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\r'hat. Then it occurred to someone that there was profit to be skimmed

trom the work of the ranchers, the traders, the baker, and the teacher,

and the-v built a town hall. It was in the very center of town, though

:rar didn't mean much because Janos was so small there were no out-

.sirts. Or rather, there were outskirts, but they were never rnentioned

recause they were goteras or rancherias, Indian settlements.

The inhabitants of these settlements were Peaceful groups of
-lanero 

Apaches, Conchos, and the occasional Opata down from the

mountains in the winter. The criollos called them indios de ruz6n

because they had given up being nomads and become integrated into

the European-style productive cycle. Beyond the houses of the crio-

llos and mestizos in the towns-beyond even the goteras that fed and

rvere fed by the towns-were the indios de guerra: Apaches, Rara-

muris, and Yaquis, mostly, who were sworn enemies of each other and

rvhose internecine conflicts had made it possible for the settlements

to qrow. It was they who had expelled from the region the Coman-

ches, those lords of the southern plains now clustered on the far side

of E1 Paso del Norte.

Janos still exists, with its church and town ha1l, but no goteras.

The war there-the all-out war against the Apaches-was won, but

the winners choose not to remember it, because it makes them

ashamed. Today, Janos is in the Mexican state of Chihuahua.

This storybegins on the prairie, aprairie that chokes the town. A
land where so few people come that there are still buffalo. Let there

be blue mountains in the distance, stone walls between ranches, cat-

tle that die of thirst every few years when there's a drought. Let there

be rattlesnakes, wild goats, piglike coyametl, pheasants, yellow scor-

pions the size of a child's hand, coyotes, all sheltered under the juni-

pers and acacias of the chaparral, ratty ytcca popping up here and

there. In this harsh valley, suddenly a path aPPears, and the back ofa

woman running, a womxn

glances back.
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He was about to mount his horse, a sorrel as tough and cocky as its

master, when he returned to the office, folded the letter, and put it in

his breast pocket to show his wife as proof that he was leaving on

orders. He wiped the smile off his face, testing out woeful exPres-

sions for breaking the news: like all Chihuahuan woinen, his wife

had a temper de la chingada. In the only photo of the two of them

together, it's clear they were both handsome and fierce. He sits an

inch or two behind her, his hair unruly in the way of men who enjoy

themselves no matter the circumstances. She is standing: dark man-

tilla, severe black dress, impeccable gloves, a look of burning impa-

tience.

The men Ztioagausually rounded up for his expeditions were like

himself, not the soldiers in uniform coats and peaked caps who had

gone to defend Texas from the gringo settlers or California from a

rumored invasion of the tsar of all the Russias, but ranchers in heavy

serge trousers, wide-brimmed hats, flannel shirts, sharp-toed boots-

needle toes, they were called, their sharpness essential for lasso han-

dli.g. They brought their own rifles, bullets, and horses, enlisting in

exchange for a nominal salary they knew they would never receive.

Their expeditions to punish Apaches tended to be long and almost

always great fun for them. Tiacking their foes meant venturing into

steep terrain at little risk, because except in rare cases, the irregulars

could never find them. Sometimes there was a skirmish and they

shot a woman or a child or rescued some captive the Apaches had left

behind to sidetrack them. When they got back to town, instead of

"irregularsD-61' rurales, as they were called in the middle of the

country-the newspapers dubbed them nacionales, an epithet they

savored.

Zrtloagahad the best record of his generation as an Apache fighter,

maybe because his joy in the chase kept him at a remove from vulgar

clichds ofjustice. He didn't
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to Casas Grandes a little before dark, carrying the carcass of a young

pronghorn that had crossed their path that afternoon. The idea was

to barbecue it the next day. We'llbuy sotol and hand out tacos, said

the old man as they tied the carcass to one of the horses. There's your

ten numbskulls enlisted, and I can go back to LaTinaja guilt-free.

sEE,N THrs wAy, FRoM THE vANTAGE porNT of the twenty-first

century, running half-clad across the plains like a woman possessed,

Camila is athletic, confident in her body, though the men of her time

saw her as gaunt.

Her childhood was rather sad, but not lonely. She lived on the ranch

of her aunt and uncle as their orphaned ward, which brought her close

to the goteras. She slept in the master's house and ate at his table, but

she played with theJicarilla and Concho children of the ranch hands

and serving girls, which was how she learned to run like a leopard

and developed an ear for the tongues of the chaparral. She was al-

ways muscular and independent, as if she knew that the key moment

of her life would play out in a desperate race across the plains.

.Camila had married Leopoldo Ezguerru when everyone assumed

she would end her days a spinster. Theywere married in the parish of

La Soledad in Janos-a designation hardly befitting the smattering

of houses that was the town in the third decade of the nineteenth

century, when Mexico was a nine-year-old republic and the United

States was a nervous throb on the far side of Texas.

It wasnt the most promising of marriages. Ezguerra was sixty-

seven at the time and this was his third round of nuptials. I need

someone to take care of me, he had said at one of the sawhorse tables

that were set up every Sunday where the main plaza.wottld have been

if the town were big enough to have arecognizable center. For lack of

a better place, the tables v

the church. This streetwe

and it was intersected by r
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He was right. As a girl Camila had liked working in the fields,

and the apothecary's kids were making her miserable, so marriage

seemed a fair price to pay to liberate herself from the incorrigible

brats. Even at boarding school, she had chosen to live the way she had

learned on the ranch. She picked fruits and vegetables in the convent

gardens with the maids while the other boarders were being taught to

weave brocades and make marzipan. No one complained: her uncle

had put down ahefty deposit when he enrolled her, but after that he

never paid the fees. The sisters thought it just as well that she earn

her keep with the servants, even though she slept with the young

ladies.

She came from an undistinguished line of criollos who still passed

as white, though it had clearlybeen generations since they could make

the claim. They were the kind of family who settled in the barren

north because the one thing they did have was the sense that they

deserved a better life, for the wrong reason: they werent Indians.

The blurring of the desert erased divides, which were more rigid the

farther south you went. Anybody-except the original inhabitants of

the plains-could be settlers. No one came to Chihuahua, after all, if
not pursued by debt or a guilty verdict.

Errly on, Camila was aware that if she wanted a chance in the

courtship wars, she would have to seize it herself, because marriage

wouldn't fall from the sky: she would have to earn it as she had earned

her keep in boarding school, with her own hands. They were long,

bony hands, darker than the rest ofher body. She rubbed herbed oil

into them in the mornings and at night; they could peel a ripe tomato

without a knife.

Old Ezguerra imagined those hands rubbing liniment into the ab-

scesses that formed on his legs and back during long stretches in bed,

and the vision was edifying and dirty: after Camila's years at the con-

vent and the Teresian schr
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Don Leopoldo didnt

alone the vigorous Cami

those hands, which eYery'

mere plumbing. There w:

riage, then, but it was the

Give me your hand th
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lacked when alive.
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