

[image: Cover Image]




[image: image]








[image: CoverImage]





Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Reading Group Guide


Newsletters


Copyright Page


In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.




For Cinderella, who saw this through beside me







Living with a saint is more grueling than being one.


—ROBERT NEVILLE






Prologue


AT FIRST, SHE FOUND IT DRY. Soon, and forever after, she would find it vast, dreadfully open, more sky than prairie, more prairie than mountain, more mountain than city. The whole would outstrip her ability to see, and she knew her days would end before she had seen one half of the continent and its rivers, its forests, its shores. Dry at first, then running, raining, flooding, wet. Then dry again. But now, in these days, for the first time in her life, she knew she was about to face the endless sea. The Saint of Cabora had discovered America.


To the sea. Among strangers. The rest of her life would be played out, she feared, among strangers. Like these well-meaning Americanos who, here in the summer of 1900, had taken over her existence.


She crouched against the wall of her train car, feral with shame and grief, skinny, silent, unwilling to eat or turn her face inward from the window that rattled and banged against her forehead for hundreds of hungry miles. She hid her bruises from everyone. She had been bruised before. They had tried to break her before. She was not broken. This was the worst part of her life. But she would find her way through it. She hid her thoughts.


Mr. Rosencrans had begun to think of her as a caged fox. Her other companions watched her surreptitiously, secretly afraid that she had gone insane. Mr. Rosencrans’s son Jamie dared to sit beside her and take her hand. She did not speak to him, nor did she turn her face to him, but she allowed her fingers to be tugged, her fingernails to be polished by the pads of his thumbs. When she drew up her knees and placed her feet on the cracked leather seat, pulling herself into a tighter ball, he left her in peace.


She remembered the star-frost dawn when Huila first took her to discover God. She’d watched the old woman talk to plants and thought her half crazy. She remembered the day Tomás realized she was his daughter, the way the emotions rippled across his face like wind on water, and the still moment when he mysteriously accepted her, like a man greeting his fate, for surely she was precisely that. She remembered her small chapel at the ranch at Cabora, its peaceful curved white walls of painted adobe. She remembered Cruz Chávez, the Pope of Mexico, so serious, so deadly with his big rifle and his scowl, so hilarious when she teased him. How unarmed he was when facing her. And his death far from her, how she imagined her letters to him burning and their ashes falling on his cold face like moths. War consumed her memories. Flames. Howls of rage and terror.


She tugged her old yellow rebozo over her head so that no one could see her face. She was nothing but eyes and she stared north from that right-side window, watching the tireless convolutions of the Arizona desert in their appalling sprawl and horrid writhing. Jagged peaks ripped at the overwhelming sky. Saguaro skeletons and dread black fossils of ruined ocotillo and creosote bushes battered by the white violence of the sun. Shadows spilled like dried blood at the base of shattered rocks. Volcanism. Above, vultures circled arroyos, waiting for dead rattlesnakes to ripen. Nowhere water, nowhere sheltering trees. Cattle were dying slowly from eating cactus and poisoned vines, their ribs already showing through their dusty sides like the rattling wooden bones of those dead cactus giants fallen, stripped of flesh by the sun, and leaving spindles of wood that looked like cages on the colorless hardpan.


The boy brought her a sweet roll and a cup of coffee from his father’s hot bottle. She nodded and took the bread into the cowl of her rebozo. She smelled like roses, and her sweat was tart like marigolds. She smelled like a garden that could not be found outside the window.


They paused in Tucson. She craned around and stared at the city scattered to the south of the station. To the north, that great Frog Mountain where Mr. Dinges planned to one day find snow and bears. She saw her companions staring at her, and she turned her face away from them again. It was a relief when they pulled out, and all the memories of baseball and the Van Order boys and the Arizona nightingales and the swan boats in the pond and the Yaquis embracing her father and Guapo El Chulo in far lamented Tubac fell back, and the town and the mountain and the San Xavier mission were never to be seen again.


It was a few hours to the next stop. Yuma. All she could think of was the dreadful prison—she had heard of the howling despair of the wretches buried in its baking cells cooked alive by the sun. Hours of cowboy ghosts, angry Indian wraiths, endlessly wandering the blank land, unhinged by sudden death, hungry and unable to eat, thirsting but unable to find water. She pressed her eyes shut and put her fingers in her ears.


In her mind, she was flying, flying like she had once dreamed she could fly, when she would take her friends through the cold clouds to far cities and the distant sea. She would put her feet in its insistent waters now. Perhaps she would simply walk into the waves and swim away, forever.


The Saint opened her eyes and watched the land unfurling, flopping, rising and falling like a flag or a sheet drying on a clothesline being tossed by the wind. In her mind she was out there, not in the dark squeaking car, and she was in the air, speeding, her hair unfurling behind her for a mile, her arms wide in an embrace of the wind, flying like she had once seen Huila do in her dream upon the llanos many years ago, Huila, drifting in the air as she came back from her journeys, coming down the breeze as if gingerly stepping down a stairway to the empty earth below. Teresita dove and swooped like a hawk over the cactus, over the boulders and hills and crags. The train rocked, its wheels endlessly clacketed on the rails, a vast sewing machine stitching America together, and its lulling rhythm was the closest she got to sleep on that journey. Her flying, the closest she now got to dreams, but she was learning fast: In America, you needed different dreams. And she did not yet know their language.




Book I



ANGEL OF THE BORDER LANDS





Part I


IN THE LAND OF DEVIL-MONKEYS



Dr. Braburn: Many people consider you a saint, due to your many healings. Do you consider yourself a saint?


Teresita: True, I have cured some, but I have never known how, and because of this I have never considered myself a saint. I have always been ashamed of that title.


—EL FRONTERIZO 
Nogales, Arizona 
June 25, 1892







One



TWO RIDERS CAME FROM the darksome sea, black against the morning light, and they tore into the first Mexican village. They demanded, as they would demand in towns north, the same information: “Have you seen the Saint of Cabora?”


And at every dust-choked ville, in each forlorn rancho with nothing but skeletons mouthing the dry water tanks, in every charred Indian settlement, they were pointed north. That was all the People knew—she was there, far away, north. Gone. The People had come to fear unknown men seeking news of the Saint. Unknown men with great rifles and grim faces. Unknown men with questions. Such men had killed hundreds of the People and brought in hordes of slavers and soldiers to imprison others and drag them to their doom.


Always from horseback, sometimes from behind weapons pulled and cocked, shouted, rude, louder than the People cared to be spoken to: “You! Do you know where we can find the Saint of Cabora?”


No, it was better to shake their heads and point north. Nobody knew anything.


“We do not know her,” they said. “They say she is in el norte.”


Even those who felt abandoned by her, forgotten, dared not complain to these men. What if it was a trick? Some devilish strategy?


A voice in the dark outside yelling, “Long live who?” Think a long time before answering.


“Try looking in el otro lado,” they said, turning away.


The other side; yes, of course. The United States.


The riders didn’t know much—they were incurious men, for all their interrogations—but they did know their masters feared her return. And these two feared their masters. The great men in the great halls that the black riders would never see would burn the entire land to eradicate her. There was no failure available to the riders.


“She has not come through here?”


The People shook their heads in village after village; they returned to their meager labors.


“Who?” they asked back. “We never heard of her.” Their lips fluttering with minuscule flags of burned white skin. At most they would look down and mumble, “That’s an Indian thing.” They scratched in dead soil, under white sun, with woven straw satchels of hard corn and clay jugs of muddy water and they did not look up to the riders, did not show their eyes. Something bad was crossing their land. They hunkered down, like their ancestors before them, and silently wished their saint good luck.


When there was a town big enough for beds and tequila, the riders watered and fed their horses, ate cooked meat with frijoles and tortillas, drank. People in the small eateries backed out the door. Women in the dingy hotels turned to the piano players and hoped the riders did not seek their flesh. These two enjoyed the fear they caused. Twin .44 revolvers, long big-bore rifles, great belduque knives like half swords. And that smell. They only smiled at each other. Sometimes they paid. And before light came, they left.
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It was hard riding. Hot. They had no time to dawdle or bathe, no time for women. Most nights they slept under a delirium of stars, under slowly spinning heavens black and hard as ice and shattered along the horizon by bare peaks devoid of trees. One was stung by a scorpion; he pinched it and slowly pulled its tail off. They were sons of rocks and spines.


They shot rabbits from their horses and speared the little corpses on saguaro ribs and ate standing in the smoke of the fire. The smoke drove the lice from their chaps.


They pointed and nodded and grunted like the most ancient of wanderers who’d passed through here before there were horses. Talking dried out the mouth and the throat. There was nothing to say.


They stopped a lone ore wagon somewhere in the Pinacate desert and asked again: “Have you heard of the Saint of Cabora?”


“Yes.”


“Where is she?”


“She went north.”


“Have you seen her?”


“I have not seen her.”


“Are you sure?”


The wagon driver hiding a small shotgun under his serape, and the riders, knowing it, fingering their pistols.


“Will you kill her?” the mule skinner asked.


They said nothing.


“Better her than me,” he said, and shook the mules awake with a jerk of the ropes, and the heavy dark wagon groaned like a dreamer into the terrible light.


“She lives close to the border,” he called back. “In the Pimería. Look for trees.”
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They exited Sonora through a defile in the rocks east of Nogales. The taller of the two was constantly watching the peaks to his right, aware of the Apaches hiding there—not afraid, but sick to his stomach when he imagined them coming like wasps out of some arroyo, and him mounted on his horse with Apache scalps and ears thronged across the back of his saddle. He would be roasted alive if they caught him. Still, it did not occur to him to remove the totems from the witness of the sun.


Around his neck, his companion wore a simple talisman on a black thong: one human finger bone.


They turned east and rose into foothills that seemed lent to this landscape from an entirely different world. Pine trees and oaks. Small streams winding down. Jaybirds and deer. They would have killed a deer for real food, but they were too close, they could feel it. The riders could not afford a shot now, even though the deer made their mouths water and their guts yowl within them. No, they would not signal their targets that retribution was upon them with an undisciplined rifle shot. They sucked pebbles so that spit flowed down their throats to fool their bellies. They had heard there was a great bosque of cool trees by water. The Girl Saint and her damned father would be cowering there.


Later, after their targets were dead and the scalps salted and packed away in burlap and sawdust, there would be venison. Meat steaming from the fire. Dripping fat like tears.
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The cabin was so different from anything in Mexico. They could have been blindfolded for the whole journey and then been unblinded and they would have seen immediately they were in gringo territory. Perfectly squared walls. Neat fences. Hewn wood. White smoke unspooled out of the chimney and gave the air a scent of cedar, even where the riders hid above, in a strange small crown of granite. As if American tidiness could keep the devil at bay.


They were far from the cabin, but they could still hit it easily. They counted three horses. There were a few goats there too. The tall one held a spyglass to his eye. It wasn’t good, but it was good enough. Ah, there she was—skinny, wasn’t she. In a long pioneer dress. He scoffed. Stupid American clothes. He spit. She was casting some kind of water pan out among her chickens—milky water scattered the birds. She went inside. He adjusted his gaze to the window. There! There he was. Her father. The Sky Scratcher, the Indians called him.


Perhaps, thought the tall one, the devil is attracted to pretty little houses.


“He don’t look that tall to me,” the short man said.


“He’s sitting down, pendejo,” his companion replied.


He grunted, spit, squinted.


The Sky Scratcher was just a shadow through the cheap glass of the window. The rider shook his head. He could not believe they had glass windows. He had never had glass windows.


Just for that, they deserved what they got.


“They don’t look special to me,” the short one said.


“Cabrones,” the tall one replied. “Bring me the rifle.”
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In his grove of cottonwoods and mesquites, Tomás Urrea lay in the ghastly heat of his little house. His head pulsed slowly with the crunching beat of his heart. Hungover again. Sick to his belly. Tired.


You know you are old when you awaken exhausted, he thought.


Tired of so many things. Tired of struggle. Tired of the pilgrims who still sought them out, hoping for a touch from his daughter. Oh, the Saint! They would follow her to her grave. And worse—his friend Aguirre had warned him that Mexico would regret letting her live. There would be men pursuing her.


The United States. Bad things were not supposed to happen here. He rubbed his eyes. He was tired of the United States. He did not want to admit the deeper truth: he was tired of his daughter.


He sat up slowly and stared into the murk. It was always dark in here.


“Teresita?” he called.


Why was he shouting? They only had the two rooms and a small kitchen off to the side. He could have whispered and been heard. But she was gone. Nineteen-year-old girls had a way of vanishing when they wanted to. Gone again—gone every day in the trees or out on the desert, cutting and collecting weeds. He shook his head. Talking to crows or something. Healing lepers.


He leaned over and spit on the floor. Why not. It was only dirt.


A shadow fell across the doorway. He felt around for his guns. Where were his pistolas? Not for the first time, he thought: How can I let her go wandering when I expect attacks from these goddamned religious fanatics? Back at their old hacienda, at Cabora, Teresita would have been watched over day and night. In his mind, he heard her voice. It had that tinge of disapproval that all young daughters seemed to develop and use when speaking to their fathers. That slight disappointment. Perhaps, her imagined voice said, you were drunk when I went out and didn’t notice I left.


The outsider knocked on the doorframe.


Tomás stood and steadied himself on the table and then dragged his gunbelt out from a corner where he’d flung it on top of his wadded black coat. He went to the door, squinting—the damned sunlight hurt like a punch in the eye. He leaned on the frame and looked out. A pilgrim. But what a pilgrim stood there. Filthy, but they were often filthy. Skin dark as nutshells. But his eyes were pale grapes wobbling in his skull, bugged and sunburned. He had a reek about him of brown teeth.


“Where is the Saint?” this creature demanded.


“Otro come-mierda,” Tomás muttered.


The man quivered.


“I do not eat shit,” he said.


“You smell like it.”


“I will see the Saint.”


“You will not.”


“Make way.” He reached behind himself.


“What have you got there?” Tomás demanded.


He had a machete tucked in his rope belt. He started to draw it. Tomás snatched one of his pistolas out of the holster and hammered the pilgrim in the head with it and dropped him limp to the ground.


“Like a wet coat,” Tomás said. He drew back the hammer and sighted down the blue-black barrel. He let the hammer down softly. Cocked again. The pilgrim moved in the dirt like an upended centipede. “I want to,” Tomás confessed. “I really do.” He let the hammer back down.


Several of the pilgrim’s comrades hid in the shadows across the small clearing.


“You,” Tomás ordered. “Collect this trash and be gone. And if I see any of you again, I will shoot you all.”


They came forward with their heads bowed.


“Do you believe me?”


They nodded.


“Say it.”


All they said was: “Sí, señor.”
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The short one retrieved a massive old Hawken rifle from a suede scabbard and delivered it to the tall one. He affixed a small bipod to the end of the octagonal barrel and flipped up the tall rear sights. The rifle smelled of oil. It was cool in the warmth of the sun. He rested his cheek upon the silky stock; it was carved with roses and hummingbirds. He drew a bead on the doorway, dark and empty. Then he swung to the window, to the blur of the man sitting within. Probably at a table. Reading a book. The gunman sneered.


He drew back the hammer—it resisted the pull just slightly; the liquid clicks of the gun’s mechanisms as it prepared to shoot were soothing to him, like music. It was a five-hundred-yard shot, but downhill and no wind to speak of. He settled himself against the rocks, felt his ribs press into the earth, and he set the rifle tight to his shoulder and slipped his finger onto the trigger. Breathe. In. Out. Ignore the girl, appearing in the doorway now like a ghost in his peripheral vision. He could shoot the father and swing on her before she heard the shot. Papa would be dead in a cloud of red mist before the sound of the crack turned her head.


He fired; the window burst; the man’s shadow exploded. Damn, the kick was brutal against his shoulder. He’d have a bruise. The girl spun to see what the shattering was. He took her with a shot drilled into the center of her back; she flew, disappearing like some magical act in a cabaret, into the deep dark of the cabin.
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The riders got down to the cabin, to chickens still panicking and the tied horses sidestepping and tossing their heads. It was funny how strong the smell of blood was. The whole yard smelled of meat and old coins.


The short one threw a kick at a hustling chicken and said, “Supper.”


His companion grinned.


They stepped into the cabin. It stank. So much blood in such a small space. They were both dead. The wall behind the table was sprayed with a starburst of deep red. More than dead. Those finger-length bullets tended to scatter the flesh. But their heads were intact.


“Drag them out,” the tall one said. He grabbed Papa by the feet. The other took hold of the girl’s wrist and pulled her out by one arm.


They yanked their belduques and bent to the scalping, avoiding the dark blood that still leaked from the tatters.


Her hair was red in the sunlight, her neck sugared with freckles.


The rider turned her head on her limp neck and looked at her face.


“Ah, cabrón,” he said.


“¿Qué?” his friend said.


“This ain’t her,” the first one said.


“What?”


They looked at Papá, then kicked him.


“It’s the wrong family?”


“Hmm.”


They lit small cigars and stood there, stupid and hungry.


“I guess we keep looking.”


“I guess.”


“Burn the house?”


“Why not.”


“But first…”


“First, we eat some chicken.”


And they did.





Two



A DAY LATER AND miles beyond.


“The Saint of Cabora can no longer speak to the dead,” Don Tomás Urrea said to the newspaper reporter.


Tomás turned away from the Arizona desert and regarded his interlocutor. The two men were sitting in the shade of the mesquite and paloverde trees of the rented bosque. Not far from them, the Santa Cruz River made its hot and languid journey away from Tucson, and on its banks a few cottonwoods had managed to grow—old grandfather trees, scarred by lightning and heat and drought. Don Tomás could hear them rustling in the desiccating breeze. His daughter the fabled Saint of Cabora regularly pointed out that the leaves of cottonwoods looked like hearts as big as hands, and they waved at you in the slightest wind. Beyond the trees, all was stones and rattlesnakes. He smiled ruefully. If they were in Mexico, he could show this reporter a bosque! Back there, he would have called it a huerta, and the mango trees would be dropping fat juicy fruit at his feet. But this was not the time for reveries, he told himself.


The reporter seemed to be waiting patiently as Tomás ordered his thoughts. Of course, the gringo note-taker could not possibly know of the endless parade of rattling ideas, memories, worries, regrets, schemes that tromped through his skull. Who could? Sometimes, if Tomás drank enough, he could postpone the haunting, he could trip the ghosts and make them stumble.


Tomás tried to focus, but all he could imagine were scenes of his lost life, turning to dust in Sonora. His ranch, gone. His woman, bereft and lonely. His wife too. And his children.


He wondered if his horses missed him. He wondered if his top hand, Segundo, had whipped the tattered workers of the ranch into shape and earned him some profits. He wondered how a man made his fortune in the United States. Hell, how did a man even eat?


“Bosque,” he said.


“Pardon me?” replied the reporter. They were speaking Spanish, but Tomás was convinced he had mastered English, and he intended to show this fool a thing or two.


“That is the name of this place: the Bosque Ranch.”


“I see.”


But he did not see. To be a ranch, a place needed cattle, horses, crops. Tomás and Teresita sleepwalked, stunned by their escape from death in Mexico. In unspoken mourning over the lost families and lovers, friends and memories cast out upon the sand by the violence of Indian wars, by the assaults of the government on their home. All Tomás had left was his great self. What else was there?


His daughter had her God and her herbs and her holiness.


She had ruined him.


He had been used to great bouts of superhuman activity. His days were filled with horses and vaqueros and cattle and laughter. Strong drink. Women. Always women! His days had been full of noise! And now, Arizona.


It was silent. He had never heard such pervasive silence. Except for the birds, which did not allow him to sleep in the mornings. The Apaches told him there were more birds in Arizona than in all the rest of the world, and he believed them. But you could not ride birds.


I will never go home.
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In the bright house in Tubac, the Saint of Cabora cried out in pain.


“Be still, Teresita,” her hostess said.


“It hurts!”


“Being a woman hurts,” the lady replied.


Teresita closed her eyes. It was as if she were a small girl again, and her old teacher were speaking to her. Huila. Old Huila! Gone now to the place of flowers.


The women were preparing for a funeral, but, as is often the case, these survivors who attended to the details after a death felt a small giddiness just to be alive. Yes, a relative’s death diminished them, but such passings also reminded them they were alive, more alive on some funeral days than on other days. Teresita thought: Life continues, even in this desert—weddings, births, illness, death—it is our story, always. No one dared laugh loudly when a quip lightened the room, but they avidly sipped their teas and their coffees and ate small pastries and perched on the edges of their chairs and stared at the Saint of Cabora as she spoke. Their eyes bright.


“Your father,” one of the women said, “is quite charming.”


“And handsome!” another enthused.


Teresita squirmed in her seat.


“We have fallen on difficult times,” she said. “He is, though, still possessed of great charm.”


“Is it true,” her hostess asked, “that he nearly died to save you?”


Teresita felt shame. Her burden of guilt was heavy. Now, when she and her father scratched at each other in their endless skirmishes, she felt doubly guilty. Everything was confusing to her.


“He was heroic,” she finally said. “In our tribulations.”


The women passed looks around the room—it was all so thrilling.


“So tell us more,” her hostess requested.


“¡Ay! Well, the soldiers came for me. They insisted I had inspired war. Revolt. Oh! That hurt.”


“Sorry.”


The women clucked.


“I did not inspire war, I never preached war. I was trying to tell the People of God’s love… of God’s justice.”


The women looked at one another, nodded.


“I was to be executed. It was clear. I was sent to prison with my father. There… we suffered. Terrible things.” She jumped in her chair. “But now I must suffer this torture instead!”


“Quiet now. Don’t be a ninny,” her hostess said.


Through the window, Teresita could see the twin cottonwoods at the Tubac river crossing. Teresita had stopped at the ruins of Santa Gertrudis Church for a quiet morning prayer. She enjoyed the sorrowful dilapidations, and the old fort still standing outside of town.


“I am not a ninny!”


She sat in the front room of Guillermo Lowe’s house being attended to by his wife and some of the town ladies. The funeral was for Guillermo’s father, William, down at the Cienega Ranch in neighboring Tumacacori.


“We were unexpectedly placed on a train,” she continued. “And we were expelled forever from Mexico.”


She squirmed.


“Sit still,” Anna Berruel told her.


“I am.”


“No, you are not.”


“¡Ay!”


“It doesn’t hurt, Teresita.”


“But it does!”


Anna waved her tweezers in Teresita’s face.


“You have one eyebrow! A lady does not have one eyebrow!” The gathered women nodded and murmured. “Do you wish to be a lady or not?”


“If you wish to find a beau…” one of the women said, her voice trailing off.


“I do not want a boyfriend,” Teresita claimed.


“Yes, you do,” said Anna.


After a moment, Teresita said, “Yes, I do.”


They all laughed.


“One brow, why, it’s… wanton,” Anna scolded.


¡Por Dios!


Teresita could not believe that after all she had been through, people were still trying to make her into a “lady.”


“Go ahead,” she said. “Pluck.”


[image: image]


Shade did not cut the heat.


The reporter had once interviewed Wyatt Earp, and this Mexican’s mustache reminded him of the great lawman’s. Though Tomás was tall enough and sufficiently craggy, and though he was momentarily famous, such a crop on the Mexican’s lip seemed a real fumadiddle to the kid. These greasers and their pretensions. He smiled and focused on his satchel, fetching out a set of pencils and a leather notebook.


Don Tomás lifted a glass of dark wine from the wooden table. The reporter’s full glass remained untouched. One of the table’s legs was short and was propped up by a flat stone. The men sat on two rickety chairs. Don Tomás rested his boots on a third. He sniffed the wine right before he sipped it. All pleasure, he believed, could and should be doubled.


“So,” he said.


He placed the glass carefully on the purple ring it had left on the gray wood.


“You have come to hear the story of what has happened since we were escorted out of Mexico.”


The reporter opened his notebook so it lay flat on the table. He raised his pencil. His green bowler hat profoundly offended Don Tomás. Tomás could not understand why Americanos didn’t doff their hats when addressing a caballero in serious matters.


“I would very much appreciate whatever of your story you might wish to impart, Mr. Urrea,” the reporter said. “You are, what, some kind of Spaniard? A conquistador?”


“My family is Basque, originally. But we have deep historical roots in the Visigoth invaders of Iberia—”


“Yes, yes. Very interesting. You were imprisoned by the Mexican government, correct? Would it be improper to term you an enemy of the state?”


Don Tomás tipped his head politely.


“As you wish,” he intoned.


“Criminal charges, correct?”


Silence.


“Might you be called a traitor, then?”


Slight cough.


If he had only seen Tomás riding his legendary stallions through Cabora, he would have known that Tomás’s mildness was a harbinger of dreadful things, a sign that would have sent the vaqueros and ranch hands running. Tomás sipped his wine.


“I would like to hear about the Saint of Cabora. Your daughter.”


In English, Tomás announced: “I know who is my daughter.”


“Well?”


“Well what?”


“The”—he consulted his notes—“the ‘most dangerous girl in Mexico.’ That was according to Porfirio Díaz, the president of Mex—”


“Oye, cabrón,” Tomás snapped, then switched back to English, which he thought was fluid and masterful. “Do you not think I know who is Porfirio Díaz?”


“Who Porfirio Díaz is,” the younger man corrected. “Your English.” The reporter smiled condescendingly. “A slight remediation, señor, for future reference.”


Don Tomás turned his face to the young man with a small, skeletal smile.


“How kind,” he breathed.


He was being ripped to pieces by the world, and nobody even noticed.


“So. As regards Señorita Urrea,” the reporter continued in his schoolboy Spanish. The reporter pronounced it “seen-your-reeter.” “Her mother is absent?”


“We do not speak of these things,” Tomás muttered.


“She absconded, however.”


Tomás adjusted his vest and his belt buckle and looked away. One shoulder shrugged.


“Is it true, what we hear about this healing business?”


“True?” said Tomás, considering it. “Define true.”


“Is the Saint healing people, or do they only think they are being healed?”


“Ah,” Tomás said. “Reality.” He shrugged one shoulder again. Squeezed out a tiny reluctant laugh. He lifted his hands slightly. “I ask myself this every day.”


“Do you have an opinion?”


“Yes,” said Tomás, bored with this line of questioning. “I have several opinions. I manage to have an opinion almost every day.”


The reporter crinkled his nose as if a bad smell had wafted in from the river.


“Opinions, then, about her being dangerous? If you will indulge me.”


“We are in Arizona now,” Tomás noted mildly. “Here, she is not so dangerous. Perhaps it is I who am the dangerous one.”


The reporter chuckled.


Don Tomás lifted his glass.


“I said a funny?” he asked, reverting to English to show the kid he could.


These newspapers—all they wanted to write about was the Saint. The rural papers offered articles of faith, while the urban papers offered mockery. These incessant stories only fueled the madness. Even here, in this desert, eighty people a day could show up at any time demanding… miracles. Healings. Resurrections and blessings. Indians wanted to raid cities in her name. And the family’s enemies, no doubt they were taking notice of this stream of mythmaking. The Great Depression of ’93 was not helping either; the more desperate the pilgrims became, the more they scrambled after wonders. Trouble, trouble, trouble.


He slammed the glass on the table; the reporter jumped.


“The question is, do you intend to continue your outlaw ways here in the United States?”


“Ah, is this the question?”


A wasp buzzed around the table. It closed on the rim of Tomás’s glass. It hovered and landed and tasted the wine.


Enough.


“I prefer bees,” Don Tomás said.


“Excuse me?”


“Bees.”


“Bees?”


“You are aware of bees?”


“Bees, señor?”


“Bees!” Tomás said. “Who do you think introduced domesticated bees to Sonora? I did! Who gave honey to Sonora? Me!”


The reporter said, “Yes, but we are in Arizona now. As you said.”


He grinned at the patrón: Touché!


Tomás dropped his feet from their chair. The silver rowels of his spurs tinkled and rang like small church bells. He rose. He blotted out the sun.


“You see,” Tomás said. “I prefer bees to wasps. Bees are more polite than wasps. And one thing I will not abide is rudeness.”


He drew his .44 revolver from its holster.


“I cross-draw my pistola, left to right,” he noted. “Like your own Wild Bill Jee-coq.”


He cocked it.


“Bees have the decency to die once they sting you. Wasps, you wave them away, you swat them, you flee from them, but they just keep on coming after you.”


He fired once, exploding the glass and the wasp.


The notebook and pencil flew into the sky; the green hat levitated; the reporter dove to the ground and scrambled in the dirt. His chair landed three feet behind him. He had come all the way from Deming, New Mexico, and thus he began his return. On hands and knees.


“You bother me,” Tomás announced. “You and your little hat.”


He shot the hat. It scurried across the ground like a very agitated turtle. So did the reporter.
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Teresita enjoyed the company of the good families of Tubac. Her father did not. He bristled at their kindness. He said all they had to offer him was charity. He refused to enter their homes because a man like himself did not beg for meals or ingratiate himself to neighbors for a complimentary glass of whiskey.


He was the patrón!


She could not, could not in any way, imagine a life trapped in their little vale, in their little country house, with no one for company. No friends. No conversation. Just their own remorse and anger. She was furious daily, and sometimes she trembled with anger and could not pray, for her quiet moments when she was alone with God were afire in her head with flame and ruckus and fighting.


She was angry, and she did not in any way believe that she deserved to feel that anger. But her old teacher would have told her that feelings are not right, and they are not wrong, feelings only are, and these were hers.


She was angry at her father for being drunk, for behaving like a spoiled child, for refusing to believe in her beloved God. Angry at Mexico. Angry at death.


Angry every time she looked in a mirror. Oh! She could hit herself in the face.


In the mirror, Teresita often saw an enemy.


The ladies in the front room of Guillermo Lowe’s house fussed over her and patted her hair and applied creams to her brow. They poured small glasses of lemonade. They crunched thin cookies that blew ghosts of powdered sugar into the air as they breathed.


They took her to the upstairs guest room and they helped her change from her dusty black dress to her freshly laundered version of the same. One of them had a small veil for her. Funerals and weddings, she knew quite well, were what brought the ranchers together. And the women of the village of Tubac were going to make the most of their day.
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Tomás reholstered his pistola and grabbed the bottle by the neck and strode to the doorway of his low slump-block adobe. The day seemed immeasurably improved. The caustic scents of the Sonoran desert seemed to clear his sinuses. They blended pleasantly with his gun smoke. He breathed deep, he took a swig, he dipped his head to enter the low opening.


He said, “Fate—I refute you!”


He considered this a peasant’s hut. At Cabora, workers lived in huts like this. Ah, yes—irony. He was the hidalgo of nothing.


Inside, it was black and smoky and, if this were possible, even more stifling than outside. The great Saint of Cabora had filled the place with crosses and malodorous bundles of herbs and weeds. Alarming Indian carvings glowered at him from the shadowy corners. Flies immediately inspected his delicious nostrils.


Dolores, the chubby house girl, was inside, sprinkling water on the dirt floor. She had cooked him a breakfast pot of arroz con pollo that was already turning sour in the heat. The feathers of the unfortunate chicken stirred in the shadows outside the door. Great desert ants were trying to drag them away.


“Has that skinny bastard gone yet?” he asked.


“¡Ay, señor!” Dolores cried in theatrical shock.


She knew to pantomime horror over his outrageous behavior. It was one of the only things that brought him pleasure. Dolores was a student of men. She knew they needed their legends about themselves more than they needed family, drink, or love. Even with his trousers down, a man would pause if you stroked his myths about himself.


She was terrified of guns, and the Sky Scratcher was given to shooting things lately. He would occasionally unleash bloodcurdling shrieks of sheer boredom, and then, she knew, he would be likely to squeeze the trigger. There were four bullet holes in the roof already. She was getting used to his outbursts.


He watched her out of the corner of his eye.


She sidled up to him, sweeping the floor without raising her eyes, but also brushing his thigh with her epic buttocks, a carefully orchestrated accident.


¡Ah, cabrón! he thought, his loins percolating immediately. This again!


He may have considered hanging himself several times over the past six months, but he still knew a thing or two about the ladies, and as long as there were ladies in this desert, he would live to see another day.


“Come see,” he said.


They peered out the window together.


The reporter was scurrying through a wall of tall weeds and shoulder-high desert grasses; mourning doves and quail exploded from cover, marking his passage.


Tomás laughed.


Dolores turned away to sprinkle water and lemon juice on the floor; she glanced over her shoulder. She knew he was half drunk. He was asleep every day by five o’clock. He was a ruin, but he had more centavos than she did, and she meant to get as many of them away from him as possible before he ran out completely. Nothing personal.


“You are so bad,” she scolded.


“By God,” he muttered and threw open another shutter to illuminate her better.


“Americanos are not as rude as you!” She poked out her tongue.


He reached for her. She shied away. “Come here, you!” he said.


“Where is the Saint, señor?” she asked.


“The Saint!” he roared. “What is she, my mother?” He stomped around in a circle, bumping his head on a ristra of chiles. “The Saint is out saving the world!” He smiled falsely. “Come,” he said. “Show me your bottom.”


“Oh my,” she replied.


“As a favor. Biscuits for a starving man.”


“I have to work to pay my debts,” she demurred.


“I have coin!”


“Look, then,” she said.


With studied shyness, she turned her back and began to raise her skirt.


He swallowed more wine and breathed out slowly.


Her bloomers came into view, a gift from Tomás himself, given to her last Christmas. He felt almost saintly when he saw them. He thought Teresita was not the only good person living in this house. Saint Tomás of las Nalgas.


Dolores squirmed as she moved one side of the off-white cotton down her right hip. Startling, delicious brown skin revealed itself, curving to shadow.


“See that?” she teased.


“Yes.”


“Another?”


“Oh yes.”


She rolled the white cotton off her rump and allowed her fundament to wobble.


“Yes!” Don Tomás Urrea said. “That’s better.”


“Give us a kiss,” she breathed.


He fell to his knees.





Three



ELSEWHERE.


Celebrants of the Santa de Cabora rose in strange outbursts of glory in several towns south of the Arizona line. Before she had been ushered out of Mexico, she had physically walked among them, and her presence had largely held their madness in check. But now, with her gone, all they had left was her legend. And a legend is a relentless and cruel thing, a hungry master not satisfied until fed by great madness. They were children abandoned by their mother, and their joy carried rage within it; their exultations led to fire and smashing glass. Her calls for peace seemed to coalesce in the night, accumulate mass like icicles, and then be found on tables in the morning glowing dull yellow, made brass, but for some, transformed into bullets for rifles and battered pistolas with grips made of wrapped hemp rope and hand-carved cottonwood root.


In a Sonoran town near the coast, the Teresistas had gone mad with love. They’d begun by praying in their small Catholic church, crying out for Teresita to return. Someone had a bottle of her bathwater, still smelling of roses, and when it splashed among them, holier now than holy water, they flung themselves into the aisles, they cried out in Hebrew and the forgotten tongues of angels. Pictures of Teresita appeared from under blouses and from mochilas as if they were a visitation from Heaven, as if she herself were in the pictures somehow, or could hear their cries, or could feel their tender grasping, and they kissed her, rubbed her on their hearts, fought over her as they flung her likeness among themselves. And when the priest tried to stop this sacrilege, they fell upon him with love and they beat and kicked and pummeled him and left him prostrate before the altar as they burst from the doors and infected the passing citizens with Joy. It was all love. They set fire to the cantina in love, and they beat the drunkards with sticks. The drunkards joined them in Joy, blood streaming down their faces. It was all to be healed, if they only celebrated her holy name! The dead would return! The dictator would be overthrown! The crops would be watered and the animals would come back and all the Yaquis who had been dragged off in the slave ships and the death trains to the terrible haciendas of the south would return in glory!


Two American ranch hands, on a deserved vacation from punching cows in Yuma’s brutal sunfire, had made camp near the sea. B. Andrew Laird and an unnamed companion had fished and hunted and drunk tequila far from the woes of work. Now they saw the glow of the burning and the smoke, and they heard the great laughter and singing coming their way as the pilgrims marched out of their town and into the wilderness, flinging themselves into the grace of Teresita, who might have ascended to Heaven, they did not know.


“What in hell is that there?” asked B. Andrew as the Joy came toward them.


They never got their boots on. The crowd flowed over them like ants. It was a great mass of chanting and yelling and joyous violence as they kicked and punched the Americanos. Held aloft were nude men, helpless in the grip of the holy ones. And B. Andrew felt himself lifted and stripped—they ripped his britches off him as they passed him over their heads. Then they tugged at his shirt.


“Andy, we gone be unshucked in a minute, as naked as them two greasers over there.” The unnamed buckaroo was down to long johns and socks.


“¡Viva la Santa de Cabora!” the Teresistas were chanting. “¡Viva la Santa de Cabora!”


“If we don’t try something now,” B. Andrew called to his friend, “we is cooked.”


“Andy! These bean-eaters is gone kill us,” his amigo noted.


So B. Andrew took up the call—what else could he do?—and joined the Joy and shouted, “Long live the Santa de Cabora!”


The crowd faltered.


“¿Viva Teresita?” it asked.


“¡Viva! ¡Viva Teresita!” he hollered.


His friend took up the cry: “¡Viva la Santa de Caboolah!” he shrieked.


Suddenly, they were deposited on the ground, stripped naked, embraced, and slapped on their backs as they covered their parts with shaking hands and tried to smile at the Joy lest it turn again and kill them in the name of love.


“¡Amigos!” the Joy crowed. “Benditos sean.”


And the Joy hurried away, waving ax handles and rifles and whirling rosaries like small lassos. Laird and his compatriot ran in the opposite direction and managed to catch an apron-faced mare they shared bareback all the way to San Luis, where, sunburned bright red and peeling, they were arrested by the Mexican sheriff for riding naked in the center of town.
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Horses. Ironclad wheels. The loud cry of a brake lever outdoors.


Don Lauro Aguirre, the best friend of Don Tomás, entered the room. He pulled off his hat and opened his arms, but his imagined abrazo faded immediately from his mind.


Tomás stood with his trousers pooled around his ankles; Dolores had her skirts thrown over her head.


“Oh my,” Aguirre said. “Excuse me.”


He hurried outside, wiped his brow with a bandana, and huffed a single laugh into the cotton.


Ay, Tomás, will you never change?


He waited, knowing his old friend would only rush so much.
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Don Tomás strode purposefully out of his house in greeting. His white shirt was half untucked and hanging over his belt. His black vest lay open across his belly. He embraced Don Lauro and slapped him on the back. He held Lauro at arm’s length and cried, “Let me look upon you!” Aguirre was deeply embarrassed to note that Tomás had tears in his eyes.


Lauro had been there at every turning in the fate of Tomás and his family. It had been Aguirre, curse him, who had taught Teresita to read. He was the family intellectual. And now he was a great newspaperman in El Paso, Texas.


“You have come a long way.”


“I brought you a sheet of jujubes,” Don Lauro announced, retrieving the wax-paper rectangle from his small pile of valises. Tomás snatched the sheet of brightly colored candy from him and gnawed off a piece as if it were jerky.


Wagons had once brought hundreds of pounds of delights to his rancho, and Aguirre had been there for that. Now a sheet of jujubes was the most exciting thing in his day. He stopped eating and dropped the candy on the table. It tasted stale.


He put his hands in his pockets and studied his boots.


“And Teresita?” Aguirre asked.


“Away.”


Dolores came forth, deeply flushed.


“The help!” Tomás said, reviving himself, gesturing. “Have you met the help, Aguirre?”


“Miss,” said Don Lauro, flushing bright red as he tipped his hat.


“Señor,” she said with a slight rolling curtsy. “The sweeping is done, Don Tomás,” she called.


“Ah!” He spun around. “Excellent! Thank you. And take the rest of the day off!”


“Gracias, señor,” she said, bustling away toward Tubac.


He turned back to Don Lauro, waving her off absentmindedly.


“I miss my old staff at the rancho,” he said.


“But you are making the most of it.”


“One does what one can.”


Tomás noticed the reporter’s abandoned glass of wine on the table. He caught it up and gestured with it. “Welcome to my estate! What’s mine is yours!” He barked out one bitter laugh and gulped the wine. Skittered the glass across the wood. He gestured at the nothing around him.


Looking up, he noticed the wagon that had brought Lauro. A swarthy bastard sat upon the high box, dangling the reins for a team of mules. The sides of the wagon were great wooden shutters, gaudy with red and gold paint, tied to rusted iron hooks in the wooden frame. Its hinged roof was tall—taller than the driver. The wooden flaps said: MUSICAL MISCELLANY.


“What is this?” Tomás demanded. “Are you traveling in a rolling whorehouse?”


Aguirre studied the new wrinkles on his friend’s face. Unkempt hair. Poor Tomás.


“It is a traveling pianist and his driver,” Aguirre said.


“¡Qué!” cried Tomás. This might be a lively day after all. His spirits were already lifting. “And the driver. Why do I recognize him?”


“Why,” Don Lauro replied, “that is Swayfeta.”


“I am Swayfeta!” the driver called. “Guide, contractor, mule skinner! El Paso!”


Having delivered his résumé, he sat back and grinned.


The wine was making Tomás feel a bit wobbly. He squinted.


“¿Quién chingados es Swayfeta?” he asked.


“We met him in Cabora. On that fine day when Lieutenant Enriquez and his men were guarding the wagon train. Do you remember?”


“The Arab!”


The Arab tipped his cowboy hat to the two Mexican gentlemen.


“As salaam aleikum,” he said.


“Andale pues,” replied Tomás.


His attention had drifted to the shadows where an Apache friendly sat backward with his legs crossed on his white-faced horse, observing them with a slight smirk on his face.


“By God,” he cried. “You lurking savage.”


Lauro jumped—he had not noticed the native.


“Sky Scratcher, I brought your bug juice,” the man said. He nodded to Aguirre. “I am Venado Azul.”


“Delighted,” Don Lauro heard himself intone as he caught himself in a small bow. “Lauro Aguirre, at your disposal.”


“What did you find for me?” Tomás demanded.


“Not easy, man like me, buying bug juice!” Venado Azul scolded.


He spun himself around the right way and nudged his horse in a loose half circle, then plodded forward. He reached back to his saddlebags and produced two bottles; the fluid in one was brown as toilet water. “I have a whiskey. It will kill you, I think,” he said. “And I have a good burgundy. Three bottles.” He shook the corked bottle; the wine was black.


Tomás snapped his fingers.


“Burgundy,” he said.


Blue Deer handed it over, one to Tomás and two to Don Lauro. Tomás dug in his pocket for some money. He couldn’t find any. “I had some gold a minute ago,” he muttered, forgetting that Dolores had the coins in her apron pocket now. Don Lauro ended up paying for the wine.


“Lovely doing business with you,” Tomás said grandly.


Blue Deer wiped the Mexican’s fingerprints off the coins with a red cloth and put them in his pocket. He dropped the wicked brown bottle back in his bags. He’d find a mule skinner in the mountains who would pay the going rate for it.


“I shouldn’t sell liquor to Mexicans,” he noted as he prodded his horse to head out. “You can’t hold your liquor.”


“I’ll show you who can’t hold liquor!” Tomás erupted, but he was too focused on removing the cork from the bottle to take action. “I’ll… shoot you off that… apron-faced… nag!” The cork popped. “Andale.” He sighed.


“You should try tulapai. Apache beer.” Venado Azul nodded sagely. “You see some visions then.”


“Adios,” Aguirre said to Venado Azul.


Venado Azul tipped his hat to them and turned his horse away due east. He knew better than to veer north and face cavalry idiots in the arroyos. He was going to ride straight up the mountains and vanish into the Cochise Stronghold.


He stopped and looked back.


“How is the Saint?” he asked.


Tomás replied, “Saintly.”


“I saw that story.”


Tomás shrugged. “Pick up any newspaper,” he said.


“There are pilgrims coming,” Blue Deer warned. “Singing.”


Tomás nodded. “The world has gone mad,” he said.


“Do you know what is mad?” the rider said. “In Tucson I saw white men in a field. Some of them were throwing white rocks at others. And the others tried to hit the rocks with sticks. Then everybody ran around in a circle.” He shook his head. “I don’t think you muchachos will last too long, acting like that.”


“Then you can take back everything we stole from you,” Tomás said.


“Oh,” Venado Azul replied, “don’t worry. That day is coming.”


He kicked his horse and was gone.


“He startled me,” said Lauro.


“I thought you were stouter than that,” Tomás muttered. He was starting to slur his words. That simply wouldn’t do. He pulled himself erect. “I—” He intended to announce something, but his mind drifted.


“Yes, yes,” Don Lauro chimed in, hoping to cover for his friend’s woeful condition. “You fear no man. You fear no god. You ride the chubasco and saddle the volcano.”


Tomás smiled. He stared at the ground. He sighed.


Aguirre took his arm and led him toward the table.


“My days…” Tomás sighed. “I am a ghost, Aguirre. I am already dead….” He sat down and put his hand over his eyes.


Embarrassed, Aguirre offered a conversational stratagem: “This rock throwing and stick swinging the Indian claims to have witnessed.”


Tomás slumped in his seat.


“They call it baseball,” Don Lauro continued. “It is a sport. Not a rock, but a ball. Not a stick, but a bat.”


“I know what it is, cabrón,” said Tomás. “You think I don’t read newspapers? Do you think I only speak to Indians?”


Tomás sat there in the same chair he had been seated in earlier. He poured Aguirre a snootful in the dirty glass and tipped the bottle to his lips. He took a long pull.


Me vale madre, he told himself, which is how he stirred himself, finally, fatalistically, daily: I don’t give a damn.


“Tell me about this piano,” he said, waving the bottle toward the wagon.
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For the first time in many weeks, something entertaining.


Tomás was excited. Why, he remembered the days at his uncle Miguel’s home when gambling wagons rolled up to the great doors, and revelers came from all the ranchos. Tomás and Aguirre unhitched the eaves of the wagon and manhandled them up, where they were tied off and remained open like great bat wings. Inside, the pianist had been asleep in a cot tucked behind the upright piano on the bed of the wagon. Mirrors and gilt paint added a festive tone to the arrangement. He rose and shook out his red velvet coat and finger-combed his hair before donning his gray beaver-felt top hat.


“That hat,” noted Tomás, “is as tall as a man from Michoacán.”


The pianist was named Wolfgang Emiliano Froelich. He had hired Swayfeta to wrangle his magic wagon from El Paso in the hopes of procuring a saloon engagement for the winter. Tomás noted the piano had a pair of bullet holes in its side.


“Gentlemen,” announced Wolfgang, “permit me to entrance you with the most popular songs of the day. Tunes enjoyed by royalty and fine households alike in such faraway wonderlands as New York, London, Paris, Washington—”


“And Parangarícutirimícuaro!” Tomás yelled. It was his favorite word, the name of a town back in Michoacán. He had almost forgotten it. He was finally having a good time.


“Play, please,” Aguirre said.


Wolfgang eyed the bottle of burgundy. He licked his lips a few times to convey his unquenched thirst, but Tomás was not responding. Wolfgang sighed. He sat on his piano bench and arrayed sheet music on its small stand above the keyboard.


“We begin with the musical sensation of last year, 1892’s grand composition ‘Daisy Bell.’ By the songwriter Harry Dacre. Known popularly as ‘Bicycle Built for Two’!”


He pounded it out, to the delight of the Sky Scratcher. He demanded it be played again. When he discovered the song had lyrics about a fine young woman perched upon the seat of a bicycle built for two, he organized Swayfeta and Aguirre into a men’s choir and bellowed the lines with immense gusto. Aguirre was more than happy to sing; he had, once again, come to his compadre’s rescue.
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They were fully engaged in the newest musical sensation, Mrs. Hill’s “Happy Birthday to You,” when the procession heading down to the Lowe funeral in Tumacacori passed on the trade road beside the bosque. Three carriages in black mourning bunting rolled slowly past the gulley, and the raucous bellows of laughter and shouting reached the occupants clearly. The piano was quite loud in the midafternoon stillness, and it gave the entire desert a festive saloon feeling. This was, of course, mortifying to Teresita. She pulled her black veil over her face and turned away from the fine people who sat on the seats around her. They tried to remain expressionless, but really. Don Tomás! At a time like this! He was simply too much!


Teresita hung her head. Wished for the wagons to hurry so her father’s debaucheries could no longer be heard. Her string veil was too thin to keep out his voice or hide her shame. Even the crows seemed embarrassed.


The funeral-goers pretended they didn’t hear Tomás bellow: “Hoppy bort-days to joo!”


They all jumped, however, when he shot his pistola into the air.


The wagons moved on by at their slow pace, and one of the mourners patted Teresita on the arm.


“I suppose,” she said kindly, “that your father will be indisposed and won’t be attending the funeral.”


No one else said anything.
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By midnight, the killers’ horses moved among shattered tiles of flat slate by feel. Their horseshoes made small screams against the black rock, casting forth sparks that danced away to die immediately among the cool gravel and bones. Nothing could be seen of the riders. They were as deep in night dark as if the high dome above them had melted and poured over their heads. The iron shrieks, the clops of the hooves, the gasps of breaths moving in, moving out across a blind horizon.




Four


WHEN TERESITA RETURNED IN the night, she found the scattered ruins of her father’s little party. Wolfgang was asleep again behind his piano, and Swayfeta slept on the ground beside a small campfire. He was wrapped in a horse blanket, and the mules, freed from their traces, sniffed him and seemed to think uncharitable thoughts about him. He muttered, “Get away from me, you knob heads.” He rolled over.


She could hear Don Tomás snoring inside the house.


There was Don Lauro! He was slumped over the outdoor table, his few cases piled around his seat, and an oil lamp sputtering beside his head. He rested his cheek upon his crossed arms, and open upon the wood, a French poetry book: Les trophées, by the Cuban José-María de Heredia. Moths fluttered around Aguirre’s head. He would be mosquito bitten in the morning, and his neck would feel as though it were broken from his ridiculous posture. That and the wine headache would be epic. She looked around her. Empty bottles lay on the ground.


She leaned down and kissed him on the cheek.


“Too bad for you,” she whispered.


Three pilgrims hunkered in the shadows beyond the wobbling light of the fire.


“Yes?” she said.


They came forward.


Suppurating wounds. The stench of bad meat coming from their injuries. Adoration in their eyes. She wanted to sleep. She smiled at them. They prayed. She laid her hands upon them, then moved them away from the wounds and said her words and the pilgrims gasped and cried out softly and the wind kicked the treetops and the bats could almost be heard above them making their silent screams and kissing sounds and the moon was a thin curl of orange cotton floating in a pool of oil and the wounds burned and tickled and the pilgrims fell to their knees and kissed her hands and she said, “Rise—don’t do that,” and refused to accept their meager payments and patted them and embraced them and sent them away with bundles of herbs, saying, “It is late—go to sleep!” They left laughing and waving, and she knew she could not enter her house until they were far gone, because her own presence, her backlit waving, was their benediction, and they would look for her until the dark and the trees and the curve in the road stole her from their sight. She knew that when her work was done, her work was not done.


Entering the stuffy house, she saw that her father had not made it to his bed but lay on his back in the middle of the floor with his arms cast wide. His pistol was in one hand, and an empty bottle was in the other. Over him, before she shut the door behind her, she sketched the sign of the cross. Then she went into her room and closed that door.


Finally. Quiet. Alone.
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Dawn.


Three vultures flew in languid circuits from the Bosque Ranch to Nogales and across the invisible line far south to Alamos, Sonora. They picked over the skeletal remains of a calf in the old Cabora pastures, and they rose high enough to see the River of Spiders threading its way down the great Sierra, where so many had died in Teresita’s name. The thin smoke of the burning of Tomóchic had long since dissipated, but the ash clouds formed dust devils still, the remains of warriors and rebels who died with their somber leader, Cruz Chávez, in that forgotten war. Cruz, the self-appointed Pope of Mexico, Teresita’s friend. Gone now, to cinders. Those vultures saw it all, saw the small flecks of color that were Yaqui warrior bands moving against the mounted Rurales and cavalry on the bloodred plains and the black smear of the Pinacate desert, volcanic shadows on the land, dead rivers like scars on the back of a slave. They veered on the wind, their black glistening wings barely moving, their great feathers spread like dark fingers reaching for the souls that still fluttered in the hot winds, looping, spilling down the sky from the tides of slaughter. Cabora, Alamos, Nogales, Temosachic, Bavispe, Huatabampo, El Júpare, Tumacacori, Tubac. They went south and they went west, and they went east, and they went north, searching endlessly for the dead. And they found the dead everywhere.


Coyotes scrambled through the dawn with human flesh in their jaws where soldiers or bandits or Apaches or Rurales or rebels or cavalrymen had torn rancherías apart, scattering the walls in splinters, shooting the pigs and dropping the families in the gravel akimbo, untucked, half naked to the unforgiving sun god of their ancestors. Horse thieves ran from Arizona and New Mexico with remudas of stolen pintos pursued by orange wedges of roiling dust as they fled, American lawmen riding hard after them. Ambuscade and capture, assault and matanza. The Americans moved against the Apaches, the Apaches moved against the Mexicans, the Mexicans moved against the Yaquis. Rattling like leg bones all across the land, lone dry stalks of corn shimmied and worried in the breeze, their kernels pilfered by crows, their flaxen tassels detaching and sailing away to fall among pack rats and field mice, joining the stray cotton threads of the dead to make underground nests for writhing pale masses of blind infants.


And messiahs bred and sprouted in the hills. Each flood of arterial blood watered a new crop of visionaries. Dancers stomped in circles until blood seeped from their feet calling the old gods to return, calling on Jesus Himself to raise His fist and smite the invaders. And the Hail Marys whispered in fear in wagon trains and adobe huts as the desert warriors seemed to fall out of the sky like hornets went unanswered. These desert gods required a new form of prayer. They did not respect the faith of those about to die.


All across Sonora, into Chihuahua and back to Sinaloa, the followers of the Saint of Cabora stirred. How many starfish scars of bullets on how many backs moved among these crowds? They were followers of Teresita, turning her name into the name of a movement: Teresistas.


No longer followers of presidents, no longer Yaquis or Mayos or mestizos, not even cristianos anymore. They were pilgrims from some other world. Pilgrims from the place where Cruz Chávez lived forever with his deadly long gun. Pilgrims from the very heart of Teresita herself—even those who had never seen or heard her knew she would smell like roses once they fell against her bosom and breathed her in. They believed her picture would stop bullets. And they believed that were they to be killed, her tender gaze could lift them from the grave.


You could not touch God, but you could touch her.


The vultures moved like black angels, watching. Miners came out of the mountains in slow avalanches of donkeys loaded with ore; Chinese railroad laborers bent to the rails or scurried across the border to Texas; Mormons sought Lamanites in the desert; and there was no telling which nation was which. And when their circuits were complete, the great birds drifted north again and circled the Bosque Ranch, hoping the great death would reach Arizona.
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Lauro Aguirre, bent over his drunken table and snoring, was caught in a muzzy fever dream. He stumbled into the Pillar of Boaz and knocked it over, greatly embarrassing himself as the gathered Freemasons guffawed. Then, to his shame and arousal, he realized he had forgotten to don his trousers and he stood before the assembled congregants naked from the waist down, except, in his dream, the men had become Methodist churchwomen on a Sunday morning who had not yet noticed his nakedness. Oh, the agonizing tingle in his loins! Yet… yet… his aching neck. His sore shoulder. And something touched him. Was this too the dream? A hot little… something… patting his cheek. He grumbled. He twitched. He blew fetid air from his lips, trying to drive it away. Yet it tapped him, then grabbed his lip and tugged.


Aguirre opened one eye and beheld a demon. Its insane face bore a mask of dark fur, and its red eyes goggled at him. It hung out its tongue. It giggled horribly in his face and grabbed his cheeks with two hot little hands. Aguirre shrieked and fell over backward. The beast flew from the table, waving a long ringed tail in its wake.


“The devil!” Aguirre gasped from his position on the ground. “A monkey!”


“Good morning, Don Lauro,” said Teresita from the door.


“A devil-monkey!”


“No, no. That is only a chulo.”


“A chulo! A chulo! What is a chulo?”


“That,” she said. “A coatimundi.”


“Don’t tell me this beast speaks Latin!” Aguirre cried.


From inside the cabin, Tomás shouted: “A raccoon, Aguirre!”


“That,” announced Aguirre the scholar, “is no raccoon!”


The creature sauntered around in a circle, its tail straight up in the air forming restless small curls above its back. It strode over to Teresita and leaned against her leg. It sneered at Aguirre and sneezed.


“My God,” Aguirre muttered.


“I named him Guapo,” she said. She laughed at her little joke: guapo and chulo were both versions of “handsome.” She said, “Guapo El Chulo.”


Aguirre laid his head back in the dirt.


“Oh,” he noted. “My head.”


Teresita said, “Shall I make you some coffee?”


But Aguirre had drifted back to sleep.
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Tomás felt forgotten, and Teresita hoped to be forgotten. But Tomás was wrong, and Teresita did not get her wish.


They slept. Tomás groaned through his nights dreaming of his lost love Gabriela Cantúa. The woman of thundercloud hair. Cinnamon thighs. He raised a knee and smiled in his sleep. That skin, that skin! That cream and bronze skin anointed with honey and blessed by his tongue! He would not be distracted by Dolores if Gabriela were beside him. He would not even be distracted by his own wife, Loreto. There was no limit to which love would not go! Honey… on her breasts. Both knees up now, Tomás chuckled. Deep red wine in her fragrant navel…


Teresita suffered through her nights, twisted in the hot rough sheets. Dreaming of all her sins and failures. Dreaming of Cruz Chávez and the warriors of Tomóchic dying in flames and bullets, ripped apart with her name on their lips. Oh! She jerked awake with a soft cry several times a night, thinking she saw their ghosts lurking in the corners of her room. All she could do was sip tepid water and wait for dawn to come, praying, hoping God would see fit to lift His blessing from her and allow her… silence. Allow her love and a small garden and daughters of her own. “Remember me, dear Lord,” she prayed. “Remember to forget me.”


She was always up before Tomás.


She looked down on her father now and kicked the sole of his boot.


“Levántate, Pápi,” she cooed.


Then she kicked him again, hard.


“Get up!”
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Don Lauro rose, one side of his face pocked with welts as if smallpox had somehow swarmed out of the green river and destroyed him. His neck was frozen at a terrible angle by the pain, and his mouth felt like a pig wallow. He peeled himself from the earth.


Tomás came staggering from the house with a tin coffeepot burping out little billows of steam like a small train. The hair on one side of his head stood straight up, and his paper collar had popped loose and was sticking out.


“I have Arbuckle’s!” he exulted.


“Ah, Arbuckle’s,” sighed Aguirre.


It was everybody’s favorite coffee—it was mostly the only coffee they could get. They both gave the name a Mexican spin. They called it “Arr-boo-kless.”


Aguirre carefully sipped his coffee while Tomás took a great swallow to prove to the universe that he was macho enough to scoff at the pain of his scalded throat.


They sat at the little gray table and stared at each other.


“You should have warned me,” Tomás said.


“About?”


“About los pinches Estados Unidos!” Tomás replied.


“What of it?”


Aguirre’s head was throbbing sickly. He thought he could hear his brain crunching like boots on gravel. He was silently praying, promising God not to sin again if He would only remove this ghastly sensation from his skull. He could ask Teresita for a healing, but Tomás would never let him live it down.


Tomás produced a thin flask from his black trousers and waggled his eyebrows as he doctored the coffees.


“This is America, correct?” he demanded.


“Mf,” said Aguirre, holding his hands over his eyes.


“Where are the Americans? Eh? Good God, man! Where are the pinches gringos!” He was roaring, Aguirre thought. He wanted his dear friend to shut his bellowing mouth. “I am forced out of Mexico as a threat to Mexicans and they send me to America.” The words were bursting in Aguirre’s poor head. “And what, Aguirre, my dear son of a whore, do I find in America? I find nothing but Mexicans! Mexicans, Germans, and this damnable Arab!”


“As salaam aleikum,” Swayfeta croaked from his bedroll.


“Andale pues,” said Tomás.


Aguirre sipped his coffee. The rum steaming in the cup entered his nostrils and seemed to melt a bit of the cotton in his forehead. He sipped again.


Teresita came out of the house in her stifling black dress.


“I wish we had bananas,” she said.


Tomás looked meaningfully at Aguirre.


“Of such small tragedies are our lives composed,” he said. Or he thought he said. He tipped a little more motivation from the flask into his cup.


“Daughter,” he called. “Have some Arr-boo-kless!”


Suddenly, Guapo El Chulo hung his head over the edge of the house and shouted: “Keet-keet-keet-keet!”


Aguirre leapt to his feet, but Tomás simply drew his pistola and fired over Guapo’s head. Guapo retreated at great speed.


“Filthy beast,” he announced.


“Father!” Teresita scolded and stormed back in the house. She did her best to slam the door. It squalled and shuddered and stopped a few inches from the frame.


“Is there any wine left?” Tomás asked Aguirre.


Teresita slammed pans behind them.


“See what I must put up with?” Tomás said.




Five


IT WAS ALREADY EIGHT in the morning. The entire day was wasting away. Teresita sat inside, writing on a pad by the orange light pouring in through the shutters. She had to go out into the desert and collect plants. She shook her head. There was simply too much to attend to. Her father—well, he was useless. She spent most of her energies tending to him. Perhaps Aguirre would help her father. She stood and leaned out the window to spy on them at their table.


“I refuse,” Tomás was announcing, “to acknowledge your perfidious implications!”


“Seriously, though,” Aguirre said. “You seem… heavy.”


“Heavy!”


“Not heavy, perhaps… ¡pero lúgubre!”


“I’ll be damned!”


“Burgundy, for example. Es muy sentimental. As I say, a lugubrious drink. Especially for this heat. I recommend an amber liquor. Perhaps even a clear or slightly off-yellow liquor.”


Maybe not.


She withdrew her head and sat back down.


She licked the end of her pencil and bent to her pad. She needed several herbs and leaves. What her teacher Huila would have called “little sisters.” Teresita smiled. Yerba santa, she wrote. She was not sure she could find it here in this desert, but she would look. Beside its name she wrote consumptive’s weed. Everywhere she looked, the poor seemed to be coughing up their lungs. You could never have too much lung medicine.


Huisache, the catclaw. She smirked. For hangovers. But she wasn’t going to tell those two—let them suffer a bit.


Desert willow, more medicine for the lungs and the coughing.


Cardo santo, the prickly poppy. She might have to climb a hill for that. For sunburns and warts, yes, but she preferred it as a tea for the urinary discomforts women often suffered. She had heard that men were cured of their softness problems with their little branches when they drank it, but men did not often mention these difficulties to her.


She looked around the room. What else? It would never hurt to stock up on sunflower and silver sage. But of course.


She scribbled again.


Matácora, the leather stem, the sangre de Cristo. How could she forget? What an indelicate root to be named after Christ’s holy blood! Though Huila would have seen the humor in it—after all, if one was cursed with hard dry stools caught in the culo, then the sangre de Cristo would seem holy indeed when it cleared the blockage right out. “Oh, Huila!” Teresita said, speaking to her dead mentor as if she were in the room. And who could tell? Perhaps she was.


She tied on Huila’s old apron and she put a knife in the right pocket. She needed it to cut samples. Huila would have also used it to puncture any evildoers she met along the way, but Teresita refused to harm any man. If a bad man came, he would have to kill her. She was not going to shed human blood in anger. Huila would have scolded her for this willful pacifism. Huila believed to her marrow that some men deserved to bleed.


Teresita did not smoke, so she had no use for Huila’s old pipe and redheaded kitchen matches, yet she kept them in the left pocket anyway.


She stepped out the door.


Tomás was pounding the table and rising from his chair. They had apparently moved on to philosophy:


“Don’t condescend to me with Kant!” he roared.


Unperturbed, Aguirre lifted an infuriating finger and said, “Delving further…”


Teresita walked away. Squabbling magpies. She whistled. Guapo trotted out of hiding and cast a suspicious over-the-shoulder look at the men. She closed her ears to their shouting and tried to listen for the distant shimmering of wind in the saguaros.


It was hard to find God with so much ruckus. She was not bothered by the squalor. Her holiest days, after all, had been in the mud and stench of the peon colony of Tomás’s great ranches. Huila had often told her that people sought God on mountaintops, but mountaintops were too small for anybody to stand on. If you really wanted to find God, you would have to stand in the mud like everybody else. All this noise. How could anyone hear anything?
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The assassins did not know where to find the Bosque Ranch, but they coerced vague directions from informants along the way. It could be anywhere between Nogales and Tucson, but they’d been told to find the ruins of a cathedral in the desert, and within five miles, they would find this bosque. Good enough. They had found men with less information than that plenty of times. Just the names of a prostitute and a town were often enough for them to find a target and take him. Those were the best because the men could not fight or flee with their pants down.


They had only to eliminate the enemies of the state. They had no opinion. They had eliminated many enemies. They didn’t even shrug when an assignment came, because it was only a problem to be solved, and never a moral reflection. How do we ambush these Yaquis or Apaches or bandits or liberals, and where do we put them when they’re dead? Death was a practical thing, no more mysterious to them than a bucket or a hammer.


If they found women, they calculated only if there was enough time to enjoy them before they killed them. If there were children, they had only to determine what would be most expeditious—to kill the children first, or the parents. Children were easier—one shot each annihilated them. It was just their scampering that made things complicated. They could run like scalded dogs, those little ones.


As for the moral toll, it was on the heads of those in Chihuahua City, on the heads of those in Mexico City. These two had never even been in a city. Those who did live there, those fine thinkers and gentlemen, they were the ones who dictated. They paid other men to kill their chickens and their enemies. They remained clean. The assassins merely followed their orders. Neither was a churchgoing man, but they both left the burden of guilt to God and their masters.


The motherland was more important than the individual lives of peasants and traitors. And the children? Wasn’t it a gringo general who’d said about Indian babies “Nits make lice”?


They were comfortable—they were traveling the land of Indian wars and slaughter. America was full of killers. No one here would care.


All was calculation and discipline. Not heat, not hunger, not rain, not cold stopped them. They were as relentless and dark on the landscape as ants. No stops in hotels or towns now. No towns. They chewed jerky and drank dirty water from their bottles. They rode on.


Far behind them, the old man stood in his stirrups.


He was parked atop a red ridge sparkling with agates and infused with fossils. He did not require a telescope. He could see them perfectly well. He cradled a massive Sharps Big Fifty rifle across his lap as he sat comfortably on his wicked black stallion. The Sharps rifle weighed over sixteen pounds, and it smelled pleasantly of oil. Its slugs were as big as thumbs. If he calculated for windage and arc, he could drop the assassins before they even heard the sounds of the shots that killed them. What would they have thought if they’d known their very own set of calculations was now being levied against them?


“Sons of whores,” he muttered.


He nudged his horse forward and followed them across the desert, along the abandoned border.


Thinking about a big cup of coffee.
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Late in the day, when Teresita returned to the house, she found her father strumming her guitar and regaling Don Lauro with ballads and corridos. They were apparently friends again. She had painted small blue flowers on the guitar, and her childhood scrawl spelled out her name on the neck. Her father’s recovery seemed complete.


Tomás stopped strumming and observed to Aguirre, “She spends her days away from home and wanders back at sunset.”


“Have you spent the whole day here?” she asked mildly.


“All the damned day,” her father boasted.


“Válgame Dios,” she said, the reproach that had passed down through generations of women brightly shining at the core of the phrase.


He ignored it.


“Teresita!” he cried, as if he’d just seen her.


“Yes, dear Father?”


He waggled his eyebrows at her, incapable of controlling his flirting even though she was his daughter. She was distrustful of the whole scene. A command performance for her beloved Don Lauro.


“We have decided upon a treat for you!” her father proclaimed.


“Oh?”


“A small surprise.” Aguirre smiled, tipping his head in a courtly gesture. “To brighten your day.”


“Yes?”


She could smell herself. Her sweat still smelled like roses. She had smelled like roses since those troubling days in Cabora when the powers had come upon her. Others found it lulling and lovely. To her, it was just sweat, and it embarrassed her. What nineteen-year-old woman wants to reek of sweat, even if it smells like flowers? All she could think about was a dip in the green river with a bar of lye soap.


Tomás declared: “I have contracted for a wagon! For tomorrow!”


“A wagon, Father?”


“Absolutely!” he cried.


“A treat, you see,” said Aguirre.


“To Tucson, Teresita!” Tomás could barely contain himself.


“Really?” She smiled.


“We shall see baseball!” he exclaimed, waving her guitar in the air.


Tucson! The city! She was immediately excited.


“Might I buy a new dress?” she asked.


Tomás squinted at her.


“Frankly,” he said, assenting, “that old black nun’s habit of yours needs to be replaced.”


Aguirre stood, bowed to her, and intoned, “Vive le haute couture!”


Teresita rushed inside, gathered fresh underthings and soap and a tatty towel and her hairbrush, and ran to the river, where she pushed through the wall of reeds Tomás had woven together for her so she could bathe in privacy, though Guapo and his chulos gathered across the way and stared at her, amazed that she would wallow in the water like that.




Six


THEY’D GOTTEN UP BEFORE the sun. A ride could be had from Tubac to Tucson for fifteen cents per passenger on the wagon of Mr. Alphonso Dinges, and Tomás had added a dime per head for Mr. Dinges to swing down to their little rancho and collect them. Before loading, they all stood around the outside table sipping boiling Arbuckle’s and eating Mexican sweet rolls. Slender Mr. Dinges and Tomás took great pains to keep the crumbs out of their mustaches. Don Lauro dribbled coffee onto his goatee and stained its few white bristles a yellow-brown. Teresita could not believe Don Lauro already had white hairs on his chin and, she noted with a small smile, poking from his nostrils. ¡Ay, Dios! She enjoyed her coffee with honey and the last of the slightly curdled cream from their blue pot.


Mr. Dinges understood Spanish—though he called it Mexican—perfectly well. But he preferred to answer in his own American.


“Dinges!” Tomás exulted.


“Aye.”


“To the city!” he cried.


“A’ righty,” Mr. Dinges said, nodding. “Jes’ lemme slurp this’n down right here.” It sounded like he’d said “rat cheer.” Mr. Dinges gulped his coffee and gasped in delight and then hurried inside to put the cup in the wash bucket.


Tomás and Aguirre glanced at each other, dropped their dirty cups on the table, and grinned: these gringos and their ways! Such mess could be left for Teresita or Dolores to take care of when they got home.


The group strolled to the wagon, kicking up a haze of dust in the flat morning heat; all sounds fell to earth like feathers—even the calls of the birds had lost their sharp accents. Tomás buckled on his double-pistol gunbelt as they walked. His gold watch chain bounced against his abdomen as he strode through the day, his white sleeves burning brightly against the dark cut of his vest. He tipped his smart black American cowboy hat down over his eyebrows and fancied himself a pistolero, like the legendary Bunbury of the roving gang the Iberians, of radical Sonora. The watch in his pocket used to play music when he opened its cover, but that mechanism had died since he’d left Mexico.


Each of the travelers carried a small carpetbag with a fresh change of clothes. Tomás carried his coat over one arm; Aguirre, as always, wore his—that Aguirre, he wasn’t one for shirtsleeves. Teresita wished she owned a parasol.


Mr. Dinges took Teresita’s arm and helped her up into the former prairie schooner now stripped of its bows and canvas and decked out with three narrow rows of benches open to the air behind the helmsman’s perch.


“Up ye go, Miss Saintie,” he muttered.


“Gracias,” she said.


He clambered up to his high bench, leaving the gentlemen to help themselves up. His sombrero was vast and droopy; it kept the sun from his face and from the back of his neck, and should it rain, its shape would gutter water away from his eyes and keep it from running down the neck of his shirt. Three quarters jingled in his pocket. His wagon was big and bright and only had three arrow holes from its original travails on the Camino del Diablo. Mr. Dinges was happy. It was a good day.


The juggernaut was pulled by four swayback mares who had seen long years in front of plows and who now were resigned to pointless trudges back and forth across the desert. But Mr. Dinges spared the whip and put honey on their oats, and besides, Tucson was rife with aromatic horses and donkeys, and they enjoyed that. There were mules to threaten and ponies to snicker at. It was a living.


Mr. Dinges shook the reins and said, “Hup-ho, ladies. Hup!” The metalwork jingled like Christmas, and the horses took their eternal plodding steps and the wagon jerked once and creaked to life and started its long rolling into the sun. “Hup, now, hyah.”
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