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Hernando’s right leg came off in a cannon-shot, but his brother 

Pedro was there to catch him as he fell. The grapeshot ripped 

through his bone and muscle at a high arc, fired inexpertly by 

the Mexicans’ own forces, and it cratered the cold December 

earth nearby. Pedro screamed as he clutched Hernando, but 

Hernando was calm, caught in the miracle of seeing his father, 

his leather physician’s bag and his dark brocade tie knotted high 

against his throat, his wavy brown hair grayed with dirt from 

the cannonball crater.  

Papa, he said, and he raised a shaking finger. Pedro 

shouldered Hernando into the ground and wrapped both hands 

around Hernando’s thigh, his grip strangling the blood but his 

voice like black velvet as he spoke.  

Hush, brother, hush. Pedro spoke fast, and he said 

everything twice. It’s delirium, Hernando. The delirium of 

shock, Hernando. You need to breathe, just to breathe. 
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Hernando watched the last of the battle as it moved on 

from them up the Rio Grande. The bugle calls and shouts of 

men and the muted drumming of hoofs would soon abate. He 

was glad of it, for he was hot despite the winter and wanted 

now to hear nothing but the nearby chatter of the river in its 

marshy banks. He closed his eyes, and he could smell the water. 

On this side of it, Mexico; on the other side, Texas—a line 

decided by the war their father had died in. But the river 

belonged to both countries and so was no line at all, a broad 

stroke of suggestion, each nation sifting into the other like 

cinnamon and piloncillo dissolving in hot atole. He decided that 

Mexico was the cinnamon.  

He opened his eyes to explain this to his brother, but his 

brother was no longer there, and he was in a bed, and it was 

night. His breath fogged in the dark though his flesh felt hot 

and his hair was damp with sweat. He heard a coyote snarl, and 

he trembled in the bed. Then someone snored in a shadowed 

corner, and Hernando began to wonder if he had really heard a 

coyote or just this other man sleeping. Soon he discerned a quiet 

symphony of heavy breathing, and he smelled the stench of 

seared flesh and drying blood. He caught his breath and held it, 

listening to his heart jump, but there was a comfort from 
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knowing he was in an injury ward. Perhaps his dream of his 

father hadn’t been a dream but a vision. Perhaps the spirit of his 

father was here with him now. Hernando eased back into his 

bed and pulled his wool blanket beneath his chin and slept. 

 

* * * 

 

He woke late the following afternoon as the sun arrowed 

through the dust to light the beds opposite him. His forehead 

was wet with a washcloth, and he opened his eyes hoping to see 

a beautiful nurse, but it was his brother.  

He explained that his leg ached, that his feet felt restless, 

and that he wanted to walk. Pedro rubbed his thigh and said, I 

am sorry, brother. Your leg has walked off without you.  

He watched, confused by the misshapen ridges in the 

blanket, one so much longer than the other. He shifted to 

straighten his right calf, but the blanket did not fill. He kicked 

at the blanket as Pedro held him against the mattress and cried.  

After a few moments, Hernando stilled, and when Pedro 

eased off him, he pushed against the mattress to sit upright. He 

looked at his leg where his knee should have been. He said, Oh. 

Oh, I see. 
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Pedro wept against Hernando’s shoulder, but Hernando 

only stared at the blanket.  

Finally he said, Is Papa really dead? 

Yes, Pedro said. For many years. He would not have 

been here with us anyway. 

Hernando thought about this for a moment. No, he said. 

Papa fought for Mexico. We fight for Cortina. And who is 

Cortina? 

He is just a man, Pedro said, and he is on the other side 

of the river now. 

He has invaded Texas? 

No, brother. We have.  

The Rangers had gone in pursuit of Cortina’s men and 

were unconcerned by the wounded and deserters, which the 

brothers had each become. When Pedro explained all this, 

Hernando stopped him. 

One cannot desert what one was never loyal to. He 

looked at his missing leg and then at Pedro. Would Papa be very 

disappointed in us? 

I don’t know, Pedro said. I don’t know. 

Drunken bravado and revenge, Hernando said. It was a 

good fight to start, but I am glad it has left us. He looked at 
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Pedro, the brown cheeks damp in the cold air, those black eyes 

small. Hernando laughed and said, You need to wash. You smell 

like a wet dog. 

 

* * * 

 

When Pedro was very young and Hernando not yet born, their 

father, Dr. Alejandro Jiménez, had timbered a honey mesquite 

behind their large house. When Pedro cried at the loss of the 

tree, his father told him to be patient. Then their mother 

brewed pitchers of herbs and mulch and manure to feed the 

tree, and soon new trunks grew, sprouting from the roots and 

rapidly spreading wide like a hand opening from within the 

earth. It became the family’s favorite place to gather for the 

shade it offered. So it was to this tree that Dr. Jimenez called the 

family to announce that he had decided to go to war against 

America. 

Pedro and Hernando were fifteen and thirteen 

respectively, their three sisters all younger save the eldest who 

was already married and gone. Their mother held tiny Juan in 

her lap to calm the infant son while their father explained that 

he would be leaving for the army.  
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Pedro shouted and kicked a thick divot from the grass 

and complained that he could not join his father in the glory of 

war. But Dr. Jimenez smiled sadly and put a hand on Pedro’s 

already-broad shoulder. He explained there would be no glory, 

that he would serve as a medic and would see no action. 

Their mother smiled and handed little Juan to the eldest 

girl, Lucita, and their mother stood to touch her husband’s face. 

No, she said, the action will come to you, and you will see 

plenty. You are bold and strong-hearted; my grandmother saw 

this. You are a jaguar, my husband. 

Hernando asked what she meant, and their father told 

them to hush, but their mother knelt in the cool spring grass 

and pulled her sons close. My grandmother, the Spanish one 

from Louisiana, she had a gift, my sons. She knew the animal 

hearts of men. Your animal heart directs your fate, and your 

father, the jaguar, is strong. 

Your grandmother was wrong, Dr. Jimenez said. I am a 

healer. Sons, you’re too old now to hear these children’s stories. 

But after Dr. Jimenez had gone, their mother told them 

anyway how her grandmother was a healer in old Spanish 

Louisiana. Not a doctor like their father, but knowledgeable, 

and she could name the animals of men. Hernando asked for his 
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animal, and she told them both: Pedro was the wolf, Hernando 

the bobcat. They laughed at these and pretended to fight, the 

dog against the cat, circling each other on all fours. They asked 

about their sisters, and their mother winked at them and said 

the hearts of women were not for men to know. They asked 

about their infant brother, and she said he was the tortoise. 

They laughed as tortoise Juan crawled across the parlor floor.  

Their father died four days before the United States had 

even officially declared war. The newspaper headlines and the 

letter from the army arrived on the same day. The American 

cavalry and their new flying artillery had routed the Mexicans 

and chased them to the river, where their father drowned in the 

Rio Grande. 

Their mother read the letter aloud to the family. Then 

she folded the letter and looked at the children and—in the 

only words she ever spoke on the subject—explained to them: 

Your father was a jaguar, but cats cannot swim. 

 

* * * 

 

Hernando dreamed a midday sunrise formed of his own blood 

misting red among billowed yellow dirt, a rumble of horse 
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hoofs, the flapping wings of great birds he could not see. How 

he knew this noon light was a sunrise rather than a sunset he 

could not say, but he knew red sunrises were an ill portent, and 

this vision brought no delight. Still, he found the light shining 

in his own blood comforting, relieved to know with certainty 

that someday he would die. 

On the second day of the new year, the doctors spent 

hours checking Hernando’s sheets, the wrappings on his stump, 

the contents of his bedpan. They said that Hernando remained 

weak and unable to leave the hospital because he was losing 

blood, but they could not explain why or where the blood was 

going.  

But Pedro knew the solution. We have to go home, he 

whispered to Hernando when the doctors had gone. We have to 

go to Mama. She is like her grandmother—she knows our 

animal hearts and will know how to cure you. 

I don’t want to leave, Hernando said. I’m scared. 

Of Mama? 

Of going back. Papa said he wouldn’t come home until 

Mexico was safe, and he didn’t. He drowned in Texas. He is here 

still in spirit, and now we’re here in Texas with him. I fear if we 
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try to return we will drown too, perhaps not literally, but we 

would suffocate just the same.  

You’re being a child, Pedro said. Look, look what I 

made. He left and returned carrying a broken musket, at least 

fifty years old, the barrel stripped and the black walnut stock 

reinforced with an oak pole.  

Hernando laughed to see it. Who’s the child? You bring 

me a play gun? 

The hospital is short on crutches. I have been salvaging 

discarded weapons from the field, making a kind of business in 

trade. They call me the legs dealer, which I think is a joke in 

English. But the butt will fit your armpit as well as it would a 

shoulder. 

Hernando stopped laughing and looked at the premature 

dip in his blanket. He held out his hand and took the musket 

from his brother, hefted it a few times, and spun it lengthwise to 

fit the butt under his armpit. It’s short, he said. When he looked 

at Pedro, he saw how he had wounded his brother. But it will 

help. It is good. When I am ready. Then he set it stock-down to 

lean against the bedframe, and he said, But I am still too weak to 

walk. 

You will heal, Pedro said. 
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* * * 

 

The next night Hernando woke to a woman with her hands 

under the blanket, her fingers climbing his thigh. His prick 

stirred, and he thought he might be dreaming, but then she 

smiled at him and whispered, Your brother sent me. 

She was brown, and her black eyes shone like glass, her 

teeth too white in the darkness. Hernando looked around the 

ward, but everyone else was asleep or pretended to be.  

Thank you, he said. Her fingers descended his thigh and 

rounded his stump—only then did he awaken enough to realize 

which leg she worked with her hands, and he knew she was not 

a prostitute but something else. He swiped aside the blanket, 

and she withdrew from his leg. He saw that, through the 

blanket and in the dark, she had somehow unwrapped the 

bandages from his leg. His scars wormed white and ropey along 

the stump. 

That’s better, she said, and she bent toward a shallow 

bowl by his bed. In the starlight through the window, he saw 

that she wore a fine net of dried yellow flowers over her black 

hair. She dipped her hands into the shallow bowl and returned 


