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  To Brigitte. To my Yurt.

  To Guu ji ya, the clever one, and to his descendants.
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  “I know that if my people were placed in that mountainous region lying around the headwaters of the Gila River they would live in peace and act according to the will of the President. They would be prosperous and happy in tilling the soil and learning the civilization of the white men, whom they now respect. Could I but see this accomplished, I think I could forget all the wrongs that I have ever received, and die a contented and happy old man.”

  [image: image]


  Introduction

  I met Harlyn Geronimo, a medicine man and the great-grandson of the famous Apache chief, Geronimo, in July 2005 in New Mexico, where he lives today. Together, we went on a pilgrimage to the headwaters of the Gila River, Geronimo’s birthplace, and were companions of a few months, during which we shared and compared our respective passions for Apache and Mongol traditions, which, according to an Apache legend, have common roots.

  Harlyn Geronimo initiated me to the virtues of medicinal plants, to survival in the New Mexican deserts, to the guiding rituals of Apache medicine. And I revealed the mysteries of Mongol shamanic traditions to Harlyn Geronimo.

  I was able to write this book thanks to our utterly fascinating partnership, his willingness to share it, and, above all, Harlyn Geronimo’s exceptional account, which he granted me permission to record and translate, and for which I again thank him.

  My interest in drawing a parallel between the past and present led me to construct this book as a narrative in two voices. Every other chapter is dedicated to Geronimo’s life, told for the first time, and as it has never been told before, from his great-grandson’s perspective. Together with this, I have interwoven my own account of meeting Harlyn Geronimo and of our trip to the headwaters of the Gila River. In the present-day narrative, I develop three main themes. First, Harlyn Geronimo’s take on the social and political conditions of the Apaches in this twenty-first century. Then an unprecedented look at the traditions of the Apaches as compared to those of the Mongols, to explore the hypothesis of a common root. And finally, Harlyn Geronimo’s life, his time in Vietnam, his fight as a medicine man to protect the environment and preserve the traditions of his community and his political, cultural, and spiritual choices. This third theme culminates in his participation in the Skull and Bones investigation, which revealed the involvement of George W. Bush’s grandfather, Prescott Bush, in the alleged desecration of Geronimo’s tomb in order to steal Geronimo’s skull and femur bones.

  For the details of Geronimo’s life, this book doesn’t claim to offer any significant new historical information or to amend any part of his known life story. Nor, as his direct descendent, is Harlyn Geronimo exempt from a certain degree of subjectivity in his account, and his memories certainly aren’t accurate enough to reconstitute every detail of Geronimo’s life in the nineteenth century today. So to re-create this story, I also drew on, among many other sources, scientific theses put forth in Oklahoma by Anthropology Professor Emeritus and expert Morris Edward Opler in his book An Apache Life-Way: The Economic, Social, and Religious Institutions of the Chiricahua Indians.

  I based myself as well on the account of Karen Geronimo, a medicine woman in her own right and Harlyn Geronimo’s wife, who took part in our journey to the source of the Gila River but preferred not to be mentioned in this tale. “I would like the contributions to remain exclusively Harlyn’s,” she said. I still wish to honor her. Her engagement in preserving her people’s traditions and her knowledge of Apache culture (Karen Geronimo is Apache Kid’s* great-granddaughter) allowed me to round out the details of Harlyn’s account.

  By putting these Apache memories into print for the first time, Harlyn Geronimo, Karen, and I hope simply to invite readers to share in this extraordinary journey to the roots of Chiricahua traditions and, by taking these symbolic steps with his great-grandson, fulfill one of Geronimo’s final wishes for himself and his people.

  C. S.
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  The Quarrel between the Wind and the Thunder

  AN APACHE TALE

  K’adi díídíí łigo ’ánángóót’įįí ’iłk’id[image: image] ndii ’ágojilád[image: image].

  Ńłch’i’í ’Iihndiideíbił dáłe’naa’jiziiná’a.’Áí dáhágoohndii ’iłch’įįgołgóót [image: image][image: image] ná’a.’Ákoo ’iłk’ájałghoná’a. Íquot;Iyáabąą ’iłk’ájałghóó’í ’iłch’įįgołgóót [image: image][image: image] í ’Iihndiideí Ńłch’i’í ’áyiiłndí: Íquot;Shíná sheegózh[image: image] ndí doojoń ndeedeeda.Íquot;Ńłch’i’í biłjindíná’a. Íquot;Iyáabąą ’iłk’ájałghóó’í ’iłch’įįgołgóót [image: image][image: image] í ’Iihndiideí Ńłch’i’í ’áyiiłndí: Íquot;Shíná sheegózh[image: image] ndí doojoń ndeedeeda.Íquot;Ńłch’i’í biłjindíná’a. ’Ákoo Ńłchi’í ’ágoołndíná’a:Íquot;nDíná neegózh[image: image] ń ndí h[image: image][image: image]yąąda, ńza’yá nch’[image: image]nádéshdzá.Íquot;Ńłch’i’í ’Iihndiideí yiiłndíná’a. ’Ákoo Ńch’i’í ńza’yá nii’gáshbąąyá goch’[image: image]’inóódzáná’a. Nágo doońłch’i’daná’a.Dágoosdo náánóółt’eená’a. ’Ákoo ’Iihndiideń, Íquot;Shíná sheegózh[image: image],Íquot;ndínń, ł[image: image]go naagołtįgo ’ágósį ndah dágoosdo náánóółt’eená’a. Doo’nt’[image: image]daná’a Doogózh[image: image]daná’a. Ńłch’i’ń doohaaeeda Nágo ’Iihndiideń doobiłgózh[image: image]dána’a. Nágo ’its’os ’ináitsiná’a. ’Its’osí bikázhį Ńłch’i’í ch’édaháshdees’[image: image]ná’a. Nágo doogołgózh[image: image]daná’a. Ńłch’i’í bichįį’i’jóół’a’ná’a.’Áałjindíná’a: Íquot;Shik’isę́, ndídoohaaeeda nágo doogózh[image: image]da. Doo’nt’’[image: image]da. Dágoosdo’égoosdo. H[image: image][image: image]yąąda, nooshkąą shanáńndá. ’Įįsh[image: image]ndáse, dánahíłk’eh ndiibikáee naheegózh[image: image]daał. Dáłe’naa’iidziidaał. Dáłe’hoot’ashdaał. Nahk’ehgo, ná’nt’[image: image]daał.Íquot;’iihndiideí goołndígo, gooskąąná’a. ’Ákoo Nłch’i’í kaanájáná’a. Gojoonáánásndeená’a.

  ’Áíbee, naagołtįgo, daa’dihndígo ńłch’i’bił. Dáłe’ja’ash náánóółt’ee.

  

  Now, here is a story that took place a long time ago, when the Earth was created.

  Back then, the Wind and the Thunder worked hand in hand. But they suddenly grew angry at each other. And so they separated. The reason they separated is that the Thunder told the Wind: “I can do it alone even without your help.” So the Wind spoke these words to him: “Because you said that, I have to leave you. . . . And so the Wind left to live far away from the Thunder, at the very end of the Earth. There was no more wind. It got very, very hot. So the Thunder, who had told the Wind, “I can do it alone,” made more rain, but it was still hot. There were no more crops. This wasn’t good. The Wind was nowhere to be found, and the Thunder didn’t like it, so he used feathers. But with the feathers he waited in vain for the Wind to come. And because of this, he was unhappy. He finally resolved to bring back the Wind. He spoke these words to him: “My brother, now you are nowhere, and it’s not good. There are no more crops, and it’s very hot. I beg you to come back and live with me. From now on, we will both do good on the face of the Earth. We’ll work together. Thanks to us, there will be good harvests.” And so the Thunder begged the Wind. And the Wind returned to live with the Thunder. And became his friend once again.

  That’s why, when it rains, there is always thunder when there is wind. They are forever together.

   

  * Raised on the San Carlos Reservation in New Mexico, Apache Kid was the first scout promoted to the rank of sergeant. After being wrongly convicted of attempted murder, he escaped and, like Geronimo, became an outlaw. The state of Arizona offered a $5,000 reward for his capture, dead or alive, but he was never caught.


  Prologue

  
    Paris, February 2005

    Dear Madam, following your request, I have contacted Harlyn Geronimo, one of Geronimo’s great-grandsons and, without a doubt, the one most invested in keeping his memory alive. I spoke with him about your book project, and I am pleased to inform you that he has allowed me to provide you with his contact information. I am including it here for your perusal. You can tell him I told you to contact him.

    I wish you much success in the realization of your project.

    Warmly,

    René R.

  

  I stand up. I walk in a small circle. It’s become a habit whenever I’m overcome with joy. I repeat out loud the words of the Albuquerque journalist: “You can tell him I told you to contact him! You can tell him I told you to contact him!” I sit back down. What will Harlyn Geronimo’s voice sound like? Will it sound like his great-grandfather’s? I reread the email a dozen times, enough to convince myself that it’s real. And then I thank the sender for his support and trust, assuring him that I will keep him abreast of developments in the process. I click Send.

  And suddenly fear rises in my stomach.

  During my childhood, I devoured all of those Indian movies: Bronco Apache, Broken Arrow, Day of the Evil Gun, and, of course, Geronimo! As time went on, Geronimo became, like Superman, Peter Pan, or Mickey Mouse, a citizen of my imagination, a hero of that inner continent. But a fleshless, bodiless companion—a symbol, constructed by my mind, of the fight against injustice. So, you understand, making a phone call to one of his descendants is suddenly as extraordinary for me as having Peter Pan’s grandson himself on the line. Inhale. Exhale. I grab the phone, stare at the keypad, my index finger. I smile. So it’s not so hard after all to turn dreams into reality. I dial the first three numbers. I stop. What time is it? 4:00 P.M. There’s an eight-hour difference between France and New Mexico; I checked. Are they eight hours ahead or behind? Damn, I never remember. No way I’m waking up Harlyn Geronimo in the middle of the night. OK. The United States is west of France. So the sun rises later over there. That means they are eight hours behind. That’s right, I can call him! I’m calling Geronimo’s descendent! Having a hard time getting used to the idea. OK. I feel inspired. I dial the number. Beep-beep-beep-beep-beep. The tone, like the wick of an old memory, has lit up to cross time. It throws its inexorable sparks at me, tracing a path of light into the present moment, here in my ear. One ring. Maybe he isn’t home? Two rings. “Hello?” The voice of a man, a deep voice, has just answered. Is that him? My stomach rumbles. I blank. Surely because of all the emotion. I don’t know what to say. The voice grows impatient. “Hello? Who is this?” Come on, courage! Harlyn is a human just like you.

  “Um . . . Hello, my name is Corine Sombrun, I would like to speak with Harlyn Geronimo.”

  “Yes, it’s me! Glad to hear from you, Corine, I was expecting your call. . . .”

  That simple greeting feels good. Harlyn sounds friendly. And the journalist had informed him that I’d be in touch. So I go for it. I explain to him my desire to write a book on his great-grandfather. And to discuss it with him in an attempt to clear up certain points developed in Geronimo: His Own Story, the only existing account of Geronimo’s life, told by Geronimo himself, and commissioned by S. M. Barrett.

  Harlyn immediately agrees. He says I was right to contact him. He is a medicine man too, just like his illustrious ancestor. So he’ll be able to discuss that aspect of Geronimo’s life better than anyone. I raise my eyebrows.

  “Really? A medicine man?”

  Harlyn confirms it. I lower my eyebrows. And I was initiated to shamanism in Mongolia. Isn’t that a pretty strange coincidence? One more coincidence on the path that has brought me to this moment. Already some eight years ago, the person I was sharing my life with died. From cancer. I left everything to take refuge in England and then Peru, with a shaman. Surely out of some need or hope to find answers to the question of death. For a few months in the Amazon jungle, this shaman taught me magical chants called icaros, which allow human beings to connect with certain plants that can supposedly transmit to humans an understanding of dreams, sounds, and anything else we might need to access the spirit world. At first, I found those prayers ridiculous, and the fact that I was singing them even more so. But it was actually after singing the icaro that corresponds to the ajo sacha, a plant that teaches us to understand dreams, and after drinking a decoction following a very precise ritual that I had this dream about a path to follow—to Mongolia. The dream was so incongruous, there in the middle of the Amazon, that I decided to go. I had nothing left to lose anyway, no ties, no responsibilities. So in 2001, the BBC World Service, the radio news organization for which I had already done a story in the Amazon, allowed me to go and do another on the shamans of Mongolia.* I didn’t know at the time that this trip would upend my life.

  The shamans there told me that I had been chosen by the spirits. That I too was a shaman. Should I tell Harlyn about it? No way! But why not? Harlyn doesn’t let me think about it more before asking if I know what a medicine man is.

  “Mmm . . . Yes.”

  And suddenly, I’m not sure why, all of my fears dissipate. I can’t help but tell him everything. The Amazon. Mongolia. How there, Naraa, a friend, had agreed to be my guide so I could make contact with some shamans. Thanks to her, I was able to attend a ritual. In Mongolia, shamans go into a trance when they play the drums. One small catch was: the sound of that drum had a very unexpected effect on me, as a Westerner. A deep tremor propagated throughout my entire body. My heart rate rose, my eyes rolled back, my arms began to flail, my legs jumped, my body leaped, images of wolves took over my brain, my nose began to sniff. I really felt like I had become a wolf. I felt myself slip toward this door created by the drum’s sound. A strange thing for sure, but the most extraordinary part of it was that I was conscious of what I was experiencing. I just couldn’t control it. I kept on slipping toward that door. And then the beating of the drum stopped. In the nick of time, right as I was about to enter. Someone was shaking me. I eventually opened my eyes. The shaman was standing in front of me. Looking worried, he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you were a shaman?!” My eyes finally opened with that remark. As far as I was concerned, he was wrong. I was not, nor had any desire to be, a shaman. But he wouldn’t accept my answer. “If the drum causes this reaction in you, then you’re a shaman. The spirits have chosen you. You’ll have to follow the secret teachings reserved to them.” This meant spending three years in the deepest recesses of Mongolia with a master shaman. And if I refused? His response was clear. The spirits would cause me serious grief. According to him, my dream in the Amazon was not a coincidence but a message from the spirits informing me where my “destiny” as a shaman was to be fulfilled. Since then (this was in 2001), I have spent a few months every year on the border between Mongolia and Siberia following the teachings of a woman shaman: Enkhtuya. She’s had a costume and drum made for me, she has taught me, thanks to my drum, how to navigate the world of trances, how to interpret its sensations, its messages, its visions.

  My story told, I wait for Harlyn’s reaction. But he remains silent. The jitters return to my stomach. I feel regret. I never should have told him all of that. Thankfully, I didn’t confess the strangest part. It was during one of those trances that Geronimo’s name came to me.** It came back incessantly. So real I told myself that this “message,” as powerful as the dream I’d had in the Amazon, must have a meaning. But what was it? So I sought to find out by sending an email to the journalist who was an expert in the Apaches’ saga. I told him, at the time, about my desire to write a book on Geronimo. My desire to meet one of his descendants. Without revealing the source of my interest—he would have taken me for a madwoman, and he would have been right. Your standard Westerner does not pursue callings revealed in trances. Harlyn’s voice finally emerges, revealing what I never could have guessed. . . .

  “Your story doesn’t really surprise me.”

  He stops speaking. I wait, having trouble understanding this lack of surprise.

  “According to one of our legends,” he finally continues, “the Apaches are descendants of the Mongols. And actually our children, like the young Mongols, have a ‘blue’ birthmark at the bottom of their backs. Sadly, we’ve lost touch with those roots and traditions. But I knew that one day someone would come and reconnect us with them. And today, you called. So for me, it’s anything but a coincidence.”

  It’s my turn to remain speechless. All the pieces of this puzzle start twirling in my brain. Start assembling. Was I this link Harlyn had awaited to reconnect current Apache culture to the ancient Mongol one? Was this the reason for my vision of Geronimo during the trance? But why me? Perhaps Harlyn knows the answer. No. I mustn’t ask him. Not over the phone. And I need to think about it anyway. To give my mind time to accept what I’ve just heard. It’s so beyond any logic or reason.

  “Corine? Are you still there?”

  “Mmm, yes, sorry, I . . . I was thinking about what you just told me. It’s strange, isn’t it?!”

  I hear a little burst of laughter. Then his voice again. Harlyn suggests that we meet in New Mexico, to see, very simply, where this “strange” story will take us and where it might have begun.
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  ’Íłtsésh[image: image] Bik’ehgo’iindáń gól[image: image]ná’a.

  Dájík’eh bédaagojísį.

  ’Ákoo Isdzánádleeshé ’iłd[image: image] gól[image: image]ná’a.

  Bik’ésh[image: image]go Tóbájiishchinéń goosl[image: image]ná’a.

  Naaghéé’neesgháné ’iłd[image: image] goosl[image: image]ná’a.

  ’Ákoo d[image: image][image: image]’ jiłt’égo gojíl[image: image]ná’a, dá’íłtségodeeyásh[image: image].

  ’Ákoo ’Isdzáńaádleeshéń Tóbájiishchinéń bizhaaná’a.

  ’Ákoo Naaghéé’neesghánéń ndé doonzh[image: image]dashégo ndé ’át’[image: image]ná’a.

  Ghéé’ye hooghéń ’iłd[image: image] gól[image: image]ná’a.

  nDéí doobáńgólaadaná’a.

  Isdzánádleeshéń bizhaa goyaleełná’a.

  Isdzánádleeshéń bizhaań ’it’a bizą[image: image]yégo, Ghéé’ye hooghéń kaayinłndéná’a.

  In the beginning there lived the Creator.

  Everyone knows this.

  Then there lived White-Painted Woman.

  Later, Child of the Water was born.

  And Killer of Enemies too.

  And so there were four, in the very beginning.

  And Child of the Water was the son of White-Painted Woman.

  And Killer of Enemies was also the son of White-Painted Woman.

  The one called Giant existed too.

  He wouldn’t allow humans to live.

  When the children of White-Painted Woman were born,

  The one called Giant wanted to eat them.

   

  * My book, Mon initiation chez les chamanes (Paris: Albin Michel, 2004; Pocket, 2006), recounts this episode in my life.

  ** Les Tribulations d’une chamane à Paris (Paris: Albin Michel, 2007).


  In the Beginning

  IN THE BEGINNING, everything was darkness. There was no sun, no stars, no moon. But then the sun, stars, and moon were born, and began their watch. . . .

  So begins our legend, Grandfather. The legend of the Apaches. The legend of our family, told to me by your wife, Kate. About you, Geronimo, many things have been said. Good things and the worst, but none of them your truth. The truth you told Kate and that she passed on to me throughout my childhood. And today, Grandfather, as if for the first time, I have finally been given the opportunity—yes, me, Harlyn Geronimo, your great-grandson—to retell the story of our heritage so dear to my heart and in doing so, to reveal the fate allotted our people.

  Long ago, the Wind, the Thunder, the Lightning, and other forces came into being. Thirty-two powerful elements in all. They created Earth. At first, she was tiny, but then she grew and grew, in a spiral. Ribbons of iron plunged deep in her center, to keep her in place. Then everything blended together, and that is why iron can be found everywhere on earth.

  In those days, two tribes ruled the world. The feathered creatures, the birds, and the furred ones, the beasts. The chief of the bird tribe was the eagle. The world was in perpetual darkness, and the birds wanted to invite the light in. But the beasts refused. And so they made war. The eagle alone knew how to use a bow and arrows. He taught other tribe members, and they won the war against the beasts.

  And so light was allowed on Earth. The sun brought heat, which made the waves that shuddered in the air. And thanks to this, the Apaches were created and humanity could develop. In honor of the eagle, who was responsible for this victory, men would wear feathers as an emblem of justice, power, and wisdom.

  Millions of years ago, the one we call Yusn created a girl named, by my people, White-Painted Woman. She was submerged in the ocean and, according to legend, this took place off the coast where San Diego is in California. A few moments later, Yusn caught her by her feathers and laid her on the beach. There, he told her: “White-Painted Woman, you are the precursor to the Apache nation. You shall bear two boys. Killer of Enemies and Child of the Water. The latter shall be the son of Rain of the Storm. He must walk to where the sun rises, then marry, and multiply to give rise to the Apache nation.”

  But after Yusn left the girl on the beach, the one we call Giant, who at that time lived under a giant seashell, came to see her and told her: “White-Painted Woman, you may stay here a while, but no one other than you may live here. If I see a single human being around, I will have to kill and eat him.”

  Yet a few months later, the two boys were born. Remembering Giant’s threat, White-Painted Woman dug a tunnel to hide her sons, and several years passed like this. Yusn had given the boys bows and arrows. He also taught them how to use them to hunt, and they were very skilled.

  But by accident one day, Giant discovered the truth. He told their mother: “I had forbidden you to have any children. Now I’m going to have to kill them and eat them.” But before he could do anything, Killer of Enemies shot an arrow straight into Giant’s heart. The arrow didn’t kill him right away. So Child of the Water shot another one into his heart, then another, and another. The fourth arrow killed him.

  Child of the Water began his journey to find a place to settle. Yusn taught him how to prepare herbs for cures and how to fight his enemies. He was the first Indian chief and wore eagle feathers in honor of the one who had helped the birds bring light to the Earth.


  1

  The car’s in drive. Accelerate and brake is all you have to do in these automatic-shift cars, unlike in France. I yawn. Not, as we say in French, aux corneilles—“at the crows.”* There are none here, only eagles scratching the sky with their beaks. One etches a furrow around the sun. I wish he’d take me in his claws so I could explore the sky with him. The landscape is far too dull in this place. Outside of El Paso, I passed through fields of houses that stretched for miles, planted in the middle of the desert and lining the roads in a perfect grid pattern. I felt like I was moving through an electronic circuit. Like I was nowhere. Nowhere. And the worst came right after that: the gray cube. First it was small, far off under the deep blue sky, lost between the rocks, the cacti with their long white feather dusters, and the ochre land, but then the cube slowly grew on the horizon, nestled comfortably in the loneliest place you could imagine. It turned into a huge building surrounded by multiple layers of barbed wire.

  When I realized it was a high-security prison, I looked away and muttered a quick Shit as you would if your eye involuntarily caught sight of something shocking. I counted the cacti, the rocks, the shrubs, the busted tires scattered like black carcasses along the road that was utterly straight and monotonous, without a turn or curve, without anything soft about it. But I couldn’t stop thinking about those hallways of death. The electric chair. The terror just before it. Humans are more barbaric than this so-called inhuman desert. I turn the AC to max. The freezing air strokes my face. I think about Harlyn, about the Apaches. They too had to suffer under the law of the strongest. I wonder, does the reservation where they were stuck look like this desert?

  I didn’t dare ask Harlyn what type of dwelling he lives in. Certainly not a tipi. I reached a home phone—perhaps a trailer? I saw a whole bunch of them outside El Paso. More boxes, but this time made out of cardboard and with wheels. Unsightly, and I bet without AC. Summer is probably scorching hot. And to think I brought sweaters and my down sleeping bag. Between minus forty Celsius in Mongolia and this BBQ pit here, I seem to have a knack for turning up shamans in the most extreme places. Anyway, you’re a lot better off than the residents of the gray cube over there behind the barbed wire, just a few miles away. A road sign blinks to my right: SPEED LIMIT 70 MPH. What’s the equivalent in kilometers per hour? No idea, and no intention of doing the conversion. A glance at the speedometer: 80 mph. You end up speeding without even realizing it on these infinitely straight roads. Instantly, I lift my right foot. I really have no desire for a run-in with the police in this country. The sun beats down on the red hood of the car. Not a cloud in the sky. And the water on the asphalt in the distance playfully disappears when I draw closer. A mirage. The only possible game in this enormous valley of quivering heat.

  I turn my head to check that my blue water bottle is still next to me. It is. Without letting go of the steering wheel, I grab it and place it between my thighs to unscrew the lid. One gulp. This, water, is the only way to catch you here. I’m suddenly jolted by a honk. Quick glance at the rearview mirror. A huge truck is behind me. A red cabin with silver exhaust pipes, and my car is reflected in it because it’s so polished. Why is he honking? I check my speedometer. 70 mph, exactly. Well, you can just pass me if you want to go faster! No way I’m accelerating. I move over a bit to the right and let him pass. He draws closer. His great shadow swallows a little bit of my car. The cabin is now at my level. I keep my eyes on the road ahead of me. I don’t feel like staring into the driver’s angry face. There. The monster has pulled past me. I get to stare at its rear end now. With a great big sticker in the shape of a ribbon with the colors of the American flag. I squint to read the words: SUPPORT OUR TROOPS. I remember this country is at war. You wouldn’t know it, sitting here. No gunshots, no fighting. I was reminded of it briefly at the Atlanta airport when I heard some applause in a hall. Some people were holding up banners: WELCOME TO OUR HEROES. The heroes were coming off the plane in their camouflage uniforms and matching backpacks, with combat boots on their feet and big smiles. Two of them walked past me. I was able to notice that the patterns on their uniforms were pixilated. Thousands of little green and beige squares coming together to create that look. Probably to enhance its effect from a distance? I put my bottle of water back on the seat.

  All good in the rearview mirror now? No. Maybe? A gray cylinder seems to have dropped from the sky back there, on the horizon. I turn my head to see. It looks like a dusty tornado. I slow down, pull onto the shoulder, and open the window. The heat tumbles in. Yep, it’s a big dust devil. I see it move forward, turn, twist. Is it as far away as it looks? Hard to say in this great expanse. It looks small from here. I hope it doesn’t land near me. What do you do in that case? First things first, avoid being in one.

  I start the car again. Maybe that’s why the truck was in a hurry? He was probably honking to warn me to get out of there. I accelerate. Surely you can break the speed limit in case of a dust storm. 80 mph, 85, 90. That’s what I’ll tell the cop who pulls me over. Is it coming this way or not? Quick glance in the rearview. Still just as small. Okay. I lift my foot off the gas pedal. 85, 80, 70 mph. The landscape slows down with me. Cacti, stones, brush, stones, ochre earth . . .

  The clock in the display shows 2:30 P.M. If the dust devil stays where it is and my best guess is correct, the Mescalero Apache Indian Reservation shouldn’t be more than two hours away. Harlyn told me the Apaches are spread out across different reservations throughout the Southwest. Two here in New Mexico, two in Arizona, and one in Oklahoma. There are apparently approximately fifty thousand Apaches. I don’t know if I’ll be staying with him, but he told me to call when I get there. Anyway, I have my camping gear with me. Tent, headlamp, electric flashlight, Swiss Army knife (the big multi-tool model), two survival blankets, dried apricots, vitamins. In Mongolia, at Enkhtuya’s, there was only dried meat and flour to live on, so now I come prepared.

  I also brought a bottle of wine for Harlyn from the Graves region of Bordeaux. He’s probably never tasted wine before. Enkhtuya made a face the first time she tried it. The second and third times too. She prefers vodka. I hope I didn’t forget my two plastic jerry cans. No, I remember putting them in. They’re convenient, since they’re collapsible. They can be completely flattened to fit into your suitcase and then unfold in the form of a water bag when you fill them. I use them a lot in Mongolia, since there’s no water except for the river or lake where we make camp for the reindeer and yaks to graze nearby. They’re sure to be useful on the reservation. I hope at least there’s a watering place not too far from Harlyn’s. It probably only rains once every three years in that desert, and you can bet I’ve picked a drought year. Enkhtuya taught me a ritual to find water underground but none to make it fall from the sky. That, she simply can’t do. And she doesn’t need to anyway, since it rains where she lives. I’ve noticed, after spending so many years in the company of shamans, that each people tends to develop the rituals most useful to them.

  And, to a certain extent, that’s what shamanism is. A collection of recipes for surviving in a hostile environment. A trick to reassure humans by giving them the illusion they control whatever might fall into their hands and on their heads. Psychologists call it the illusion of control mechanism. I’m guessing that the Apaches must have come up with a ritual that makes the rain come, since there is none. I mustn’t forget to ask Harlyn about it.

  A first house, then a second. Ah! A lot filled with school buses to my left. There must be at least a hundred of them, all yellow and black, parked next to each other. Maybe a school bus cemetery. And here’s a gas station. Quick look at the gas gauge. Half full. All good. Ah! An intersection. The first in three hours. I hope I don’t have to go straight. Turning the steering wheel might finally wake up my arms. I look at the signs. Albuquerque, Alamogordo . . . Tularosa, to the left! I make the turn. And see another endless straight line. Oh well. At least the landscape has changed. Gas stations alternate with lots of car carcasses, wooden houses without fences, and now a large sign advertising pistachios for sale. Another similar sign on my right. This time around I put on my blinker and give a quick glance in the rearview. Only out of instinct, since the only car I’ve encountered since the red truck was a pick-up with a guy sleeping in the back under his sombrero, arms crossed.

  I pull onto a road leading to a parking lot with a building in the middle. The store, apparently. I park the car, open my door. The heat is oppressive. Breathing the scalding air, I feel like I’m some sort of frozen good being shoved into an oven. It’s uncomfortable. I shake my numb legs, stretch my back. There are fields of trees behind the building. They look like fruit trees, of average height, with pretty green leaves. I’ll take a look. The sun is beating down on my skull. I create some shade by holding a hand just above my head. The hand heats up immediately. I come to a white wooden fence. Here are the trees. Clusters seem to be hanging from the large oval leaves. I climb over the fence and go closer. These are indeed pistachios in their green velvet shells. I touch them. They’re soft. But it’s no time to linger; the sun is beating down too hard. Immediate return to my icebox. And to think I brought sweaters with me but not a single hat. I considered it, but they make me look like a turtle. Ludicrous. If I can find a store in this hole, I’ll buy a cowboy hat.

  The road has been climbing for about a half hour. Now it’s winding through big hills covered in pine trees. I haven’t found a single place to buy a hat, only some antique stores. I wonder what they could possibly sell in there, but the heat prevailed over my curiosity and I didn’t stop. There’s a bit more traffic here. I passed a few pick-ups and a white truck that said WAL-MART. And look, among the pines I see some firs! Or larches, I can never tell. If only Harlyn lived nearby. My gaze lingers on some paint along the road. Graffiti? I crack the window and stick my nose out. It’s much cooler here. Yep, it’s graffiti on a wall. I slow down when I come to it. There’s a big Indian figure painted in black on a white background. Three feathers extend from his headdress. There’s also a moon painted in a black sky and tipis, conifers. It looks like my wish is coming true. I’m entering Indian territory.

  I turn off the AC and keep the window down. The smell of pines fills my nostrils. Deep breath in. Eyes closed. Eyes open again. Just in time to see the sign: WELCOME TO MESCALERO.

  A tingling feeling of joy fills me. I’m here! Harlyn told me to keep going until the RUIDOSO sign and then stop to call him. Where is my phone? Do I have his number? Yes. Okay. In my contacts. I was right about the sweaters, it turns out. A tipi! There, to the right, in a clearing in the middle of the forest. And horses grazing next to houses made of wood and painted almond green. So pretty. Maybe Harlyn doesn’t live in a trailer after all? The four-lane road crosses a field of mauve thistles. Still no sign of Ruidoso. Maybe I missed an intersection? Some big 4 x 4s are passing me. I notice another sign, APACHE FRY BREAD, in front of a wooden cabin. Fried bread? I switch on my blinker and pull into the parking lot. Maybe someone will be able to give me directions. I enter the sky-blue building, a kind of grocery store with dream catchers and photos of Indians on the walls. An obese lady with long brown hair, wearing jeans and a pink T-shirt, appears behind the counter. She asks me with a smile if she can help me. I look at her, moved.

  “Are you Apache?”

  She laughs.

  “Of course! You know, you’re going to see a lot of us around here.”

  I apologize and explain that I live in France. She doesn’t really seem to know where that country is but welcomes me anyway.

  “Why have you come here?”

  “I’m here to see Harlyn Geronimo. Do you know him?”

  She thinks.

  “No.”

  Her answer is a little disappointing. I’d imagined him to be some sort of celebrity here. Apparently not.

  “Are you going to be staying with us for long?”

  “A month.”

  She raises her eyebrows.

  “A month? In Mescalero?”

  She seems quite surprised. But I refrain from asking why. I don’t really want to know. Anyway, she continues:

  “Do you want to taste our specialty?”

  She shows me a large platter filled with a kind of donut.

  “Is that fry bread?”

  “Yes. We fry the bread in a big pan. How many would you like?”

  A quick glance to estimate. Each piece is the size of a plate.

  “Um . . . one will be fine, thanks.”

  She gives me the once-over from head to toe, kind of like, One of these donuts is not going to fill out those curves, Missy. But she doesn’t put any words to her thoughts. She simply points at the walls of the store.

  “I also sell dream catchers. The net in the center of the circle catches the bad dreams and lets only the good ones through. Do you have those in your country?”

  “No, we have sleeping pills.”

  Shrug.

  “We do too, but I prefer dream catchers. Do you want one?”

  “I don’t have nightmares.”

  “It’s a nightmare here, you’ll see.”

  How should I interpret that statement? As a threat? A warning? Or simply a gloomy statement of fact? Again, I’m not going to dwell on it.

  “Okay! I’ll take one.”

  She asks me to take it down, since moving around is hard for her. I choose a purple one, about four inches in diameter and with three leather strips decorated with feathers and beads, and lay it out on the counter. A smile finally returns to her tanned face, and she points to a glass case on her right.

  “I also sell Apache crafts. Necklaces, bracelets, and belts decorated with beads.”

  I go over to it, hoping she won’t make me buy her entire stock before letting me leave, but what I see is very beautiful. I even spot a large belt with red and blue geometric motifs and two leather straps instead of a buckle. I love it. I ask the price. She takes the belt out of the glass case, turns over the price tag.

  “Sixty-six dollars.”

  I grimace and apologize. A bit too expensive for me. She seems a little sad but doesn’t insist. I take a last look at the belt, uncertain for a moment. Should I get it? No! my reason replies. Okay. I pay sixteen dollars for the rest.

  “Am I on the road to Ruidoso?”

  “Yes, straight ahead.”

  She wishes me good luck and a nice stay among the Apaches. I thank her and leave, holding my fry bread with my fingertips.

  About a quarter of the fry bread later, I feel like I’ve swallowed a stone. How could you possibly eat more than one of these? I gently lay the bread back down on its wrapper and attempt to wipe off my greasy fingers. It was a good idea to bring the dried apricots. Still no Ruidoso. But more and more fir trees along the road. The air is actually cool now. It feels like the Vosges region in France with these pines among the fir trees. I’ve really been unfair to the Americans. This reservation seems pleasant, and my stay might even end up feeling like a fitness vacation. Ah! There’s an enormous billboard in the shape of a lollipop up ahead. It’s blinking. An ad? I get closer. My eyes widen as I come to a digital screen that’s at least twenty feet high and reads: AT CASINO APACHE . . . CASH BACK FOR SLOTS . . . TABLE GAMES . . . PLAY . . .” I close my eyes and open them again. BIG JACKPOT TODAY! No, I’m not dreaming. All of the day’s games and possible winnings are even listed.

  Behind the lollipop there’s a huge parking lot with not too many cars and a large, rectangular two-tone building, green and beige, on which an enormous sign-board that says CASINO APACHE is completely lit up with neon lights. I smile. And I was expecting three trailers, two tipis, and horses with their manes floating in the wind! I have to admit that my French middle-class imagination is somewhat shaken. The Apaches certainly don’t seem to have followed the example of their Asian ancestors, who still live in tipis and survive on flour and water.

  And the surprises aren’t over. A half mile later, the road is all decked out with fast food restaurants, motels, hotels, banks, cell-phone stores. I suddenly feel as if I’m in the urban development zone of a small French city. Except there are Dollar Stores and Wal-Marts instead of the local Leclerc or Carrefour supermarkets, there are Motels 6s instead of our Formula 1s, and certain distinctive signs mark this town as belonging to Indians. For example, Lincoln Rent A Car has a tipi on their sign, the store at the gas station is called Big Chief Store, and I passed a motel with the evocative name of Arrow Head.

  Don’t I look like a fool now with my tent, my survival gear, and my vitamins? When I think that all I had to do was Google “Mescalero Reservation” to get the right info. But there you have it: Madame doesn’t ever care to know in advance. She’d rather be surprised. She’d rather experience culture shock in her innards, her nostrils, her eyeballs. Well, this time, it’s a bust. The only shock I’m experiencing is at my own stupidity, which encounters with other people’s cultures tend to bring out. Ah, the Ruidoso sign at last. And a traffic light, the first since Tularosa, a few hundred yards ahead. Red. I stop next to a black 4 x 4. That’s all you see around here. Each one bigger than the last. I peer at the driver’s face. He certainly looks Indian. But his face is swathed in a layer of fat. The light turns green. I follow the arrow telling me to turn left for downtown. First City Bank, Wells Fargo, Best Western, ah! Lincoln Hospital, that’s handy, and a vet, maybe. Another McDonald’s and an . . . Apache Motel! The perfect name for my first stop. I can use the parking lot to call Harlyn. Blinker on. The car in the next lane over stops to let me through. People around here are chill. In Paris, someone would already have rammed my door in. After thanking the driver with a hand signal, I drive onto the parking lot.

  The motel is a one-story building in a U configuration. The door of each room looks out onto its own parking space. I park in front of reception to turn on my cell. PIN code. The little bars in the upper left-hand corner seem to move. I wonder what name the network will be here. Apachetelecom? Nope. Nothing shows. No reception? That’s the last thing I need. Come on, phone, connect! Still no bars. It worked in El Paso, though. In Atlanta too. New search. Sometimes, it takes a while. Nope. Still nothing. Sigh. Sigh again. Even deep inside Mongolia there’s a network! I’m in the United States—it should work, shouldn’t it? I get out of the car to see if I can get some information at the registration desk.

  Behind a wooden counter, a skinny young Indian man with a black ponytail greets me. “May I help you?” Oh yes! I explain my problem. “That’s normal,” he says with a big smile that reveals a green line over his teeth, “we have a special network on the reservation. But you can buy another phone in one of the shops in town.” He smiles again. I stare at his mouth, intrigued. He’s wearing braces, and the green line over his teeth is the elastic connecting them. I wore them too. But all metal ones, not as fun. Apparently ignoring my stare, he continues his explanation.

  “There’s an Alltel store two minutes from here, but they’ll be closed.”

  “Closed?”

  I glance at my watch. It’s not quite five!

  The young man confirms that’s closing time in the States. OK. No need to panic. I’ll go tomorrow morning. I ask him at what time the store opens tomorrow morning. A slightly embarrassed look.

  “Tomorrow’s the Fourth of July, our national holiday. But it’ll be open two days from now.”

  Seeing my irritation, he says, “Sorry,” and shrugs his shoulders. I thank him for the information anyway. The smile returns to his face. He asks me where I’m from.

  “France.”

  “France? Cool, my grandfather was French! He married an Apache . . .”

  While I’m getting over my surprise, I answer that I actually came here to meet an Apache man. But without the intention of marrying him.

  He bursts out laughing.

  “And are you planning on staying long?”

  “A month.”

  He opens his eyes wide. A month? In Ruidoso?

  I look at him. A slight concern registers in my tired brain, which is feeling the jetlag.

  “Why is everyone asking me that? It’s not normal to stay for a month?”

  “It’s just that there’s not much to do here in summer. . . . Except for the casinos.”

  I furrow my brows. The casinos, plural? I’ve only seen one. So there are more?

  “Two to be precise. One on the main road, which you drove past, and the other half a mile from here. It’s bigger and has a golf course. Do you play golf?”

  I’m speechless. Two casinos? A golf course? To put an end to the surprises, I ask him to tell me what other things I might enjoy this vacation.

  “In the winter, people ski here. That’s the region’s main attraction. There’s a resort about twenty miles away. Haven’t you seen lots of rental cabins all over town?”

  “Cabins?”

  “Yes. Little wooden chalets. One room with a fireplace in the middle of the forest. They’re very nice. But in July, with no snow, no skiing, the resort’s closed. You can go hiking there if you like. It’s a nice walk. By the way, though, who is your Apache friend?”

  “My friend? Oh, right. Harlyn. Harlyn Geronimo. Maybe you know him?”

  A doubtful look. Clearly, no one has heard of him around here.

  “I’m supposed to call him. Do you have a phone?”

  “Is it a local call?”

  “Yes, well, I hope it is.”

  I show him the number. He confirms it is. Phew. I’m starting to doubt Harlyn’s presence in the area. The young man points to phone behind the counter. I pick up the handset. One ring, two, three, four, five. I look at my watch. 5:15 P.M. Maybe he isn’t home yet? Finally, a voice. “You have reached Harlyn Geronimo . . .” Damn, the answering machine. “I’m away from the phone. Please leave me a message. Beeeeeep.” My turn to speak. “Um, hello Harlyn, this is Corine. I am in Ruidoso but my cell phone doesn’t work. I’ll call you later or you can leave a message at the reception desk of the Apache Motel. Their number is . . .” I look over at the receptionist, who hands me a card with seven digits. I read them out loud and hang up. Harlyn didn’t give me an alternate number in case I couldn’t reach him. But considering the quality of life on this reservation, I don’t doubt he has a cell phone.

  I ask the receptionist if he has any rooms available for tonight, glad I don’t need to use my tent. No worries, he says with a laugh, there aren’t any tourists in the summer. OK, OK, I get it! He offers to show me a room. I follow him to a wooden door. He opens it and invites me into the bedroom. It’s hot, but it’s roomy and has a big bed, a white wooden table, a chair, and a kitchenette equipped with a microwave, an electric coffee maker, and a stainless steel sink on top of a small cabinet, and a fridge. The carpeting is brownish and a little worn, but that matches the terry cloth bedspread. The young man shows me a bathroom behind the door. Sink, shower, and toilet. And to think I brought my collapsible jerry cans thinking I’d have to fetch water. I thank him. “You’re welcome!” he answers, handing me a gold metal tipi to which the key is attached. Number nine. He heads for the door, pointing out the AC. The AC? “Of course,” he replies, surprised at my bewilderment. With this heat, it’s everywhere. He goes over to the machine. The heels of his suede cowboy boots make the carpet hiss. “You want me to turn it on for you?” Please do. He presses a large gray button. The motor starts up. Not very quiet, but quite the luxury compared to what I was expecting.
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