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			Underneath the whisperings
of tropic nights
there is a darker whispering
that death invents especially
for northern men
whom the tropics
have come to hold.

			—WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS, “ADAM”
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		EL ENCUENTRO/THE ENCOUNTER:
NOVEMBER 19, 1493
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		They came from the sea, their battered sails and black hull menacing the indigo horizon. The vessel was many times taller and longer than the people’s canoes and from them came the stench of unwashed bodies and pine tar. The men who dropped from the ship were monstrous creatures with shiny carapaces on their chests, upon their heads, and around their arms and shins. They carried spears, flags, and crosses.

		The people of Borínquen were afraid to reveal themselves because their villages had been ravaged so many times that they knew nothing good ever came to their shores unbidden from the sea. The mighty goddess Guabancex often unleashed huracán winds and heavy rains from the ocean to sweep away their bohíos, flood their cassava plots, and change the course of rivers. Fearsome caribe warriors paddled their long canoes to raid their land, steal their food, kidnap their women, and slaughter their men.

		Although they were frightened, borinqueños were a brave, hospitable, and hopeful people. They called to Yucahú, the mighty god of the seas, to protect them from horrors delivered from the ocean. Then they emerged from the forests.

		“Taíno,” the cacique greeted the men from the ship with the word meaning “peace,” even though armored men who carried weapons seemed anything but peaceful.

		The sailors looked at the borinqueños as if they’d never seen humans. They gaped at the tattooed and pierced bodies, and swept their eyes over the women with an especial hunger. They stared at the cacique’s feather headdress, at the golden disk he wore on his breast, at his gold bracelets, and at the small nuggets knotted with cotton thread around the warriors’ necks and arms. The cacique was a shrewd leader and noticed the covetous glances. He told his borinqueños to give the men the adornments given to them by Atabey, the goddess of sweet waters and of rivers. The cacique also gave away hammocks woven by the most gifted weavers in the village, baskets full of cassava bread, sweet potatoes, peanuts, guavas, and pineapples. The borinqueños filled barrels with clean drinking water. With these gifts, the borinqueños thought, these men encased in metal who rattled every time they moved would climb into their enormous sailed canoe and disappear into the same horizon that had delivered them, hopefully never to return.

		They did leave on that November day, but waves of them came back, their vessels slicing across the horizon. Wherever they landed, they demanded tribute from the caciques and the cacicas, who offered more clear water, ever-larger baskets filled with food, the best hammocks, and more nuggets. The ships would leave. And more would return.

		Because the first sound from the mouths of the borinqueños was the word taíno, the men from the sea thought the people were describing themselves and renamed them for the word “peace.” The men from the sea also renamed Borínquen, meaning Great Land of the Valiant and Noble Lord, as San Juan Bautista, meaning Saint John the Baptist. They came with weapons that severed a man’s head in one stroke. They brought animals that borinqueños had never seen: horses, pigs, hounds, goats, cattle. They trampled through the yuca fields, smoked the people’s tobacco, and raped the women.

		The caciques and cacicas rallied the people. They charged their warriors to poison their arrows so that when the tips entered the men’s unarmored flesh their blood would flame and boil inside their bodies. When a warrior dropped his heavy club over an unhelmeted head, the macana crushed his opponent’s skull as easily as if it were a calabash. They held the newcomers’ faces down in the clear, fresh water of Borínquen’s rivers until their bodies went limp. The women fed them unprocessed cassava to churn their guts into mush.

		The men from the sea were too strong, their weapons lethal. They brought enormous dogs to chase and herd the people from their villages, and after a man in heavy robes sprinkled the borinqueños with water and made perplexing gestures over them, they changed the borinqueño ancestral and clan names to their own language. They forced the women to cover their breasts, their bellies, the hallowed parts from which their children reached into the sun. They called themselves católicos; they called themselves españoles; their chiefs called themselves caciques, even though none were born in Borínquen from borinqueñas.

		Their most famous chieftain was Juan Ponce de León, who lined up the borinqueños and pointed at this one, at that one, at the other. He separated men from women, mothers from children, elders from their families. He formed them into groups. Then his men led the borinqueños from their villages to other parts of the island. They enslaved the borinqueños to labor in waist-deep water in the island’s rivers, and forced them to rip from Atabey’s pebbled, sandy veins the shiny nuggets she’d so willingly gifted before the men came from the sea.

		The borinqueños began to die from diseases they’d never known and from infected wounds opened on their backs and arms and legs from whips they’d never experienced. They died in rebellions, their numbers easily overwhelmed by men on horses carrying sharp swords. They died from exhaustion in the mines processing the shiny nuggets into blocks. They died from terror. They threw themselves into the chasms above the highest peaks of the mountains. They drowned in the sea. Sharks attacked them when rafts broke up as they paddled, searching for another island where they could rebuild their vegetable plots and their communities. They fled into the mountains, where they were chased and captured by hounds. They died of humiliation after hot irons branded their foreheads. They died in such numbers that their language began to die, too, and the names of their ancestors and most of their gods were silenced from tongues. The borinqueño culture, traditions, and history were chronicled by the conquerors who called them savages, who misinterpreted their customs and rituals, who told them that if they didn’t renounce their own gods, they would live in flames in the next life.

		Borinqueñas were made to lie with the newcomers because the men from the sea didn’t bring their own women, and another race grew from their children. The last full-blooded borinqueño saw another kind of people walking upon Borínquen’s ground—men, women, and children kidnapped, chained, and transported on groaning ships across the ocean from lands beyond the dawn. Like the borinqueños, they knew the ways of the forest, but they were darker skinned and spoke different languages. They, too, were branded, dragged, pushed, and whipped to work in the rivers, and when the goddess Atabey refused to give up more gold, the black men were made to cut down trees, to build dwellings made from wood and from stone for their masters. The sacred yuca fields were razed so that other crops more amenable to the conquerors could grow, because even though there was no more gold in Borínquen, men, and even women, kept coming from the sea.
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		CONQUISTADORES

1826–1849





		
			DE MÚSICO, POETA Y LOCO,
TODOS TENEMOS
UN POCO …
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			We’re all a bit of a poet,
a bit of a musician,
a bit mad …

		

	
		CONQUISTADORES
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		Ana was a descendant of one of the first men to sail with the Grand Admiral of the Ocean Sea himself, don Cristóbal Colón. Three men on her father’s side were among the first conquistadores, Basque sailors with intimate knowledge of the sea and fearless curiosity about what lay beyond the sunset. Two of her Larragoiti ancestors died at the hands of fierce caribes on Hispaniola. The third, Agustín, distinguished himself as a bold civilizer and Christianizer and in 1509 was rewarded with an entire village of natives on the island of San Juan Bautista.

		The taínos collected enough gold to allow Agustín to return to Spain, where, for reasons the family never learned, he chose to retire in Sevilla rather than in his ancestral village. He also changed the spelling of his surname, dropping the final i and substituting it with a y, a letter that didn’t exist in the Basque language. Ana surmised that for Agustín, the homely i at the end of Larragoiti was not quite as grand as the looped, curlicued y that bespoke affluence and masculine aggression. Subsequent generations of Larragoity sons and nephews sailed down the Río Guadalquivir from Sevilla, hoping to repeat Agustín’s success. According to Ana’s father, Gustavo, there were Larragoity descendants in Mexico, Peru, and Venezuela, all said to be rich beyond imagining.

		On the Cubillas side, her mother, Jesusa, boasted three soldiers, two Franciscan friars, and three merchants whose journals and letters describing the rigors and rewards of settling in the West Indies were passed down the generations, read and discussed at solemn gatherings. Cubillas descendants, too, were scattered all over the New World, their fortunes secure, and said to be among the leading families of the Antilles.

		The feats over man and nature that brought such pride, however, were speculation. Neither the Larragoity nor Cubillas families in Spain knew for certain what happened to the conquistadores, merchants, and religiosos after 1757, when letters from the last correspondent in the colonies, a tobacco grower in Cuba, stopped. Their written exploits, by then mythologized and exaggerated so that they bore little resemblance to the firsthand accounts, were kept in safe boxes in the homes of the current patriarchs of the Larragoity and Cubillas clans.

		Their wealth, pride, and honor depended on male heirs, but Gustavo and Jesusa buried three consecutive sons within weeks of their birth. In the seventh year of their marriage, and after a day and a half of labor, Jesusa delivered a healthy girl on July 26, 1826, who looked nothing like her living relatives, all of whom were tall, sturdy, light-haired, light-eyed, long-nosed men and women whose supercilious lips curled in disdain at the smallest provocation. If Jesusa hadn’t suffered for twenty-nine hours to deliver her into the world, she wouldn’t have claimed the small-boned, black-haired, black-eyed girl who looked like no one but the portrait of don Agustín dominating the gallery. Jesusa named her Gloriosa Ana María de los Ángeles Larragoity Cubillas Nieves de Donostia, called Ana in praise of the Saint protectress of pregnant women, on whose Day Ana was born. A sturdy Gypsy was hired to nurse her, since it was unbefitting for elite women to offer their own breasts to their children. Ana thrived and survived beyond a few days, then three months, then six, then nine, and by her first year was wobbling and lurching from her nurse’s arms to those of her maid.

		Jesusa doubled her prayers and charity work, hoping that Santa Ana would intercede on her behalf so that she’d conceive again, this time a boy. But her prayers faded into the quivering air before her candles, and her womb remained fallow. Jesusa blamed Ana as the reason she was barren, and whenever she looked at the girl, she saw her vanished hopes and her own failure to deliver an heir. With no male issue, Gustavo Larragoity Nieves’s homes, furnishings, and inherited wealth would, upon his death, pass to his younger brother, whose fertile wife had brought forth three healthy sons.

		From infancy, her parents consigned Ana to North African maids. Almost as soon as Ana was used to one, Jesusa dismissed her and replaced her with another. She often complained to her friends that it was impossible to find reliable servants.

		“We should have never freed the slaves in Spain,” she said, and her friends agreed.

		Spanish slaves had been captured in wars or kidnapped from Africa and Spanish America. The practice was abolished in Spain in 1811, although not in its colonies. Nearly two decades later, Jesusa was still angry that her personal maid, Almudena, who had been with her family three generations, disappeared as soon as news arrived that slaves were free, never to be seen nor heard from again. Jesusa was imperious and demanding, and by the time Ana was five years old, she understood why Almudena had left as soon as she could.

		Ana’s earliest memories were of being summoned to Jesusa’s parlor, where she had to impress her mother’s visitors with pretty curtsies and good manners. She was allowed a few minutes with the ladies, nearly smothered by their ruffles and tiers of shushing skirts. They ignored her almost as soon as she curtsied, and talked over her head until Jesusa remembered she was still there and ordered the maid to take Ana away.

		At ten, Ana was sent to the same convent school in Huelva where Jesusa was educated near the Cubillas estate. Some of the nuns in the Convento de las Buenas Madres remembered Jesusa as a girl and unfavorably compared Ana to her mother, who, according to them, was everything Ana was not—devout, obedient, humble, and demure. Unlike Ana, Jesusa was never forced to chew a hot pepper because she stumbled over “ora pro nobis peccatoribus” during the Ave Maria. Her mother was never made to kneel in a corner barelegged on rice grains to cure her of unladylike constant fidgeting. Jesusa never skipped Mass so she could lie on the new grass of a dazzling spring morning, watching the floating redness where there was usually blackness with her eyes closed. For that infraction, Ana had to lie an entire day and night facedown on the stone floor of the chapel, with no food or water, praying loud enough for the nuns who took turns during the vigil to hear her.

		Ana spent her Christmas vacation and Holy Week with her parents in Sevilla, where she was allowed to take the air in the courtyard, but not permitted to go into the teeming city without her mother and a footman. Like many sevillanas, Jesusa veiled her face when she went out, as if she were too beautiful to be seen. Ana was happy that she was still a girl and could look around as they walked through the city.

		The streets were crowded with vendors, pickpockets, nuns and monks, sailors and merchants, Gypsies, vagrants. Ana and Jesusa heard daily Mass in one of the chapels at the magnificent Catedral de Santa María de la Sede, built in the fifteenth century, its construction and decoration paid for by the riches streaming into Sevilla from the Spanish Empire. The vast Gothic arches, the gold-encrusted saints and virgins, the elaborate altar and numerous niches manifested the wealth of the city and Spain’s glorious history. Ana felt small and insignificant under the vault. Its towering columns were like fingers reaching toward purgatory, where she was heading, the nuns assured her, if she continued to be so defiant.

		Ana and Jesusa lit candles before the gilded saints, and dropped a coin or two to the beggars on the steps. They walked to the cemetery to leave posies over the graves of the three dead boys for whom Ana was no substitute. They delivered remedies to housebound neighbors. They exchanged gossip with women and girls who visited and must be visited in return, and evenings, when she was old enough, they attended balls meant to display Ana to prospective suitors. In between religious obligations and social engagements, Ana was confined indoors, sewing or embroidering alongside Jesusa while two fat pugs grunted and snored in a cushioned basket at her feet.

		“Keep your eyes on your work,” her mother snapped when Ana’s gaze strayed to the sliver of sky through the richly draped, narrow window. “That’s why your seams are so crooked. You don’t pay attention.”

		Her mother criticized Ana for never sitting still, for speaking as if her opinion mattered, for not dressing her hair properly, for not having friends in Sevilla.

		“How can I have friends here? You’ve banished me to a convent.”

		“Swallow your sharp tongue,” Jesusa warned. “No one talks to you because you’re so disagreeable.”

		She wondered if other girls felt as she did, that she was of no consequence and unwanted by her parents. She resented Jesusa’s obvious disenchantment at the same time as she tried, unsuccessfully, to earn her love. She avoided her father, who scowled whenever she was near, as if she offended him by being female.

		She reached puberty at the same time Jesusa entered menopause. When least expected, Ana caught her mother’s gaze, a combination of envy and disgust that confused them both. Were it not for Iris, her maid, Ana would have believed she was dying the first time blood appeared on her pantalets. She was embarrassed by the changes in her body and her heightened emotions, mirrored by Jesusa. But she was discouraged from discussing or even thinking about any of her bewildering, disjointed feelings. She explored the new sensations in her body, but envisioned God frowning whenever she brushed her fingers against her budding breasts to feel the pleasure at the touch, so even her thoughts were forbidden.

		Her schoolmates talked about the increased closeness to their mothers as they became young women, and Ana wished that Jesusa could be like them—loving, warm, attentive, encouraging, and willing to answer her questions. But Jesusa had buried maternal love with her three dead boys.

		“I love you, Mamá,” Ana had once said to Jesusa.

		“Of course you do,” Jesusa responded. Every time she remembered that day, Ana felt even more abandoned because Jesusa didn’t say “I love you” back.

		While there was no affection at home, Ana knew that at least there was concern about her future. So that she wouldn’t be dependent on her haughty uncle upon Gustavo’s death, her parents expected her to marry a rich man. Ana didn’t think that freedom from dependency could come through marriage—rather the opposite. Her life would be like Jesusa’s, closeted behind thick drapes within stone walls, trapped in duty and daily repentance for her trespasses. Whenever she imagined that life, Ana was overcome with rage at the thought that she wasn’t in control of her own destiny. It made her want to run away.

		Ana would come with a dowry, but not a fortune, so it was unlikely that any of the most eligible bachelors haunting salons and ballrooms would look her way first when there was richer prey. She was also aware that she wasn’t a typical señorita. She was moderately pretty, especially when she smiled, but she wasn’t a good dancer, played no instrument, abhorred chitchat, refused to flatter the young men paraded before her, and couldn’t abide the intrusions of dueñas and possible mothers-in-law who appraised her narrow hips even through the seven petticoats Jesusa insisted she wear to make her small, thin figure more shapely.

		She counted the days until her summer vacation in her maternal grandfather’s farm in Huelva, near her school. The old widower wasn’t more affectionate than her parents, but Abuelo Cubillas didn’t consistently point out that she was a disappointment. He hired a dueña to keep her company when Ana lived at the farm. Doña Cristina was a local widow of modest means, impeccable character, and no imagination. As soon as Ana could, she ran from doña Cristina’s religious tracts and embroidery hoops.

		Abuelo let Ana do as she pleased so long as she didn’t interfere with his rituals of eating, sipping wine, smoking his pipe, and reading on a cushioned leather chair, his legs on a footstool, his lap and thighs covered by a quilt hand-stitched by his mother. Abuelo was born during an earthquake in 1755, and spent as much of his life thereafter in stillness, as if waiting for the aftershocks to subside.

		After prayers, Ana had breakfast with Abuelo and doña Cristina, then went outdoors. She learned to ride horses astride like a Gypsy from Fonso, the groom, chaperoned by his sturdy, widowed daughter, Beba.

		“A woman should know how to defend herself,” Beba told her, and gave Ana a small folding knife to keep in a pocket. “Don’t be afraid to use it if you have to.”

		Fonso set up targets beyond the pasture, where Ana learned to shoot a rifle. She once shot a boar. She went on exhilarating rides through the countryside, the wind whizzing around her ears, her face flushed, her heart pounding. She was free and strong and capable, everything she never felt in Sevilla.

		Every morning Beba fed the chickens, ducks, and geese, and found the fattest, meatiest ones for the cook. She collected eggs and showed Ana that she must always leave enough for the hens to hatch into chicks. Beba also taught Ana how to slaughter fowl (break their necks) and how to pluck and save the down from ducks and geese for pillows and quilts, and the feathers for beds.

		She demonstrated as she pulled tail feathers from peacocks and pheasants. “Let the shaft dry. You can use them to make fans and to decorate your bonnets.”

		Ana learned to milk cows, sheep, and goats from the milkmaids, and the gardener’s wife taught her to make cheese. She loved the cool, damp cave where the cheese was aged, the first whiff of the musky curds, the sharp scent of whey. She learned to wield a sharp knife when she helped graft fruit trees with the ancient gardener. She churned butter with his wife. She was happier in the gardens, fields, and orchards around the farm than in the parqueted salons of Sevilla.

		Doña Cristina was scandalized by Ana’s attachment to the lower classes, but Abuelo was delighted with his granddaughter’s democratic impulses.

		“I hate nothing more than a prejudiced, narrow-minded woman,” he said.

		“Why, señor, if you think I’m either of those things …”

		“I accuse you of nothing,” he said.

		“I’m not criticizing your beloved granddaughter, señor. I simply point out that it’s—well, she’s a señorita de buena familia and she consorts with—”

		“You exhaust me,” he said. “Leave me, and let her be.”

		But perhaps because of doña Cristina’s concerns, Abuelo insisted that Ana make time for other pursuits.

		“Fonso and Beba and the servants will teach you the practical and natural sciences,” he said, “the nuns will nourish your spirit, and your mother and your dueñas will teach you how to become a wife and mother and train you in the duties to manage a household. But I have the key to the greatest gift: an agile and creative mind.” He allowed her at will in his library, where she could read any book that interested her. It was there that she found the journals of her ancestor don Hernán Cubillas Cienfuegos. The ragged, yellowing pages scratched in his hurried cursive in fading, splotchy ink fired Ana’s hunger for adventure.

		Don Hernán was among the conquistadores in the service of Juan Ponce de León during his first official expedition to San Juan Bautista in 1508. Don Hernán was there when most of the pioneers died in the insalubrious swamp Ponce de León first chose for his settlement in Caparra, and he was among the men to persuade the conquistador to move the colony to the breezy, healthful islet across the harbor. By 1521, when Ponce de León died, Borínquen was being renamed again by the españoles. The island was now called Puerto Rico and its fortress capital San Juan.

		Don Hernán’s journals and letters were illustrated with landscapes, colorful birds and flowers, strangely shaped vegetables, barefoot men and women with feathers and shells in their hair. Most of the women were naked, but some wore a short apron that don Hernán labeled nagua. The men appeared to wear nothing at all, although it was hard to tell, since don Hernán always portrayed them in modest three-quarter profile, or from the side, or holding a stick, bow, or other prop that covered what Ana most wished to see.

		Don Hernán wrote of a harsh existence punctuated by deadly raids by caribe warriors, by earthquakes, by fevers, by violent storms that destroyed everything in their path. But he also described gold nuggets gleaming in the sands along pristine rivers, unusual fruits that dangled from climbing vines, impassable forests, and tree trunks wider than the arm span of five men standing around them finger to finger. He saw endless possibilities in that mysterious land, he wrote. Like all the conquistadores, he was there to enrich himself, but to earn his bounty he first had to tame a wilderness.

		Don Hernán’s letters stopped in 1526. A chest containing his journals and papers was delivered a year later by a soldier charged with letting his family know that he died of cholera, but he still lived in Ana’s imagination. As a girl, she spent hours reading his accounts, studying his drawings, trying to imagine what it was like for a pale, blue-eyed Spaniard to encounter the brown, black-eyed natives of the New World for the first time, and what it was like for the taínos to see men dropping from sailed vessels, rowing ashore wearing metal helmets and bright pantaloons, carrying gleaming Toledo swords, accompanied by hounds and a man in robes holding aloft a crucifix.

		Late into the night, hunched over the tremulous candlelight that illuminated don Hernán’s journals, Ana despaired that she was born female and centuries too late to be an explorer and adventurer like her ancestors. She read every account she could find about the wondrous enterprise that Spain undertook to discover new lands, to pacify the natives and harness the riches of a hemisphere.

		She learned that most of the conquistadores were impoverished men, second sons, and soldiers with many battles behind them but little future before them. She was none of those things, but she felt don Hernán’s hand reaching across the centuries toward her. She was a girl, cloistered and swaddled in the expectations of her class, but she identified with the audacity of the conquistadores, with the confidence that, if they turned their backs on country, family, and custom, they could make fortunes and more exciting lives through the work of their hands, the might of their swords. The more she read, the more Ana longed for a world beyond her balcony, far from the echoing halls of her convent school, home, and disappointed parents.

	
		HER FIRST LOVE
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		Ana and her schoolmate Elena Alegría Feliz had rooms next to each other in the Convento de las Buenas Madres. Elena’s face was a perfect, pale oval surrounded by thick, chestnut hair. Her blue eyes were large and innocent. Her lips were shaped like a V, so she always wore a beatific smile. In school the other girls nicknamed Elena La Madona, because she looked as beautiful and pure as the paintings of the Holy Mother. They called Ana Bastoncito, because she was so short that, next to Elena, Ana looked like her walking stick.

		After candles off, and against rules, they curled on one or the other’s cot in their cell-like rooms, sharing the secrets and fantasies of schoolgirls with lively imaginations. One night, while Ana was telling her about don Hernán’s exploits, the ribbon that closed Elena’s nightgown loosened, revealing one perfectly formed breast. Elena stared at it as if she’d never seen it, then looked at Ana, who was just as mesmerized. Ana’s uncertain fingers reached to stroke Elena’s breast, and the nipple hardened. Elena gasped. Ana recoiled. Elena pressed Ana’s hand to her breast and unfastened the ribbons so that the gown dropped off her shoulders. Tentatively, Ana caressed, and as Elena responded, she kissed, then used her tongue. They explored each other with furtive, fluttery fingers, hot mouths on cool flesh, wet tongues in salty crevices. So much sensation left her weak. Embarrassed, she pressed her bony back against Elena’s belly. Elena slid her middle and ring fingers into Ana’s mouth to suck until they both fell asleep.

		They confessed once a week to fusty, nearly deaf Padre Buenaventura, who was sometimes heard to snore from behind the screen of the confessional.

		“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.” In the list of schoolgirl transgressions (“I’m guilty of vanity, Padre. I looked in the mirror three times yesterday”), buried within the urges that beset adolescent girls (“I’m guilty of envy, Padre. I wished my hair were as long and shiny as María’s”), there was always mention of carnal thoughts, but never of carnal acts. In the stale, airless confessional, Ana and Elena risked the eternal fires of hell, crossed themselves, and sinned by omission, their fingers still stained with the other’s pudendum.

		Elena was an hija de crianza, raised in the same household as twin boys. Orphaned at four years old, Elena was raised by don Eugenio Argoso Marín and his wife, doña Leonor Mendoza Sánchez, relations so distant that Elena was unsure whether they were related at all. In any case, she grew up as niece to don Eugenio and doña Leonor, and cousin to their sons, Ramón and Inocente.

		Ramón, as the eldest by twelve minutes, was expected to marry an heiress to increase the family’s fortune and status. His younger brother, Inocente, would marry Elena, who was then penniless but was due an inheritance from doña Leonor’s parents on her eighteenth birthday. While the engagement was not formal, it was understood that Elena was meant for Inocente.

		“But you should marry Ramón,” Elena suggested. “We’ll be sisters then, and we’ll always be together. Ramón and Inocente are rich and handsome,” she added, “and the Argosos are from a distinguished family. Their father is a colonel in the cavalry.…”

		“Is Ramón a soldier?”

		“He was, but now both brothers work in an office,” Elena explained. “They’re learning how to take over their uncle’s business.”

		No caballero of Ana’s acquaintance, including her father and grandfathers, worked, or at least, not in the sense that they went to an office. “I don’t know.…”

		“They’re not boring or dull,” Elena said. “They only go there in the mornings. I know you’ll like them. They’re charming and like to have fun.”

		“How would I meet them?” Ana was still a bit doubtful.

		“Come for my fifteenth birthday and stay for a while. Doña Leonor will surely allow me to have my best friend with me on my birthday. Yes, please do, come to Cádiz.…” Elena squeezed Ana’s hands so tightly they hurt.

		———

		Ana had never met identical twins. Two days after Elena introduced them, Ana was still unsure which one was Ramón, which Inocente.

		“You look so much alike,” she said one morning, as they waited for Elena to come downstairs. “How can I know the difference between you when you also dress the same?”

		“If you can tell us apart, we’ll marry you,” one joked.

		“Can Elena tell you apart?”

		“No one can,” the other answered.

		“So you’ll both marry the one girl who can distinguish Ramón from Inocente?”

		“We will,” they said in unison.

		“You can’t do that!”

		“Of course we can. Who would know?”

		Until her visit to Elena, Ana had never been alone with a man, including her father and grandfather, but doña Leonor was not as vigilant as doña Cristina or her mother. In spite of her youth and inexperience, Ana was certain that Ramón and Inocente played tricks on her. If one offered to walk her in the garden after breakfast, she thought it was the other who appeared. Or one offered to fetch her shawl inside the house, and the other brought it. That they thought it would be so easy to fool her made her determined to learn to distinguish Ramón from Inocente.

		Their pale eyes held the mystery of their identity. Ramón’s were playful and seemed to always seek amusement. Inocente’s were solemn and critical, and his jokes sometimes had a cruel edge. She didn’t understand how no one else saw this, but she realized that the brothers were experts at being the other.

		Once she was certain of their different gazes, Ana noticed that they moved unalike, too. Ramón’s playful nature was revealed in a looseness of limb and grace that seemed studied in the more serious Inocente. Ramón also talked more, was usually the one to start a joke, the most likely to tell an amusing story. Ana teased them about it, but neither admitted to pretending to be the other. It was as if in their own minds they were interchangeable, one twenty-three-year-old man in two bodies.

		Four mornings a week the twins walked to an office over a warehouse by the wharf and were usually back for the midday meal followed by a siesta, awakened by the sweet airs of harp music as doña Leonor practiced her instrument.

		“They don’t work very hard,” Ana told Elena.

		“They’re gentlemen; they shouldn’t be at an office all day long.”

		“But how can they run a business if they’re just there a couple of hours a day?”

		“Clerks and managers and people like that take care of the details. Ramón and Inocente check on what the employees do.”

		It occurred to Ana that none of the Argosos had any idea of the intricacies of commerce. Neither did she, if it came down to it, but her practical nature guessed that a business needed the active engagement of its owners, not just the appearance of ownership.

		At dusk, Ramón and Inocente joined other young people on promenade around the Plaza de la Catedral or Plaza de San Antonio. They went out every evening, and Ana heard them stumbling over the furniture in the early hours.

		One day the brothers hired a carriage and drove Ana and Elena to the beach. Once they settled the girls, Ramón and Inocente ran back and forth, laughing, lifting a kite into the air, their childlike joy enhanced by Ana’s and Elena’s enthusiastic applause.

		Their mother, doña Leonor, like doña Jesusa, visited and was visited by friends and neighbors to share the local gossip. Ana and Elena smiled demurely as doña Leonor and her friends discussed who was engaged to whom, which officer was promoted, and who failed to impress their superiors. The girls sat straitlaced during these visits, their hands on their laps, their eyes modestly lowered, knowing that they must make a good impression on the dueñas, who would, in turn, talk about them the minute they left the sitting rooms.

		Several evenings, doña Leonor and don Eugenio escorted Ana and Elena to high-ceilinged, mirrored halls where military orchestras played into the wee hours. The girls danced with dapper officers in full regalia and with civilians who wore crisp cravats, silk waistbands, ribbons around their knee breeches, and shiny kid shoes.

		The Argosos had no guest room, so Ana and Elena shared a bed and slept wrapped in each other’s arms. Elena always heard the maid coming in the morning to draw the drapes open. She pushed Ana to her side and they settled back-to-back with plenty of space between them. It was the loneliest moment of Ana’s day.

		Doña Leonor was hospitable and polite, but she looked worried as Ramón and Inocente increasingly turned to Ana for amusement and conversation. She appeared befuddled about which of the twins was wooing Ana, and Ana added to her perplexity by being equally agreeable to both men. She liked their attention, and enjoyed the envious looks of other señoritas whose fluttering lashes and powdered bosoms vibrated at the approach of the two handsome young men. Ana was elated as the denied señoritas and their dueñas practically collapsed when Ramón and Inocente went past them, toward her.

		Next to the other girls, and especially beside the willowy Elena, Ana was at a disadvantage. She was petite, just barely five feet tall, but with none of the vulnerability expected from a small woman. She was healthy, tanned and freckled from exposure to the outdoors. Neither dance masters, nuns, nor Jesusa’s lessons in deportment could refine her brisk, efficient movements into grace. Ana’s own scrutiny showed that she was pretty enough but no beauty. She thought her black eyes were just a little too close together and her lips not full enough. She had the habit of staring at something or someone who interested her with too much intensity, according to the nuns and dueñas. She was awkward in society. In spite of her prodigious reading, or because of it, she avoided chitchat. It was an act of will to pretend to be interested in gossip, fashion, and home decor. She disliked little dogs and ignored children. She learned the artifices of the salon but disdained its constraints and pettiness. Women sensed her snobbishness and shunned her. Other than Elena, she had no friends.

		Ana knew, however, that whether or not she fulfilled the expectations of her equals, her family names and ancestry held an important place in Spain’s vertical society. To people like the Argosos, wealthier but lower down the slope, her pedigree made her more attractive than the coiffed, accomplished, fan-flickering señoritas paraded before every bachelor with more money but less dazzling lineage. She also noticed that don Eugenio encouraged Ramón’s attentions toward her. She and Elena congratulated each other that their plan might work.

		Ana liked Ramón enough to enjoy his company. But when he told her that the Argosos owned land in Puerto Rico, she decided to marry him.

		———

		Don Eugenio was the younger brother of two in a family of merchants and military men. Two months before Ana’s visit, a message arrived in Cádiz to let him know that his childless, widowed brother, Rodrigo, had died in Puerto Rico. Eugenio, who’d spent his adult life in the cavalry, was now the main shareholder in a huge—and hugely profitable—shipping business with offices in St. Thomas, San Juan, Cádiz, and Madrid. In addition to his share of the business, Marítima Argoso Marín, he now owned a house in San Juan, a farm in the outskirts, and a two-hundred-cuerda sugar hacienda with twenty-five slaves on the southwestern side of the island.

		He had little knowledge of Rodrigo’s businesses. Twice a year Eugenio received a statement and a notice that his share of profits and interest had been transferred into his bank account in Cádiz. The amounts differed from year to year, depending on the vagaries of trade and harvests, taxes, duties, insurance payments, investments in materials and labor, rents, docking, wharfage, losses, and loans. Eugenio trusted his brother implicitly and was grateful for the income that Rodrigo’s investments made possible. From their birth, and on each subsequent birthday, Rodrigo gifted Ramón and Inocente shares in Marítima Argoso Marín, so after their twentieth year the brothers received incomes of their own.

		Unlike his brother, Eugenio didn’t have a good head for commerce, but the military had trained him to delegate, motivate, and make others accountable. He knew his sons were as unenthusiastic as he was about trade, but still, after Rodrigo’s death, he pushed his sons toward the managers and clerks of Marítima Argoso Marín, hoping that more involvement in the operations might excite and inspire Ramón and Inocente.

		After discussions with his sons and with Leonor, Eugenio decided to keep his shares of the shipping business but planned to sell the house, farm, land, and slaves in Puerto Rico. It was a slow process, however. He could do nothing until a complete audit of Rodrigo’s estate was filed and taxed by the Crown. He expected that he and his sons would manage the shipping business, but once the house and land were sold, he’d buy a finca where he could spend the last years of his life breeding race horses and fighting bulls. He was still relatively young at fifty-two, and Leonor was a sprightly forty-seven. After decades of soldiering, living in tents and rented houses like the one in Cádiz, Eugenio could finally give Leonor a real home. But the day before Ana was to return to Sevilla, Ramón approached Eugenio.

		“Papá, I respectfully request your permission to make an offer of marriage to señorita Larragoity Cubillas.”

		Eugenio thought that Ramón, almost twenty-four, should be settling down to start a family and he thought Ana was a splendid choice for his older son. She was from a good family, well educated, smart, and not silly, like the girls flitting around his good-looking sons. He knew that because don Gustavo lacked a male heir his wealth would go to Ana’s uncle, but he guessed that she might come with a handsome dowry and gifts of cash from the Cubillas side.

		Eugenio gave his blessing before consulting his wife.

		“They hardly know each other,” she complained.

		“They’ve spent many hours together in the month since she arrived.”

		“We know nothing about her.”

		“We know she’s from an illustrious, wealthy family.…”

		“There’s something about her …,” Leonor said. “I have a bad feeling.”

		Eugenio and Leonor had been married for twenty-nine years, and he was used to her fancies and premonitions, but nothing ever came of her forebodings. She argued that it was because they paid attention to her warnings that Ramón and Inocente suffered only the typical misadventures of active boys and spirited young men.

		“He’s made his choice, mi amor, and I believe he’s chosen well,” Eugenio said. “I encouraged the courtship, but perhaps there’s something I missed. Do you have a specific concern about her?”

		“No, it’s a feeling.”

		“You’re a mother seeing your boy falling in love with another woman.”

		“I’m not jealous,” she snapped. “I think they should be settling down, and yes, I want grandchildren. But why her?”

		Ana’s parents were not at all pleased with the match either. First there was Leonor. She was a Mendoza and a Sánchez, from families of conversos whose Jewish ancestors had accepted the Catholic faith over two hundred years earlier. Eight generations, however, weren’t enough to erase the stigma of having been Jewish in Spain, especially to a family of conservative Catholics. They were also ill disposed toward Eugenio because of his political views.

		Before his death in 1833 with no male heir, King Fernando VII convinced the Spanish Cortes to amend the laws defining succession only through the male line to allow his eldest daughter, Isabel, still a child, to inherit the throne. His brother, don Carlos, was favored by conservative elements, chief among them, the Catholic Church. After Fernando’s death, Carlos challenged the then three-year-old Infanta’s claim and civil war ensued. For six long years the two factions fought for control, until, in 1839, with support from England, France, and Portugal, Isabeline forces were victorious.

		Eugenio had distinguished himself on the side of the Isabelinos. But the Larragoity Cubillas families were staunch Carlists loyal to Isabel’s uncle don Carlos.

		Eugenio traveled from Cádiz to Sevilla to present his son’s proposal. Gustavo listened politely, but firmly rejected the request for his daughter’s hand. Jesusa then reminded Ana that her impetuous nature sometimes caused her to make hasty decisions.

		“Remember when you wanted to be a nun because you so admired your teacher Sor Magdalena? Two weeks later you changed your mind.…”

		“I was ten, Mamá. What ten-year-old doesn’t want to be a nun?”

		“You’re insolent to your mother,” her father said. He threatened to exile Ana to a Carmelite convent in Extremadura if she didn’t give up her foolish obsession.

		Neither reminders of close calls nor threats of a fate she considered for herself (albeit briefly) succeeded in changing Ana’s mind. This was the man she wanted to marry. And now.

		A well-raised señorita in mid-nineteenth-century Spain didn’t challenge her parents. Ana was a good daughter, even if willful and stubborn. She knew it was impudent to argue with Mamá and Papá, so she did what young women of her place and station did when they couldn’t get their way: she developed a debilitating and mysterious illness that no physician could diagnose or cure. Chills so severe that her bed shook followed high fevers. Shallow breathing that kept her from sleep on consecutive nights evolved into slumber from which she couldn’t be roused. A poor appetite caused such rapid weight loss that Jesusa feared Ana would waste away.

		The alternating symptoms kept Ana in bed for nearly two months. During her illness, Ramón (at least that’s who Jesusa thought it was) visited to inquire after Ana’s health, begging to be allowed to speak to her. The distance between Sevilla and Cádiz was over one hundred kilometers, and the still unstable political situation made travel unsafe. Even Gustavo was impressed with Ramón’s devotion and willingness to endanger his own life in order to woo his daughter.

		While Ana’s dowry seemed generous to Eugenio, it was to be half what Gustavo had received upon marrying Jesusa, not including jewelry she inherited from her grandmothers. Gustavo looked at his daughter critically. At seventeen, she appeared older and—in spite of fashionable clothes, colorful shawls, and hairdressing—common.

		Gustavo had studied her in society, where her tart tongue caused other women, and some men, to turn away. Sevilla was a big city, but Gustavo and Jesusa knew everyone worth knowing. No other young man of their acquaintance was interested in Ana. If she never married, she’d be dependent on him the rest of his life and, after his death, on her uncle’s charity. Ana lacked altruism and Gustavo couldn’t imagine her as the soft-voiced, sickbed auntie in his brother’s rambunctious household, or as one of the charitable spinsters who ministered to the poor, or as a companion to the elderly and infirm. She was an intelligent girl, and he was sure that she, too, had considered the same scenarios.

		Gustavo ordered his lawyers to inquire discreetly into Marítima Argoso Marín. Reports were encouraging. The company was healthy and the colonel’s experience leading men might translate into business acumen. Gustavo was less impressed with Ramón. He was a popinjay, and Gustavo imagined his plain daughter thought she was lucky to have caught such a peacock. She, at least, had some sense, and he imagined Ana would peck Ramón into submission as soon as they were married.

		So, eight months after Ana declared who her husband was to be, her father agreed to the engagement.

		Ana’s recovery was swift once Ramón was allowed to visit. He stayed a few minutes, chaperoned by the tight-faced Jesusa. His good humor and gentle manners, however, won her approval. Over the next month his visits became longer until they stretched into mealtimes, when Jesusa and Gustavo elicited information about the Argoso and Mendoza families that they could later use to justify their daughter’s marriage to a liberal with Jewish ancestors. As soon as Ana could sit upright without exertion, a date was fixed for days after her eighteenth birthday.

		The Larragoity Cubillas home in Plaza de Pilatos was impressive if one was dazzled by portraits of men with starched ruffs and shapely calves and women encased in lace and velvet trimmed with ermine. Swords, harquebuses, and daggers were displayed along the walls as if to remind the viewer that the Larragoity men were not to be trifled with. At the bottom of the stairs was a knight’s suit of armor, complete with a shield emblazoned with a heraldic emblem featuring an enormous cross capped with a halo of thorns. According to Gustavo, he was a direct descendant of the knight who wore that particular chain mail and plate in the Crusades. But Ana suspected that, like so much of the Larragoity and Cubillas family lore, this was an exaggeration. She didn’t believe that either side of her family had risen above village life until centuries later, when the conquista made it possible for penniless boys to go to sea in search of fortune. She noticed, however, that Gustavo’s and Jesusa’s stories impressed the twins.

		Sometimes Ramón came alone, sometimes Inocente came as if he were Ramón, and a few times they came together, dressed unalike so that her parents could tell them apart. As she spent more time with them, she discerned that, in spite of the Argosos’ plan to make sober businessmen out of them, Ramón and Inocente were romantics, and the bravado of the Larragoity and Cubillas men, especially as presented by Ana’s hyperbolic parents, inspired them to imagine that they, too, could have an adventurous life.

		“What a magnificent horse.” Ramón stopped before a portrait of Ana’s great-granduncle, the tobacco planter from Cuba, solid on a chestnut stallion, acres of fields around him and, in the background, a columned mansion and barns.

		“He owned three hundred horses,” Gustavo said, “and so much land that it took him a day to ride from one end of his plantation to the other.”

		“He must have needed that many horses,” Ana said.

		Jesusa ignored her daughter’s remark. “It was called Nonpareil. No other could compare.”

		“Yes, that’s what it means,” Ana said, but neither her parents nor the twins acknowledged her sarcasm.

		She couldn’t help herself. Her parents irritated her, but at the same time, she understood that their boasts about glamorous ancestors aroused Ramón’s and Inocente’s imaginations and confirmed her stories that adventure was waiting across the ocean.

		Ramón and Inocente missed the independence they enjoyed before they were apprenticed in their uncle’s business. They dreaded that Eugenio’s plan to retire to the country and turn over the business to them would mean a staid, conventional life. They didn’t want to spend their daylight hours in an office. They wanted to be outdoors amid horses and men.

		“I imagine you both on stallions as beautiful as this one,” Ana said, sweetening her voice, “riding these vast fields, masters of your own world.”

		Ana encouraged and flattered them, and Ramón and Inocente began to see themselves through her eyes. Yes, they were young, brave, strong, imaginative. They had learned much about how to manage a business. Why couldn’t they go to Puerto Rico and develop the land their uncle left their family? The sugar hacienda already had a workforce in place that knew what to do. Ramón and Inocente could be the saddled señores who oversaw the operation and reaped the profits.

		“In a few years,” she said, “we can return to Spain with a fortune. And stories enough for a lifetime.”

		She nurtured their swashbuckling fantasies, and they were as eager as she for a life of adventure. To them, she represented their independence. To her, they were the agents of her freedom.

	
		A COMPROMISE
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		Leonor and Elena were upstairs being fitted for new frocks and Eugenio had just settled in his study with the morning papers, coffee, and a cigar when his sons walked in.

		“We need a word, Papá,” Inocente said.

		Eugenio folded his newspaper, set it aside, and gestured for them to sit.

		“We’d like to take over the farm and plantation in Puerto Rico that Tío Rodrigo left in the inheritance,” Ramón began.

		“I plan to sell those properties.”

		“But there’s greater potential in the hacienda,” Inocente started, “than realizing a small profit in the short term,” Ramón finished.

		“We looked into the accounts.” Inocente spread some pages in front of his father. “Tío Rodrigo has owned the farm in Caguas for five years. It’s closer to the capital than the plantation, and he used it as a retreat from the city.”

		“Fruits, vegetables, chickens, and pork from the farm provisioned his ships,” Ramón said. “A husband and wife do the entire planting and harvesting with three grown sons who live on the property in exchange for a small plot where they grow their own food. They cared for Tío Rodrigo’s house when he was away, and when he was there, the wife and daughter cleaned and cooked. There are expenses here for day laborers when the manager and his family can’t keep up with the bounty.”

		“We’ve studied the options,” Inocente said. “Colonel George Flinter’s book has helped us understand the possibilities.”

		“Colonel Flinter?” Eugenio raised his eyebrows. He tasted his coffee. Cold.

		“Do you know him?” Ramón asked eagerly.

		“If it’s the same man … a red-faced, squinty-eyed, bellicose Irishman. He fought for Spain against Bolívar in Spanish America, then distinguished himself here against the Carlists.”

		“His book was published in 1832,” Ramón said.

		“—charged to report on the conditions of Puerto Rico—,” Inocente broke in.

		“—with emphasis on agriculture,” Ramón added.

		“I never would’ve guessed he was a writer.” Eugenio scratched his whiskers. “Although he could talk until your ears ached.…”

		“In any case”—Inocente brought his father back to their discussion—“his report is quite informative. The yields per acre in Puerto Rico are superior to any in the West Indies.” He pointed to a column of figures. “Here, for example, you can see that rice produces three crops per annum, compared to nearby islands, like Hispaniola, which only harvest two a year.”

		“Are you proposing to become rice farmers?” Eugenio was still trying to conjure Colonel Flinter beyond his braggadocio and impressive ability to drink anyone under the table.

		“No, Papá,” Ramón said. “This is an example of how fertile the land is known to be. Look, yams, plantains, and oranges in Puerto Rico yield four times as much as anywhere in the West Indies.”

		“We propose to develop the sugar hacienda, however,” Inocente continued. “The farm in Caguas works well, but the plantation on the other side of the island has been untended and the possibilities unexploited.”

		“And the figures we looked at”—Ramón riffled through the papers—“indicate that sugar yields in Puerto Rico are five times as much as on other islands. Five times, Papá!”

		“All this from Flinter’s report?” Eugenio was unable to let go of the image of the swaggering colonel masquerading as an expert on agriculture.

		“It was a comprehensive study,” Inocente said. “His recommendations to Europeans looking to settle in Puerto Rico are clear and well examined.”

		“We expect to turn a profit in five years,” Ramón explained.

		“But neither of you has ever planted so much as a daisy.”

		Ramón smiled. “We’ll be managing the people who do the work.”

		Eugenio looked at his sons. Their faces were bright, open, and eager. He hadn’t seen them so enthusiastic about anything in years.

		“You do know that the hacienda is worked by slaves?”

		“Yes, Papá, we’re aware of that,” Inocente said. “But it’s not like Cuba or Jamaica, where the entire operation is done by slaves. In Puerto Rico they’re supplemented by day laborers.”

		“But there will still be slaves working for you.”

		“We plan to free them as soon as possible. Perhaps even after the first harvest,” Inocente said.

		Eugenio could tell that the thought had only just occurred to his son. Ramón exchanged a grateful look with his brother.

		“And you,” Eugenio turned to Ramón, “you’re soon to be married to a señorita who grew up with every possible comfort. Not all women are as adaptable as your mother.”

		“Ana is not only completely in agreement,” Ramón said, “she’s as enthusiastic about Puerto Rico as we are.”

		“She’s the one who found the Flinter report,” Inocente said.

		“She studied the history,” Ramón added. “Her ancestors—”

		“She has family there?”

		“Well, not anymore. Years ago.”

		“Most of her family’s fortune,” Inocente broke in, “was made in the West Indies.”

		“They were traders and plantation owners who returned as rich men. Ana knows what to expect,” Ramón said, with a hint of pride.

		“We’ll come back to Spain with practical experience for running a business—,” Inocente continued.

		“—and we’ll be much better able to manage Marítima Argoso Marín,” Ramón concluded.

		“Who will run the business in the meantime?”

		“You can continue to work with the managers and agents,” Inocente said.

		“You’ve had a full, accomplished life,” Ramón said. “We’re young and strong but haven’t done much with our lives. Haven’t you told us so yourself? We wish to make our own way, Papá.”

		“And Papá,” added Inocente, “we wish to make you proud.” Leonor wouldn’t hear of her sons leaving Spain. “We’ll die alone,” she cried when Eugenio presented her with the proposal. “I wish to be near our sons, to be a grandmother to their children. I don’t want another outpost. I’d like a proper home. Is that too much to ask, after years of living in tents and cottages?”

		A compromise was reached; they’d all go to Puerto Rico. Eugenio postponed his dream of a ranch for horses and fighting bulls in Spain. He, Leonor, and Elena would move to the house in San Juan. Eugenio would manage the shipping business from the capital and spend holidays at the finca in a nearby town, like Rodrigo used to do. Ramón and Inocente would take over the sugar plantation on the other side of the island. After five years, they could all return to Spain to enjoy the income with occasional visits to the island or, better yet, sell the much-improved properties. That Ramón would marry Ana, and Inocente Elena (when she came into her inheritance) meant that a potential source of strife would be avoided, since the future sisters-in-law were best friends. Eugenio congratulated his sons for their foresight.

		The plans were made without looking at a detailed map. They knew that Puerto Rico was 180 kilometers long by 65 kilometers wide, and the distances seemed short in comparison with Europe. In spite of the fact that, as a soldier, Eugenio knew that even one kilometer on poor roads could take hours to traverse, he wanted to please his wife. He wanted to be near his sons. He’d always been a military man, but he agreed to retire from the cavalry to become a landowner and businessman.

		He burnished his sword and saber and slid them into their polished scabbards. He pinned his medals and ribbons on a velvet cloth Leonor made for him. With the ceremony their rank deserved, he folded his uniforms, brushed his plumed hats, rolled his sashes, and stored them in a cedar chest. With a last look before he closed and locked a lifetime of memories within, Eugenio said good-bye to his career and prepared to begin a new life for himself and his family in Puerto Rico.

	
		VICE VERSA
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		Over the next six months, Leonor often reminded her husband and sons that sailing to the Indies was their idea and that she agreed only because she couldn’t change their minds. To emphasize her opposition, she insisted that Eugenio accompany her to lay wreaths on their parents’ graves, and to say good-bye to living relatives in Villamartín, the village where they grew up. She had a premonition, she said, that she’d never see Spain again.

		Ramón and Inocente went in the opposite direction. In mid-June 1844 they escorted Elena by steamship up the Río Guadalquivir to Sevilla, where she’d help Ana prepare her trousseau for the wedding six weeks hence.

		Ana, Elena, Jesusa, and a gaggle of comadres, cousins, and neighbors sewed, embroidered, and packed crates, chests, and boxes for hours on the uppermost floor of the house. Ana and Elena were in a constant frenzy. Ramón and Inocente didn’t want to interrupt important business, so they left the ladies to their chores and took advantage of their leisure.

		Until they moved to Sevilla to be near Ana, Ramón and Inocente hadn’t lived on their own or far from Leonor’s eye. When they were boys, she prepared them for the indoor life of gentlemen, but they grew up among soldiers, on the periphery of battles, tented along dusty roads, amid the splendid Spanish cavalry. They were educated haphazardly by tutors and by their mother, who refused to send them to boarding school while they followed Eugenio’s career. She drilled them in etiquette, dancing, and repartee while their father taught them the manly arts of chivalry, riding, fighting, drinking, and swordsmanship. They saw battles against the Carlists, led by their father, who could kill an enemy on a bloody field but could also step lightly and gracefully to violin music around a polished floor. The ladies who danced with Ramón and Inocente at a candlelit ball the night before wouldn’t recognize them the next day, muddy and sweaty, tramping across a pasture, cursing or singing bawdy coplas.

		Friends and relatives who’d known them since childhood had never seen Ramón without Inocente. They looked so much alike that people didn’t even try to tell them apart. Inocente said that people were lazy and it was easier to find the twins’ similarities than their differences. It had become a perverse game to test whether others saw them as individuals by deliberately confusing them.

		They’d confounded Elena for years. She lived in the school most of the time because Leonor thought it was inappropriate to have a beautiful young woman among so many soldiers. Whenever Elena came home for vacation, Ramón and Inocente took pains to groom and dress alike. Señoritas at social events had trouble distinguishing one from the other, but the brothers wanted to know whether one who lived with them would, too. They were sure that Elena couldn’t tell them apart. Even their mother frequently confused Ramón with Inocente and vice versa.

		From childhood, the brothers had slept entwined until Leonor announced they were big boys and should have their own beds. Still, they set up their cots inches from each other’s and often woke up holding hands. They’d compared their penises when they pissed outdoors, arguing over whose stream went the farthest. In early adolescence, they masturbated side by side, competing over which would orgasm first. One morning, however, Ramón woke up to Inocente’s hand on his exposed belly, centimeters from his swollen penis. He wasn’t sure if Inocente was awake or asleep, so he waited, curious whether the hand would move closer, willing it to do so. It did. Face up, his eyes closed, his hand crept slowly up Inocente’s right hip to discover that he, too, was naked and erect. It was much more exciting to have Inocente’s fingers on his penis than his own, and he knew that his brother was feeling the same thing.

		Long before their father brought them to a brothel to be initiated into sex, they’d already found pleasure in each other without talking about it, aware that the minute they discussed it, all the injunctions against touching each other that way would inhibit them.

		They were stunned to learn that their father frequented prostitutes.

		“But if you love Mamá,” Inocente asked, “why do you visit whorehouses?”

		“Men’s urges are different from women
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