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Hugo Moreno’s Where the North Ends






A ROSARY OF INTERTEXTUAL DREAMSCAPES


Where the North Ends offers a multifaced narrative difficult to classify. It touches on many realms: from the historical during the 1660s (and leading the stage into 1680 when the Pueblo Revolt that pushed the Spaniards south into the El Paso area occurred) to the surreal (the oneiric qualities that prevail in both the protagonist and the narration), then into magical realism (where María Tzitza ascends into the sky; Lucius the mule speaks much like a centaur; the shaman Refugio turns into a tree; a Blue Lady from the colonial period experiences dislocation between Spain and New Mexico; and a human figure melts like plastic). It works as a psychological novel (where the narrator experiences trances and out-of-body transmigrations as he questions his mental state and sanity); a narrative about myth (without mentioning it, Aztlán, known as the spiritual homeland, is invoked subconsciously); and, finally, a mystery novel (about the self and culture as ruminated via time, history, and space).


As one can see, intertextuality dominates at many levels and planes. The novel is part of Chicano literature in its attempts to return to the far historical past while representing a modern character who finds himself between various timescapes and the liminal spaces between two cultures. It is also a crossover narrative into Native American literature for its many elements and symbols (including numerous examples of Indigenous languages—especially Apache and some Piro) and its many allusions to social practices, beliefs, rituals, and characters. Either way, the work is an exemplary piece that deals with subjectivities thanks to the realms of dreams, metamorphosis, spirituality, and self-knowledge. Here we see traces of Rudolfo Anaya (witchcraft, owls, sorcerers, dreams), Carlos Castaneda (self-exploration into authenticity, alternative realities, the power of nature), and Tony Hillerman (highlighting numerous genuine Native American subjects and the mystery novel). The novel, then, is in part historical, part antihistorical, part surreal, part modern realism, and part mundane coexistence. The leaps into a far past give the impression that New Mexico’s historical past still exists as a subjacent cultural matrix that cannot be totally suppressed.


Uriel, the protagonist (sometimes known as Diego), seems to be the key to unlocking this mysterious realm. At one point, the psychotherapist Dr. Hogan tells Uriel about the nature of his dreams of wakefulness, which synthesizes his deep motivations and process for writing his manuscript:




Existence is an illusion, a dream, Uriel. Human beings are unconscious fabulists, dreamers who don’t realize they are only dreaming. You are not crazy, Uriel. You are simply a dreamer who has acquired a degree of lucidity about illusory existence. (251)





This highly experimental work is, indeed, meritorious for its many innovations. Despite the challenging nature of sustaining multiple dreamscapes, the narrative binds together as a continuous but meandering storyline. The plot structure, in spirit, resembles the short story “La noche boca arriba” (“The Night Upside Down”) by the Argentine Julio Cortázar, where the protagonist riding a motorcycle has an accident, ending up with a concussion and a broken arm. This leads to a series of dreams at the end of which he finds himself in a brutal scene in which he is about to be sacrificed by a group of Aztec warriors. Likewise, Moreno’s protagonist experiences a comparable accident on a bicycle, but the unfolding action takes him into wild swings of (day)dreams, illusions, delusions, hallucinations, imaginings, visions, nightmares, and fantasies through switching spaces and historical times. The fundamental difference between Cortázar’s story and Moreno’s is that the latter’s is substantially more developed and extensive, while leaping through various timespaces that are often parallel but also strikingly different. Ultimately, both the reader and the protagonist can’t help asking themselves: Is this real or a mirage?


It would appear that the dreams (et al.) generate their own energy and raison d’être to the point that these illusive notions of reality get confused, tangled, and mixed up into a surreal ultrareality of fogginess, Twilight Zone style. There exist hints of allusions to the Spanish baroque dramaturgist Pedro Calderón de la Barca, who wrote in La vida es sueño (Life Is a Dream, 1651) the following:




¿Qué es la vida? Un frenesí. / ¿Qué es la vida? Una ilusión. / Una sombra, una ficción, / y el mayor bien es pequeño. / Que toda la vida es sueño, / y los sueños, sueños son.


[What is a dream? ’Tis but a madness. / What is a dream? A thing that seems, / A mirage that false gleams, / Phantom joy, delusive rest. / Since is life a dream at best, / and even dreams themselves are dreams.]1





Although the plot initially follows the basic format of Cortázar’s story, Moreno’s work is more inspired philosophically by Calderón de la Barca’s famous play because of the many intertwined subthemes contained within: struggles with predestination, free will, knowledge, superstition, love, justice, and order/disorder. All this is layered by a guiding principle that moves the novel within the context of a metafictional narrative that expresses self-awareness as Uriel tries to get a handle on his own life story, often depending on dreams to create and motivate his writing of a manuscript. The labyrinthine structure of the oneiric reminds us of Octavio Paz’s sense of metaphysical solitude, which he tries to resolve. In one instance, Uriel asks: “Is my mind deceived and my soul dreaming?” (149) In other words, he is a character in search of a narrative: partly his own, but mainly the meaning for the distinct threads of his dreams, divagations and digressions that can explain his existence. In the process, he finds himself as a novice monk in a cell in the 1660s in colonial New Mexico, seeking to adhere to the monastic rituals, exigencies, and demands of an orthodox religious order as partly dictated by Fray Antonio. Confusion prevails for the protagonist as he goes in and out of such slices of life from colonial New Mexico to contemporary times, deeply concerned with incarnations and reincarnations. He also gets involved with a shaman of dreams (Refugio) who helps Uriel abandon the mission and escape New Mexico by giving him survival training and performing a ceremony to cure him of “ghost sickness.” In addition, he consults Dr. Hogan, a psychotherapist of dreams. The narrative keeps interrupting his flashes of dreams when his wife, Alma, appears and disappears from various scenes, knowing full well that she already committed suicide. All this contributes to a bubbling storyline that defies logic and rationality because he is unable to juggle times as a time traveler with places and people that populate his mind, thus resembling Jorge Luis Borges’s concept of Aleph, where all points converge in one place. The mind, then, becomes the epicenter of infinity that can intersect time and history, space and cultures—together becoming the substance of his manuscript in progress for the protagonist wherever his dreams lead him. Even though the novel is titled Where the North Ends, that is only the location where an arrow points. In reality, neither limitations nor barriers exist—only amorphous qualities that manifest themselves as ethereal specters through an intertextual lens.


The novel expresses tantalizing thoughts about the nature of dreams and their origins, except, in this case, dreams (along with visions, delusions, confabulations, imaginings, comas, selective memories, etc.) dominate Uriel’s existence where he doesn’t know when a dream begins or ends. In a sense it is a Groundhog Day (1993) of recurrent dreams driven by a Jungian power of the unconscious. Moreno creates a series of rabbit holes with contours of unreality in the form of a dream-within-a-dream scheme. In sum, the work represents a journey into the interior self of Uriel—his last name, Romero, suggesting a roamer—as he navigates his far past into the l660s and back into the l980s, though he often also moves within the atemporality of myth, legend, ahistoricity, and his psyche. He is interested in absolute truth but quickly realizes the elusive nature of such a phenomenon. For that reason, he slips back and forth from one dream state to another to the point he recalls experiences he did not live in the l660s and at the same time intuits what the future will bring. Similar to Jorge Luis Borges’s short story “La biblioteca de Babel” (“The Library of Babel”), the protagonist here describes the hexagonal galleries as a universe unto itself that encompasses all reality via dreams. The aimless, and unreliable, narrator makes the reader contemplate the relativity of existence and how the subconscious brings everything together between the physical and the intangible. His greatest ambition, he confesses, is to achieve perfect and complete awakening.


The novel is both provocative and disturbing in that the narrator gets caught between different historical time periods and his difficulties in overcoming such a situation is determined by factors beyond his control. His main anchor to measuring reality is dreams and nightmares, which is in itself perplexing. More than a time traveler, he might be characterized as trapped, even victimized, by being in limbo between different eras and liminal spaces. There emerges a strong sense of cultural atavism where he senses a purpose behind his travels or uninduced trips regarding his ancestors, his New Mexican culture (orthodox religious thought vs. agnosticism), and the different forces that helped shape New Mexico as a unique, multicultural entity. Hugo Moreno unlocks much of this cultural heritage from the past to inject purpose and meaning for Uriel Romero as he tries to unpack the significance of his own life.


Francisco A. Lomelí (July 9, 2024)


University of California, Santa Barbara




Notes




	1. See Dramas of Calderón, Tragic, Comic and Legendary: Translated from the Spanish Principally in the Metre of the Original, translated by Denis Florence MacCarthy, 2 vols. (London: Charles Dolman, 1853), 67.
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HOW LONG HAVE I BEEN LIKE THIS? HOURS? DAYS? YEARS? Centuries? Am I dead or asleep? Sometimes I embrace the hope that, one of these days, I’m going to wake up; other times I’m afraid that day will never come.


My body materialized one night in a foggy forest. I was trudging like a sleepwalker, without a sense of direction. It was windy but not cold. I was wearing a black tailcoat and brown moccasins. My body felt heavy, as if it were made of lead. A funeral march marked the rhythm of my steps. I pressed on, stumbling with languor, listening to the solemn music with a cloudy mind.


When dawn began to tear at the veil of night, I reached a crossroads. It was a forest clearing with an old and contorted juniper at the center, firmly entrenched in the bedrock. From one of its branches hung a sign made of wood with an inscription faded by the rain. I approached it to decipher it. It said: “To know the origin is to find the way.” I paused to decide which way to go. I looked around and realized that I wasn’t alone. The forest glade had been suddenly transformed into the stage of a carnival.


There was a multitude of people from different epochs and cultures dressed in extravagant costumes. An orchestra was playing an enchanting ländler. I recognized Alma amid the crowd. She was dressed like an Andalusian maja. When she saw me she walked toward me, stood in front of me, and greeted me without saying a word. She simply looked at me, smiled, and asked me to dance by extending her left hand. I accepted with trepidation, remembering that she was dead. But when I held her hand, my sadness disappeared like magic.


“I can’t believe you’re back. I thought you had gone to a better place. I missed you!” I said, smiling as we waltz-walked toward the stage.


We danced like María and Captain Von Trapp in The Sound of Music to both the ländler and an exquisite scherzo that the orchestra played to everyone’s delight. We were enjoying each other’s company like two young lovers. But, when we were about to kiss, she suddenly stepped back and told me, alarmed, “I don’t know who you are. Let go of me!” She then vanished. Everyone else also disappeared and the sylvan glade became desolate again. I stood motionless by the juniper, not knowing what to do or where to go.


“Where are you, Alma?”


A gust of wind answered me with a cold and impersonal silence that chilled me to the marrow. I fell on my knees and started to cry like a little boy. Then a ghost spoke to me and tried to convince me to go back whence I came. I don’t know why I replied, “I’ve reached the point of no return in life.”


After a while, when I thought everything was lost, an angelic song burst from the sky and miraculously opened up a clearing in the thicket.




O Röschen roth!


Der Mensch liegt in größter Noth,


Der Mensch liegt in größter Pein,


Ja lieber möcht ich im Himmel rein.


Da kam ich auf einen breiten Weg,


Da kam ein Engellein und wollt mich abweisen;


Ach nein, Ich ließ mich nicht abweisen!


Ich bin von Gott, ich will wieder zu Gott!


Der liebe Gott wird mir ein Lichtchen geben,


Wird mir leuchten bis in das ewige selige Leben.1





Believing that I would find salvation, I followed the trail that the music opened. I went through the underbrush until I reached a mighty river and a towering mountain. I climbed up the riverbank, following the sublime symphony that enveloped the sierra like a thick blanket of autumnal fog. Wild beasts, vermin, sylphs, fairies, nymphs, dryads, fauns, and specters galore tried to block and detour me. But the power of music pushed me forward, and its spirit guided me through this ethereal forest.


The closer I got to the foot of the mountain, the whiter the water of the rapids became. When I had almost reached the mountain, I saw from afar a human figure standing by the river. I approached him stealthily. He was an old man of medium height and lean body, with long, sparse, gray hair and a white beard. He was bald with a large forehead and had a protuberance at the top of the skull. His face was long and bony. He had rings under his large, brown, droopy eyes and long eyelashes and thick, arching eyebrows. He was naked and used a Judas tree branch as a walking stick. He contemplated the light of dawn and sang at the top of his voice:




Auferstehn, ja auferstehn wirst du,


Mein Staub, nach kurzer Ruh!


Unsterblich’s Leben


Wird, der dich schuf, dir geben!2





His tenor harmonized with the invisible chorus. He was absorbed in singing and didn’t notice my presence. The whole choir was immersed in the climax of the finale of this symphony to eternal life. The blast of the timpani, cymbals, trumpets, horns, and bells crowned the elevated voices of the soprano and the mezzo soprano. When the symphony ended there was a complete silence that lasted only a few moments before a cloud of screechy bats began to obscure the light of dawn. When I turned around to look at this marvel, I made a slight noise that startled the old man or ghostly being. Visibly confused, he turned and stared at me completely still and speechless.


“Have mercy on me, whether you are of bone and flesh or a mere shadow. Help me, please. I don’t know where I am.”


“What are you doing here? Don’t you know it is forbidden to climb the heights of the Zaphon?” he asked me curtly.


“I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention to trespass. I don’t know where I am nor where I’m going.”


“You are standing on sacred ground. You are at the top of the clouds where the North ends. Why are you looking so wretched, poor souls? Take off your clothes and immerse yourselves in the divine Id.”


I wondered why he addressed me as if I were several people, but a more urgent question popped up in my mind.


“But isn’t it dangerous?” I was appalled by his request, as it was unsafe to take a plunge in those turbulent waters.


“That is your problem. You must purify yourselves if you want me to help you.”


I overcame my fear and shame. When I unbuttoned my shirt, I realized that it was stained with blood. I touched my head and felt that my hair was wet and sticky. What happened to me? I asked myself. But nothing hurt. It was strange. When I unfastened my belt, I noticed a putrid smell. I closed my eyes to avoid seeing my own blood and filth. I threw my clothes behind some bushes and dipped myself in the river, terrified.


I don’t know how long I stayed underwater. But when I came out, I felt transformed and full of strength. The man helped me get out with his flowery branch.


“You passed the ordeal. The river did not devour you. You all are innocent,” he said. He reached for a towel that was on a rock and handed it to me.


“Why do you address me in the plural?” I ventured to ask him while I was drying myself off.


“You and your shadows are all innocent.”


“Me and my shadows? Innocent of what?”


“Do not ask me those questions. Ask Him. I am just doing my duty,” he said in a condescending tone, pointing to the sky. Then he gave me a hug. When stepping back, he grabbed me by the arms and, looking me in the eyes, he added:


“Now tell me, who are you?”


“I don’t know,” I said, surprised, realizing that I didn’t remember anything about myself.


“If you do not know anything about yourselves, how do you want me to help you? Your ignorance will prevent you from reaching your destiny,” he said and started to walk away.


“Wait! All I know is that I don’t belong in this world,” I responded without reflecting. And remembering the music that guided me to this place, and trying to get this mysterious man on my side, I pointed to the sun and added:


“My homeland is not here. It is yonder.”


“Ah!” he said with a tone of relief and satisfaction and crossed his arms. Holding his chin with his left hand and assuming a solemn attitude, he asked me:


“Did you fulfill the mission with which the Lord entrusted you? Know that you will not be able to take flight toward the light until you fulfill your mission on Earth.”


I admitted that I’d never known my mission or purpose on Earth.


“Then it is not yet your destiny to go to the celestial homeland,” he affirmed categorically. “You are going to have to return to the world of shadows to discover who you are and where you are from. Only then will you be able to dispel darkness and enjoy the incomparable splendor of the eternal light.”


After he said this, he softened his voice and facial expression and asked me:


“Will you allow me a few questions to test the state of your mind so that I may learn how to set about your cure?”


“Sure, ask what you will.”


“Do you know the universal end toward which the aim of all nature is directed?”


“No, I don’t,” I said immediately.


He looked at me with dismay.


“Hmm, let me think about it,” I said, worried, and took a lengthy pause to reflect.


He leaned on his walking stick and waited for my answer.


“Other than realizing its infinite potential, I’m not sure if nature has a set goal in its creative acts,” I said tentatively.


“Interesting,” he said, caressing his beard with his right hand and making an expression of worry.


After a brief pause, he assumed a pensive posture and asked me:


“This world of ours, is it governed fortuitously, or is there any rational guidance in it?”


“I don’t know. I’ve always wondered that. It seems to me that Mother Nature is intelligent and imaginative and that it guides itself as much by reason as by chance.”


He made a gesture of disapproval and crossed his arms again.


“Do you know whence all things have proceeded?”


“No, I don’t,” I answered in all honesty.


“Ah!” he exclaimed, raising his eyebrows and lifting his right arm while pointing at the sky with his index finger. “Then I already know the cause of your sickness. Your vision of truth is hindered by your lack of understanding. Not only do you ignore the origin and the end of all things but you also believe that the demons of chance are the lords of the universe. Come with me. I will give you shelter, clothing, and food, for all strangers and beggars are sent from Him. I will try to disperse these misleading notions by mild and soothing application so that you may come to discern the splendor of the true light.”
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THE MAN TOOK ME BY THE HAND AND LED ME TO A JUDAS TREE that was teeming with purple flowers. Two tunics swayed gently from its branches and two pairs of sandals rested near its trunk. He reached for one of the tunics, wrapped it around his left side so his right shoulder and chest remained uncovered. Then he grabbed a pair of sandals and tied them up. After that, he handed me the other tunic and sandals and asked me to put them on and follow him.


We descended a rugged slope filled with evergreen oaks, firs, junipers, and menacing predators. Their vigilant eyes would light up the dense fog every now and again. I descended with difficulty and was scared for my life. I would have been petrified had it not been for the music of a guitar that accompanied us along the way, playing sad songs like “Estrellita,” “Lágrima,” “Melancolía,” and “Una limosna por el amor de Dios.”


“Who’s the guitar player?” I asked.


“Do you see how the wild oaks align themselves, the hard rocks soften, and the wild beasts hold back when they see us? It is the guardian angel of all those who believe that the true life is absent,” said the man enthusiastically.


We continued our descent in silence. Once we crossed the blanket of fog, a mountain valley unfolded before our eyes. I stared at the landscape in awe, then turned to look at the old man and was stunned by his sudden new appearance. His hair was tonsured, his beard was shaved, and he wore a Franciscan habit. The flowery branch had turned into a large Christian cross. Strangely, we were now standing on a mountain peak.


“Do not be scared, son. Times are hard.” He spoke to me as if I were a child, and as though he were attempting to soothe my fear. “The Indians do not know the Gospel, and they need to be saved from the claw of the Infernal Enemy.”


“But where are we? Where are you taking me?” I asked, feeling confused and betrayed.


“We are going home. You need to rest, son.”


“And who are you?” I said, trying to hide my anguish.


He stopped and, looking me straight in the eye, replied:


“I am Brother Antonio de San Pablo, professing friar of the Order of Our Seraphic Father Saint Francis of Assisi, provincial of Convento Grande and native of Belvís de Monroy.”


“Ah!” I answered, not knowing what to say. Facing east, I looked toward the valley.


There was a chain of mountains that stretched from north to south. Toward the north it was tall and green; toward the south, pale and barren. Behind it, at the end of the horizon, there was another mountain chain, barely visible. Below us there was a canyon with red rock formations and a river that ran in a north-south direction. On the bank of the river, toward the north, there was a wooded strip of land; toward the south, an endless wasteland. The sun was starting to burn its way up the horizon.


“Where are we?” I asked hesitantly.


“We are at the top of the San Mateo Mountains. The tall ones in the northeast are the Magdalena Mountains and behind them are the Manzano Mountains. Over there, on the west side, at the end of the horizon, that is the Sierra Oscura. In the southwest, that is the Fra Cristobal Sierra. Over there, in the south, those are the Caballo Mountains, and the wasteland next to them is the Jornada del Muerto.”


That landscape and those names jogged me out of my state of amnesia. They brought up memories of the time when I lived in Albuquerque with Alma. We used to camp and hike in this area. While the man was talking, I recalled the time when she and I had camped on this very mountain. She had been studying for her PhD qualifying exams and was so exhausted and stressed that she was unable to sleep. I suggested that we go to Cíbola National Park. Previously, we had gone camping in the Sandía Mountains. I cherished the idea of hiking in the southern part of the park, particularly in the San Mateo Mountains. I was hoping to see a spotted owl in its natural habitat. I also wanted to hike in the Apache Kid Wilderness, where the riches of the flora, fauna, geology, and history of New Mexico are intimately intertwined. At first, Alma refused to take the weekend off, arguing that she had too much studying to do. However, the thought of being in a remote place that few hikers visited convinced her in the end.


We camped near here, I thought to myself, near the Shipman Trail. The evening we arrived I set out, flashlight in hand, to find a spotted owl. Alma tried to dissuade me, but I reminded her that it was one of the reasons why I had come to this place. I had a map and a detailed guide that included all the trails of the San Mateo Mountains. I was confident I would not get lost. Moreover, I assured her, I would only explore the area around our camp. She said good night and went to sleep.


I was lucky to hear the hooting of an owl almost as soon as I left the tent. I walked cautiously toward the place where I heard it. But I tripped, and the owl flew to another tree. I stopped and waited, hoping to hear it again. Sure enough, it started to hoot from a tree that was taller and deeper in the forest. I decided to follow it, knowing that I had a chance of getting lost, but telling myself that I wouldn’t venture too far from the camp.


The owl hooted and hooted, as if aware I was looking for him.


I walked stealthily toward the owl. Fortunately, the ground was relatively flat, and I didn’t run the risk of falling off a cliff. I got close to the tree that sounded like the source of the hooting. When I was about to locate the owl with my flashlight, he flew to another tree, where the terrain was more rugged.


I didn’t hesitate to follow him. This time the owl was making screeching noises that sounded like a burst of cackles. Guided by my flashlight and the shrieks, I walked deeper into the forest until I reached a rocky point on uneven ground. I proceeded with extreme caution, making sure I didn’t get anywhere near a cliff. The sky was clear, there was a full moon, I had plenty of food and water in my backpack, it wasn’t cold, and the weather forecast was good. I couldn’t miss the rare opportunity to see a spotted owl in its natural habitat with my own eyes.


I kept walking on the rocky point with extreme care, but I stumbled and dropped the flashlight. It fell down the rocks until it disappeared. The owl was still resting on the same tree and kept teasing me with his screeches.


I thought that I was going to find him with the moonlight, but I could not. I had to find solace in the dubious merit of having found an owl, spotted or not, in its native grounds. When he stopped screeching and flew away, I decided to return to the camp.


As one would expect, I found neither the trail back to the camp nor any other. I wandered lost in the mountain for several hours until I found a meadow. I lay down to rest and, without realizing it, I fell asleep and had a dream that I would never forget.


An Apache man was chasing me in the woods. He was riding a horse, and I was running barefoot. At times I seemed to escape, but he always reappeared. After a long chase I fell down, exhausted. The soles of my feet were wounded and covered in mud. Once again, the Apache man appeared on his horse and yelled from afar:


“Do you remember me? I’m Refugio.”


An owl that hovered over him flew toward me, landed on a ledge that was behind me, and spoke:


“You fool! Why do you run away? I’ll destroy you if I want, or I might let you go. Only an idiot struggles against his superiors!”


Then I awoke. The day was dawning.


“I remember very well that I fell asleep on a mountain peak like this one,” I said to myself when I ended my remembrance. “The landscape was identical.”


Brother Antonio was still next to me, and he was also contemplating the landscape.


“Are we in New Mexico?”


“Yes, these mountains are located in the province of New Mexico.”


“Have you been to Albuquerque?” I asked to show him I knew the area.


“In the province of Extremadura?”


“No, in New Mexico.”


“You must be confused, son,” he said emphatically. “There is no place with that name around here.”


“Albuquerque is located between Socorro and Santa Fe,” I said with certainty.


“Santa Fe? Are you talking about the Real Villa de la Santa Fe de San Francisco de Asís?” He spelled out the full name of the capital, as if he wanted me to speak more properly.


“I suppose that’s what they used to call it in the olden times.”


“In the olden times? The village was founded by Don Pedro de Peralta only fifty-five years ago.”


He must have escaped from an asylum, I thought to myself. Or I must be dreaming.


I tried to wake myself up. I was used to doing this whenever I was in the midst of a nightmare or anxiety dream and needed to analyze my situation. The fact of knowing that it was only a dream helped me wake up. What a relief, it was only a dream, I would tell myself. Sometimes I would fall back asleep and the nightmare would continue. But as soon as I realized it was only a dream, I would wake up again, and the nightmare would dissipate. I would return to normality, to my everyday life.


However, this time I couldn’t wake myself up. No matter how much I pinched my arm and rubbed my eyes, Brother Antonio remained next to me, looking at me like a psychiatrist trying to help an amnesiac.


It’s true that I had forgotten who I was momentarily, I thought. But that could happen to anyone after a whack in the head.


“Are you hungry, Diego?” Brother Antonio asked me, uttering a name that I seemed to recognize as mine.


“Yes, hungry and thirsty. And how did you know my name?”


“Why wouldn’t I? I am your father.”


“You, my father?” I asked with incredulity. But Brother Antonio pretended not to hear me. He took out a prickly pear from his haversack. He peeled it deftly with a knife and offered it to me. I savored the succulent fruit. It tasted like it had been taken from the Tree of Life itself. Then he gave me water from his gourd. I saw his dusty, calloused feet, his dirty sackcloth, his haversack, his hollow-cheeked, wrinkled face, and the cross.


“Let us go home,” he said. “Soon the heat will become unbearable.”


I scanned the entire valley and couldn’t see a single hamlet.


“All I can see are mountains and wasteland,” I said, getting a bit worried.


“Do not fret, son. The Divine Providence has foreseen everything. When I came here for the first time to this province with Brother Isidro Ordóñez and others, I also thought that I would never get out of this place alive. Now I wonder if I’ll ever be able to leave this place at all. In this kingdom you have to be very patient. Here time can move as slowly as a snail and as fast as a peregrine falcon.”


“And how are we going to get home?”


“On horseback. Refugio is waiting for us.”


At that precise moment appeared the Apache man of my nightmare riding a pinto horse and pulling a brown one. He was shirtless and donned a medicine wheel necklace. He was thin and solid like a cedar tree. Although he was probably in his late forties, his face was marked by the cruelty of life and the elements. He had lost his left eye and a scar in his left cheek deformed his face with its angular features and prominent chin.


“You were right!” Brother Antonio said. “I found Diego in trail-with-junipers-that-forks-and-disappears-in-crest!”


“Goozhoo doleeł!” he replied.


“Yes,” said Brother Antonio, “the Lord’s blessings will come to us!”


Brother Antonio took me by the arm so that we could get closer to Refugio.


“He is a witch,” I said, trying to lower my voice. “He wants to kill me.”


“Do not fear, son. He is your relative. Furthermore, you have done nothing bad. You entered Apache territory by mistake. It was he who let me know you were here.”


“And how did he know? He has been chasing me.”


“He had a revelation,” said Brother Antonio, lowering his voice, as if it were a dangerous secret.


“Revelation, my foot! You must be confused,” I replied angrily. “Or I must be dreaming,” I said to myself.


“You have had a concussion. Let us go. I will explain everything along the way,” he said, pulling me gently by the arm.


“And how do you know he is not deceiving you?” I asked, resisting his pull.


“Refugio is worthy of trust. He prides himself on always uttering the truth. Moreover, I have not told anyone about you,” he said, looking me in the eyes. “Let us go. The journey is long.”


I assented listlessly. We approached Refugio and the horses. While Brother Antonio checked the tack of the brown horse, Refugio asked me:


“Remember the sign and the code word?”


“Pardon me?” I said, puzzled.


“The sign and the code word. Remember?”


He spoke to me as if we already knew each other, and as if I should know what he was talking about. His voice sounded feminine, ethereal, and strangely familiar. I tried to remember who this person was and what the sign and the code word were, but I couldn’t.


Unfrazzled by my lack of response, he made an odd gesture. He placed the medicine wheel pendant on his heart and, pointing at it with his right index finger, he made a harsh, guttural sound:


“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah.”


I found his behavior extremely odd and didn’t know what to make of it. I smiled out of politeness and moved away.


When Brother Antonio finished checking the tack, he approached me. He handed me the cross, hopped on the horse with ease, and ordered me to sit behind him. I gave the cross back to him and placed my left foot on the stirrup. He took the cross with his right hand and offered me his left one so that I would hold on to him. Making a huge effort, I mounted and sat behind him clumsily, ashamed at my lack of skill.


“It’s been a while since I got on a horse,” I said, trying to justify myself. But Brother Antonio didn’t seem to hear me.


“Kadi-i!” yelled Refugio, and we started the journey.
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WE DESCENDED IN SILENCE THROUGH A ROUGH AND NARROW path that converged with a pebbly rivulet along some stretches. When we arrived at a meadow with a stream, we dismounted to drink water and filled our calabashes. Brother Antonio took out a chunk of beef jerky from his haversack and handed some pieces to Refugio and me.


“Ahiy’e,” said Refugio.


“Gracias,” said I.


We both ate our portion. Brother Antonio only drank water and apportioned in equal parts the rest of the beef jerky.


As we were eating, it dawned on me that my psychotherapist wore a medicine wheel necklace like Refugio’s. I caught a glimpse of him and noticed their uncanny resemblance. Both made a similar facial expression when pensive, and both had an angular jaw and a cleft chin. I tried to recall her name but couldn’t. I remembered that she had been teaching me dream yoga and conjectured that maybe Refugio was her avatar. Realizing that I was having a lucid dream, I made a mental note to write it down in my journal as soon as I woke up and promised myself to recount her my dream the next time we had a session.


It will amuse her, I said to myself, laughing quietly.


Knowing that I was dreaming comforted me and allowed me to feel more at ease near Refugio.


When we finished our snack and the horses grazed sufficiently, we continued our descent down the mountain. After a while, I sank into sleep and dreamed I was walking with Alma along a gorge following the course of the Río Grande. We were holding hands happily and silently enjoying the beautiful view and the cozy warmth of the autumnal afternoon.


Suddenly, some voices and hoorays woke me up. A bunch of people were gathering around and welcoming us to their pueblo. They were clearly waiting for us. Their leader, who seemed more than a hundred years old, approached us. We dismounted, greeted him, and exchanged pleasantries of friendship and good will. They welcomed us and served us watermelon juice in clay mugs. The pueblo was called San Marcial. The blocks of two-story adobe dwellings formed a small, hexagonal fortress. We entered the village through an alley that led us to the central plaza. Some houses had a kiva in front of them, a dome-like structure with an opening and a ladder in the middle to access its interior. Later I found out that the Franciscans called them “stoves” and regarded them as demonic temples. The pueblo leader and his cohort led us to the center of the plaza where there was a row of makeshift ramadas that had tables with clay pots and terracotta ware filled with food. The cacique invited us to sit down on some palm-leaf mats they had reserved for us. They served us tamales, beans, and roasted squash. Refugio and I started eating eagerly, but Brother Antonio kneeled and prayed.


When Refugio and I emptied our plates, Brother Antonio stopped praying, signaled us that he wasn’t going to eat, encouraged us to split his meal, and went back to his praying. We obliged, divided his lunch in equal portions, and continued to eat in silence.


When we finished eating, Refugio moved closer to me and asked me a question that astonished me:


“You had a nightmare with an owl the other night, right?”


“Say what?” I asked in disbelief.


“Remember the dream you had with me and an owl?” he said, pointing at my nose with his index finger.


I couldn’t believe that he knew the dream I had when I got lost in the Apache Kid Wilderness. His revelation gave me the chills and left me dumbfounded.


“Holy Wind knows everything,” he said, raising his eyebrows and nodding. Then he confessed in a reassuring tone, “Wind’s Child told me your nightmare and asked me to help you.”


“Why?” I asked incredulously but trying to sound solicitous.


“Because I’m a medicine man and you’re sick. Owls give Enemy Ghost sickness,” he stated matter-of-factly. “But don’t worry, I’m gonna heal you. I’m gonna beat the Enemy Ghost into the ground.”


When he said this, Brother Antonio stood up. He requested the attention of our hosts and people started to gather around us. He thanked them for their generous welcome and related the parable of the lost sheep. Thanks to the help of an interpreter, some of the people that surrounded us heeded his message and seemed to receive it enthusiastically. Others, however, observed us with curiosity and puzzlement. It must have seemed odd to them, both our trio and Brother Antonio’s story, which he finished by quoting the Gospel: “Rejoice with me, because I have found my sheep that was lost. Luke 15:6.”


Then the leader of San Marcial spoke. He thanked us for our visit and invited his people to deem our arrival an honor. When he ended his short speech, everyone applauded and made a racket.


Afterward the pueblo leader and some companions led us toward a small chapel that was embedded on the east wing of one of the main buildings of the pueblo. Brother Antonio asked me to walk beside him. When we entered the chapel, we went straight to the baptismal font. Three neatly dressed young couples, each carrying a baby, approached the font. Brother Antonio requested me to be their godfather and asked me how “the nurslings” should be named. I accepted cheerfully, forgetting that I was no longer Catholic, and uttered the first forenames that came to mind, María Guadalupe, María Lourdes, and José Antonio, which pleased Brother Antonio.


At the end of the ceremony, our hosts invited us to stay and celebrate with them. But they must have understood that we needed to get going, since they didn’t insist. As soon as we returned to the plaza, they brought us four horses: Refugio’s pinto, the brown one, which was only wearing a rein, an old perlino they assigned to me, and an ash-gray horse that was carrying provisions for the trip.


It must have been about five o’clock when we left. The sun was no longer scorching the llano, but it still burned. Refugio accompanied us only until we reached the bank of the river. There he said good-bye. He was riding his pinto and was pulling the brown horse.


Brother Antonio and I continued our jornada along a road that ran parallel to the river. He remarked that we were on the Camino Real and assured me that I had traversed this same road on a mule all the way from Mexico City. At that point, I was already wondering whether what I was experiencing with Brother Antonio was a long dream or whether what I had been remembering from my previous existence were mere fabulations that a playful or malicious spirit had put in my head to deceive me.


“It’s a miracle that you survived,” he said solemnly. “We owe it all to the most glorious and pious thaumaturge, the apostle San Antonio de Padua, protector of travelers and finder of lost objects.”


“Ahem, yes, of course,” I answered without conviction.


“I owe San Antonio a great deal: life itself. When I arrived here, gravely ill from Spain, the physicians in Mexico City had given up all hope for me. I owe San Antonio also my entrance into the Franciscan order and my venture in these New World missions. Now I owe him your trip to these provinces as well as rescuing you alive in the San Mateo Mountains. You were lost for seven days! The intendant told me that you got lost when you strayed from the caravan’s route after crossing the Jornada del Muerto, about ten leagues from here. What were you thinking? Why did you not follow the Camino Real?”


“I got lost in a strange forest,” I answered curtly, remembering my encounter with him.


“Luckily, Refugio knew the exact place where I would find you. An angel must have revealed it to him, the same one that appeared to me a few months ago telling me that you would come to New Mexico. As soon as we arrive in Senecú, I will send a messenger to inform your mother that we have found you. She will be happy to know that you have arrived safely.”


“My mother is here?” I was surprised.


“She lives in the Real Villa de la Santa Fe. You will meet her one of these days when she visits Senecú. You will meet your mother and, most likely, your tía Juana and other relatives too. The Romeros are prominent people of Río Abajo. Your bisabuelo Don Bartolomé Romero, God rest his soul, was a captain in Don Juan de Oñate’s army.”


“And who is the man that accompanied us?” I asked with trepidation.


“Refugio is an illegitimate son of Don Bartolomé. His Apache name is Iłní’yee. He lives with his people, the Gilas, fourteen leagues away from Senecú Pueblo, on the western slope of the Magdalena Mountains. His maternal grandfather was a Navajo medicine man called Sanaba, whom I converted thirty-five years ago and who lived in Ojo Caliente because he married a Gila woman. Refugio attends Mass in Senecú every now and then. He is facilitating our conversion efforts in his camp. We are trying to catechize the Gila people, but the Apache are very reluctant to convert. They have been the crucible of our work in these provinces.”


“And what were you doing on the mountain with him?” I asked, still incredulous of his account.


“When you got lost, everyone believed you were a dead man, except me. That night an angel appeared in one of my dreams. He told me I would receive news of your whereabouts soon. The next morning, I went to Refugio’s camp in Ojo Caliente. He told me that, the night before, he had received a revelation after he took peyote. Not only did he know that you were traveling on the caravan from Mexico City and that you had disappeared in the San Mateo Mountains but it was revealed to him the exact location where I would find you. I knew immediately that the Lord had made Refugio an instrument of his infinite greatness and mercy. I asked him to take me to that place. He said he would do it if I gave him El Pardo and the saddle as payment for his services. I accepted, of course. We went up the mountain, and the rest of the story you must know well.”


Fortunately, I did and could nod in comprehension this time.


We stopped to rest and refresh ourselves in a wooded area. We let the horses graze in a grassy patch and sat down under a pinyon pine. After having a drink of water, Brother Antonio began to comb the area looking for pinecones with seeds. While doing that he spoke to me about the origins of Native Americans. He claimed that they were the descendants of the ten tribes that Yahweh expelled from Israel during the time of King Hoshea.


“Yahweh sent them off to these overseas lands called Arzareth in the Scriptures. The lost tribes of Israel had been worshipping the Devil until we arrived. They still practice all kinds of idolatrous ceremonies and rites. However, thanks to our evangelizing labor, they are starting to respect the covenant that their ancestors made with Yahweh and, little by little, they are adopting our Christian beliefs and customs. Did you notice how well they received and appreciated the Gospel?” He turned around and looked at me to get my assent.


“Yes, Father,” I replied, trying to sound convinced.


“The nation of the Piro is one of the last ones to be converted. They are clothed and civilized, and they till the soil like the Mexicans. They have irrigated and rain-fed lands with good water utilization. Thirty years ago, Brothers Antonio de Arteaga and García de San Francisco began the catechizing labor with the Piro when they founded the Mission of San Antonio de Padua in Senecú Pueblo. As you surely know, Brother García is now building the Mission de Guadalupe at El Paso del Río del Norte to catechize the Manso. Sadly, Brother Antonio de Arteaga passed away last year. Brother Román de la Cruz is now the guardian of the Senecú mission. But he got sick and the custos asked me to be in charge of the mission for a few months.”


When he concluded his account, he had finished combing the ground beneath the piñoneros. He expressed his disappointment that, although there were many pinecones, none of them had nuts.


“They are all empty. Too bad. It must be due to the drought.”


We proceeded on our journey. Along the way he continued his account of the missionary work of the Spaniards in New Mexico. He also spoke to me about his long missionary trajectory in the province. He said he had arrived in 1612 to the Villa Real de la Santa Fe, and that he founded a mission in the Tano pueblo of Galisteo and another in the Tompiro pueblo of San Isidro. He spoke to me about the importance he had always given to music in his instruction.


“It is not true that the Word enters with blood. The Word enters with music.”


He praised the intellect of the Pueblo people and the facility with which they learn not just the Christian doctrine but also the mechanical and the liberal arts.


“In the mechanical trades they have learned to forge iron and carve wood. There are carpenters, stonecutters, and sculptors. The children of the caciques, capitanes, fiscales, and other authority figures have learned to read and write, both in Romance and in Latin. They recite the catechism aloud and in chorus. They know the Pater Noster, the Ave María, the Salve Regina, and pray the entire Creed. Some of them have learned to sing so well that they have become members of the school choir. Antonio Lorenzo, the choir director, composed a complete Mass with concerted flutes. It was a marvel listening to him officiate the Easter Mass.”


We continued our journey to Senecú Pueblo. At about midnight we passed by some dry fields. Brother Antonio commented that it had not rained since April, but he assured me that when it rained everything turned green.


Soon after, we finally began to approach the pueblo. We turned right at a fork, ascended a rocky slope, and ran into some famished dogs that barked at us without conviction. Gradually, a row of dwellings with two- and three-story apartments became faintly visible. When we reached the top of the slope, we turned right and entered a narrow street. To the left there was a churchyard and, next to it, on the eastern side, was the mission church, the convent, and, a few meters ahead, the Casa Real. The block of apartments covered the entire right side of the street, forming a fortress wall.


We entered the mission compound through a big wooden gate. Two armed men welcomed us and helped us dismount. The enclosure had a small square with an orchard and a wooden statue of San Antonio de Padua. The church was rustic like the pueblo houses. Despite his old age, Brother Antonio didn’t seem tired. As for me, I could hardly move. My legs were asleep and my tailbone and inner thighs were sore. One of the guards had to help me walk. He wore a poncho and a red kerchief. He was stocky, had a patchy moustache and long hair, and was about thirty years old. His name was Pedro Granillo.


We walked toward the convent and crossed a threshold that Pedro called la portería. He led me to the ambulatory, which encircled an interior patio covered with flowers and ornamental plants. We turned right and walked through a corridor until we reached the cloister. At the end of the hallway was my cell. Pedro showed it to me briefly and said good night.


The cell had two distinct areas: a small anteroom with a few rustic pieces of wood furniture and a tiny alcove that had a wooden frame covered with a black wool blanket. There I lay down and fell asleep immediately.
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THAT NIGHT I DREAMED I HAD AN AWFUL CRASH. I WAS AT WORK, at the Cornell Olin Library, and my lunch break was about to start. I needed to send some documents to my mother, and I decided to skip lunch to go to the National Express office downtown. When I went out to get my bike, I noticed two guys staring at me. They were wearing the typical outfit of a border chero: a plaid western shirt with pearl snap-on buttons, denim jeans, cowboy boots, a baseball cap, and aviation sunglasses. Their insistent gazes gave me the chills, but I didn’t make much of it. I needed to return to work in less than thirty minutes, so I focused on the task at hand. I unlocked my bike and rode toward Day Hall. As soon as I turned right on East Avenue, a black Suburban with dark windows took off, screeching its tires, and started following me. At first I thought I was being paranoid and tried to ignore it. But the Suburban was getting too close to me. I should have slowed down, moved to the side, and let them pass me, but I refused to be intimated and harassed. I pedaled faster and didn’t make any stops. When I entered College Town, I thought I had lost them because the campus traffic forced the Suburban to slow down. However, when I reached East Buffalo Street, the Suburban caught up with me. I pedaled as fast as I could, hoping that I would leave it behind. But suddenly, when I was about halfway down the hill, I lost control of my bike and hit a tree, head on.


I woke up horrified but relieved that it had been only a nightmare. Then the tolling of a bell and the beating of some drums reminded me where I was.


“I must still be in Senecú. Damn!” I couldn’t believe it. My mind was full of confusing images: the cheros, the Suburban, Ithaca, Alma, Cíbola National Park, Brother Antonio, Refugio, Senecú. The tolling of the bell and the beating of the drums reverberated in my head. The light of dawn was barely beginning to shine.


I had a terrible headache. It felt as if I really had received a whack in the head recently. I remembered that my hair was wet and sticky and that my clothes were stained with blood before I dipped in the river yesterday. Maybe the bicycle accident had been real. After all, it was the last memory I had. I couldn’t remember anything after riding down the hill on my bike on Buffalo Street the other day.


I didn’t know what to make of this dream. I decided that maybe my headache was due to lack of sleep and caffeine withdrawal.


Brother Antonio entered my room without knocking and stood at the foot of my pallet.


“Good morning, Diego. You must be tired and sore. Are you hungry?”


“Yes, I’m starving. I need a cup of coffee,” I said, rubbing my eyes and resigned to play my role in this nightmare, hoping that the coffee would help me wake up to reality.


“Coffee? What is that?”


I got up, sat down at the foot of the pallet, and tried my best to explain what coffee is. “It’s a dark brown, aromatic drink, served hot. It helps you wake up.”


“That’s strange,” he said, looking puzzled. “I have never heard of such a drink. It must be a new custom in Mexico City. We do not have it around here. We Franciscans kindle the spirit differently. Each morning, as soon as the bell rings, we get up and, before laziness and the Devil attempt to tempt and control us, we make a punctual discipline of twenty lashes. By the way, because today is a holiday and you just arrived, I have allowed you to get up late. But starting tomorrow you will get up at midnight to pray matins and, afterward, you get up again at five to participate in the Divine Office of Lauds. This afternoon I will give you instructions regarding the Divine Office and about how to conduct yourself during the liturgical hours.”


I didn’t understand what all of this meant or implied and changed the subject.


“What are you celebrating today?” I asked in a casual tone.


“Are you asking because of the clangor outside?” he said in a sarcastic tone. “Today it is the Día de San Lorenzo. Some Christian Piro are dancing and wearing masks and traditional costumes, like their pagan ancestors did to pay homage to their idols. They are making a manda to San Lorenzo so that he intercedes for them before God Our Lord. They are pleading for rain and other boons.”


“Of course,” I replied, thinking of the Juárez of the youth that I remembered, which did not appear to be the youth that this man seemed to think I had had, where some people celebrated the Day of Saint Lawrence this way.


“Of course?” he said in a tone of stern surprise. “Maybe these zarambeques are allowed in Mexico City and other parts of New Spain, but here in New Mexico they are strictly forbidden. These masked dancers are taking advantage of the fact that Brother de la Cruz is in the hospital of San Felipe. They know that they will not be punished so long as I am in charge of the mission.”


“These dances don’t bother you?”


“I am one of the few Franciscans in this province who thinks it is better to allow the Indians to dance as long as they embrace our religion and pay homage to our saints.”


“I believe you are right,” I commented with all the naivete of the newcomer.


“That may be, but if you want to avoid having problems with the Inquisition, you better keep your opinions to yourself, especially regarding the topic of Native dances.”


“I didn’t realize this was a controversial matter. Thanks for the advice, Father.”


Taking advantage of the fact that I needed to relieve myself, I changed the topic.


“Can you please tell me where the bathrooms are?”


“Bathrooms? We have no bathrooms here. We are neither in Jemez nor in Algiers.”


“I need to do my business.”


“Oh, in that case, the latrine is right behind this wall. The door to access it is in the backyard. Put on the tunic and habit of mine that I have left for you on the table by the entrance. Your household goods will arrive later. The mission supply caravan is stuck in San Felipe because Don Juan Manso, the intendent, did not allow us to unload anything in Socorro. The rascal uses the caravan for his personal profit. Hopefully, we will be able to resolve this issue within the next few days. As soon as you get dressed, I will show you the latrine.”


“Thank you, Father.”


“Please call me Brother. From now on I’m going to be your fellow Franciscan Brother Antonio.”


“Alright, Brother,” I acquiesced, the same way that I accepted everything else that was happening to me, reluctantly but without protest, as often happens when we are dreaming.


He walked out of the room and closed the door. I got up to grab the garb. It was an aniline-blue habit with a hood made of sayal wool, a white cincture with three knots, a wooden Tau cross, and a devotional scapular. The woolen fabric of the habit was as rough as sackcloth.


Partly out of sheer curiosity and partly to avoid conflict, I decided to put on the vestment. I felt uncomfortable and annoyed when I put it on. There was not a Franciscan square inch of my body, I thought, irritated, not even the calluses on my feet. Even though I had been a devout Catholic as a child, I had become an agnostic at the age of twenty-three. Catholicism and other monotheistic religions seemed to me tyrannical and retrograde, an invention of fanatical and intolerant men avid of earthly power.


I exited my cell ill humored. Brother Antonio was waiting in the hallway. First, he showed me the way to the latrine, and then to the refectory. He said he was going to wait for me at the patio and went to the storage room to fetch a watering can.


I walked back to the latrine. It was a small room, wide and narrow. It had a row of four limestone basins without dividers. When I sat down to do my business, I started to hear the voices and laughs of some children. Then the voice of an adult yelling at them. He was demanding them to be quiet and to form two lines. As soon as the children quieted down, he checked the roll.


Upon exiting the latrine, I washed my hands using a bronze bowl and a ceramic pitcher with clean water that were lying on a table outside. I was happy to also find a bar of soap and a clean towel.


I walked toward the patio of the ambulatory and found Brother Antonio watering some flowers in front of the refectory. He invited me to have breakfast. Before crossing the threshold of the refectory, he asked me to bow halfway before the crucifix that was hanging above. Then he led me to the table that was farthest from the entrance.


The refectory was small. It had a series of narrow tables that were aligned parallel to the wall. The seats were attached to it and were made of whitewashed adobe bricks. On two of the walls a fragment of Psalm 21 was inscribed in Latin in large, gothic letters: “The poor shall eat and shall be filled: and they shall praise the Lord that seek him: their hearts shall live for ever and ever.” Another wall sported a small window in the center and a corner fireplace in the back. The floor was made of compacted mud, and the ceiling boasted hand-hewn beams.


Breakfast was served. Before having a bite, he asked me to put my hands inside my sleeves and on my chest, to look downward, and, with my heart set on God Our Lord, to entrust to Him those who had produced this food by the sweat of their brow and to those who had given it to us as alms.


Noticing that there were no plates in front of him, after our brief prayer I asked him if he would eat. He replied that he always fasted in the morning. I, on the contrary, couldn’t wait any longer. “Pardon me,” I said, and took a sip of the frothy hot chocolate, which was getting cold. Brother Antonio scolded me for not waiting for him to bless the meal.


“I see that you didn’t learn anything in the convent.”


I gave him a blank look that he chose to ignore. He ordered me to get up and kneel down in front of him, bowing my head. He told me not to move until he said so, and to say amen after he finished saying grace.


When I returned to my seat, he let me know that the hot chocolate I was about to drink was a luxury reserved for special occasions.


“What is today’s date?” I asked timidly.


He moved away from me and made a mockingly discreet gesture of incredulity mixed with disapproval. He informed me that it was “the Tuesday in which we count ten days of the month of August of the year sixteen sixty-five.”


I gave a sip to my hot chocolate. Suddenly, it dawned on me what was happening. All of this must be a dream, I said to myself. Probably the nightmare I had last night was a replay of an actual accident. I must be in a coma or, maybe, I was anesthetized. This was what must be happening. Otherwise, how to explain these hallucinations?


I recalled that my maternal grandfather had published a journal article about the history of the missions of Senecú, Socorro, and Ysleta. I remembered it very well. In a footnote he stated that one of his ancestors had arrived from Socorro to El Paso del Norte in 1680, when the Pueblo Indians revolted and expelled the Spaniards from New Mexico. Could Brother Antonio be my ancestor? He claimed to be my father. If this was the case, why had he brought me to this mission? Didn’t he run the risk of being expelled from the order for having broken his vow of chastity? At his age? I doubted it. This happened many years ago. They must have pardoned him by now.
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