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...people who shut their eyes to reality simply invite their own destruction, and anyone who insists on remaining in a state of innocence long after that innocence is dead turns himself into a monster. 

—James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son, 1954

The Americans have an excessive awareness of an identity that they don’t have. 

—Donald Judd, “Notes,” 1983

The country is most barbarously large and final.

—Billy Lee Brammer, The Gay Place, 1961
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Blue Rain Canyon
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T

HREE HUNDRED MILES from where she would disappear, Mariazul Lluvia Cenote Bautista walked alone in the shadows of Lordsburg, New Mexico. Silhouetted in the predawn light, she shivered against a row of abandoned businesses; cold, boarded-up structures of adobe and rusted steel that had stood empty for decades. She was young, dark brown, her black hair tied into two braids. Her clothing was a uniform of pink—pink sweatpants, pink hooded sweatshirt, pink headband—and her sneakers were white. A heavy black backpack hung off her chest and abdomen like a baby, strapped tightly against her body. Her stature was petite, and every now and then, she looked over her shoulder down the desolate frontage road behind her. On the interstate, eighteen-wheelers roared into the magenta west and sunrise east. Ten hours from Los Angeles and ten hours from San Antonio, Lordsburg subsisted off the profits of its hundreds of motel rooms and trio of truck stops, the town’s prosperity fixed to the traffic speeding forever along its margins.

Ninety miles to the south lay Mexico.

Driving onto the vacant street, I didn’t see Mariazul until I passed by her side. At first glance, she seemed like a teenager on her way to high school, an illusion that vanished the moment she looked at me. In her eyes, I could see stress and terror. She slowed down as my vehicle drifted by, studying the black finish of my hybrid, memorizing my Oregon license plates, vigilant to every detail.

A woman so alone.

Yet a woman almost unstoppable.

Almost.

I came to a halt and rolled down the front passenger window. Before we could speak, I took a moment to check my appearance in the rearview mirror. Grayness underscored my eyes. The brown roots on my scalp contradicted the blondeness of my ponytail. My pale skin burned against my all-black ensemble: black knee-high boots, black tights, black corduroy skirt, an oversized black t-shirt flowing across my lap like a flag, its golden hem shimmering. I hadn’t changed or showered in two days. A tattoo of an Alaska cedar sapling graced the surface of my left hand, a corresponding female pinecone nestled inside my palm. As I studied myself, my tattoos seemed like the only permanent aspect of my appearance. Everything else was fleeting.

On the dashboard, the temperature registered nineteen degrees Fahrenheit. All night, violent winds had pummeled my motel room, battering the door, rattling the hinges. From underneath my cigarette-burned blankets, I could almost feel the air devouring the community. Before my departure, I had smoked a cigarette on the second-floor balcony, incredulous at the autumn chill. Somewhere, a guard-dog was howling at the screech of a freight train, protecting its owner’s rugged casita.

Checking out of my room and returning to my car, I had indulged in the luxury of heat, a luxury that could amount to survival if shared.

The woman on the sidewalk halted by the window, her breath crystallizing in the air.

Need a ride? I asked. 

She stared, saying nothing. I opened the door, patting on the seat and gesturing in the direction she was traveling.  

Truck stop? I asked. 

She looked down the street again. Chills were visible across her skin. Her teeth were chattering. Finally, she came to a verdict. 

Yes, she said. Truck stop. Yes. Thank you.

She stepped into my car, closing the door behind her, and rolling up the window. Her eyes widened at the self-warming seat.

Thank you, she said again. 

I nodded. She buckled her seatbelt. For the two-minute ride to the nearest truck stop, she kept one hand on the door handle, the other on the backpack. As we pulled up to a fuel pump, she stared at the Border Patrol van in front of the Tex-Mex restaurant attached to the convenience store. The van’s green stripe glinted like a blade against its white surface. 

Mariazul turned to me. 

Texas, she said. ¿A dónde vas? Please. 

For several seconds, I drummed my fingertips on the steering wheel, unsure what to say. Finally, I reached behind my seat to pull out an atlas of the continental United States. Mariazul took the atlas from me, opening to a section dividing the Lone Star State into five regions: Trans-Pecos, the Panhandle, Central Texas, East Texas, and South Texas. She turned to the Trans-Pecos region, placing the tip of her index finger where westernmost Texas met New Mexico.

El Paso, I said.

She nodded.

Sí, sí. Texas. El Paso. You drive to El Paso?

I stared. For a moment, fear flashed across her eyes. Taking out my smartphone, I pulled up a translation app and typed out a message in English. I read aloud the results in Spanish. 

Me voy a Rosadero. Pero, yo puedo parar en El Paso. ¿Cuál es la dirección? 

She stared.

Rosadero? You drive to Rosadero, Texas?  

I nodded. She unzipped the front pocket of her backpack, extracting a business card and passing it to me. On the front side of the card was a picture of an orange brick motel sitting on a hill of yellow desert grass. On the back of the card, white letters on a black background listed a name and address, along with a phone number. I studied the card in disbelief. 
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The Celenia Inn

1600 US-90

Rosadero, Texas 79843

(432) XXX-5930

I passed back the card, then typed out another message.

Sí. Es la verdad. No hay problema. 

Mariazul’s expression brightened. She unzipped the backpack, reaching into its depths and pulling out a brown wallet, torn and held together by duct tape. 

I can pay, she said. Dollars. How much?

No gracias, I said. No money, no money. No es necesario. 

Deciding to accept my words, she took out a small golden crucifix necklace hidden beneath her hoodie, closed her eyes, and whispered a prayer to her Creator. I turned away, trying to provide privacy. When she was done crossing herself, she returned her attention to me. I remembered we still had not introduced ourselves. I tried to draw on the rudimentary Spanish retained from high school.

Mi nombre es Anna, I said. ¿Cómo se llama?

Mariazul, she said.

Mucho gusto, I said. 

Yes, okay, she said.

Later, I would find her full name written on a white label stitched inside her backpack. Someday, I would learn that her mother named her after nature, a name she carried with her to far-distant places that looked nothing and felt nothing like home.

Do you want breakfast? I asked.

She nodded. 

Huevos rancheros. Thank you.

She took out the frayed wallet again, passing me several crumpled dollar bills. I left her alone in the hybrid, crossing the cold parking lot quickly and stepping into the store. Inside, three Border Patrol agents were congregating around the coffee machine, filling their thermoses, and laughing. They were all men, heavyset but strong, all Latino, with trim gelled hair. At the counter, I placed an order for huevos rancheros, then left to use the restroom. A poster outside the women’s room detailed warning signs of human trafficking in several languages, with a 1-800 number to call to report suspicious activity. Upon my return to the food counter, the three agents were gone. Waiting to pick up Mariazul’s breakfast, I looked out the window, checking for her outline in my car. She was still there. 

I couldn’t believe it. Any of it.

Receiving the huevos rancheros in a cardboard takeout container, I approached the cash register to pay. Copies of the Hidalgo County newspaper sat in a stack by the scanner. The frontpage headline was about a notorious Japanese internment camp in the area during the 1940s. I read the first few sentences before realizing the cashier in front of me—a large young woman dressed in the truck stop’s red and yellow uniform—had nodded off, though she continued to stand upright. Her breathing was heavy, as though she were in a trance. She stood there until her manager shook her shoulder.
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ELONGATED MIRAGES MELTED across the eastern sky, a range of phantom mountains vanishing into dawn. Two hours after leaving the truck stop, Southern New Mexico broke into Texas, erupting into the strip malls and interchanges of El Paso. As we drove through the city, Mariazul stared at Ciudad Juárez rising on the other side of the international fence. She looked up at the cinderblock houses, her hand on the window as though trying to touch the craggy neighborhoods. Most of the hillside shacks were tagged with graffiti and coated in dust. Razor-wire encircled the yards, piled tires and sheet metal forming makeshift defense barriers. On the other side of downtown El Paso, Juárez opened into a huge industrial valley, an iron bar of smog hovering over the export manufacturing plants that sprawled in every direction. For a moment, Mariazul turned to me as though she had something she wanted to say.

She said nothing.
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THE SIERRA BLANCA Border Patrol Checkpoint funneled interstate traffic into an outdoor shelter between the hills of Hudspeth County, contracting the countryside of yucca and dry soil into the restrictive architecture of security. Mariazul—who had been asleep—looked out at the idling line of semi-trucks and passenger vehicles. She was expressionless.

My hybrid stopped in front of a small army of surveillance cameras and orange cones. An agent standing in front of a security booth gestured for me to come forward. As I complied, a flash indicated that my license plates had been photographed. 

The border agent smiled at us with practiced warmth. His uniform tag identified him as Agent Gallegos.

Morning, ladies. Where are you traveling today?

Rosadero, I said.

The agent nodded at Mariazul. She glanced at me before answering.

Yes sir, she said. Rosadero.

Are you a citizen of the United States? Agent Gallegos asked me.

Yes sir, I said.

Is she? he asked. 

My heart raced. Before I could say another word, he asked us to produce identification. Fingers trembling, I passed along my driver’s license. The agent waited while Mariazul took out her broken wallet and extracted a permanent resident card. Taking an ultraviolet LED flashlight off his belt, the agent examined our documents with a severe expression. Behind him, a second agent stood beneath a framed black-and-white photograph of a young, cleanshaven man in Border Patrol uniform and a cowboy hat. Beneath the framed photograph lay dozens of flowers, cards, and prayer candles. The agent standing under the portrait was a woman—the only one in uniform at the checkpoint—with pale skin and a diminutive face, her frizzy brown hair tied into a ponytail. She stood with tense focus, unaware of the traffic crawling through her station.

Agent Gallegos turned to her.

Agent Taylor, would you mind coming over here? he asked.

The woman known as Agent Taylor looked over at us. She stepped away from the shrine to inspect our IDs. She looked at Mariazul. All three of us waited. 

Ms. Bautista’s document appears to be authentic, Agent Gallegos said. A resident of Tucson, Arizona. Says here she was granted asylum more than a year ago. See anything wrong?

Agent Taylor took out a pair of mirrored sunglasses and covered her face. Agent Gallegos sighed. He returned our IDs.

Thank you, ladies. Drive safe.

I nodded. Exiting the inspection area, I reaccelerated to highway speed in slow, cautious increments. As the checkpoint disappeared around the mountains, I thought I could see Agent Taylor still watching after us.

Leaning against the window, Mariazul fell back asleep.
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, we were sitting on a picnic table in front of a truck stop outside the town of Van Horn. I smoked a cigarette, watching dark clouds gather in the sky, draining the redness out of the desert. Mariazul sipped from a bottle of water, wiping her lips, and looking back at the interstate traffic rushing along the dusty hills. Above us, the denuded branches of an oak tree stretched in a pantomime of shelter. Across the decaying highway stood an abandoned feedstore. We were seventy-four miles from Rosadero.

Mariazul rescrewed the plastic cap onto her water bottle. She tapped me on the shoulder.

Telephone? To write English.

I passed her my smartphone. She typed the question she must have wanted to ask since I picked her up in Hidalgo County. 

Why are you traveling to Rosadero?

I let my cigarette burn, thinking about what to say. Mariazul jiggled her leg against the bench, waiting. 

I told her the truth.

My brother is missing. His name is Jakob. He was last seen in Rosadero ten days ago. Nobody knows where he is. The police say he was kidnapped. I love him very much.

Mariazul sat with my words. She took a deep breath and transmitted something in return. Passing back my phone a final time, she looked away.

My brother is missing too. His name is Alejandro.

Neither of us spoke.

Finishing my cigarette, I communicated that it was time to leave. Mariazul and I returned inside my hybrid, buckling our seatbelts as heat recirculated throughout the interior. Turning on the engine, we began the final stretch of driving. The truck stop behind us appeared empty in the rearview mirror, inhabited by something realer than ghosts, but harder to name. 
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ROWS OF NAKED pecan trees stretched into the foothills of Jeff Davis County. Tucked behind the orchard, a freight train whistled and rumbled. On the other side of the highway, abandoned trailers popped out of grazing land. Forty minutes out of Van Horn, a sign announced the next town: Beauvoir, Texas—Population 98. Up and down the highway, Beauvoir seemed to comprise rusting trailers and sagging desert cottages. Not a single one of the alleged ninety-eight residents was in sight.

Halfway through the ghost town, a white cruiser with a green stripe sped up behind us, turning on its roof lights. I pulled over in front of an abandoned casita with a front door that had fallen off its hinges. Two withered magueys stood on either side of its entrance. Nobody, it seemed, had been home for years. 

The Border Patrol cruiser screeched to a halt, kicking up dust like a plume of smoke. Out of the plume, Agent Taylor from the Sierra Blanca checkpoint jumped onto the road. She sprinted up to the passenger side of my hybrid, her frizzy brown ponytail bobbing behind her, her service weapon drawn. Tapping on Mariazul’s window with her pistol, the agent ordered me to unlock the door. 

I obeyed.

The agent pulled the door open and seized Mariazul by the arm, yelling for me to keep my hands on the wheel. The agent yanked Mariazul out of her seat, causing the seatbelt to burst out of its receiver, almost striking her in the eye. As Mariazul cried out, Agent Taylor forced the backpack off her shoulders, discarding it onto the dirt and gravel. Brandishing her pistol again, Agent Taylor screamed at me to keep my eyes straight. I complied, listening to the clink of handcuffs around Mariazul’s wrists, seeing her in my peripheral vision led into the cruiser still flashing behind me. Agent Taylor slammed the door in condemnation. She looked at me with intensity and disappeared into her cruiser, screeching onto the highway before pulling a tight u-turn and speeding back towards the interstate.

The ghost town was silent.

For several minutes, I remained in a paralytic fog, my hands still clenching the steering wheel. Eventually returning to my senses, I looked out of the open passenger door. Mariazul’s backpack still lay on the ground, along with the golden crucifix. Sometime during her arrest, her necklace must have broken away, sacrificed to the desert like so many anonymous articles of faith.

As I regained power over myself, I took out my cellphone. I had no signal. There was nobody I could call. All I had were Mariazul’s last known possessions. 

Stepping out of my hybrid at last, I walked around to the backpack and crucifix. Not knowing what else to do, I placed her belongings on her seat. Closing the door, I looked at the abandoned casita. Behind the open doorway, I could see a dim room. In a desperate pursuit for help, I stepped inside. 

My eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness. Slowly, the interior of the casita began to take form. Torn-up rugs lay on a primitive dirt floor covered in rodent tracks, defiled by guano and bird droppings. In one corner of the living room, a packrat nest glistened with urine. Plastic toy soldiers lay at angles they might occupy for a thousand years. On the walls, most of the coffee-colored paint had peeled away, revealing rough blocks of adobe. On either side of the fireplace hung two sepia-toned portraits, one of Benito Juárez, reserved and statesmanlike, the other Emiliano Zapata, youthful and determined under his sombrero. 

Above, the tin roof began to reverberate with rain. I walked back to my car and resumed my place behind the steering wheel. There was nothing else to do.

Activating my left turn-signal, I rejoined the highway. A few yards from Beauvoir’s southern edge, a green metal sign informed me I was leaving Jeff Davis County and entering Narváez County. Ten minutes outside the ghost town, I passed an unmarked white blimp moored to a circular runway, protected by razor-wire fence and flashing lights. Signs in English and Spanish warned away potential trespassers. Through an intelligence matrix I could not begin to understand, I believed the blimp had foreseen the entire course of my morning, monitoring my role in the young woman’s passage from Lordsburg into the backseat of Agent Taylor’s cruiser. Perhaps, the blimp had intercepted my phone signal, short-circuiting my line of communication to the Pacific Northwest. I would never know.

Blue slivers of light filled the sky. I would not encounter another soul for forty minutes. 
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BENICIO WASHINGTION IS waiting for me in a dim mahogany bar in downtown El Paso’s historic Taft Hotel. Sitting alone in a booth, he raises a glass of whiskey to get my attention, though the gesture is unnecessary. With his athletic build and handsome face, he fills his olive-green Border Patrol uniform like a celebrity. The white cowboy hat he wears is immaculate. I place my audio recorder on the table, press the on-button, and shake his hand. I try not to blush as he looks into my eyes.

You must be Jakob, he says. Professor Ochoa told me you had pink hair. I’m Benicio, obviously.

Obviously, I say.

He nods.

Thanks for meeting me in El Paso. Sorry I can’t get to Rosadero this week. I came straight from the field. Tomorrow, I’m spending at least fourteen hours in an office building. Thought I’d unwind between shifts.

It’s no problem, I say as I slide into the booth. Hope you haven’t been waiting long.

Not too long. I’m taking advantage of the opportunity to slow down. Don’t get to do that very often.

I’ll bet. 

How do you like Rosadero so far?

I love it. It’s so beautiful and quiet. I love all the postmodern art. And the people are so friendly. I’m still getting used to saying hello to my neighbors. They don’t do that where I come from.

No kidding? I wouldn’t assume Portland is big enough for people to be like that. 

It’s a Pacific Northwest thing. The unfriendliness is a holdover from Scandinavian settlers. Apparently, it’s against Scandinavian etiquette to make eye contact and talk to people you don’t know that well. It’s considered intrusive, or something.

Or something.

I laugh, louder than I intend. Special Agent Washington smiles politely.

You grew up in Rosadero, I say.

He nods. 

On the southside of town. My mother still lives in the house where I was raised. It’s not too far from Professor Ochoa’s home, actually. You’ve probably walked past it. For most of Rosadero’s history, all the Mexican households were restricted to that area. Segregation has a long legacy.

I feel like we don’t talk about segregation in the Southwest that much.

That’s because we don’t.

So, for the sake of accuracy, how do you define your ethnic background? Would Afro-Latino be accurate?

Sure. My people settled in Mexico sometime in the 1850s. They escaped a plantation near Beaumont and followed the underground railroad through Texas. The other underground railroad, that is. 

The other underground railroad?

Mexico abolished slavery in 1829. The Guerrero Decree was the Emancipation Proclamation before the Emancipation Proclamation.

Huh. Really? 

Really. Texas declared independence to hold onto slavery. Most people forget.

Yeah, I had no idea.

My people crossed somewhere outside Laredo. They ended up in Coahuila, in a village called Nacimiento. I still visit once a year to pay my respects to my ancestors. You ever hear of the Mascogos?

No sir.

Well, for your official record, my people are the Mascogos. They stayed over there for more than a hundred years until my parents resettled in the United States. That was in the 1960s, near the end of the Bracero Program. I was born and raised in Rosadero. But I’ve always felt Mexican. 

How old were you when you joined the Border Patrol?

Not much older than a teenager. That was about a quarter century ago.

Did you go to college?

Tried to. Sul Ross State. But I don’t do well in a classroom. I’ve always been something of an autodidact. Everything I learn, I learn on my own. It’s a problem, more so than I’d like to admit, especially when it comes to working in a big law enforcement institution. Mavericks are always viewed as pathogens. Maybe that’s why the union doesn’t like me. Well, one of the reasons.

The union?

The National Border Patrol Council. 

Why else wouldn’t they like you?

Because I investigate corruption, mostly in the rank-in-file.  

That would do it. Speaking of which, could you please state your exact title and the unit in which you operate?

Certainly. I am the Special Operations Supervisor of the Border Patrol’s Internal Constabulary Division, which has existed for three years and of which I am the sole investigator. Always have been, and probably always will be. 

How did the Internal Constabulary Division come into existence? What does it do, and why are you the only one doing it?

The I.C.D. came into existence after a string of corruption cases within the Border Patrol attracted national media attention. Some very dark, very high-profile stuff. Multiple agents in multiple sectors, caught acting at the behest of certain syndicates outside the United States. Some had even killed for their shadow employers. A lot of pressure came down from the politicians to do something. However, as you may already know, people who work in law enforcement tend to hold the line against outside investigations. 

Yeah, definitely with police departments. So that’s true with the Border Patrol, too?

Yes sir. The compromise struck by the command structure and the union was to create an internal investigating division, but to limit its scope by limiting its staff. As a result, my paycheck and field expenses represent the entirety of the I.C.D.’s budget. I’m the most hated agent in any sector I step into. But I also set the terms of the job. It’s not too bad, all things considered. 

Doesn’t sound too bad at all.

Benicio smiles. He takes a sip from his drink, waiting for me to ask about the cases he investigates. So I do. He sighs, pondering what to tell and what not to tell. 

The crimes I investigate are ordinary, he says, carried out by ordinary agents, acting on ordinary motivations, conducted by ordinary means. Human trafficking, weapons trafficking, drug smuggling. The cases I deal with are so unremarkable, it is almost immaterial to everyone but the victims whether they are solved. Now, I want to be very clear that this is not a statement of surrender, but a statement of experience. There is too much money being made for the serious operations to stop. 

Serious operations? Like the cartels? 

A little bit. But the way things are, illegal economics and legal economics are so interdependent, you can’t prosecute the one without prosecuting the other. The system running across the border is neither clean nor dirty. The system is undaunted.

I’m stunned. A young waitress in a tuxedo approaches our table, setting down a pair of menus. She asks Special Agent Washington whether he would like more whiskey. He declines. I ask for a glass of water. The waitress nods. She leaves us alone again. 

Special Agent Washington looks at me. 

You’re sitting in the most important metropolitan area in North America, he says. Did you know that? 

El Paso? I ask.

He shakes his head.

Juárez-El Paso. Across the river is a city of one point four million. If Juárez were an American city, its population would be the ninth largest. And if you combine it with El Paso, you get the fifth largest, just behind Houston. And in truth, this is one city. Always has been. But with the border, two-thirds of America’s fifth largest city is being laundered through Mexico. Economically, anyway. The border is a big lie, Jakob, but a lie with serious stakes. The illusion of separateness allows many other lies, more than any of us could comprehend.

We sit for a moment as Special Agent Washington’s numbers hang in the air. In booths around the bar, I become aware that every other conversation is taking place in Spanish. From time to time, furtive looks are directed our way.

I’m sorry, I say.

Sorry for what?

I don’t know. I didn’t mean to...one point four million is a lot of people. 

Special Agent Washington removes his cowboy hat and sets it on the table.

I spend a lot of time in Juárez, he says. Though I don’t have jurisdiction there.

What do you do there?

Talk. Listen. Take notes and track down leads.

Where do your leads take you?

To networks. To quid pro quos, to transactions and balance sheets underpinning the cases that come my way. Every time I cross into Mexico, I learn something new. There is nowhere to hide anything. The violence is so far-reaching. Earlier this decade, in the same twelve-month period, Juárez recorded three thousand homicides. El Paso recorded five. This is not incidental. It is an expression of the power differential the United States wields over the rest of the world. Most Americans know nothing about it. The reality is too raw. Do you know why Juárez is so dangerous, even on a good year?

Why?

Because Juárez is a city hijacked. All for the United States. All for our needs.

At that moment, the waitress returns with my glass of water. She asks whether we would like anything to eat. Special Agent Washington places an order for a porterhouse steak, cooked medium rare. I order coffee. The waitress tells me she needs to put on a fresh pot, and that it will take about ten minutes to be ready. I tell her that’s fine. As she walks away, Special Agent Washington places his cowboy hat back on his head, lost in thought. Our conversation is only beginning. 
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ROSADERO SLIPPED INTO existence as a series of blurred buildings, mostly beige or brick, some a pristine white, some decorated with Christmas lights and tinsel. Other than a silver water-tower and the ornate dome of the Narváez County Courthouse, there was nothing distinctive about the town. Nobody appeared on the sidewalks or in the streets. Aside from a few mud-splattered pickup trucks and luxury cars with European plates, the only other motorist I saw was a sheriff deputy sitting in his black SUV.

Red and blue lights appeared in my mirrors.

I parked beneath a speed limit sign where the last few yards of curb melted into shimmering yellow grass. In the distance, a broad monument of red stone rose out of the horizon. The deputy approached with a slow, heavy gait. He had gelled black hair and light brown skin. As I rolled down my window, he stopped in front of me, rubbing his hands to keep warm.

Afternoon, ma’am. I’m Deputy Ybarra. How are you today?

Doing okay.

Good to hear. Unfortunately, my radar clocked you at thirty-seven miles-per-hour. The speed limit here is thirty-five. I’ll need to take a look at your license and insurance card, please.

I passed my documents through the window. Rather than taking the information back to his SUV, Deputy Ybarra lingered on the side of the road, surveying my license.

You drove all the way to Texas from Portland, Oregon? he asked.

Yes sir.

Wanted to be a tourist in the off-season, did you?

No sir. I’m looking for my brother. Jakob Tatevyan. He went missing ten days ago. Nobody knows where he is. He had been living in Rosadero while working on his master’s thesis. The authorities seem to think he was kidnapped. I’m supposed to stay with a family around here while I’m looking for him. Do you know where the Celenia Inn is?

Deputy Ybarra looked at me.

Ms. Tatevyan, I am so sorry, he said. The Celenia Inn is just up the highway around that small hill. My sister is expecting you. 

Your sister?

Angelica Ybarra. She’s the one who agreed to put you up. Usually, she keeps the motel closed from November through February. The Celenia Inn has been in our family for a couple generations. I’m sorry about your brother. Now that I know you’re in town, I’ll call the sheriff. You’ll be able to see him tomorrow morning. Is anyone else from your family in town?

No sir. I came alone. 

That’s a tough thing, driving that far by yourself. Tougher to travel alone as a woman. 

Yes sir. It is.

Tell you what. Let me run your information through the system to see if you have any unpaid tickets or anything. If your record is clear, I’ll let you off with a warning. Sound good?

I nodded. Deputy Ybarra returned inside his service vehicle. As he entered my data into his machine, I glanced at the backpack and crucifix next to me. I thought about what might come up if he entered Mariazul Bautista’s name into his database, or Agent Taylor’s. 

Or my brother’s.

Deputy Ybarra returned with my documents and a warning written on a pink slip. Before stepping away, he told me to ring the doorbell to the Celenia Inn’s lobby. His sister was likely in the back office. He counseled me to be patient with her. She had a bad leg. Some days, the pain was so bad that she had to navigate the motel with a cane.

The deputy wanted to know if I had any more questions for him. I took a deep breath.

Deputy Ybarra—

Please, call me Arturo.

Deputy Ybarra, does the Border Patrol operate in Rosadero?

He nodded.

Technically speaking, the Border Patrol operates everywhere. They also claim the right to search any vehicle within a hundred miles of an international border, including coastlines. Most Americans live in the Border Patrol’s jurisdiction. They just don’t know it. But around here, the Patrol mostly sticks to ranch roads and remote spots down by the Rio Grande. You shouldn’t have any trouble with them. 

He tapped the roof of my hybrid, as though his statement had solved my preoccupations. I thanked him for his help. He stood back, allowing me to drive the hundred yards or so to the Celenia Inn. My hands were still trembling.

––––––––
[image: image]


TURNING ON THE clock radio in my motel room, I collapsed onto the king-sized bed. The only items I brought in from my car were the backpack and crucifix, which I set next to me on top of the mattress. As a static-filled blues program played on Rosadero Public Radio, I took Mariazul’s things into my arms, curling around them like a protective mother. My thoughts began to decouple from coherent order. Before succumbing to exhaustion, I unlaced my boots, letting them drop to the floor. My eyes closed. I breathed into the blanket, vaguely hoping my dreams could take me to a place of understanding about Mariazul’s fate, or wherever my brother had gone.

When I woke up, I hoped I could tell myself the story of how I came to Rosadero.
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OMETIME THE PREVIOUS spring, Williamsburg, Brooklyn raised a new riverfront icon onto a warehouse of luxury condos. Popping out against the Manhattan skyline, a deep pink water-tower appeared overnight above lofts settled by professionals whose money never ran out. Captivating photographers and culture writers, Williamsburg’s latest novelty attracted immediate speculation. Critics of certain insight determined the tower to be a scale replica of the one in Rosadero, Texas—which accounted for why the town’s name appeared in bold black letters on its rose-colored façade. The beacon soon represented a point of aspiration for anybody who had come to Brooklyn to do more than ride bicycles and struggle to pay rent. Not since the installation of Justin Lehenwesen’s site-specific displays in the West Texas landscape in the 1980s had there been such manufactured interest in Rosadero. In stunning numbers, hotel rooms were booked, flights reserved, and road trips planned by Brooklynites suddenly in love with the far-distant locale most had just learned about for the first time. 

The pink water-tower proved to be a masterstroke in advertising.

Few of the dreamers taking inspiration from the vessel over the East River had ever heard of the Sierra Blanca Border Patrol Checkpoint. Fewer still had heard of extraordinary rendition, or could deconstruct the concept of due process, or define what it meant to be a lawful permanent resident. Perhaps only a handful of Brooklyn’s up-and-comers could conceive of a person like Mariazul Lluvia Cenote Bautista. 

Seeing her in every dream I had during my first twenty-four hours in Rosadero, I still could not conceive of her, either.

––––––––
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I STOOD IN the open doorway of my motel room the next morning—I had slept for the rest of the previous day—staring into the empty parking lot of the Celenia Inn. In the corner of the lot, the asphalt bled into gravel before passing into tens of thousands of square miles of high desert prairieland. A jackrabbit hopped into the tall yellow grass, silent and quick, like a creature gently bounding across the ocean floor. The memory of rain filled the countryside with the scent of damp hay. In the sky, the late November light was soft and metallic. I could see most of Rosadero from the motel’s position atop a slight knoll. On the other side of a dried-out ravine, appliances and other consumer junk lay in the yards of crumbling casitas with tin roofs. American kitsch and Mexican knickknacks decorated the front doors of the more respectable dwellings. Mesquite trees and prickly-pears and agaves and intermingled with the properties, the reality of the desert insisting upon itself across every home.

It all looked so lonely.

I took slow, delicate steps over the asphalt to my car. Since yesterday, the toes of my black tights had ripped open. Between my crumpled-up shirt and unwashed hair, I must have looked like a victim of some kind, another young woman on the run. As I retrieved my suitcase and slammed the trunk shut, my ear took note of the immediacy with which the countryside swallowed the noise. Silence itself seemed to have stolen the people of Rosadero, as though the community were an aural phenomenon, able to be muted at any time.

I showered and dressed, attempting everything I could to pretty up the wear and tear of my marathon dash across the American West. After an hour, I reemerged in the parking lot, concealed in a faux-leather jacket, thick black leggings, and my black knee-high boots. Fake designer sunglasses covered my eyes. A braided ponytail and red headband brought order to my decaying blonde hair. As I stepped back outside, nobody else seemed to be around. For today at least, the motel assured total solitude.

Before meeting with the Narváez County Sheriff’s Office, I needed a cigarette. Secluding myself behind the motel, I exhaled smoke, staring across the horizon of grass punctuated by yucca and ocotillo. In the distance, the rock formation I had seen from the highway erupted in a near-vertical slope of porous red stone, culminating in a flat island in the sky. A dark gray cloud hovered over the roof of the formation. The longer I stared at the rock, the more I could see a massive split running down its height, opening into a canyon. Somewhere in that monolith, another ecosystem resided.

A few minutes into my smoke break, a young woman approached me from around the corner of the motel
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