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El Florón está en la mano, en la mano.
Vamos aver los talleres de la vida.
(The flower is in the hand, in the hand.
Let us go see the occupations of life.)
— “El Florón,” a children’s song of Mexico

The Gates of the Alamo
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The Battle of Flowers
APRIL 21, 1911
TERRELL MOTT rode to the Alamo in a Buick touring car, creeping along behind a procession of horse-drawn victorias and tallyhos. Like the carriages, the big gasoline car had been covered with flowers, barely leaving space on the door panels for a sign identifying the white-whiskered relic who rode inside:
Mr. Mott
Messenger of the Alamo
Last Surviving Hero of San Jacinto
Former Mayor of San Antonio
He was so wondrously old. He waved stiffly at the crowds with his almost useless right arm—his shoulder socket still frozen from a fall a decade ago in a barbershop, his hand broken and fused into a claw ever since that night at the Cibolo Crossing when a Mexican musket ball had snapped the leg of his mare and he and the horse had hit the road with a velocity he still found unsettling to think about seventy-five years later. In the polished wooden dashboard of the Buick, in the gleaming brass of the passenger-side lamp, Terrell could see tenuous reflections of his ancient face, the bushy white chin beard cut square across the bottom like a paintbrush. He was perfectly toothless now, having surrendered the last of his venerable molars to a Mexican dentist in Laredito. His empty mouth, along with the consummate baldness of his head beneath his gray stockman’s hat, filled him with a certain grim satisfaction. Nature was almost finished with him. He had, at the age of ninety-one, no notion or need of anything further. For a few years after he had been saved from death at the Alamo, he had felt God’s fierce, protective providence, but it had passed like a fever, and spiritual concerns had never troubled him again. Ponder it as he might, he could not see his approaching death as a mystery. It was just a shape on the horizon, a recognizable thing that had not yet come into focus.
“Old Sol has seen fit to shine after all,” he announced politely to Parthenia and the driver, a young man from the Buick dealership whose already froggish face was comically accentuated by his bulging goggles.
“I suppose he didn’t have the heart to disappoint all these people,” the driver said, just as Terrell experienced a gentle swell of nausea. The streets of San Antonio were a sea of feathered women’s hats, of spring boaters, and still the occasional sombrero. Terrell saw the crowd imperfectly through the distorting lenses of his spectacles and the cataracts that were slowly sealing his eyes into an opaque blindness. He waved his rigid arm in the vicinity of the onlookers and received negligent waves in return. The music of the mounted band up ahead reached him as a series of brassy tremors whose rhythm he could not locate, and the odor of flowers saturated the streets with a ripeness he could not distinguish from decay.
“Did you take your bitters?” Parthenia asked Terrell. “You look dyspeptic.”
He patted his granddaughter’s hand reassuringly and gave her a close-mouthed smile he had recently perfected. (He still had some vanity about his missing teeth and did not like to display his gums in an open grin.) A faint breeze rippled through his beard and helped take his mind off the reeking blossoms.
“I took my bitters,” he said. “You worry about your carnival.”
Parthenia was president this year of the Battle of Flowers Association. She had also taken over the role of Mistress of the Queen’s Household when the original mistress, a dim but high-spirited young woman, had resigned after embarrassing the Order of the Alamo by getting drunk and appearing in public in harem pants. And Parthenia’s daughter rode today in the lead carriage, seated on a throne garlanded by lilies of the valley, with attendants and pages at her feet and the Third Field Artillery clearing the way—Her Gracious Majesty Queen Julia, of the House of Toepperwein.
Terrell glimpsed Julia’s carriage up ahead when the procession turned a sharp corner and began to follow the river downtown. He saw his great-granddaughter’s gloved arm saluting the crowd, her chestnut hair flaring in the sun. He had been close to her when she was a child, an old man determined to show her all the latest marvels. They had sipped dolly vardens together and attended the kinetoscope parlors and gone boating on the swan boats at San Pedro Springs. But she was such a distant generation ahead of him he had already begun to feel spectral, a ghost who could not grasp her in his immaterial arms.
When Julia and her carriage disappeared behind a wall of stone buildings, he looked down into the green water, watching a hoary old snapping turtle paddle along beneath the surface. The ridges on the turtle’s shell were worn almost flat with age, and its diamond-shaped head was as big as Terrell’s fist.
“That one’ll go forty pounds,” he told Parthenia.
“What?”
“That snapper.”
“Shall we stop and catch it, Opa?” She smiled at him. Her eyes were still bright and young, but below them her face was crosshatched with deepening lines. Terrell’s granddaughter was forty-two, a widow. Her energetic German husband had been kicked in the face by an unshod horse five years ago, and Parthenia had found him lying dead in the yard with the front of his skull shattered and the skin of his forehead sheared away by the sharp edge of the horse’s hoof. Grief had filled her with a vague, urgent resolve. The Order of the Alamo—this “secret society” of prosperous young men who met every year to anoint the most eligible girls of San Antonio as duchesses and princesses and queens—owed much to her cheerful efficiency.
Parthenia’s duties struck Terrell as trivial. She was responsible for the color of the bunting for the coronation in Beethoven Hall, the prepared outbursts for the Lord High Chamberlain, the selection of music for the pages’ gavotte, the ordering of the engraved card cases as gifts for the court attendants. But she brought a gravity to these tasks that made him obscurely uneasy. There was something sinister, he thought, about the whole affair. The men of the Order of the Alamo, in their secret balloting to decide which girls would be elevated to royalty, reminded him of heathen potentates reserving for themselves that year’s crop of ripe young virgins.
But something in Parthenia responded to all this hollow medieval pageantry, this hearkening back to imaginary gilded times. Terrell’s own past was gilded that way in her mind, as it was in the mind of Texas itself. She had written a poem once—a society woman’s poem; he’d seen dozens just like it over the years—about the sacred walls of the Alamo stained with martyrs’ blood, about the ghostly tread of the defenders’ feet heard at midnight in the church. About sacrifice, tyranny, undying selflessness. Last year they had made a moving picture down at Hot Wells—The Immortal Alamo—and Terrell guessed that when it was presented to the public it would be more of the same. A man from the picture company who called himself a “scenarist” had briefly consulted him about historical accuracy—“The last time you saw Davy Crockett, what sort of hat was he wearing?”—but Terrell knew that this was just a courtesy. Accuracy did not matter to them, and increasingly, as his memory continued to dissolve like one of his nightly antacid tablets in its glass of water, it would matter less and less to him. For now, he clung to odd fragments of remembrance: the way the skin on his knuckles began to peel in the dry, cold air of that winter seventy-five years ago; the bats streaming out of the cracks and joints of the old mission during Santa Anna’s first bombardment; how he had lost control of his bowels when the first of those shells exploded in the air above him, and how the scalp of the New Orleans Grey standing next to him had loosened in panic and the man’s hair had fallen out and covered the shoulders of his linsey-woolsey shirt.
They passed a succession of saloons and restaurants—Beowulf Dreizehn, Schlagen & Vertragen’s Bier Halle, Der Blaue Donner. The Germans called this part of the river the Little Rhein. Maybe one of these days they would change the name of the whole city to Little Berlin or Little Munich. Back in the forties, the first German colonists had lost no time in transforming Terrell’s indolent little river village, throwing up their stone edifices, organizing themselves into singing clubs and gymnastic societies, sending their children to waltzing lessons conducted by stern old baton-waving professors. Terrell’s late wife, Hannah—dead forty years—had been the daughter of a colonist who had come to Texas with Prince Solms. Hannah’s father and her four brothers had industriously befriended Terrell, enrolling him in the new schuetzen verein in Alamo Heights, with its fancy clubhouse and shooting range. They had been determined to train him to shoot left-handed, since his ruined right hand had been unable to hold a gun since 1836. Hannah’s brother Augustus was convinced it could be done because he himself was utterly ambidextrous. Using either hand, he could shoot the ashes off a cigar held in the mouth of one of his optimistic brothers at a distance of thirty feet.
But Terrell never learned to shoot with his left hand with any degree of accuracy. Perhaps he had steeped too long in Mexican fatalism to make himself believe the attempt could be truly worthwhile. And San Antonio de Béxar—“Bear,” they had called it in the old days—would never be Little Berlin or any such place to him. It would always be a Mexican city, in its heart and his. As mayor, he had been perhaps overly tolerant of cockfights and monte games and the endless feast days that were celebrated with fandangos and rockets and games of gallo corriendo, in which young men thundered dangerously through the streets on horseback grappling for possession of a live rooster. He liked the feel of San Antonio the morning after a feast day, the clinging smells of candle wax and trampled flower blossoms and gunpowder from the previous night’s fireworks, the tamale shucks as thick as fallen leaves on the streets, the vendedores quietly setting up their atole stands, their displays of feather work and ornamental birdcages and silver jewelry from Guanajuato.
“Do you remember that old candyman we used to visit when you were a girl?” Terrell asked Parthenia now as they headed toward the plaza.
“Of course I do, Opa,” she said.
“He was always standing on this corner right here, swatting the flies off his tray with a sow’s tail. He was fond of you because you liked those candied pumpkins that only Mexican children would eat.”
“Calabazate,” Parthenia remembered, looking amused and revolted. “I’m sure if I tried to eat one now I would have to borrow your stomach bitters.”
He waved at the chili queens on Military Plaza. They all knew him. Until a few years ago he had eaten in the plaza three or four nights a week, walking there from his home in King William in the humid summer twilight, taking a seat at the long wooden tables just like any other citizen. But his legs and his stomach had begun to give out at about the same time. His knees were elastic and undependable now, and spicy food turned his insides into a gastric cauldron. One by one, his routines had been taken away: no more dining with the chili queens, no more tarpon fishing in Aransas, no more aimless strolling through the streets of old Bear. He spent his days now in his roomy cow-horn chair, trying to follow the jumping print in the newspaper.
The automobile travelled east on Commerce Street at hardly more than a lurching idle, following the balky horse-drawn conveyances up ahead. Terrell watched Parthenia as her eyes swept up and down the parade route. She was no longer a young woman, but she still had never quite overcome her girl’s nervousness that something, somewhere, was happening without her. This high-strung alertness was a trait he had bequeathed her. They were both jumpy and impatient. Even now, with his aged heart slowed to the rhythm of an oyster, he still felt something in him racing, searching.
He heard a noise from the crowd up ahead—a collective gasp with an amused undercurrent. At the sound of it, Parthenia leapt to her feet in the open car and covered her mouth with her hand for a second.
But Terrell, still seated, could see the catastrophe up ahead as well as she could. The carriage conveying the Duchess of Bluebonnets had overturned while negotiating a sharp left turn. The duchess was lying on her back in a nest of chiffon while several young men—dukes who had sprung gallantly to her aid from the other floats—surveyed her for broken bones. The frightened horses were still dragging the capsized carriage down the street, scraping off its veneer of bluebonnets and sowing confusion throughout the whole parade.
“Dear God in heaven,” Parthenia blasphemed, her eyes sparkling. “See that my grandfather doesn’t escape,” she said to the driver, and then climbed out of the Buick and strode toward the scene of the wreck, a slender, resolute woman in a great flowered hat. Terrell watched her shoo away the self-important young men who were advising the supine duchess. Parthenia simply drew the devastated girl to her feet, straightened out her dress, and spoke to her in a brisk, casual fashion, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. She then began directing, with simple efficiency, the righting of the carriage.
“Mrs. Toepperwein seems to have things well in hand,” the driver said.
“She loves a crisis,” Terrell proudly agreed. “She’ll have this parade under way again in a whistle.”
He sat back in his seat, feeling an elderly man’s satisfying weariness—his body exhausted but his mind suddenly as keen and taut as a fiddle string. He thought, with dreamlike clarity, about tarpon milling in the warm water of the coastal bays, the way they leapt clear of the surface as he fought them, the sun flashing on those enormous scales that reminded him of a knight’s plated armor. And spoonbills in the sky overhead, their pink feathers as lush and ripe as some exotic fruit. He wanted one more trip to the coast before he died.
“What’s your favorite eating fish?” Terrell asked the driver.
“Well, sir,” he said, turning in his seat and pushing his goggles up onto his sweaty brow, “I’d have to say catfish.”
“Salt water, I mean.”
“Salt water? Flounder, I guess.”
“Redfish,” Terrell said. “Or king mackerel, cooked over mesquite wood.”
“Well, I can’t improve on that,” the young man said. Now that the parade was going nowhere, the crowds along the street were no longer waving or applauding. They just stood about uncertainly, regarding Terrell and the other fixtures of the procession with the kind of embarrassment reserved for those who have been on exhibit for too long.
“A slow-burning mesquite fire,” Terrell went on. They had unhitched the team from the bluebonnet carriage, and now a dozen dukes and policemen were trying to right it.
“One thing I wanted to ask you, sir, if you don’t mind,” the driver ventured, after a moment of fretful concentration.
“You bet,” Terrell said.
“Were you there when Colonel Travis drew that line in the dirt with his sword?”
“Travis never did draw any line,” he answered. “That’s for your private information.”
“Well, I thought he drew it.” The young man looked sadly disillusioned. “I thought he gave y’all a choice to leave or to stay and fight to the death.”
“Well, I know what I’d choose, don’t you?”
The driver pondered this in silence, the sweat running down the pouches of his cheeks. Terrell regarded him as a boy but realized he was probably in his late twenties, older than Travis was when he led them into the inferno.
They could not see the Alamo from here, though it was only a block or so away. The sprawling, ravaged old mission had been reduced over the years to only a scrap of itself, only a portion of the convent remaining, and the grim little church that the Army had patched up in the fifties for use as a warehouse. The city had grown up around the site, the buildings of downtown dwarfing it and cutting it off from view. The streets of San Antonio were haphazard and meandering. They created a maze that even Terrell Mott, the former mayor, had not always been able to navigate with certainty. And at the heart of the maze, like some charged object in a fairy tale, resided the Alamo.
On this stretch of Commerce Street where they were now stalled, just south and east of the unseen Alamo, there had once been a promenade lined with cottonwoods. Terrell had courted Hannah here, hiding his warped hand in the pocket of his coat, the girl beside him demandingly curious in spite of her slim command of English. “Dass iss snow?” she had exclaimed in perplexity as the white cottonwood down drifted through the Alameda in the summer stillness.
“This was where they burned the bodies,” Terrell said now to the driver.
“Sir?”
“Right here was where they burned the bodies. They put them in two big piles. A layer of bodies, then a layer of wood, then a layer of some kind of grease—tallow, I think. Then another layer of bodies and wood on up like that till it was ten feet high.”
“You saw that?”
“Hell, no. If I’d stayed around long enough to see that, I would have been in the fire myself. I heard about it, though.”
The fire had burned for two days and nights, a smoldering, blackened stew. Since there was no more space in the campo santo, Santa Anna’s dead soldados lay in rows until a place could be found for them to be buried. The corpses swelled up like balloons, and for days the sky was black with buzzards. The stench of those dead Mexican soldiers was oppressive, but it was nothing, said the Bexareños, like the smell of basting flesh and tallow from the great pyres in the Alameda.
At his age Terrell could now see fire as just another neutral natural force. The incineration of a dead organism held no more horror or mystery for him than the evaporation of water or the slow ripening of a cactus fruit. But when he had first heard about the burning of his friends at the Alamo his mind could not let it go. For a decade or more the image had flared in his imagination like a fever. He saw their faces staring out at him open-eyed from the tangle of fuel branches that enclosed them like a bower. He saw their side-whiskers erupting in flame, their eyes melting in their heads. He saw the final cold slurry of ash and bone and rendered fat.
Sitting in the car, he tried to reclaim the wonder and horror of the image that had once haunted him so, but his calloused old imagination would not do the job for him. Instead, he thought again of that buoyant snapping turtle in the river, that school of tarpon in the warm waters of Aransas Bay. For a quarter of an hour more, while Parthenia saw to the salvation of the parade, while the young driver pondered in silence the thought of his ancestral heroes burning in that greasy fire, Terrell dreamed of himself as a hulking, contented beast, paddling about just below the surface of a placid sea, the sun on his back as he gently lifted his head for a breath of moist Gulf air.
“I believe that poor girl’s elbow is broken,” Parthenia said when at last she climbed back into the car. “She won’t think of dropping out, though; she says she’ll wave with her other hand.”
“Tough as a nut,” Terrell said absently. The parade was moving once more, though the long delay had taken the spirit out of the thing. The duchesses gamely resumed waving to the indifferent crowd, and the band started up again, playing “Come to the Bower” now, that inconsequential ditty from long ago that had fortified Terrell and the rest of the Texian army as they marched across the plain of San Jacinto with terror and vengeance in their hearts.
To his surprise, Terrell now heard himself croaking out in song. Seventy-five years to the day, and he still remembered the words:
Will you come to the bow’r I have shaded for you?
Our bed shall be roses all spangled with dew.
There under the bow’r on roses you’ll lie
With a blush on your cheek but a smile in your eye.
“It’s funny,” Parthenia said, delighted at her grandfather’s sudden animation. “The words are really very suggestive. It’s not the song I would have picked to march into battle.”
“Nobody really picked it, as I recall,” Terrell answered. “Houston only had a drummer and a few fifers, and none of them could play worth spit. They had to find a song they all knew.”
“Well, you’re in fine voice, Opa.”
“A blush on your cheek but a smile in your eye,” he repeated, this time in a distracted speaking voice, as the parade turned onto Alamo Street and headed toward the plaza.
And there was the old church of the Alamo, standing there in its strange solemn primacy, the holiest spot in all Texas. Most of the rest of the mission had been gone for many decades, the walls torn down to make room for meat markets and saloons. The site of the north wall, the weak point they had all fretted about so much, and that Travis had been killed trying to defend, was now occupied by a post office building. Except for the church, the only building that remained was the old convent, and the Catholic Church had sold that more than thirty years ago to a Frenchman named Grenet, who had turned it into a grocery store and famous monstrosity. Grenet had covered the austere limestone facade of the convent with wooden arcades and balconies, and had crowned its summit with turrets from which fake cannon protruded. The Grenet store was itself gone now, and so was the liquor store that had replaced it, but some of the “improvements” still remained, so that the venerable old convent continued to be an eyesore. Some of Parthenia’s friends wanted to tear it down altogether, in order to clear a reverent space in which to showcase the church, which they claimed was the “real” Alamo.
It was an argument that Terrell stayed out of. As far as he was concerned, the “real” Alamo resided only in his memory. The church itself, which the Army had crowned with a curving parapet that reminded Terrell of the headboard of a bed, bore no real resemblance anymore to the broken, roofless, weedy ruin of the siege. They could tear it down too, as far as he was concerned. Everything passes from the earth, why not the sacred Alamo?
Remember the Alamo! Ah, but there was no one left but him to remember it, and his mind was already crowded with thoughts of silvery tarpon.
The plaza in front of the Alamo was paved now, but back when Terrell was mayor it had been a muddy expanse, filled with chugholes and prone to floods. He remembered the sight of horses trapped up to their bellies in the mud, thrashing in panic as if they were being swallowed by quicksand. Once a tearful German schoolteacher had appeared at the city council meeting to report that his beloved St. Bernard dog had been swept away by fast water in front of the Alamo and washed into the river.
And even those days, only the eighties, were impossibly long ago. He settled back into his seat, ready to reflect upon the passage of time, wanting it to be again the tormenting mystery it had been in his youth. But he could not move himself to agitation. He was just an old man contentedly divesting himself, minute by minute, of life and awareness. He would pass out of this world on a warm Gulf tide, heading out from the shallow bays into the blue offshore waters.
Then he saw something that filled him with terror. In front of the Menger Hotel, a man stood with chillingly correct posture, his hands at his sides, his feet evenly spaced. He wore a straw hat, a trim mustache, and a suit of clothes made from the skin of a jaguar. The man was short, with a sharp face. His mouth was pulled back in a half-smile, and he looked out over the parade with the glassy eyes of a snake.
Terrell’s eyes jerked away from this apparition as if from the sight of something obscene. He didn’t know why. But all at once his peaceful reveries of death had been blasted out of his mind, and his body seemed to fill up with a strange, intimate horror. Parthenia wiped the sudden sweat off his brow with a handkerchief, and he felt prickles of fright rising on the skin of his bald head.
“What is the matter?” his granddaughter asked anxiously.
“Nothing,” he said. “The heat, maybe. But I’m fine now.”
She watched him with intensity. Terrell, for his part, kept his eyes forward, away from the man in the jaguar suit and toward the Alamo, where the parade was coming to an end. The various dignitaries were filing onto the reviewing stand, and behind them the duchesses’ carriages wheeled into position for the mock battle.
“I can have the driver take you home, Opa,” Parthenia was saying as their car approached the reviewing stand.
“It was just a little spell,” Terrell told her.
“What kind of spell?”
A spell of fear, he wanted to say. Once when he was a boy he had snuck off to a Karankawa mitote. The Kronks had given him yaupon tea to drink, so hot it scalded his throat, and he had watched them dancing all through the humid night. It was summer, and their bodies were coated with rank alligator grease to repel mosquitoes. The grease made them glisten like fairies in the firelight. The Kronks’ songs were high-pitched and feverishly redundant, and they had a gnawing insistence that he began to believe was hostile. He caught the Indians’ manic eyes, boring into him, judging him. The tea did something strange to his mind. He imagined his heart lying within his chest like a flat rock, then felt it lift and fall slightly as a rattlesnake stirred beneath it, trying to escape. But it was not just one snake, it was a whole writhing den, trapped in the center of his body, pushing against the rock.
The man in the jaguar suit had suddenly reacquainted him with that sort of odious alarm. But it was a boy’s hysterical fear; why was he feeling it now, when he was an old man almost shorn of consciousness?
“Just an ordinary sinking spell,” he explained to Parthenia. “I bet when you get to be a thousand years old, you’ll have one too every now and then.”
She said nothing, but kept regarding him with silent scrutiny as their car stopped in front of the reviewing stand and the driver got out and helped them down. With Parthenia at his arm, Terrell ambled stiffly to his seat, feeling the papery skin of his thin legs brushing against the fabric of his pants. His feet felt wobbly in his boots and he was desperately afraid of a fall, but his granddaughter guided him briskly to safety as a group of schoolchildren, bearing garlands of flowers in their tiny hands, filed out in front of the Alamo and began to sing:
We lay the crown of memory
 Upon the place of rest,
Where noble heroes lie asleep
 Within earth’s icy breast. . . 
Settled into his seat, shaded by Parthenia’s broad feathered hat, Terrell allowed his attention to come and go. A woman in a hat overflowing with artificial flowers—“Can you imagine?” Parthenia whispered indignantly in his ear, “wearing artificial flowers to the Battle of Flowers parade?”—went on for quite some time in the usual vein: “This altar consecrated by Anglo-Saxon blood to the God of Liberty, where brave men chose glorious death rather than surrender to the tyranny of a despot.”
And then the governor gave his own sober address, and bade Terrell stand so that the people could have a look at this curiosity—the lingering human vestige who had known Travis and Crockett and Bowie, who had stood within the walls of the Alamo during the siege, who had helped win Texas her freedom on the storied plain of San Jacinto. He stood and squinted into the midmorning sun hovering above the parapet of the Alamo. He waved yet again, and saw Julia and the flowery duchesses applauding him proudly from their carriages.
It was Queen Julia, a few moments later, who commanded that the battle begin, and then the duchesses’ carriages began to circle in front of the Alamo as the girls pelted each other with broadsides of flower blossoms. For a long moment the facade of the Alamo was obscured by a continuous flurry of flowers, the blossoms wafting to the ground like heavy flakes of snow. The duchesses in their carriages were giddy. The governor smiled indulgently, and the onlookers in the streets cheered the battle on. Terrell could not get over the softness and silence with which the flowers drifted to the pavement in front of the Alamo. The old church, he realized for the first time, looked like a tormented face, with its gaping mouth of a doorway and the shaded niches above, which had once held statues of saints, now as dark and empty as the eye sockets of a skull. The face looked on as the flowers fell, onto ground that had once been covered with thick pools of black blood, the dead lying in stupefied silence with their vitals coiling out of their bodies, steaming with warmth in the cold air of that March morning. All it had taken was one terrible hour.
Through the falling petals he saw the man in the jaguar-skin suit, standing in front of the Alamo sweeping the crowd with his vacant eyes and his strange rictus of a smile. His gaze settled on Terrell, and then Terrell remembered what his own eyes had long ago confirmed, that death was not a gentle melding, not an easy passage from shallow to deep water, but a moment of savage oblivion. You would scream for the loss of your self, your awareness, as you would scream if a cannonball ripped off your arm.
The man took a step toward him, and Terrell’s body made a spastic defense of itself, jerking like a hermit crab withdrawing into its shell. The movement caused him to tumble backward onto the benches of the reviewing stand. Falling was the thing he feared most, and here it was, as Parthenia screamed, as the skin of his forehead compressed and expanded in alarm. From the corner of his eye, as he was falling, he saw Julia’s horrified face, visible through a rain of blossoms. As he landed on his back, he felt a prolonged sting as the dry skin behind his ear scraped against a metal bench support, and then his thin scapular bones came crashing onto the wood. He took a few rapid, disbelieving breaths, and then managed to calm himself a bit. Whatever would come now, at least the falling itself was over.
“I’m all right,” he said to Parthenia. “Couldn’t be better.” But he was in no hurry to begin the laborious process of standing up, in no hurry to discover whether in fact he would ever stand on his own two feet again. Lying there sprawled on the reviewing stand, with anxious faces peering down at him, he did not feel conspicuous at all. He put the man in the jaguar suit out of his mind and concentrated on the thick smell of commingled flowers. He thought he would just stay here awhile, like a torpid old dog, like a dreamy boy lying on a spring hillside, and remember what needed remembering, and bid the rest good-bye.

PART ONE
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Chapter One
IN THE EARLY spring of 1835 an American botanist named Edmund McGowan travelled southeast from Béxar on the La Bahía road, following the course of the San Antonio River as it made its unhurried way through the oak mottes and prairies of Mexican Texas. He rode a big-headed mustang mare named Cabezon and led an elegant henny mule loaded down with his scant baggage. Professor, a quizzical-looking mongrel, scouted ahead of the little caravan, sniffing out the road when it grew obscure and threatened to disappear from sight.
Edmund McGowan was forty-four years of age that spring, very much the confident, solitary man he aspired to be. He was of medium height but heavy-boned, his hands blunted and scarred by decades of hostile weather and various misadventures involving thorns and briars, snakebite, and the claws of a jaguarundi cat. His features were pleasingly bland, but there was a keenness and luminosity in his eyes. He possessed all his teeth but one, and most of his hair as well, though his side-whiskers had lately broken out in polecat streaks of gray. He wore a once-fine hat of brown felt, a frock coat, and pantaloons that he protected from the brush with leather botas that covered his legs from his knees to his brogans. His saddle, bit, and round wooden stirrups were Spanish, and like a vaquero he carried a loop of rope on the pommel. It was his ambition to use the rope to lasso a turkey.
Though the weather was mild, winter still lingered across the landscape. The great live oaks, always in leaf, formed intermittent glades along the road, but the limbs of the hardwoods lining the river were bare, and few wildflowers had yet emerged from the brittle grass. No matter. Edmund had packed a modest amount of drying paper, his press, magnifying glass, a dozen vascula, and a few essential books like Drummond’s Musci Americani and Nuttall’s Genera, but this was not a trip for botanizing. He was on his way to pay a visit to his employer, the government of Mexico, or at any rate the entity that was currently being promoted as the government. No doubt by the time he arrived in the City of Mexico, another junta would have arisen and taken its place. As far as he knew, his commission—to provide an ongoing botanical survey of the subprovince of Texas—was still in effect, though in the last year his payment vouchers had not been honored in Béxar when he presented them at the comandante’s office on the Plaza de Armas.
He had no great hopes for this mission to the City of Mexico; indeed, he feared that his continued employment had less to do with a keen governmental interest in undescribed flora than with bureaucratic oversight. After the completion of the Boundary Survey of 1828, he had expected his services to be courteously terminated, and yet year after year, as Mexico suffered from an endless pageant of civil insurrection and foreign intrigue, his quaint little job on its far frontier had remained secure. But he had come to depend on those 2,400 pesos a year. Without them, he would soon be reduced to selling seeds to Kew Gardens, or to hawking ferns to the London gentry like some common Botany Ben. He considered himself to be a scientist, not a scavenger and purveyor of ornamental plants. His little house in La Villita overflowed with books and notes, with dried specimens and drawings and Wardian boxes filled with carefully nurtured living plants—all of the materials that were waiting to be compacted into his Flora Texana. He saw the Flora as a great, solid book as thick and incontrovertible as the Bible, a book that would justify a life of cruel endurance. (“What labor is more severe,” he had been gratified to read in Linnaeus, “what science more wearisome, than botany?”) But now, because no doubt of some fastidious clerk in a government palace, his work was in jeopardy. The only hope he had of restoring his commission was to present himself and make his case to whichever bureaucrat might listen.
The road out of Béxar led past a series of crumbling, desanctified missions, their old irrigation ditches clogged with leaves and their apartments inhabited by ragged Indian laborers who huddled within the broken walls at night in fear of Comanche raids. The Spanish friars had left behind mouldering aqueducts as well, and here and there Edmund spotted the crosses they had carved in the trees a century ago to mark the route of the Camino Real. Age had blurred and weathered the crosses, but at the place where the La Bahía road took leave of the old imperial highway the markers were fresh—a series of pointing hands sharply chiselled into the bark of the live oaks.
He followed the hands urging him southeast, toward the Gulf of Mexico a hundred and fifty miles distant. After a while the hands disappeared and the road itself grew faint, as if deferring to the greater authority of the river. Edmund retained an animal alertness as he rode along, but a part of his mind was lulled into hypnotic contentment. He watched kingfishers and herons sweeping along the bright river, the hawks perched with brooding detachment in the bare trees. He sighted the terrain ahead through the markers of Cabezon’s bristly ears, and found himself entranced by the powerful sweep of her neck, the cascading hair of her cinnamon mane. He had bought the mare a year ago from a Lipan who had captured her in the Wild Horse Desert. The creasing scar still showed, a deep furrow in her neck that marked where the mustanger had expertly disabled her by tickling her spinal column with a rifle ball. Edmund rubbed the furrow idly now with his thumb, feeling the taut, vigilant muscle in which it was buried. Cabezon’s scar saddened him whenever he considered it. It was the mark of her servitude, the sign that he would always be her master and never, as he strangely craved to be, her comrade.
Her left eye was bluish and weak, and her left ear in compensation was always nervously erect. The fact that she was nearly blind on that side made Edmund a bit uneasy in a country known for Comanches and dangerous brigands from the States. He imagined all sorts of hazards skulking in the field of her sightlessness. It would have made more sense to ride Snorter, the little mule, who had two good eyes and, it pained Edmund to realize, a finer mind than Cabezon. But, perhaps even more than most norteamericanos, he required the scale and grandeur of a horse. It was his habit to be aware of the figure he presented to the world.
Cabezon was prone to dainty, sputtering farts, and for a moment that’s what he thought he was listening to. But then he realized the sounds came from above, from far away in the bright vault of the sky. It was a guttural, whirring chorus, a primeval sound that made his skin tingle. Uncertain, he slipped the leather hammer stall off the frizzen of his shotgun and waited to learn more. Professor, hearing the sound as well, came running back and looked up to Edmund for an answer.
The cries grew louder, and then he finally caught sight of the birds—hundreds and hundreds of lush gray cranes flying north, flying with such conservative grace that each wingbeat seemed a product of rigorous deliberation. They spanned the sky almost from horizon to horizon, and the whole procession moved with the quiet, ordained manner in which events unfold in a dream.
Professor woofed at the great birds as their chattering voices rained down upon the earth. Then, in confusion, he began to howl, his usual response to anything beyond his knowing.
The cranes were beyond Edmund’s knowing too—he felt it acutely—but he watched their cloudlike passage in silence. The spectacle made him light-headed, but after the birds were gone the sensation lingered—a prickly, empty feeling in the top of his cranium. He feared that what he was experiencing was not the rhapsody of nature but an onset of the ague. After a few more miles, subtle pains began to seep up out of his joints, and he noticed with apprehension that his energy and good spirits were starting to trickle away.
In an hour or so Professor came running back again on his short legs, his eyes sparkling with new information about the road ahead. Edmund peered out over the grasslands and saw, a half-mile distant, the dark blue coats of presidial cavalry travelling toward him in a thin cloud of dust.
Professor growled at the horsemen as they approached, and danced about in indignation at Cabezon’s feet.
“Shush,” Edmund said distractedly, more a suggestion than a command. The dog, in his usual manner, seemed to think about it before complying, and he kept up a low, suspicious growl as the patrol rode up to greet them.
“Don Edmundo, it’s good to meet you.”
“Cómo está, Teniente,” Edmund said, smiling. The lieutenant’s name was Lacho Gutiérrez. He was a young man with one good eye and one leaky socket, whom Edmund had often seen promenading with his wife and three young children on the plaza in Béxar. He had lost the eye fighting the Tonkawas.
“You saw the birds?” Lieutenant Gutiérrez asked, showing off his English for the weary lancers behind him. “They were grullas, I think. I am sorry to have forgotten the English word.”
“Cranes.”
“Ah, yes. Cranes. Are you going all the way to La Bahía?”
“Más lejos,” he answered, forgetting for a moment that they were speaking in English. “All the way to El Copano, where I board a supply ship for Vera Cruz, and then on to the City of Mexico.”
The lieutenant cocked the eyebrow over his good eye, impressed with the magnitude of this journey. He himself, Edmund suspected, had never been out of the Provincias Internas, and the capital of his country was as fabled and hopelessly remote a place as it might have seemed to Cortés three hundred years before.
“How is the road ahead?” Edmund asked.
“Safe enough for a group of men, but I do not like to see you travelling alone, Don Edmundo. Four days ago Comanches attacked a village on Las Animas Creek and killed six people and stole a child.”
“Which Comanches?”
“Those with the bald-headed chief. Bull Pizzle.”
“I know Bull Pizzle.”
“Ask him not to kill you, then,” Gutiérrez said, smiling. “And tell him we’re looking for him.”
Edmund bowed and reined Cabezon to the side of the road to make room for the patrol to pass. The lancers’ uniforms were faded, patched, and covered with dust, but their horses and tack were well cared for and the men all pridefully wore a white crossbelt that identified them as belonging to the flying company of Alamo de Parras. The company was garrisoned in the sprawling old Valero mission—better known as the Alamo—that commanded a low rise several hundred yards away from Edmund’s house. The Alamo was as decrepit as all the other missions, but it was the closest thing Béxar had to a real fort.
“You look pale, Don Edmundo,” Gutiérrez whispered, with innate discretion, when the last of the presidials had ridden by. “Are you well?”
“Well enough for the present, and no doubt better tomorrow.”
“You are welcome to ride with us back to Béxar,” the lieutenant said, “and start your journey on a better day.”
“Thank you, Teniente, but the day is good enough.”
“As you wish. We have four men stationed on the Cibolo. It would be wise to stay there tonight rather than in the open. The Comanches know where all the usual parajes are. They might come up to you while you are camping and steal your horse and mule and scalp you and your dog.”
Edmund smiled courteously at what he thought was a witticism, but the lieutenant’s face was set.
“I have seen it, señor. A scalped dog.”
They rode off with their lance points gleaming, their escopetas jouncing on their carbine sockets. The men of Alamo de Parras were seasoned frontier fighters, and Edmund watched them go with a vague unease, wondering to what use those lances and muskets would be put in the months ahead. Nothing was certain in Texas, except that some ugly event was brewing. Edmund expected war within the year, though he could not predict the nature of this war or who exactly its protagonists would be. Perhaps the radicals among the American colonists would be the ones to spark it. They were restless and aggrieved, always meeting in conventions and forming committees of safety, petitioning the distant Mexican government to make Texas a separate state, to grant it special concessions on slavery, on taxes, on tariffs—all the while harboring in their hearts the conviction that Texas should not belong to Mexico at all. The colonists had all sworn loyalty to Mexico and, sometimes with winks of disdain, had allowed themselves to be baptized as Catholics, as the colonization laws required. But Edmund knew that Mexico had come to perceive his countrymen as a nightmarishly avid race, a race of parasite worms that would eventually eat out the heart of the shaky republic.
But if a revolt came, he suspected it would not be limited to Texas. It might be a massive civil war in which the inhabitants of Texas, both Anglo and Mexican, would join with the citizens of Zacatecas and Coahuila and the Yucatán to overthrow President Santa Anna and replace him with another just like himself, another tyrant stalking his way to power in the guise of a republican reformer.
Either way, the war would be one more wave in a forever turbulent sea. Seven years before, travelling with the Boundary Commission on the Medina River, Edmund had stopped to sketch a frostweed flower and had noticed a whitened oval buried at the base of the plant. It was a skull, and when he stood up and inspected the nearby ground he discovered he had come upon an ossuary, a field of bleached human bones—skulls and jawbones with loose, rattling teeth, scattered vertebrae, splintered femurs, and pelvic cradles. The bones marked the spot where another wave had passed back in 1813, when an alliance of Mexican and American adventurers had come charging into Texas, determined to pry it loose from Spain. Eight hundred of them had died here, their bodies left for the wolves.
He rode another five miles, his mind slowly twisting itself in thought, reaching for some connection between the scattered bones and the gray cranes spanning the sky. He felt an increasingly urgent need to find this linkage, to bind these images into a reassuring whole. But the world would not come together; it kept splintering apart. Professor looked up at him with deep concern.
“As I suspected,” the dog said. “You have the ague.”
Edmund could feel the warmth of the fever spreading through him.
“Have you seen these before?” Professor asked, standing in a sudden field of yellow flowers—small star-shaped flowers, notched at the tips, the blossoms completely evolved though it was still only March. “One of the Compositae, of course, though previously undescribed.”
Edmund peered at the flowers with fleeting interest. His morale was sinking, and a glimmer of rational thought told him he was in danger. He remembered his last attack of the ague, several years ago, as an almost pleasant experience. He had been collecting on the San Marcos River when he fell ill near the homestead of a family named Kenner. Hugh Kenner had claimed not to be a doctor—at least not anymore; like practically every other American in Texas he was in flight from an obscurely troubled past—but he had doctored Edmund all the same, binding him in tight bandages like a mummy to keep the shakes from rattling him to death, and then dosing him with Peruvian bark until the fever had gone off. Because of his skill, both the fever and the chills had been mild, and Edmund and Kenner had carried on a three-day conversation touching on everything from the treatment of hydrocephalic infants to their mutual distaste for the poetry of Byron, whose martyrdom in Greece had further annoyed them both.
But now Edmund had no Peruvian bark, and the fever was steadily enveloping him. In his delirium, Cabezon’s ears assumed vast importance. He imagined that the ears, with their ceaseless twitching, were trying to communicate with him, the way Indians sometimes spoke in signs. It bothered him greatly that he could not decipher the message.
“What is she saying?” he asked Professor, possibly out loud.
But the dog had resumed being a dog and had no opinion.
Edmund McGowan had sought out a life of solitude and privation. It was a way of holding himself apart from other men. By nature, he was more gregarious, more tempted by comforts of all sorts than he was willing to admit. But he had always regarded these normal human yearnings as a deep threat, something that would pull him down into the undifferentiated ranks of humanity. He wanted greatness, and he wanted the cost of greatness.
Gruesome images out of that life of endurance, or out of his rampaging imagination, rose up now like a series of tableaux. He saw a fire in the Great Dismal Swamp, pinetops exploding in flames, panicked shinglegetters falling through the crust of the earth into pits of flaming peat; a man impaled on a cypress knee; a crucified bear; two boys skinning a rabbit alive, just to watch it twitch. With unnatural precision he remembered almost starving to death in the Arkansas wilderness, and how finally he and the rest of his party had saved themselves by eating the dried mammal specimens meant for the Zoological Society of London.
The recent death of David Douglas haunted him as well. The renowned botanist had fallen into a cattle trap in the Sandwich Islands. A wild bull was already in the pit, and in its fright and rage it had gored and trampled the discoverer of Pseudotsuga taxifolia into a bloody paste. In Edmund’s feverish meditations, it seemed natural that the discovery of a flower could lead to death by a maddened bull, as if the search for knowledge were an unforgivable provocation of nature.
He took a small diary out of his waistcoat pocket—“The Ladies’ and Gentlemen’s Pocket Souvenir for 1835”—and sketched the various positions of Cabezon’s ears, so that he might decode the message at his leisure when he felt better and less frightened. And yet he was sure the message was a warning of some kind, apprising him of some immediate danger. He studied the ears with growing intensity, and slowly felt his mind and the mind of the horse beginning to merge in silent communication.
But then it broke off, and he was alone again in his human bubble.
“Help me,” he whispered, forgetting his pride. The road was growing dark. A nightjar sliced across his field of vision like a knife stroke. He could feel the chill of evening in his bones at the same time he felt the raging heat of the fever.
Cabezon stopped without consulting him, pulled the reins out of his hands and began feeding on the wild grass that had grown up around the ruins of an old mission rancho. He knew this place: Las Cabras. The goats that gave the rancho its name were long gone, gone with the old Spanish dream of a civilized Texas, of wild Indians transformed into tranquil farmers worshipping the bloody Christ.
He made a dreamlike effort to unburden Cabezon and Snorter, leaving the saddle, pack frame, tack, and most of his baggage in the grass. He glimpsed himself hobbling the animals as well, though whether this had been accomplished in reality he could not say. Professor danced around a small rattlesnake at the door of the church. Edmund swiped it away with the butt of his shotgun and staggered inside. There was still a roof of sorts over the crumbling building. Edmund collapsed against a wall, his cheek pressed to the cool stone. The church was very small, no more than a chapel to service the vaqueros and herdsmen who had once worked the rancho in the days when it supplied meat to the padres and the Indians of the great missions upriver. But it was capacious enough for his purposes: a dark enclosed place to den up and pray for survival.
He closed his eyes and settled into his ordeal. The fever burned away not only his awareness but, it seemed, his body as well, leaving only a smoldering shell. He wept aloud in his discomfort and despair, and grabbed his dog, mistaking Professor for an angel of deliverance. But the alarmed animal wriggled out of Edmund’s grasp and curled up a few paces away with a look of reproof, or perhaps pity, in his eyes.
Edmund emerged from this feverish turbulence into something worse. The chills came. He began to tremble violently from the marrow outward. He was lucid now, but that was no blessing, because his exhausted body could not defend itself against the shaking that now beset it. He felt as if someone had gathered up his bones in a canvas sack and begun pounding them with a hammer. If only he could slip away once more, even if it meant surrendering to the horrible fever dreams.
And so he did. The fever came, and then the chills again. And then the fever once more, roaring like a furnace and searing his mind into oblivion. He was aware, as the ague endlessly wore on, of cycles of daylight and new darkness, of soft footfalls coming and going into the church, of a fire crackling outside and the stamping and sputtering of horses. Someone spoke to him in good but lugubrious Spanish. He tried to open his eyes, but the effort to do so was too painful.
THERE WAS a fire in the church itself now. A good deal of time had passed and the sky had changed, at least as much of it as he could see through the gaps in the dried stalks that were all that was left of the church’s roof. Lovely gray clouds cruised above him—a late norther that might have been brewed from the stormy turbulence within his own body. He was weaker than he had ever been in his life, ravaged and happy beyond comprehension. He fell asleep again like a child.
“Are you better, Tabby-boo?” said the man in the church with him. He spoke in the same pondering Spanish Edmund had heard in his fever, the natural rhythm of the language adjusted to the judicious pace of Comanche thought. It was night now. The man sat behind a fastidious little oak fire, his moccasins off, his medicine bag dangling from his scrotum. The spaces between the toes of his bare feet were painted red, a sign that he possessed wolf medicine. Bull Pizzle’s broad face had an amused look, verging on an outright smile. His distinctive bare head—Edmund could not remember having ever met another bald Indian—shone neatly in the firelight.
“Much better,” Edmund replied in his own Spanish, after a fascinating five minutes or so of staring at the flames. “I’m glad to see my friend.”
Edmund assumed his friend did not plan to kill him. Professor apparently assumed this as well, since the dog was asleep with his head on Bull Pizzle’s knee.
“How long have I been here?” he asked.
“I don’t know. We found you two days ago.”
“Did I hobble my horse?”
“Yes. She’s still here, Tabby-boo. Also the mule.”
The word for white man was “tahbay-boh,” but Bull Pizzle had been so amused by Edmund’s clumsy rendering of it years before that he had applied it to him as a nickname. They had met back in the Boundary Commission days. The latest attempt by American filibusters to steal Texas had just been suppressed, and for once the province was full of Mexican troops. General Bustamente had seized the opportunity to call for a war of extermination against all the tribes, and Bull Pizzle—always as inclined to diplomacy as to war—had led his band into Béxar to establish a peace before the threat was carried out. As a gesture of friendship, the Comanches had invited the members of the Boundary Commission on a great festive buffalo hunt far to the west, beyond the cedar breaks and honeycombed limestone hills to an endless tableland of grass. Edmund remembered bounding on horseback over those plains as if in a dream, feeling the consent and complicity of the buffalo as he shot them down. He had never known bloodlust before, never considered that it might be a binding emotion. He had eaten of the buffalo’s raw livers, startlingly flavored with their bile. He had watched the guarded Comanche faces collapse into giggling fits under a swirling dome of stars.
Bull Pizzle had waited until the Mexican forces had been withdrawn from the Provincias Internas to start raiding again, confident that the undersupplied presidial troops posed not much of a threat. The chief looked close to sixty now, his stomach slack and paunchy but his forearms still tightly muscled. His old eyes were as brown and moist as a cow’s; there was savagery in them but no cruelty.
“You’ve been here two days?” Edmund asked, trying to grab hold of reality before it slipped away again.
Bull Pizzle slowly blinked his eyes in confirmation. Edmund could hear a good deal of talk and activity going on outside the church.
“Who is with you?”
“Fourteen warriors. Are you hungry?”
Edmund said no, and then yes. The thought of food made him feel suddenly hollow-boned and ravenous. Bull Pizzle stood up, dislodging Professor, and disappeared for an incalculable length of time. When he returned, after minutes or days, he brought pemmican and a battered tin cup filled with soup. Edmund crumbled the pemmican into the thin broth, stirring the grainy meat and dried hackberries with his finger, then stared for a long time into the cup, transfixed by the smooth, glistening buffalo fat floating on the surface.
“Drink it,” Bull Pizzle said.
“I’m too tired.”
Bull Pizzle took the cup out of Edmund’s listless hands and held it to his lips. Edmund managed a sip or two and then grew distracted again, and Bull Pizzle had to take the cup away and ease his patient back down onto a fresh bed of moss.
He slept for another day, awaking to the sound of angry voices. He had once had a primitive grasp of the Comanche language, but it had vanished in the years since the buffalo hunt, and the argument outside the church was incomprehensible to him, except for the occasional spiteful use of the word “tahbay-boh.” Edmund was alone with Professor, who looked at him as if expecting an explanation of the events of the last few days. The dog’s right ear was drooping with the weight of a half-dozen swollen ticks. Edmund pulled them out, and the look of judgment in Professor’s eyes softened a bit. Edmund stood, teetering with weakness. It was strange to be on his feet again, surveying the world from a forgotten pinnacle.
He walked outside. It was nearly dusk. The storm that had arrived during his illness had gone, and the evening sky was clear, with only a few radiant tufts of cloud. His sudden presence stopped all the talk. The warriors of the raiding party were clustered around a cooking fire. A group of them were playing hide-the-bullet on a spread-out deerskin; the rest looked bored and contentious.
Only a few of the party were familiar to him. Half of them were teenaged boys, too young to have been on the buffalo hunt back in the late twenties. But Edmund did exchange a mute greeting with a warrior named Quehtenet, whom he remembered as a brilliant and heedless horseman who even as a very young man had acquired a herd of more than two hundred horses. Quehtenet was in his thirties now, his face broader than Edmund remembered it, broad as a toad’s, but strangely handsome. He had a ridge of scar tissue that ran across his left cheekbone all the way to a tattered earlobe—a musket ball, Edmund guessed, fired from one of the escopetas of the flying company back at the Alamo. Quehtenet had highlighted the scar with tattoos. He wore a vaquero’s cotton shirt with the sleeves ripped off, exposing two arms that had once, at the beginning of the raid, been painted a bright solid yellow, but were now ocher with dust. His right thumb was gone, the stump freshly cauterized but still seeping blood. Quehtenet dabbed at the blood with a ball of cobwebs.
Edmund cut his eyes to Bull Pizzle, who directed him to take a seat near him at the edge of the fire. The Indians who had been playing hide-the-bullet went back to their gambling. Quehtenet, in pain, continued to glower at him. Quehtenet had never cared for tahbay-bohs, Texian or American. He had treated the Mexicans on the Boundary Commission with tolerance, even respect in some cases, but he had borne a grudge against Edmund from the start for his coarse American identity.
Edmund now noticed for the first time a little Mexican girl, four or five years old, seated at Quehtenet’s side, staring into the fire and sucking her thumb, rubbing the bloody hem of her dress against her cheek.
“Cómo te llamas, niña?” he asked.
“She won’t speak,” Bull Pizzle said.
“Where are her parents?”
“Quehtenet killed them.”
Bull Pizzle handed him a strip of strange-tasting meat. It was painful to chew it, his jaws still sore from clacking together during two days of violent chills.
“My friends aren’t happy with me,” Bull Pizzle said. “We’ve been here for three days, and they want to get home. It’s dangerous for us to stay out for so long.”
“You should go. I’m better.”
“In a little while. Do you like that meat? It’s skunk.”
“What will you do with the child?”
“Why are you so curious about the child? Quehtenet will keep her. His daughter died, and he wants another one.”
“What happened to his thumb?”
Quehtenet said something to Bull Pizzle in angry Comanche.
“He does not like to be spoken about, as if he were a child.”
“Tell him I’m sorry.”
“It’s his own fault. I’ve told him for years I would teach him Spanish, but he’s too proud to learn.”
Edmund glanced at Quehtenet and noticed that his broad face registered a kind of gloating disgust.
“When we raided the village,” Bull Pizzle went on, “Quehtenet got his thumb caught while he was roping a horse. It was a very bad rope burn, and it grew full of poison while we waited for you to get well. This morning we chopped it off with an ax. So he’s not happy with you, and he’s not happy with me.”
Quehtenet spoke up again, demanding a translation of what Bull Pizzle had just said. As the old chief spoke to him in Comanche, Quehtenet gently squeezed the absorbent cobweb with the fingers of his opposite hand, his face tightening as he did so. Edmund could see the blood seeping up into the filaments.
“To lose a thumb is very painful,” Bull Pizzle said to Edmund. “Probably the most painful thing you can lose except for your prick.”
Edmund let his eyes drift over again to the little girl. She had not been harmed physically, but her dress was still stained with blood—her mother’s blood, Edmund guessed—and her eyes, glazed with shock, had no more expression than a possum’s.
“Is it true that Terán killed himself?” Bull Pizzle asked him.
“Yes, it’s true.”
“How?”
“He stabbed himself in the heart with his sword.”
Bull Pizzle relayed this news in Comanche to the rest of the raiding party. The silence that followed might have been appreciative or horrified—Edmund did not know what Indians thought of taking one’s own life. The Comanches had known and liked Manuel de Mier y Terán, the young Mexican general who had led the Boundary Commission and who had been horrified at the relentless encroachment of norteamericanos into the Mexican frontier. Terán had realized that the colonists—with their demands for ports and tariff concessions and relaxed slavery laws—were merely preparing the ground for a full-scale invasion.
He had been an emotional and strangely fragile man. One early morning during their survey travels Edmund had found him sitting on a rock terrace that shelved into a clear, shallow river. Terán was holding a cup of chocolate, looking up at a towering limestone bluff on the other side of the river. At that hour of the morning the bluff was still in deep shade, but a band of sunlight illuminated the topmost stratum of rock with an intoxicating brightness. Bats were streaming back to their homes in the pockmarked bluff, millions of them in a long, sinuous column that moved across the sky like smoke. Swallows flew among the bats, darting in and out of their mud nests below the overhangs. Edmund could hear the hollow, fluting calls of doves, the sound of water trickling into the river from springs hidden behind thick mats of maidenhair fern.
Edmund had joined Terán on the rock shelf, and did not notice for some minutes that the general was in tears.
“Texas is lost,” Terán said finally, his soft voice echoing off the sculpted rock. “You norteamericanos will take it. It is only a matter of a few years. Texas is lost, and so am I.”
Something had happened to Terán in Texas, something Edmund understood only vaguely. During the course of the survey he had watched the general’s robust health begin to deteriorate, though precisely what fevers or miasmas had invaded his body was impossible to tell. Texas had been like a shimmering vision to him, and he had withered ecstatically in its sight. He had wanted to keep this brilliant country for Mexico, for himself, and he could not. His pleas to the government to populate this country with more Mexican settlers, with Germans, with Swiss, with convicts—with anyone but the rapacious Americans—had not been answered, and he had begun to feel that heaven itself was out of reach. The land’s wondrous melancholy had settled into his heart and would kill him.
“If a war comes,” Bull Pizzle asked Edmund now, “who should we fight against? The Mexicans or the Texians?”
“You fight against both of them already,” Edmund said.
“That’s true.”
Quehtenet spoke up again, in his angry put-upon voice. Edmund found that he was beginning to remember a few scraps of the language, but not enough to understand what Quehtenet was saying.
“He says we’ll have plenty of fighting after the war is over,” Bull Pizzle translated. “No matter who wins. Mexicans are no different from Texians, and Texians are no different from Americans. They all want what belongs to the People.
“Myself,” Bull Pizzle went on, “I like the Americans. I’m willing to travel to Washington to meet the president.”
He turned his eye to Edmund.
“Who will you fight for?”
“No one. I’m not a soldier.”
Quehtenet evidently knew enough Spanish to understand this simple statement, for he emitted a disgusted laugh without the benefit of a translation from Bull Pizzle. Then he spoke in Comanche. Edmund couldn’t follow it, but from the look of shock on Bull Pizzle’s face he gathered it was an amazing insult. The other Comanches broke into an affirmative muttering that alarmed him. He had the feeling that his safety was no longer guaranteed.
“What did he say?” he asked Bull Pizzle.
“It was very rude. He said you would make a poor soldier anyway. Your medicine is weak, and the longer we stay here with you the weaker our medicine becomes.”
Edmund thought for a moment, struggling against the lassitude of his mind and body. He needed to make a strong showing. Bull Pizzle’s sponsorship was no longer enough to keep him alive. The Comanche words he needed came floating into his mind as if borne on the wind.
“Do you want to fight?” Edmund said to Quehtenet. “I’ll fight you for the little girl.”
Quehtenet’s eyes widened with amusement or rage. In all his years of frontier travel, Edmund had never shot at a man or used his green river knife for any purpose more dangerous than trimming his nails. And he was so weak with the ague he could barely keep his head tottering upright on his shoulders. His only real weapon was bravado.
Quehtenet countered with a dismissive laugh and a statement in Comanche that Edmund couldn’t catch.
“He says what’s the point of fighting you?” Bull Pizzle said. “You can hardly stand up.”
“He has only one thumb. That makes us even.”
Far from even, Edmund knew. Quehtenet would have him down and scalped in an eyeblink.
“If the point is the girl,” Bull Pizzle said, “it would be foolish to fight over her when you can barter.” He repeated this in Comanche to Quehtenet, who responded in a bitter torrent of unintelligible words.
“He says he didn’t take her to barter with. He took her to be his daughter. He has no interest in selling her the way the Americans sell their negro slaves. He wants to know what you plan to do with her. Sell her back to the Mexicans?”
Edmund said that he planned to give her back.
Quehtenet wanted to know why the Mexicans were better for her than the Numinuh.
This word—the Comanches’ term for themselves—came explosively from Quehtenet’s mouth. He made the sign for it as well—a wiggling motion of the fingers that meant Snake Travelling Backward.
“She is a Mexican,” Edmund said. “If she were a Comanche and the Mexicans had taken her, I would say the same thing. She belongs with her people.”
Bull Pizzle relayed this to Quehtenet, and then Quehtenet’s answer to Edmund.
“He won’t fight you for her. He won’t sell her to you. He won’t give her to you. But I think he is ready to kill you, Tabby-boo, whether you’re sick or not.”
Edmund drew himself to his feet, reaching what seemed like a dizzying height. His head wobbled on a body that felt as light as a cane stalk. But in this ethereal state he was somehow strong and charged with confidence.
“The girl will come with me,” he announced, once again finding the Comanche words.
Quehtenet’s face darkened, and so did Bull Pizzle’s. Edmund walked over to the front of the church and bent down to retrieve his saddle. He grabbed the broad wooden horn and, knowing better than to try to lift the saddle, dragged it across the dirt to where Cabezon was grazing in her rawhide hobbles some distance away from the captured Mexican herd. He could feel the Indians’ eyes on him as he slipped the bit into the mare’s mouth and settled the bridle on her head. Professor stood guard at his feet, facing the cluster of Comanches by the fire, glancing up periodically at Edmund with agitated jerks of his head.
Edmund set his blanket on Cabezon’s back and then bent down to the saddle. He thought if he marshalled his strength carefully he might be able to lift it and swing it onto the horse. But he managed to heft it only a few inches off the ground, and he stood there gasping after the attempt, his frail muscles twitching, his head filled with a sloshing sea of blood.
Bull Pizzle stood, walked over to him, and placed the saddle on the horse in one easy motion.
“Thank you,” Edmund said as Bull Pizzle tied the cinch.
“Can you make it into the saddle?” Bull Pizzle asked.
“I think so.”
Bull Pizzle took off the hobbles, and Edmund launched himself onto Cabezon’s back, his muscles weak but his bones as light as porcelain. He sat atop the mare while Bull Pizzle unhobbled Snorter and loaded him with the packsaddle.
“Forget about the Mexican girl,” Bull Pizzle whispered to him as he handed him the mule’s reins. “You are being very foolish about her. This sickness is keeping you from thinking clearly. If you insist, what choice will he have but to kill you?”
Edmund touched his heels to Cabezon’s flanks and rode over to face Quehtenet. He felt giddy and unconcerned, flush with some strange authority he could not name.
“Niña,” he said to the girl, “ven acá. Voy a llevarte a tu casa.”
She looked up at him, and he could see the hope struggling to surface in her eyes, a hope he could not encourage or guarantee.
Quehtenet looked at Bull Pizzle and spoke to the older man in Comanche. Quehtenet’s tone was now more exasperated than angry. Bull Pizzle, Edmund gathered, was pleading for toleration. He clearly considered Edmund’s mind to be addled, and in a sudden flash of reason Edmund realized he was right. Why was he taking this girl? Her parents were dead, and the Comanche life, he knew, was as full of richness as any—a never-ending procession through buffalo plains and verdant hills, a dangerous and primitive life that was probably no more dangerous or primitive than the one from which the girl had just been stolen. He began to sense that this rescue was nothing more than a grand gesture whose only purpose was to satisfy his own vanity.
“Quehtenet is very annoyed with you, Tabby-boo,” Bull Pizzle said. “So am I. Leave the girl here and go.”
“Ven acá,” Edmund said again to the girl. She started to move, but Quehtenet gripped her arm with his good hand.
He spoke angrily to Bull Pizzle again in Comanche, and the older man’s exasperation was plain enough.
Quehtenet stepped forward, grabbed a horsehide blanket, and flapped it in front of Cabezon’s face, shouting in a high, piercing voice. The startled horse leapt backward and then reared, throwing Edmund hard onto the trampled grass, his left leg landing in a nest of prickly pear.
He expected laughter but heard none. The looks on the Comanches’ faces were pitying. It was almost dark now. In silence one of the warriors placed a moss-covered oak branch onto the fire, causing a vivid eruption of flame. Edmund pulled himself to his feet. The innumerable cactus needles had been driven in deep, and they stood up in a bristly line from his thigh to his ankle.
But Edmund could see that Quehtenet was in pain as well. The effort of spooking Cabezon had caused the stump of his thumb to throb anew, and he sat by the fire looking stonily into the flames.
Edmund hobbled toward him, his shoulder sore where he had fallen on it, the cactus needles rooted painfully in the meat of his leg.
Quehtenet glared at him. He produced a rawhide quirt. Professor growled, and one of the other Indians kicked the little dog a yard into the air.
“Don’t kick my dog,” Edmund said.
Professor ran over to Edmund and huddled at his feet. Quehtenet was striding forward with the quirt, ready to strike Edmund across the face, when they heard a raspy, high-pitched screech, a disapproving hiss that erupted from the roof of the ruined church. And then the owl came gliding between Edmund and Quehtenet. It flew low, at chest level, as white as a spirit, its heart-shaped face eerily blank. Edmund could hear the angry clicking of its bill, but otherwise it was silent, and in a moment its pure form had disappeared into the evening sky.
Quehtenet said nothing. He stopped, put down the quirt, and fell into a demoralized silence. The other men behind him murmured in Comanche. Some of them began to kick out the fire while others went for the horses.
Quehtenet spat a few words at him, and then stormed over to the horses.
“He says to keep the girl,” Bull Pizzle said. “Keep the girl and your evil spirits. Did you know you had owl medicine, Tabby-boo?”
“No, I wasn’t aware of it.”
“We Numinuh do not like owls. A long time ago the People suffered badly because of Great Cannibal Owl. He would fly down out of the sky at night and pick up children like mice. He’s gone now, but his bones are still around. I’ve never seen them, but my father did, in a cave in the mountains. He said the owl’s skull was twice the size of a bison bull’s.”
Edmund looked at the girl. She was sitting alone by the fire now, still clutching the hem of her dress.
“So Quehtenet is going to let me take her?”
“Oh, yes. He doesn’t like owls any better than the rest of us.”
Bull Pizzle put out his hand awkwardly for a white man’s handshake, a gesture Edmund knew he disliked. The old man’s grip was tentative and limp.
“I don’t really have owl medicine,” Edmund said. “It was just an accident.”
“You may have it or you may not. Your opinion about it doesn’t matter.”
The old Indian stood in silence for a moment more.
“Dark days are coming to this country, Tabby-boo.”
He walked over to his horses on bandy legs. In a moment more they were all gone, off into the twilit brasada. Quehtenet made a point of not looking back at him. Edmund walked over to the fire and stopped a discreet distance from the girl. He began pulling the needles out of his leg, working by the firelight as if engaged in a handicraft. Professor, sore from being kicked, curled up against his foot. The girl never spoke, but finally turned her dark eyes in his direction and watched him work.
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