any other country, and that was taken away from us like cassette tapes or incandescent light bulbs. Where Sonora, Chihuahua, Arizona, and New Mexico meet today was an Atlantis, an in-between country. And straddling it were the Mexicans and the gringos, like two children, eyes shut, their backs to each other, while the Apaches scuttled back and forth between their legs, not sure where to go with strangers bubbling up everywhere, filling their lands.

Apachería was a country with an economy, a concept of statehood, and a system for making decisions for the common good. A country that took a stand. A country of faces weathered by the sun and the wind, faces of people whose sole possession was the thing that in the end the rest of us give up to get ahead: dignity.

Dignity, the most esoteric of human virtues. It alone values the urgency of living exactly as you like above all those other slobbery, unwashed urgencies: the dispersal of genetic information, the preservation of habits or a language or a collection of objects.

When the Chiricahua—the most determined of the Apache nations—had no choice but to become part of either Mexico or the United States, they chose a third, completely unexpected path: to fight until the end. I will move to Canada, the gringos always claim, but they never do. I’d rather die, say the Mexicans, but then we all go on and accept the new state of things anyway. The Apaches said they weren’t interested in integrating when the conquistadors made contact with them in 1610, and they kept on saying no until the most celebrated band of Chiricahua warriors fit into the single train car that carried the last twenty-seven of them out of Arizona.

I don’t know whether there’s anything to be learned from such a decision, but I find it so unsettling that I’m writing a book about it.

I make a living by writing novels, articles, and scripts based on what I read, to support my family—so that my genetic material, my language, my way of being, will live on a little longer. But if I were a Chiricahua, I’d do nothing but read, and we would die of whatever people die of when they don’t participate in the carnival of productivity: malnutrition, sixty cigarettes a day, no dental care, treatable illnesses, unpaid taxes, miseducation.

At the moment of their defeat, the Chiricahua Apaches wrote only in the symbols of death. They left messages along the road, spelled out in an alphabet of cadavers, so that no one would forget to whom this country belonged. Or to whom it had once belonged, this country that Mexicans and gringos felt the right to occupy. The country had no name, not at first.

DON LEOPOLDO WAS A GOOD MAN, father to three hardworking sons. None of them were present when death came for him, but that was normal in those days. There was no official mail delivery on the prairie, and telegraph service was still decades off. Chihuahua was at the back of beyond, never mind Janos.

Ezguerra’s two sons by his first wife were in politics. One was a council member in Chihuahua City, and the other was a congressman in Mexico City. Over the six years Camila was with Don Leopoldo, she wrote them both long, rambling letters informing them of the progress of his health. Both responded, months later, with notes dictated to secretaries with professional penmanship. There was a third son, from Ezguerra’s second marriage, who had gone off at twenty to study agronomy in a city of deadly winters in the heedless United States. All Camila knew about this son was what her husband had told her: his name was Hector, he had settled in Massachusetts, and he had married a Quaker woman who gave Leopoldo blond, English-speaking grandchildren he would never meet. Also: because of Hector, Ezguerra would become a gringo last name. Don’t that beat all, Camilita?

When Camila was widowed, the first thing she did was send a messenger to Chihuahua City to tell her nearest stepson that his father had died.

The council member didn’t return to Janos, but two months later—practically at a gallop—he sent a long letter written in his own hand, thanking Camila for the help she had given his father in recent years and asking her to stay at the ranch, managing it as wisely as he knew she had thus far, until his half brother Hector, the agronomist, arrived and could decide what was best for the family, which definitely included her.

THAT NIGHT THEY DUG THE PIT for the barbecue, in the very center of Casas Grandes, so close to the bandstand in the plaza that when the fire was lit it would be blackened by the smoke. Or rather, Zuloaga pointed out to the town’s boy-of-all-work where he wanted it. Lieutenant Colonel Zuloaga may have been a down-to-earth man, generally a friend to the Indians and well-intentioned, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still a criollo: it would never have occurred to him to dig the pit himself or ask the justice to do it. That’s what his friends the Indians were for.

The justice showed signs of alarm at the proposed placement of the pit, but when he started to say something, the commander pursed his lips as if to kiss the air and shook his head like someone reprimanding a child. Whatever the colonel says goes, he told the boy, who griped: I just painted the dang pinche bandstand last week, Commissioner. Tell it to the colonel, replied his boss, clasping his hands behind his back.

To Zuloaga, the kid looked like a troublemaker, the kind to believe that sweeping the barracks made him a soldier. More than anything, he was strange-looking: he was very thin, his arms and legs were too long, and his head was small, but his eyes, nose, and mouth were big. When he spoke, his voice cracked. Since Zuloaga and his wife had been unable to have children, he didn’t realize that this was what the passage from childhood to adulthood looked like. In addition to being contrary, the kid was long-winded: Zuloaga had time to chew a whole piece of straw as he argued his case. It has to go here, the boy concluded at last, indicating a random spot at the far end of the plaza. The commander spat what was left of the straw right on the boy’s huaraches and asked his father whether the kid wasn’t the very picture of a conscript. He’s got a lot to learn, said the old man, and there’s no better teacher than the army of the Republic.

Without rising from the bench, Zuloaga picked up another piece of straw from the ground and put it in his mouth. Squinting as if to bring the boy into focus, he asked: Is this insubordination, soldier? The boy replied: I’m the hired help, not a soldier. The old man raised his eyebrows and said: I think that’s sufficient grounds to call in a firing squad. Or we could send him to clean the fort in Janos with his tongue, said the son. Or his balls, commander, if he’s got any. Zuloaga turned to the recruit. What part of my orders didn’t you understand, soldier? The boy gave a rather limp military salute. When you finish with the pit, the lieutenant colonel said, fill it with wood, light a fire, and keep watch over it until the embers are ready. Then you report to me to collect the pronghorn, which is being cleaned for you. It all has to be done before sunrise. The boy lowered his head.

That same night, in a gesture of boundless goodwill, the justice provided the new recruit with wood for the barbecue and a rifle, so he wouldn’t have to set out unarmed on Zuloaga’s campaign. It was a flintlock, so old it used buckshot, a small box of which the justice also provided. There was no powder horn: the powder had been used for fireworks the day the town government was instituted. But the justice also ponied up enough cheap sotol to put eight towns to sleep, and sufficient coffee to wake them up.

Zuloaga soon learned that he didn’t have much time for carousing. Haste was needed. Later that night, the family hosting him and his father in Casas Grandes informed him that a woman who lived on the Ezguerra ranch had disappeared after the Apache attack, and no sign of her had been found.

They rode off with her, colonel, and all anybody found was her clothes scattered over the prairie, the woman’s uncle had said over a cup of warm milk straight from the cow, with cinnamon and sugar. She’s no good for childbearing and of no service to the nation, but she’s our niece, like it or not, and our responsibility.

Like everybody in the region, the lieutenant colonel knew the Apaches didn’t bury their enemies; they left them out in the open as a warning. He was already weary from travel and from wrangling with the justice, and now this. The news of the missing niece scrambled his plans for a rather leisurely expedition.

He scratched his scalp, took a wad of tobacco from the pocket of his jacket, and rolled a cigarette. In the to-and-fro of messengers between the state capital, Mexico City, and the town of Buenaventura, at least four and a half months had been lost, with no one ever mentioning that a woman was missing in Janos. Gazing with his bovine eyes past the head of the lost woman’s uncle, Zuloaga decided that the rather odd fact that the Apaches had taken some cattle along with the horses gave him a certain advantage: he could follow their shit to the ends of the earth, so long as the rains held off.

He rubbed his face and explained that he hadn’t been told a captive was taken. Reaching vainly for the hat that wasn’t on his head, he said with honest contrition: Look, sir, I’ll tell you the truth, which you know yourself, though you may not want to admit it. By now your niece is either a pile of bones, which is the best thing that could have happened to her, or they’ve taken her into the mountains and they’re keeping her as a slave.

Sweet Jesus, said the aunt, they’ll be raping her. The lieutenant colonel lit a match, scraping it on the terra-cotta floor. He half closed his eyes as he drew in the smoke of his cigarette. Not raped, he said, I’ve never known them to violate a girl, but she’ll be a slave, at least until she learns to be an Apache. Do you think she’s alive? the uncle asked. The lieutenant shrugged his shoulders: I’m sure I’ll find her, dead or alive, that I can promise you. The aunt burst into tears. So long as you give her a Christian burial, said the man of the house.

When Zuloaga went to his room, his father was in his long underwear, reading a book he had taken from the shelves over the bed. Why the long face? he asked. They took a captive. Screwed then, ain’t you? Eyup. You’ll have your work cut out for you. You don’t say. Ride up into the mountains, do your tracking, get some trigger practice. Zuloaga inflated his cheeks and expelled the air noisily. Hardest will be turning the slobs you pick up tomorrow into the king’s soldiers, said his father. The Republic’s, Pop. All right then, to sleep.

IN THE TIMES I’M TRYING to write about, Chihuahua was little more than a figment of the imagination for some Mexicans, who in any case had just begun to be Mexicans. It must have been complicated for anyone alive in the year 1821 to give up being Spanish American, as they’d called themselves—no one ever described himself as a New Spaniard—and to begin to identify as Mexican, a term previously associated only with the Mexicas, the original people of the remote city that just happened to be the seat of the Republic.

Chihuahua was plains and mountains. It had been embedded in Nueva Vizcaya for centuries and it had belonged—at least nominally—to the king of Spain. There was a contract of some sort, something signed by the pope; there were books by missionaries that took its name for granted; and it was under the direct rule of the viceroy. Unlike Nueva Galicia, Nueva Vizcaya was always a loyal part of the infinite realm of New Spain, a realm whose bounds were unclear but which began somewhere beyond Lake Nicaragua and the Costa Rica, continued on past very noble and very loyal Mexico City, and then over the mountains, beyond the vague lands of Apachería, across the Colorado River.

Nobody had ever reached the end of New Spain, or if they had, they’d never told the tale, or never returned: they were eaten by bears, shot by Indians, struck down by the cold. The naming fever continued anyway. To name is to possess, to incorporate, to swallow up what’s been named. The land above Nueva Vizcaya was called Nueva México, and farther north was Colorado, named for the chocolate river that ran through it. The desert that rolled down to the Sea of Cortés in the west was called Sonora, and above it was Arizona—Ariza plus the augmentative ona—because the land was red and rocky like the barrens that surrounded the town of Ariza, in Aragón, but much bigger. The infinite stretch of land bordering the Pacific was named by a soldier who was reading Garci Rodríguez de Montalvo’s Exploits of Esplandián. He believed it to be a land of giants, so it was called California, after Montalvo’s mythological gargantuan queen and her island race of warriors. Then it was discovered that the lower part wasn’t an island and there were two Californias, Baja and Alta. The land bordering the gulf was originally named Nueva Filipinas, but no one called it that. It became Tejas—the Spanish word for slabs—because to reach it one had to pass through a canyon where the boulders were smooth and flat.

At the beginning of the horrendous nineteenth century, the criollos devoted themselves to killing Spaniards so that the country would be called Mexico instead of New Spain and the Spanish Americans would be Mexicans; twenty-six years later, the gringos set about killing Mexicans so that northern Sonora, New Mexico, Colorado, and Alta California would be called the United States. The land south of the city of Chihuahua became Durango. Tejas allowed itself the extravagance of spelling its name with an x, like Mexico, and became almost its own country, and Alta Sonora took the archaic name of Arizona. Apachería remained more or less untouched in this hodgepodge of vast territories where towns of twenty people killed each other in order to be called something else. The Apache land was so forbidding that no one was interested in claiming it, so it was left to its inhabitants.

What was once Apachería remains a lonely spot as I write, an extreme land where even the animals are only passing through. It has belonged to the United States for more than one hundred and fifty years, but it still goes by its Spanish name: La Mesilla. Impenetrable ravines, scorching plains, tortured rivers, stones everywhere. More than a place, it’s a blank in the world’s memory, a spot where the only people who could think to prosper were the stubbornest descendants of Mongols who went out hunting yaks that turned into caribou and then into white-tailed deer and pronghorns. The portable yurts they used on the steppe evolved into disposable wickiups—not tents like the tepees the Great Plains Indians moved around depending on the season, but perpetual emergency constructions, huts intended to be abandoned. In Mexican Spanish we call them jacales.

Those who build dwellings destined to be wrecked show a serious disregard for history, a steely determination, a clear resolve to live as they like, to fiddle and sing while the greedy swine sock it away. In a world that measures the prowess of cultures in pillars and bricks, such a people takes the prize for not caring. Maybe we were all like that at some point: nomadic and happy. We were just ambling along and somebody chained us to history, named us, forced us to pay rent, and banned smoking indoors. We were just the People and one day somebody turned us into something: Mexicans, Koreans, Zulus. We had to be categorized quickly so that we could be exterminated (ideally), or at least saddled with a language, taught grammar, and supplied with shoes that could later be sold to us once we stopped being used to going barefoot.

The Apaches, magnificent and mouth-filling as the name is, didn’t call themselves Apaches. The way into the history books is through baptism in blood, under a name assigned to us by those who hate us or who want what we have, little though it is. The Apaches had nothing, and they called themselves Ndeé, the people, the nation, the gang. Not that it was a nice name. It implied that they were the true people and others weren’t. The Zuñi thought the same way—Zuñi also means “the people”—and it was they who taught the Spaniards that the Ndeé were called ‘a pacu: “the enemy.” The Spanish speakers, deaf to the sounds of the desert languages, coined the harder-sounding word Apache.

So baptized, the Apaches entered written history at the beginning of the seventeenth century, when Spanish expeditionaries scaled the highlands of Arizona, and, on their way down, christened the land Apachería as well, having concluded the obvious: that there was nothing to be squeezed from the patchwork of woods, boulder fields, and ravines framed by the Gila, Bravo, and Yaqui Rivers.

The territory was so forbidding and the Ndeé so intractably themselves that the Spanish didn’t even leave missionaries behind. To the priests of New Spain, used to baptizing crowds of hardworking naturals—as they called them—in the naves of churches raised in the heart of centenarian cities of stone and adobe, the Apaches must have seemed like pure ecosystem: cousins to the bear, eaters of thorns, frightening. In Memorial on New Mexico, written by Fray Alonso de Benavides in 1630, the Apaches are “a very spirited and bellicose people, ardent in war, and even their way of speaking distinguishes them from the other Indian nations, because the latter speak softly and seldom, while the very words of the Apaches strike a blow.” Not a bad curtain raiser for a nation on History’s stage.

By the nineteenth century there were Tarahumaras and Jicarillas, Pimas, Janeros, Pápagos, Conchos, Comanches, and Opatas. Anyone who didn’t fit into one of those groups was a Yaqui or an Apache, and as the criollos liked to say, if you came across one, you had to kill him before he killed you.

The gringos were still a pale abstraction, said to be mustering troops in Tejas, buying land, setting up shop on the other side of the Rio Grande around Santa Fé, and bringing slaves they weren’t prepared to free when they settled in Mexico, as the Constitution of 1821 stated they must. No one yet called them Americans, the name they’d insist upon by the late nineteenth century, to drive home the imperial nature of their Republic, nor did they call them United Statesians, an impossible name. Bestowed upon them instead was a delightful archaism: gringos, Greeks. From the early days of the Spanish language, if something was inscribed in a manuscript in a language other than Latin, a marginal note was added: “Está en gringo,” “This is in Greek”—a language I don’t understand. That’s why in Spain a gringo is a Frenchman, and in Argentina he’s a Brit.

LIEUTENANT COLONEL JOSÉ MARÍA ZULOAGA reviewed his troops at three in the morning in the yard of the house belonging to the missing woman’s aunt and uncle, grand temporary headquarters of Chihuahua State’s irregular forces. Roll call was quick, because for the moment the troops consisted of an officer, a recruit, and a retired imperial general who was really only there to offer his two cents. Given that no one had the courtesy to ask the recruit’s name, it was over even faster: a brief inspection and the boy was sent to bury the pronghorn in the barbecue pit. Stand watch over it, Zuloaga said. I’ll relieve you when the sun comes up, so you can commandeer tortillas and salsas at the market. The boy’s eyes shone: “commandeer” was a sign that he might be rising in rank.

Before the squad dispersed, the lieutenant colonel asked the recruit how to reach the town’s goteras. The boy told him to follow the paved road and continue along the trail leading up into the mountains, but warned that he wouldn’t find anyone there. The Indians living around this presidio were all Apashees, so they left, he said, an edge to his voice betraying a generations-long hatred. Aren’t you Indian yourself? I’m Mexican, the boy said, and the lieutenant colonel smiled slightly, giving a nearly imperceptible nod. The boy said: They left when rations ran out, people say they don’t like to work. Was it the same in the south? he wanted to know. The same as what? The Apashee—are they all gone? That’s right, not a single one left, Zuloaga concluded—and it was true.

It wasn’t until the recruit was swallowed up by the darkness of the cobblestone street, pronghorn over his shoulder, that the lieutenant remarked to his father that they’d read the boy wrong. The old man, eager to return to the warm house, said: He’s not a book. Zuloaga went on: He’s Tarahumara, that’s why he’s so big. His father raised his eyebrows. How do you know? he asked. Didn’t you see those paws of his? said the lieutenant. And he hates the Apaches. But he doesn’t talk like an Indian, said his father. Then he must be adopted. The old man shrugged his shoulders and turned, heading for the kitchen door.

Zuloaga aimed for the mountains, following the boy’s instructions. He didn’t find a trail, as he expected, but a road of hard-packed dirt. He hesitated for a moment, checking the brush, picking up a fistful of dirt and smelling it. At the top of the first slope was another slope, and another, on up into the harsh mountain scrub just visible in the faint moonlight. He followed the path, cursing the Tarahumara kid who evidently considered this a short walk: a criollo would have done it on horseback. He picked up his pace, glimpsing behind him the green light of day on the horizon.

After a few more hills, he reached the abandoned Indian village. It was daylight now. Unlike the surrounding plain with its scattered huts, here was a labyrinth of mud and stone, protected by a wall. He smiled. He had been here before: it was the ruins of Paquimé, a capital of the great Chichimeca people, abandoned before the arrival of the conquistadors. He strolled around aimlessly. No matter how acclimated the Apaches of Casas Grandes had been before the great disbanding, they would never have settled within these walls, which for them would have been a teeming kettle of claustrophobia and ghosts.

On the way back it occurred to him that the boy couldn’t be more than twelve or thirteen if he thought the ruins of Paquimé were goteras left by the Apaches in their flight into the mountains. He was an Indian from a criollo household who had never lived in a ranchería and didn’t remember the huts of the departed Janeros.

HECTOR EZGUERRA RETURNED TO THE ranch several months after Don Leopoldo was laid in the ground. In Massachusetts he had learned that one way to worship God was to build wealth, so he came to Janos determined to apply with insect-like tenacity what he viewed as the exact science of agronomy.

Hector arrived in a military coach when the sun had yet to set on a devastatingly hot April day. He was sitting on the coachman’s bench, next to an officer who plied the reins to the very door of the ranch house. The new ranch owner’s buttoned-up wool jacket troubled Camila, who was waiting at the gate flanked by the maids and housemen. Hector was tall and heavyset, dressed like a city slicker, complete with fedora, watch chain, and bow tie. He had no mustache. To Camila, his clean-shaven appearance was an ominous sign. She had never seen a criollo without hair on his face.

She knew, thanks to a message from Hector’s brother in Chihuahua, that the Ezguerra Parletts had gone by ship from Boston to Corpus Christi, and then by stagecoach to Laredo. They had transferred there to another coach traveling to Chihuahua City via Delicias, finally reaching Janos and the ranch in this official state conveyance. She had the house ready to receive them.

The ruminant scientist showed signs of hyperactivity from the moment the coach passed through the gate into the yard. He leapt from the driver’s seat to the roof rack and removed three rather modest valises that the oldest and most venerable Jicarilla ranch hand scarcely caught in time, taken aback as he was by the spectacle of a criollo doing things for himself. Once the three valises were on the ground, the old man picked them up—one in each hand and the third under his arm—to carry them into the house. Leave them there, Pedro, said Hector, the kindly firmness of his tone making it plain that the new boss had arrived.

Still without a word of greeting, Hector climbed down the rear ladder, opened the coach door, and unfolded the steps. He held out his hand to a sturdy, scalded-looking gringa, who refused his help with a vigorous shake of the head and hopped to the ground with a blond child in her arms. Camila watched as three other gringo children followed. Their father took two of the valises and motioned to the oldest boy, who dragged more than carried the third. When Pedro moved to help, Hector shook his head. If they’re going to be ranchers, he said, they’ll have to learn to be real men from now on.

Camila smoothed her dress, ready to introduce herself, but Hector gestured toward the door, and the gringa and the children marched in like cattle, not even saying hello. He himself halted on the threshold, setting down the valise in his right hand, turning, and touching the brim of his hat. Nice to meet you, Camila, thanks for taking care of the place for us, he said, not even offering his hand. And turning to the oldest of the women arrayed to meet him: How are things in the kitchen, Eduviges? The children are starving, so Señora Prudence is going to rustle up a little refreshment. The cook went running into the house. He followed her, touching his hat to Camila again.

Camila exchanged glances with Pedro, then followed the others. She went to her room to read, expecting they would knock at the door to let her know when the food was ready. Her heart was wrung but not broken. Gringos, she had heard, were efficient people who didn’t overthink things.

No one came to her room, so when she heard the scrape of plates and cutlery she crossed the patio to the dining room, which was empty. In the kitchen she found the new family eating not only at the servingwomen’s table, but with the servingwomen. She was scandalized to see a pot of food and a big spoon sitting in the middle of the table. Even worse, there was no cloth on the boards under the dishes. Are you joining us? asked Hector. She sat down next to the cook, confused. If you don’t get yourself a plate and fork you’ll have nothing to eat with, said the new master, with a condescending smile. Camila got up for her place setting, sat back down again, and held out her plate. The new mistress indicated with her gaze that the correct thing was to serve herself. Camila noted with relief that it was pork in salsa verde with greens: the gringa hadn’t cooked. I made it without chile, whispered the cook, who all her life had used a tortilla to eat and was finding it impractical to fish for bits of meat with a fork.

Mistress Prudence—as she urged everyone to call her; her husband alone was allowed to address her simply by her name—was stout, more muscular than fat. She had colorless hair, pale blue eyes, and a vicious smile. The children were as gringified as could be: four disturbingly silent little towheads aged seven, five, three, and one, who drank milk as if they liked the taste of it.

No one said a word during supper. When Hector finished his meal, he carried his dishes to the sink, washed them, and thanked the cook. He asked where Pedro was. I’ve got to take a look at the corrals, he said. But it’s getting dark, Camila ventured. All the more reason to hurry, he replied.

The women of the house waited for the rest of the family to leave the kitchen before heating up some tortillas and taking stock of the situation. What does this mean? asked the widow. You haven’t seen anything, said the cook. There’s a river of tears in the maids’ room because the mistress doesn’t want help; tomorrow they’ll be sent home to their villages. There was a certain score-settling pleasure in Eduviges’s smile as she ended the conversation by noting that starting the next day, Missus Camila would have to make her own bed.

MY WIFE, INÉS, TOUCHES MY FACE when she sees me looking upset. It happens a lot: being the father of three in a scattered, split-up family is upsetting. I’m taking notes for a possible book on the Apache Wars waged from Mexico—a subject no one wants to address because it’s more comfortable to fob off accusations of genocide on the gringos—at a moment of transition when I’m having trouble recognizing myself. It’s me in our bathroom mirror and the sour smell of my pillow; me in the voices of my younger children making their mysterious plans behind closed doors early in the morning, when they are their best selves. It’s me in the mark left by the absence of my older son, Cruz, and in my wife’s adorably crooked upper incisor when she smiles her first smile of the day. But I’m not completely present where I live, and my bureaucratic status weighs on me.

I never wanted to be anything but what I am: Mexican. Practical concerns have put me in a capitulatory mood, however. New York has been generous to us, and even though we only meant to pass through, now that Cruz has moved to Guadalajara to study film, any reason for returning to Mexico City is gone. To continue to support the family, then, I have to take a leap. Stop renewing visas, give up being a foreigner, become a resident of this other country, and begin to do the things that people who immigrate and acclimate do. It’s hard for me to imagine myself like the Dominicans in my neighborhood, who still speak Spanish to one another but see themselves as the fathers and grandfathers of gringos and don’t find it unbearable to imagine that one day they’ll be buried in the vast, desolate cemeteries of Queens. And then there’s Cruz, who insists over the phone that he wants to study film in Warsaw or Berlin when he finishes his degree in Guadalajara. He has suggested more than once that I stop talking nonsense about us winning the War of Independence and claim the European citizenship I’m due, as the son of a refugee from the Spanish Civil War.

So here I am, shuffling papers and collecting documentation to become a little bit gringo (though the gringos stole half a country from us in a catastrophic, extortionate war that we lost) and fully Spanish (though the war with Spain is the only one we ever won). What a blow to the ego when even Mexico beats you on the battlefield.

I tell myself it doesn’t matter: nothing is changed by having documents that better reflect the life you’re leading. Inés tells me so, too, at the time of day that makes life worth living, when we talk in low voices so as not to wake the children. She touches my face as she says it. Cruz doesn’t say anything when I talk to him and complain that I don’t have time to read because I’m collecting papers, making appointments, printing things to prove I would be a tolerable U.S. resident and a worthy Spaniard. His response is silence, and when I ask whether he’s still there, he says he’s listening. (Our children don’t know us at all, obviously. Or they stop knowing us as they grow up a little and become disenchanted. They believe that the rage they see as our dominant trait serves only to teach them, groom them, bestow on them the privilege of being survivors, not realizing that the same rage, given the right circumstances, would enable us to kill for them without flinching.) The gringa immigration lawyer tells me so, too, with the slight tilt of her head and the uncomfortable smile that appears on her face when she can’t understand what I’m saying: it makes no sense to her that anyone would object to being a resident of the United States.

And I get it: gaining one nationality doesn’t mean losing another; being resident of one place doesn’t mean you can’t go back someplace else. Unexpectedly, though, I feel this shift deep in my bones. Two passports and a residency card are the equivalent of citizenship in Atlantis. Something that has lasted all my life will soon cease to exist, will be classified as memory. It’s not as if I’m a mariachi, a bullfighter, or center forward on the Mexico national team, but I was entirely Mexican for almost fifty years, and now, though I never wished or planned for it, I’ll be something else—I know it’s silly, that it’s a good thing for the family, but it’s also the mark of something I can’t explain.

IT WASN’T A BAD HARVEST, in the end. Zuloaga rounded up nine men at the Casas Grandes barbecue, enough to spare himself the charade of a banquet in the next town. His recruits were green, to be sure. The city’s older settlers, already wise to him, sent only their most witless sons to the lieutenant colonel’s soiree. Everyone came out a winner. Zuloaga had underlings to boss around, and the settlers would make men of their idiot offspring.

The barbecue had begun at one. By six, after the ingestion of vast quantities of beer heavily spiked with sotol, it was a cinch to convince the group that tiptoeing for their horses and heading into the hills to fire off their rifles was a better plan than going home and getting an earful from their mothers for being drunk. With all due respect, said the lieutenant colonel, if your moms are Chihuahuan, I’d take the Apaches any day.

The lieutenant colonel, the justice of the peace, the kid, and the retired general got the brave warriors out of the plaza as best they could, and they all hit the road before hangovers and second thoughts could set in. They were about two leagues north of Casas Grandes, at the Tinajas fork, when the justice headed back to town and the retired general took his leave to visit his relatives. It was deepest night, and cold. The next ten hours will make all the difference, said the general to his son. The lieutenant colonel simply nodded, conscious of the fragile equilibrium to be maintained: the first camp had to be set up far enough away that the warmth of home was no longer a temptation, but close enough that the men could get an early start the next day. The crucial point, the old man insisted, was to wake them when they were still drunk, so that their spirits didn’t flag until it was full daylight and it was too shameful to contemplate leaving the expedition under everyone’s gaze.

Zuloaga knew that half of his militia had supplied themselves with extra bottles of sotol before leaving town. It was a good idea to keep them drunk, he thought. He hurried them as fast as he could to Cerros Prietos, ignoring their drinking. Once they were deep in the real badlands they would get a lesson in discipline.

It was December: dusk came early and dawn late. In Cerros Prietos he marshaled his men in an empty stable yard. But first he had the courtesy to knock at the ranch house door to attempt to inform them that the Chihuahua state irregulars were going to borrow it for a few hours, knowing no one would answer. Marching double-time through Capulín and Corralitos, he had noticed that beyond Casas Grandes it wasn’t just the goteras that were empty but the settlements, too.

After sending cowboys and horses to the stable—the cold was making itself felt—Zuloaga ordered the kid to heat up the leftovers from the barbecue. He himself passed out rations, affecting a rapidly waning good cheer. His aim was to gauge the mood of the nine men. He didn’t plan even to learn their names until he was sure they were staying.

The kid spread his blanket roll alongside the lieutenant colonel’s, and Zuloaga didn’t ask him to move over with the other men.

HECTOR EZGUERRA PROVIDED FOR CAMILA as solemnly as a man who has sworn an oath, but also with some reluctance, since it was an inescapable fact that the woman hadn’t procreated with his father: in truth, she was nothing to him. He had a nice room fixed up for her and he fed her, but he stripped her unceremoniously of all the powers she had wielded during her husband’s long decline, with the rigor and furtive relish she brought to everything. Camila reverted to her childhood state: the masters’ table, the goteras. Relieved of her duties, she must have been as bored as any woman of means in the world in 1837.

S. M. BARRETT, SCHOOL SUPERINTENDENT of Lawton, Oklahoma, and occasional English–Spanish interpreter for the U.S. Army’s 18th Cavalry Regiment at Fort Sill Military Base, was making tea on the woodstove in his office when the Apache Asa Daklugie, who was standing at the window, said in an ironic tone, as if already exasperated: Look who’s coming. The gringo, who was carefully packing dried chamomile flowers and mint leaves into a little net bag, replied: It can’t be.

Barrett was an inquisitive sort, but no one who knew him would have described him that way. He had learned early on that persistence and discipline were excellent safeguards for a slim, pockmarked man in a world of opportunists—namely, the towns growing up around military bases in the western United States at the turn of the twentieth century. He persisted in his task with a resolve unique to glasses-wearing gringos. Settling his spectacles on the bridge of his nose, he said nothing until the net bag was packed full and the water had boiled. He filled the teapot, dropped in the herbs, and put on the lid. Nor did he say anything as the tea steeped or when he finally poured it into two pewter mugs. Only then did he go over to the window to see the rider battling the snow falling heavily on the plain.

Your uncle? he asked Asa Daklugie. The Apache closed his eyes in assent and recognition of the rider’s stubbornness, at once admirable and maddening. Barrett handed one of the cups to his guest. Vaya manera de cuidarse una gripe, he said as if to himself, in his book-learned Spanish. What a way to nurse a cold. Asa shrugged. It’s as if you don’t know him, he said. I don’t, said Barrett. Who does? replied the other man. Barrett answered, If anyone does, it’s you.

Asa Daklugie shrugged again, took a noisy sip from his cup, and went to sit in one of the rockers in the parlor, ready for the work session from which he’d erroneously thought he’d been reprieved. Barrett stood for a moment longer with his forehead pressed to the glass, his cup cradled in his hands. He nudged up his glasses again.

There was a fierceness about the rider even though he was past seventy, his head cleaving the churning snow resolutely, his legendary mane flying behind him like a giant owl, his shoulders straining forward to command the obedience of the stocky plains pony he was riding even though he could have had a regular horse. He ate up the distance at an absurd speed on the icy road.

The rider didn’t pull up until he was right at the door to Barrett’s house, as if he intended to mow the place down rather than simply arrive. He dismounted in a leap. Barrett scratched his face. You say he has a fever? he asked Daklugie. Maybe he’ll die from sheer cussedness, said Asa.

The gringo set his cup on the table beside his rocker and went to open the door. The rider was bent over, brushing off his snow-caked clothes, slapping at his moccasins. He looked up and then stood, though he was so short it made little difference. His mouth was hard, the corners turned down. It wasn’t just that he had lost all his teeth. He was a man who had killed and seen people killed countless times, a clenched fist, ghost of the longest, motherfuckingest war of all time, last survivor of the bloodbath that began in Tenochtitlan in 1521: the man who ultimately lost the last battle for America.

He fixed his right eye on the gringo; the left had been staring in whatever direction it chose for years. Barrett was thirty years younger, almost a foot and a half taller, and in good health. Even so he felt mortal fear, as he always did when the Apache’s good eye plumbed the depths of his. He gave a forced smile. The old man sucked his bare gums, not smiling in return, and waved his right hand, which meant he was coming past and Barrett should stand aside. The gringo obeyed.

Geronimo, he said in greeting.

Barrett, the Apache replied, moving toward the stove as if it belonged to him. He took off his coat and hung it on a chair that he pulled out from the table.

Watching him remove the puttees, two strips of red wool wound around the upper part of his moccasins, Barrett asked in Spanish: Are those military turbans? Asa Daklugie spoke from his rocker, also in Spanish: They were part of Chato’s scout uniform, and this bastard, no respect even for the dead, is wearing them as shin-warmers. Geronimo said something in Athabaskan to his godson, who cackled. And then to Barrett: Chato, Indio Chiricahua y Army Scout de los Estados Unidos. The superintendent was never sure what to read as sarcasm from the old man, so he chose
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