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  Chapter one
THE COURSE IS SET


Fray Ignacio marked me for abduction the first time he tortured me in the name of his god. The year was 1513, and I was barely ten. 
The night before that final day of my childhood, Father Manuel, my guardian, had abandoned the tiny rectory we shared and traveled into the heart of Toledo, leaving me with our teenaged housekeeper. Antonia had stayed the night, and I’d woken when she’d begun to stir just after dawn. I hadn’t been able to go back to sleep, so I’d sat at the table near the fireplace that heated the single-room house, halfheartedly peeling a pile of onions she’d placed before me to keep my hands occupied.
Around seven or eight in the morning, a knock sounded at the door. When Antonia opened it, Fray Ignacio stood at the threshold, his black-and-white robes ruffling in the gentle breeze. He pushed Antonia aside, entered without so much as a word of greeting, and told me there was something happening in the city he wished me to see.
“What is it?” I asked.
He smiled down at me. “It’s a surprise, but it’s in the Plaza de Zocodover.”
“Alright!” I leapt from my seat.
Though he’d never been my favorite friend of Father Manuel’s, a trip to the plaza with the bullfights and the festivals and the carts full of honeyed sweets was well worth a morning spent in Fray Ignacio’s company.
“Hold on,” Antonia objected. “Father Manuel hasn’t given me permission to allow Micaela to go anywhere with anyone.”
I made to argue, but before I could say a word, Fray Ignacio took Antonia aside and whispered into her ear for several minutes. She kept shaking her head, but he must have finally said something that cowed her, for she took a sudden step back and furrowed her brow before agreeing to let him have me.
She gave me an odd look as he swept me out the door. I should’ve taken that as a sign to refuse to go with him—though he was so adamant I’m not sure what good a refusal on my part would’ve done—but I was so excited to venture to the plaza it never occurred to me how strange it was that my guardian’s friend had shown up unexpected and ushered me into the streets.
Traveling almost due north, we made our zigzagging way toward Zocodover, avoiding the main roads for the sake of cutting through the crowds that grew larger the closer we got to our destination. I observed the city as the friar strode purposely toward the plaza with me tagging along behind him. I was reluctant to walk too fast because I liked to look at the many churches, the houses crowded in so close, the open-air vendor stalls, the narrow passages, and the taverns—all vacant so early in the morning.
Our route did not pass the Catedral Primada, but I asked Fray Ignacio if we mightn’t divert so I could look at the rose window over the Puerta del Reloj, for the crimson reds and royal blues and bright golden yellows never failed to captivate me. The rosetón and the windows through the transept were my favorites. I loved to watch them play with the sun as it cast its rays through the stained glass all the way to the alabaster-and-ebony floor, reflecting colorful prisms in pools of light that moved across the marble. Father Manuel often allowed me to spend hours inside the church, staring at the glowing glass until the blazing light left imprints behind my eyelids, but I had no such luck with Fray Ignacio.
Caring nothing for the windows, the good friar said we were going to be late enough already and he had no intention of making pointless deviations. As we hurried through the city, he droned on about how the fires of this world were purifying and could save the souls of all heretics from the flames of Hell. I had heard all of this from him many a time before; he did so love the fires of both Earth and Hell, that man.
Thus, I paid him no heed, stopping often to stare at whatever captured my fancy. Between the pungent smells of fresh-baked bread and salted meats hanging in the open shop windows, the sight of the rust-colored roof tiles warming in the morning sun, and the sounds of braying mules and laughing children, I had plenty to catch my attention.
I stopped so much that Fray Ignacio doubled back and grabbed my hand, dragging me through the streets, though my shorter legs could scarcely keep pace up the steep hills. When we neared the plaza, we found ourselves falling in with an animated crowd headed in the same direction. An air of excitement permeated the throng and infected me immediately. With Fray Ignacio clutching my hand so tight it numbed my fingers, we squeezed our way through to the edge of Zocodover.
The plaza looked different at present than it would in later eras, for the whole thing burned to cinders a decade or two after what would have been the end of my natural lifespan, and it had to be rebuilt later. These days, the place usually served as an open-air market, as long as it wasn’t a festival day. There were vegetable booths and a livestock auction and all sorts of vendors and people selling their wares. Today, however, none of the vendors or booths were here. Instead, almost everything in the plaza that was not nailed down had been moved to make room for two separate, unremarkable scaffolds hastily erected on the far end.
Fray Ignacio tried to maneuver us in front of this scaffolding, upon which someone was already standing and shouting, but he could not press himself through the mass of people. We had arrived late, as he’d said we would, which forced us to remain at the edge of the crowd and made it impossible for me to hear or see much.
If Father Manuel had been the one to bring me here, he’d have let me sit on his shoulders so I could see above the crowd. Yet Fray Ignacio, for all his efforts to get me to this place, did not seem all that interested in making sure I paid attention to what happened. Annoyed, I wondered why Father Manuel hadn’t brought me here himself if this nameless ceremony was so important.
Unable to see anything but everyone else’s backs, I paid little heed to the celebration. It was just as well, enamored as I was with the architecture surrounding the plaza and the energy of the city’s residents. There was some scuffling and shouting in the crowd, and the man on the scaffold kept preaching his sermon, almost like an outdoor Mass, but none of it much interested me. When I grew tired of staring at my surroundings, I knelt and used my finger to draw pictures of butterflies and birds in the dust that coated the street.
I was surprised at how long the ceremony dragged on and how boring the whole thing was, and I wondered how much longer we were going to have to be here. I grew hungry and thirsty, but Fray Ignacio had obviously not thought about food. I did not dare interrupt the proceedings to complain, so I ignored my parched throat and my grumbling stomach, hoping it would all be over soon. No such luck—we stayed there for hours, and I sometimes looked skyward to note the position of the sun as it flew up and over the highest point on its track.
After a long time of that preacher and some other men harping from the scaffold, the ceremony ended, and Fray Ignacio grabbed my hand and led me away toward the northern wall. I tried to resist leaving the city so that we might find some hope of sustenance around the plaza, but Fray Ignacio jerked me along toward the nearest gate, where we followed about a third of the original crowd as it made its slow way from the plaza to our final destination a few hundred meters outside the walls.
I was disappointed we headed into the vega and not anywhere there might be food, but Fray Ignacio’s powerful grip proved irresistible, and he cast not a single glance at the high walls or the intriguing façades on the gate towers. He wished only to get wherever we were going, and he was no more pleased with the façades than he was with anything other than whatever might impend outside the walls. He shook the dust from his robes and huffed at anyone who bumped into him, which happened with fair frequency since we walked in a crowd.
When we arrived at our station, we had a much better view, for we positioned ourselves right in front of the dirt road. Everyone was already chatting animatedly as they turned toward the road and made way for a procession of armed guards and clergymen surrounding a group of people in a single-file line.
I was shocked that the people who marched in the procession did not appear happy, as the participants usually did when they walked in the holy day parades. Rather, they looked sad and terrified. All of them were dressed in black robes made of sackcloth. These robes—which were called sanbenitos—upset me because they were painted with bright-red hideous-faced devils and leaping flames. The people in these robes also wore long, conical hats on their heads and carried candles in their hands. I made to ask Fray Ignacio about the frightening robes, but when I gazed into his face, I was cowed by the strange greediness of his expression. He looked like a starving man who’d just stumbled upon a colossal feast.
Thinking better of speaking to him, I turned back to the procession. The participants walked barefoot. The men kept their eyes downward as if in prayer, while the women trudged in silence or shed tears and attempted to avoid the admonitions of the Dominicans and Franciscans who marched beside them. Some armed men also carried hideous straw statues dressed in the same garb as the barefoot people and bearing ugly faces painted on their wax heads. At the end of the procession, a donkey pulled a cart full of bones.
One of the barefoot women shook so badly she could scarcely walk. She stumbled through the crowd and pleaded for mercy. I was thoroughly confused at this point, since I’d been under the impression this was intended to be a joyous occasion. Everyone, except the black-clad people in the guarded procession, was still delighted.
As the procession approached where Fray Ignacio and I stood, a flood of dread washed over me. The distraught woman passed me by, still begging anyone within earshot to help her, beseeching to be allowed to go home and raise her children, though everyone in the crowd ignored her pleas. Her eyes locked on mine for a split second; they were bloodshot and stained with hours of torrential crying.
She was in her thirties or forties, though her face was so swollen and tearstained I could not tell for certain. When her eyes fell on me, she begged Fray Ignacio to intervene for her, saying she had a young girl just my age, one who needed a mother. She even went so far as to maneuver through the guards for a split second and seize his hand. At this, Fray Ignacio spat on her and shoved her back into the waiting arms of the soldiers, using the hand not clutching mine.
As the guards seized the woman and forced her back in line, I became overwhelmed with an abrupt and visceral terror that whatever was to occur would be nothing good. The procession moved toward the front of the throng, and everyone’s eyes followed it to its destination. There, in the center of the field I would later learn was called the quemadero, stood a platform I’d as yet failed to notice. From this platform jutted a row of stakes, lined like spikes around a city wall and already piled with kindling. With a horrid lurch of the stomach, I realized what was to happen.
“No!” I shrieked and tried to yank my hand away from Fray Ignacio.
He pulled me back, grasped me by my shoulders, and held me where I stood. The guards forced the condemned to mount the platform and tore their sanbenitos from their trembling shoulders before fastening them to the stakes, all whilst the clerics kept dogging them.
When all was ready, a clergyman or a city official—I could hardly tell the difference—ascended the platform and began reading from a long scroll, though I did not take in a word of it. I was so busy wailing and struggling to get away from Fray Ignacio, to get out of this place, to somehow stop this thing from happening, that I hadn’t a care for the reading of the crimes or the fact that the people in our immediate vicinity had started to stare at us.
Finally, the friar had had enough of my outburst, so he squatted down to my level, turned me to face him, and shook me until I stopped screaming.
“Watch and learn what happens to blasphemers and heretics, you insolent little witch,” he shouted. “It is to save their eternal souls from damnation. You of all the children of Castilla need to see this!”
There was a blaze in his eyes unlike anything I’d ever seen, a passionate fire that was much more than a reflection of the impending flames of the stake. He was loving this, breathing it in, as if both my own terror and the horror of the accused were more vital than air.
“This isn’t right. No matter what they’ve done, it isn’t right!” I cried.
He slapped me across the face with the back of his right hand and all the strength in his young man’s body, knocking me to the ground with such force that the back of my skull bounced off the dirt. He yanked me to my feet and slapped me on the other cheek, this time with his palm. The only reason I did not fall again was he still held me by the shoulder with his left hand. I had never been struck before, not even once, but I had no time to register the shock or immense pain before he started shouting again.
“It is as the Lord your God commands. Nothing he decrees is wrong. Now, look upon your fate if you don’t change your wicked ways.”
“I haven’t done anything,” I cried, tears streaming down my burning cheeks.
“It’s in your filthy blood.”
He stood back up and jerked me around to face the stakes. Grasping a handful of my hair, he held my head still and forced my eyes upon the executioners as they garroted the repentant and then kindled the flames. With his other hand, he pinned my wrists behind my back.
I shut my eyes and screamed at the top of my lungs, but everyone ignored me now because my cries suffocated under the shrieks of agony from the impenitent condemned. Never in all my long life have I heard such a horrifying din as I did that day. Centuries later, I still can’t forget it. No matter how I howled and wept, I couldn’t shield myself from those wails, for Fray Ignacio’s hold of my arms prevented me from putting my hands over my ears.
The most disturbing part of the ordeal was the misery I suffered in my own body. It was as if I somehow absorbed the pain and horror of the burning victims and felt it right alongside them. My skin seared from invisible flame; my lungs choked and my eyes watered from smoke that wasn’t really there; I could feel my flesh shriveling and cracking, veins bursting from the heat and spilling their contents of boiling blood. I couldn’t see much of this happening, as I was among the shortest in the crowd and kept my eyes tight shut, but I knew it happened because I felt it more keenly than I’ve felt much of my own pain.
I shrieked in terror and torture and frustration from being held immobile in Fray Ignacio’s strong arms. I opened my eyes and desperately searched for help. Since my captor still gripped my head, I could only scan the crowd by moving my eyes. I looked wildly for someone—anyone—to help them, help me, utter even one word of protest. As I watched the spiteful joy apparent in the faces of almost everyone present, I deduced this hope was fantasy. No one would stop this madness, least of all Fray Ignacio.
Enraptured by the proceedings, he’d all but forgotten my presence, though he still held me, and I still fought him with all my might. It did not take me long to run out of steam. I screamed and cried myself into a near stupor, my kidnapper’s strength wearing me down as I wrestled in vain to free myself from his grip. Fray Ignacio let go of me when I stopped struggling. He left me to slip to the ground and lie where I fell, my tears speckling the dust, making tiny droplets of mud. With my arms free, I could put my fingers in my ears.
A finger stuffed in each ear did me no good. I hadn’t the energy to keep on screaming, so I lay still and listened to the cacophony of wails emanating from the stakes, shrieks so loud they overwhelmed all my efforts to drown them out. I squeezed my ears ever tighter, breathing in the hot dust the crowd kicked up as they jostled for position, some laughing, some watching, some even munching on refreshments they’d brought to the quemadero.
Somewhere nearby, a woman wailed right along with the condemned while a few of her compatriots tried to comfort her. I wondered if she might be the wife or mother of one of the victims. Unable to see anything but dirt and feet, I couldn’t tell what she looked like.
It took the poor wretches at the stake well over half an hour to expire. When at last they succumbed to the flames, the final echoes of their screams bounced through the river gorge even as the dying embers of the fire kept on crackling. Still lying in the dirt, I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even make myself faint, but my misery had no effect on Fray Ignacio.
He tried to force me to my feet, shaking me and plying me with vicious threats of flogging and starvation, but I didn’t care. Eventually, he saw terrorizing me would rouse me from my catatonia no more than a bucket of cold water rouses a dead man, so he scooped me up, threw me like a corpse over his shoulder, and carried me all the way back to my home. There, he tossed me onto my tiny bed in the rear corner of the house and walked away without a backward glance, not bothering to speak to me as he swept off.
I stared at the ceiling in total shock, too numb to weep or even sit up. I could not move my limbs, but my heart still thundered in my chest, sending the blood roaring to my ears, where it beat a frantic drumroll. Even over that gory percussion, the sound of footsteps resonated somewhere nearby. Fray Ignacio still moved about the house, each step he took louder and closer than the last. I didn’t hear Antonia anywhere around, and terror seized me once more as I realized I was all alone with this man.
The friar stalked back toward my bed and gazed at me where I lay. He said not a word. He only stood there leering. He was so still I’d have thought him a statue if he’d not been sucking in slow, deep breaths. I rolled onto my side, pulled my knees to my chest, and wrapped my arms around them as he took a sudden step toward me.
To my great fortune, Father Manuel’s voice came wafting in from the rectory’s entryway before the friar could take a second step. Fray Ignacio leapt away in an instant. Upon finding him alone with me, Father Manuel demanded to know why his friend had sent Antonia away and where the two of us had been all day. Fray Ignacio shamelessly admitted to having taken me to the auto de fe.
“Your miniature infidel needed to witness the wages of heresy.” He smirked.
“I hardly think she’s old enough to be capable of heresy,” Father Manuel said, the volume of his voice ticking up.
“Original sin, my brother, means there is no age at which a child is incapable of heresy, especially a child like that.”
“I will not have a vicious Pharisee who’d force a little girl to witness a burning explain the nature of sin to me!”
“Perhaps if you better understood the nature of sin, I wouldn’t need to explain it. If you do not prune the fruit of the poisoned vine, will it not spread its venom to all who partake of it?”
“What do you mean ‘prune’?” Father Manuel cried.
They argued for a long while, screaming and striking the walls. Fray Ignacio was a good bit larger than Father Manuel and nearly three decades younger. At a few points during their debate, I feared he might turn violent. Luckily, several of our neighbors showed up when they heard the shouting coming from the open window, and they urged the younger man to respect his elder. Fray Ignacio measured his tone but did not cede his position, happy to quarrel with Father Manuel and as many neighbors as need be. 
While they argued away, I stared blankly at a shaft of light coming through the window shutters, the illumination turning a deeper and deeper shade of orange as the sun set, until it reached the same shade as the flames of the stake. I shook where I lay, but I was too weak to do anything besides watch the light and listen as the men's voices rose to shouts once more. I gazed at the motes of dust swirling in the blood-orange beam, trying to tell myself this was the light of the setting sun, not of the fires. Yet I couldn’t get the sound of screaming out of my head. It nearly drowned out even the angry bellows that reverberated through the house. Barely daring to breathe, I remained motionless as the shaft disappeared and dusk descended.
Despite the hour, the fight dragged on. Though I could hear every vehement exchange, I did not understand many of them, for Father Manuel and Fray Ignacio were both educated men while I was but a girl who still needed to summon all her wits to get through a children’s prayer book. However, I got the measure of the results: Father Manuel told Fray Ignacio in no uncertain terms he was no longer welcome in our home or our church.
At this, Fray Ignacio shrieked, “You have no authority to tell me which of God’s houses I can and cannot enter. I gave that child nothing she did not need.”
“Of course, it’s appropriate for the girl to understand the proper fate of heretics,” one of the neighbors said. “But it was not within your rights to take a ward from her guardian.”
Another man’s voice chimed in. “Agreed. Father Manuel should have been the one to decide when the girl was ready to see such things.”
Other voices assented to this statement, and Fray Ignacio could do little but agree to leave the rectory at once. He, however, could not resist a last jab as he made for the door.
“I’ll spend the rest of this night asking the Lord to deliver us all from such backslidden believers as you. Your lack of concern for the true faith borders on heresy.” With that, he was gone, though he slammed the front door so hard he knocked a crucifix from the wall and sent it scurrying across the floor like a wooden mouse.
I did not think for a second Fray Ignacio’s indignation had anything to do with a desire to remain in our company. He suffered no blow other than wounded pride. I cared not what he felt, for I was relieved beyond measure I was never to see him again.
By this time, dusk had become full night. Father Manuel thanked his parishioners for providing him with reinforcements, and they all agreed they couldn’t be sure what Fray Ignacio might have done if they’d not arrived. 
After Father Manuel showed them out, he came to me. He held an oil lamp, from which I recoiled. When he drew closer, I yelped, leapt from my bed, and flew to another corner that was not cast in the glow of the flame.
“Micaela? It’s alright, child. This little light cannot harm you,” Father Manuel said, drawing nearer.
He stopped short when he saw my face. His expression darkened.
“What happened? How did you hurt your face?”
I touched my cheek, having forgotten Fray Ignacio had struck me. The back of his hand had made its mark: a line of deep bruises left by his knuckles and the stone in his ring ran up the entire side of my face. I said nothing, fearing to tell Father Manuel in case the young friar ever found an opportunity to avenge himself upon me. My guardian reached out, and I shrank as far back into the corner as I could, mumbling something incoherent about how I couldn’t bear the torment of the flames. Father Manuel tried to tell me it was alright, and he asked if Fray Ignacio had beaten me. I couldn’t answer, couldn’t even form a clear thought.
Father Manuel took the light away and came back in darkness. Though I would not eat, he coaxed me to drink some water where I sat on the floor. Once I’d had my fill, he picked me up and sat me on the bed. He made to leave after tucking me in, but he came back and sat down beside me when I started crying. He tried to go to bed several more times, but whenever he did, I begged and pleaded, and if he insisted on retiring, I screamed at the top of my lungs until he returned. I didn’t have anything in my head except I couldn’t let him leave me.
Eventually, he took me in his arms and carried me back to his bed. It was the only night in my life he ever let me sleep next to him. It comforted me to feel him twitch as he slept and to hear his breath, even though his snores were so loud they made my ears ring. I did not sleep at all that night or for several nights after, not until I was so exhausted I couldn’t help myself; nightmares be damned.
The day after the auto de fe, Father Manuel scolded Antonia for allowing Fray Ignacio to take me, though he was not too harsh with her. She was little more than a girl herself, and he seemed to understand more than I did what the young friar had said to intimidate her into submission. Weeping and contrite, she tried to apologize to me. She explained Fray Ignacio had frightened her into letting him leave with me and admitted she should have been braver. I didn’t blame her, but I didn’t speak to her either. It took me several weeks to speak to anyone besides my guardian again.
For his part, Father Manuel attempted to console me as best he could, telling me the stake was only meant for heretics, blasphemers, and the worst of criminals, and I was never to be counted among such villainous characters. But the damage was done. I couldn’t think of anything in the world so heinous it would make a person worthy of such a fate. What of that poor woman, crying and helpless, her face stained with tears and dirt? I couldn’t fathom what crime she could have committed that was so great she deserved the fire.
I became fixated on her for a long time, imagining her pain and terror, unable to let go of the images of her bloodshot eyes and the sound of her raw, hoarse voice begging for her children. Father Manuel hadn’t known her identity, but it was not difficult to ascertain. At my request, he’d asked for her sanbenito at the cathedral to get her name from the inscription.
She was María González of Ciudad Real, burned by the Toledo tribunal in September of 1513. I suppose I ought to thank our persecutors for that single consolatory favor. They thought they did no wrong; thus, they felt no shame. They recorded María’s name, along with everyone else’s, ensuring their victims would be more than forgotten piles of ashes abandoned in the smoldering vega.
Father Manuel recounted the crimes for which the accused had been burned: mostly heresy, including María. In addition to Judaizing, she had been executed for bearing false witness to the inquisitors. I would later discover she’d made her false statements under torture. Even before I learned this, I didn’t believe that was a thing to be roasted alive over, but Father Manuel took the Crown’s word for it and tried to put the matter to rest.
He said it was best not to question the laws of God and King and insisted that, as a child, I couldn’t understand the essential nature of such violence, for orchestrated brutality was a necessary evil to bring about eternal good.
I could not put it to rest. Although I gradually began to communicate with those around me once more and regained the ability to tolerate the mere sight of a flame, never again was I to view Father Manuel in the same light. I still held him dear to my heart, for he was all I’d known since losing my parents in infancy, but it horrified me that he could not bring himself to call a crime a crime if it was committed in the name of his god.
I often wondered if he’d participated in this crime in a more direct manner than he’d admitted, for even at my tender age, it was not lost on me that he had spent the night somewhere else on the very eve of the burning. I did not ask him about his part in the auto de fe until over a decade later. There were many things I should’ve confronted him about much sooner than I did.






  
  Chapter two
A CLOSE ENCOUNTER


Ten years after that fateful day, in the spring of 1523, I found myself in a place far removed from the Plaza de Zocodover, the quemadero, and every vestige of my childhood. Father Manuel had been assigned a new parish perhaps a year after the auto de fe, and we’d moved all the way from Toledo to the northerly port city of Santa Colomba de la Bahía, a few leagues west of Santander along the rugged Cantabrian coast—La Montaña, as that region was called in those days. It was in this cool, green land of thick forests and migrating sheep that I blossomed into womanhood. 
In the first few years after our relocation, I resented coming of age in La Montaña. I longed for the bustle and warmth of the city I’d left behind. Still, I was well aware that growing up under Father Manuel’s guidance was better than being dragged half into adulthood in some foundling home and then either entombed in a convent or tossed into the world too young to fend for myself yet too old to expect others to do so for me—as my husband had been.
That spring, when the bizarre and mysterious events of my life first began, I had been married to Sergio for well over a year. Though he was a contramaestre on a merchant vessel and was gone for much of the warm season, I had not yet come to regret agreeing to be his wife. Thus far, we’d lived together if not in harmony, then in some passable attempt at it. I tried in those days to be a pleasing and obedient wife, serving him at his bidding and biting my tongue when it compelled me to argue. At this, I often failed, especially with my inability to grow accustomed to his habitual weekslong absences.
It was on the eve of one of these absences that my husband and I had another of what Father Manuel liked to call our “traditional predeparture quarrels.” Sergio had been supervising the final preparations for a nearly six-month voyage to Bruges, and when the crew finished early, he and a couple of his mates returned to our house.
When he, Pablo, and Marcos arrived, I was not prepared for it. They burst into the house just as I was sweeping the kitchen, and they tracked caked-on mud with them as they filed through the door.
“Wait a minute,” I cried. “Do something about your boots.”
“Right,” Sergio said, ushering the other two back outside so they could knock off their shoes. “Sorry about that,” he added when they entered the house once more.
While they removed their outer layers and took their seats upstairs, I put the broom away and got something going for them to eat. I had to improvise, opening a wine cask and filling a couple of pewter pitchers, frying up some anchovies and dried cod, and serving the three of them cheese and bread while they waited for me to finish cooking.
Once I’d taken the cold refreshments up to them, I returned downstairs to the kitchen to mind the frying fish. I cut a slice of cheese for myself while I waited. Just as I opened my mouth to take my first bite, a booming knock sounded at the door. When I opened, I came face-to-face with the fleet owner and one of his pages.
“Don Armando!” I said, wiping my hands on my apron and ushering him in. “So sorry; I wasn’t expecting you, or I’d have prepared something better.”
“Sergio is upstairs, is he not?” Armando snapped, without acknowledging my comment.
“Yes, he is.” I gave a slight bow and shut the door.
Armando turned toward the stairs, motioning for his page to follow and leaving me to ascend last. Upstairs, Marcos and Pablo stood and greeted the master. Sergio made to get out of his chair, but Armando commanded him to sit.
“Do you want to return to the estate house?” Sergio asked.
“Sara is there,” Armando replied.
That was all that was necessary. Armando’s wife had come to the country house from the town house where she spent most of her time, so he’d fled here to escape her.
After Armando settled into his seat, I went back to the kitchen to tend the food. Almost as soon as I set foot on the bottom stair, someone above set a glass decanter on a wooden table, which resulted in an immediate chorus of approval. Sergio called my name not long after, and when I returned upstairs, he waved me over to his seat.
“Micalita, after you finish cooking, I want you to go to the big house and fetch Gabriel. Then, see if you can stay up there with Gracia and Sara so we can work on this.” He grinned and pointed to a decanter full of brandy now in the hand of Armando’s page.
“Alright.” I turned away without another word, hoping my inner fury hadn’t burned through to my outer expression.
So tempted was I to resist this command that I had to run down the stairs and out the door with scarcely a goodbye to any of them. With the fish done, I had no reason to wait anyhow—let the damned page serve them.
I stepped outside into the uncharacteristically clear spring weather, wrapping myself in a thick woolen shawl to keep out the humid chill. My huge shaggy dog, Lobo, rolled over in his spot in a glowing patch of late-afternoon sunlight and gave me a look that almost begged me not to head for the road. I shrugged and made to go. He heaved himself off the ground with a grunt and a sigh, shook his charcoal fur, and followed, casting a forlorn glance at his warm place in the sun. When he caught up to me, I patted his head without slowing my gait.
Even though Sergio’s and my house was the closest to Armando’s country estate—and incidentally the farthest from Santa Colomba proper, being one of the newest houses in the arrabal that had spread out beyond the city walls over the last few decades—it was still a ways from the start of Armando’s lands to the threshold of his house. If it had been dark, Sergio would not have sent me out alone. Yet, since the last light of the evening still held, I felt comfortable making the short trek with only Lobo for company.
Still fuming at Sergio’s dismissal, I spent the entire walk growing ever more agitated. By the time I reached the big house, I almost had to grit my teeth to stop myself from shouting at Gabriel that my husband would prefer to spend his final hours on Spanish shores in his friends’ company rather than in mine. Instead, I cordially informed Armando’s younger brother that the master requested his presence at my house. Then I took Lobo to the kitchen and followed a maid into the parlor, where Sara and Gabriel’s wife, Gracia, already sat drinking wine and chatting.
Sara had her mahogany-brown hair strung with a thin band of gold and pulled into a flowing half-up, half-down knot, and she wore a deep-emerald taffeta dress embroidered with matching golden thread that accentuated her green eyes. Gracia’s auburn hair cascaded down her milk-pale shoulders in spiraling curls as it mingled with the twilight blue of her silk dress. She idly twirled the puffy skirts with the hand not holding her wine cup.
When I entered the parlor and both women’s eyes fell on me, I became aware I’d not prepared at all for this visit. I wore a simple dress of tan wool that laced up the front, and my hair was neither brushed nor styled. Christ save me! I even had streaks of mud on my shoes.
My abrupt embarrassment overpowered me, and I froze where I stood. Living as Sergio and I did, in such intimate proximity to our betters, proved to be difficult for me, especially on occasions like this. Whilst he moved comfortably amongst the moneyed and well-bred, thanks to his close friendship with Armando, I felt awkward in their presence, their manners throwing into stark relief my own simple upbringing, their vast wealth putting my own humbler circumstances to shame.
I was often envious of the deep colors and soft fabrics of Gracia’s dresses, jealous of the beautiful dishes and wonderful paintings Sara always collected, and annoyed when I was obliged to perform in my own home the duties that always fell to their servants. I might not have been so disturbed by the lack of such luxuries if they were not constantly paraded in front of me—and if Sergio did not spend as much of his time ashore making my life more difficult.
At the same time, if I could count on one thing in this world of rich ship lords and indulged merchants’ wives, it was for Sara to be kind. For some reason, she’d taken a liking to me from the day we’d met. Because of her, the servants treated me as a guest rather than an intruder, and because of her, Gracia and I had become friends when she and Gabriel had married. A girl like Gracia mightn’t have even spoken to a girl like me without Sara’s intervention. In some ways, I almost felt Sara to be a sort of mother. It had been she, after all, who’d dressed me for my wedding and advised me on what to expect after. So even though I’d just burst into her parlor with hair flying and dress flecked with cooking lard, she welcomed me.
I sat down on the sofa farthest from the window so as to be in the darkest corner possible and hoped the wine would help me feel less self-conscious. Sara and Gracia informed me they had been talking about which tailors made the best baby clothes in town and what sorts of amulets and charms the midwives recommended for a healthy pregnancy.
When I asked what brought on that conversation, Gracia let out a demure laugh.
“I suppose I should catch you up,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling. “Gabriel and I swore we would not tell anyone about this until we were certain the time had come, but a few days ago I felt the quickening.”
I started, knowing what she would say next.
“I am with child.” She beamed, flashing her brilliant smile.
That smile was one of the things I loved most about her. It always filled me with a warmth that evaporated my envy of her dresses and her beauty. Except today. Today, I turned my gaze to Sara, searching for what I ought to say. Under normal circumstances, a pregnancy announcement from a wealthy, married young woman would be met with nothing but joy and congratulations. But these were not normal circumstances.
“It’s alright, Micaela, honestly,” Sara assured me, with her characteristic half smile that never reached her eyes.
At this, I leapt from my seat to hug Gracia and kiss her cheeks, bursting forth with the expected congratulations and adulations that the mother-to-be looked radiant and Gabriel’s son would be the handsomest child ever born. However, I couldn’t shake the feeling Sara probably was not as alright as she claimed to be, and I wished we might talk about it alone.
“Don Gabriel must be thrilled to become a father,” I said.
“He is beside himself,” Gracia replied.
“Does anyone else know yet?”
“Gabriel told Armando earlier today, and I informed my parents yesterday. We’ve sent letters to Gabriel’s mother in Santander, as well.”
I don’t remember much else about what we discussed that evening, things to do with the pregnancy and Gracia’s family and other idle conversation. I stayed for several hours, trying to become more accustomed to the notion that this house would soon be filled with infant cries and infant toys—while mine would not. In all the time Sergio and I had been married, we had not managed to conceive. I tried to forget this uncomfortable fact and be happy for Gracia, but between my own barrenness and the grief I could only imagine Sara to be in at this news, it was difficult to avoid putting a damper on the situation.
For her part, Sara proved more adept at stoicism and empathy than I might’ve been if I’d borne four living children and watched them all succumb to illness within the first few months or years of their lives. Sara and I had never discussed it much, but I knew she’d delivered at least two stillborns and suffered several miscarriages on top of the babies that had died later. Despite so many pregnancies, she and Armando never had a child survive beyond the age of three. Not a single one.
While it wasn’t unusual in those days to lose a young child, to lose all of them was quite another matter. Thus, Gracia and I kept our toasts and celebrations politely restrained. Indeed, Gracia acted almost ashamed to be too excited in Sara’s presence, checking the intensity of her smile and allowing the conversation to drift away from baby things after a while.
It was past midnight when Sergio, Armando, and Gabriel all stumbled back to the estate. Sergio and Armando were tipsy, but Gabriel had gotten himself so falling-down drunk that Armando’s manservant Tomás and one of the pages had to carry him into the house. Much less concerned about his brother’s feelings than Gracia had been about Sara’s, Gabriel ranted and raved about how his son was to be the richest ship lord and most desirable bachelor in all the land. He carried on like that until the servants took him up to his room to sleep it off.
Sergio and I fetched Lobo and went home to our own bed. The brandy hit my husband hard on the road back, and he tripped more than a few times, obliging me to help him navigate a relatively flat, straight path. He was a tall man—a full head and shoulders taller than me—which made it difficult to keep him upright and only increased my irritation. Try as I might, I couldn’t help but snap at him.
“I hope you had a damn good time turning me out like a mule to pasture tonight.”
“Why you want to ruin a perfectly nice evening, Micaela?” he slurred.
“It was nice for you.” I stepped out in front of him and turned to face him whilst blocking his path. “How do you think I feel, with you deserting me the night before you sail, just so you can drink with the same lads you always do?”
Sergio rolled his eyes and swerved around me without a word, which only incensed me further.
“Sergio!” I shouted.
“I’m not going to do this in the middle of the road in the middle of the night,” he said, staggering down the path toward our barrio.
I trotted after him. “When would you prefer to do it?”
“After I’m dead would be ideal.” He chuckled and slowed his pace to let me catch up. “What would you have me do?” he asked when I once again strode at his side. “When my master knocks on my door, am I to turn him away?”
“No, but . . .”
“Should I insult my officers by refusing to dine with them the night before we’ll be working together for weeks on end?”
“I suppose not.”
“Should I keep my wife in a house full of drunken, cursing sailors making nasty jokes no woman should hear?”
“No,” I snapped.
Though I remained unconvinced, I couldn’t concoct much of a refutation, so we finished the rest of our journey in total silence. When we arrived home, Sergio lit a candle and fumbled through building a fire while I hung our cloaks and undid my shoes. We still hadn’t said another word.
“If you want to pass this night arguing, I’d rather find somewhere else to sleep,” Sergio mumbled, breaking the silence while he continued trying and failing to ignite the fireplace.
I sighed. “You know I don’t like it when you run off the night before you sail.”
“I know. Ha!” he cried as he finally set the kindling alight.
He then stumbled over to where I stood at the washbasin and planted a kiss on my forehead. He pinched my nose and grinned in the teasing, impish way he always did when he was good and drunk yet firm in the knowledge he could talk himself out of trouble. Just like that, our fight was over. I always pardoned him in the end; might as well not delay the inevitable.
When I smiled in return, he kissed me on the mouth, sliding his hands around my waist and lifting me off the floor. I undid the laces of his jerkin while he carried me to the bed and laid me on the wool mattress. He lost his balance when he moved his arm from underneath my body, falling on top of me. We both laughed.
After he undressed me, I ran my hands over his bare chest and shoulders, kissing his neck and wrapping my legs around his waist. I drew my fingers over the length of his smooth back and plunged them into his thick hair. I then shoved his hand between my legs so he could attend me with his fingers. While we kissed, he stroked me right where I’d placed his hand, slowly increasing the pressure until I moaned with anticipation.
I couldn’t wait any longer, so I told Sergio to take me. He lifted me bodily, pulling me on top of him and flopping to his back, but he misjudged his position on the bed and slammed the rear of his skull against the wall behind the mattress.
Bolting upright, he gripped his head with one hand while holding me in place on his lap with the other. “Oh, shit!”
I pressed his face to my chest to get a look at his head. As I began to gently test the lump on his scalp, he snatched my nipple into his mouth.
A hot tingle zipped down my spine, and I smiled. “You’re obviously fine.”
He looked up at me. “I am. That just hurt.”
“Serves you right for drinking all night.” I chuckled and gave his cheek a playful slap.
Sergio laughed. “I guess it does. Still, you’re going to pay for that.” He flipped me flat on my back and plunged into me, making me gasp.
“As long as you don’t whack my head on the wall, we’re alright.” I giggled.
His body shuddered with suppressed laughter. “Shh. I’m trying to focus.”
Despite his intoxication, he automatically did what I liked, and I soon found myself groaning as he rubbed against me in just the right spot. I wound my legs around his waist once more. He kissed my lips and my neck and the space between my breasts, all while he intensified the pressure of his thrusts until we both climaxed.
Panting, I unwrapped my arms and legs from around his body and let him slide the blankets over my limp form, moaning as the wool brushed against my newly sensitive skin. Sergio pulled on his nightclothes, then gathered me into his arms for one last embrace before he drifted off.
Though I’d been annoyed with him all evening, I preferred to spend the night in his arms, listening to the melodic tinkling of a rain shower on the roof tiles and basking in the smell of his salty sweat and the feel of his hot breath on my skin. Besides the rain, the only sounds in the room were the occasional hiss and pop of the fire and Sergio’s gentle snores, punctuated by Lobo’s louder ones rising from the floor. Yet, even in this lulling atmosphere, I remained wide awake, running my fingers through my husband’s mass of jet-black curls and wishing I could delay the dawn.
The embarkation always provoked in me a nagging and visceral dread, for despite Sergio’s assurances that sailing in a convoy made the trip to Flanders safer than it might be otherwise, many things could still go wrong. In those days of ceaseless war and piracy and unpredictable weather, sailing could prove a dangerous business, convoy or no. I could never shake the anxious dream that one day Sergio’s ship would return without him—or it wouldn’t return at all. The very thought took my breath away.
I tried to push it out of my mind by reminding myself the officers did not do the dangerous work. What’s more, I always got letters and presents from Sergio while he was abroad to let me know he was safe. But on the nights before the voyages, I couldn’t force myself to let go of the worry that one day the letters and presents would stop. I never could doze off on those nights, though Sergio always slept them right away, sometimes snoring as loud as Lobo.
When dawn came the next morning, Sergio skipped breakfast like he always did before a trip. I was still privately smarting from his treatment of me the evening before, regardless of how easily he could trick me into feeling like I’d forgiven him, so I chose not to go to the docks to see him off.
Rather, I held him in the doorway, dreading that inevitable moment when I’d see it close on him. He squeezed me tight around the shoulders and bent down to lay his chin on the top of my head. I gave him one final kiss as we stood at the threshold, wrapped in each other’s arms, the air thick with yet another goodbye.
“Don’t worry,” he said, cocking his head and flashing his wide smile. “It’s only a few weeks. I’ll be back before you know it.”
“Last time I checked, six months isn’t a few weeks,” I mumbled, rolling my eyes.
“Sure it is. Any number more than two and less than a hundred is a few.”
“So that’s how you always ‘only have a few’ when you go out with the lads?”
He threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, I’ll miss you.”
Kissing me on the forehead, he swung his bag over his shoulder, gave Lobo a pat, and walked out the door. I shut it behind him and turned toward our empty kitchen. The fresh silence rang louder in my ears than a chorus of church bells, and the empty feeling in my stomach mixed with a tightness in my chest. I wondered if I ought to have gone to the harbor with him, but I was too proud to run after him now, so I went upstairs.
I didn’t give in to tears. Instead, I sat down on the bed and stared at the embers of the fire Sergio had rebuilt upon waking—the last one he would kindle for me for a long while—and watched the ash as it spilled out onto the hearth. I curled up in a ball and fell asleep, exhausted from my wakeful night and lulled by the sound of Lobo’s renewed snoring from his place so close to the hot coals, it was a wonder he wasn’t roasted alive.
When I woke again around an hour later, I decided rather than stay cooped up inside my silent house, I’d go into the walled part of town and call on Father Manuel. I rolled out of bed and completed the chores that couldn’t wait—feeding the chickens, collecting the eggs, and drawing water from the well near the house. I then dressed and made a halfhearted attempt to comb my thick, heavy hair into submission before giving up, tying it with a ribbon, and concealing it under a linen veil.
Almost to add insult to injury, Lobo and I stepped through the doorway of our empty home to find an equally empty arrabal. But I’d expected as much—it happened this way every sailing season. As I understood things, Armando had been obliged by his late father’s debts to sell some of the family’s land adjacent to the arrabal. The sailors and fishermen coming in to escape the plagues and fires that had ravaged other nearby cities in the preceding years had snapped up this land and built their homes on it. This meant when Sergio left, a good many of our neighbors did also, either to sail on one of the merchant ships that all liked to leave around the same time or to fish in open waters.
Marcos and Pablo happened to be our nearest neighbors, and since neither of the brothers was married, their house went even quieter than mine when Armando’s ships set out. During the on-season, our corner of the neighborhood was sometimes all but deserted. I did not at all like that arrangement, but Sergio had built our home before we’d met, and we’d lose a significant sum if we were to sell it in exchange for a more expensive house within the city walls—if we found one at all. Thus, I tended to lose any argument I started about us moving into town.
Still, there were a few families scattered around. I waved hello to Susana as I passed her home. As usual, several of her five small children heckled her, whining like tiny dogs at her ankles, while she and her servant girl fed the family pig in the stall underneath their house. I called on Susana often enough, but since she never got a moment of peace, I always felt like just one more bother to her.
I also passed by Catalina’s house as I neared the open city gate, though she wasn’t anywhere to be seen today. I’d gone to visit Catalina a few times when I first moved to the arrabal because she was a blind, old widow whose teenaged grandson apprenticed on Armando’s sole nao. However, her spinster daughter lived there with her, and I preferred to avoid Cecilia. Catalina was kindly on her own, but she and her daughter could whip one another into a frenzy over the conversos or the Alumbrados or the Lutherans or whatever other variety of assorted heretics happened to be the subject of collective ire at the moment. A couple of incidents like that were enough to put me off visiting their home too often.
When I arrived at Father Manuel’s, he was in the church plaza, standing right in front of the main door and talking with one of the lads who was working on some repairs to the windows and the bell tower. I went inside the rectory without interrupting and took it upon myself to fry up some sausages before he returned. While I stood over the kitchen fire, fiddling with my apron and waiting for the fat to bubble, I mulled over whether to air my grievances about Sergio’s and my argument from the night before or keep them to myself.
When he came into the rectory, Father Manuel sat down at the table and leaned his walking stick on the end.
“Father?” I hesitated, unsure what I might say next.
I laid a few salchichas in the pan before wiping my hands on my apron and turning to fetch him a cup of wine. He didn’t answer. Rather, he waited to see what I’d say. Silently, I set the mug before him and turned back to my pan.
“Did you and Sergio have your traditional predeparture quarrel?” he asked at last.
“It is not a traditional predeparture quarrel,” I said, annoyed he’d managed to deduce that much so easily. “It’s more like a habitual predeparture discontent.”
He smiled. “Child, I told you marrying Sergio would be more difficult than you anticipated. You’ve made your vows before God. Antagonizing your husband about his work is not what I’d call keeping them.”
I sighed before replying, wishing he hadn’t reminded me of my failure to heed his warnings about what marriage to a sailor would be like. Though he had ceded to my desires in the end, Father Manuel had had mixed emotions about Sergio’s and my match.
On the one hand, I’m sure it was a relief for him to get me out of his rectory. I was a grown woman by the time I’d married, making it ever more inappropriate for me to remain housed with him. The rumors that he’d bought me for a concubine had been flying since the day we’d arrived in Santa Colomba, after all.
On the other hand, he’d always wished me to live a monastic life. I’d been in such fear he was going to force me through the doors of a nunnery that I’d found myself a husband at the first opportunity. Sometimes, I wondered if my marriage vows mightn’t have turned out more burdensome than the vows I’d have taken at the convent, yet I couldn’t bear even the thought of being cloistered for all eternity.
“I know I must keep my vows,” I said after a long pause. “But does that mean I must always be pleased with it?”
“Yes,” he replied. “You must put your husband at ease, make his life and his work as comfortable as possible. If that means biting your tongue when he leaves, then you do it.”
I sighed. I’d expected Father Manuel to side with Sergio, my husband being the head of our household and all, and I almost wished I hadn’t said anything. It was not as though I always made it a point to argue with Sergio about his departures. I simply wished him to spend more of the preceding days in my company rather than in that of the people with whom he was about to be trapped on a ship for weeks on end, and I wished the good Father had more to say about that.
While I was turning the sausages, Lobo gave a thunderous bark from behind me, and I jumped almost out of my shoes before laughing at his brazen attempt to startle me into dropping a piece of meat. That booming bark reminded me of why I’d chosen Sergio: he was a difficult man to be sure, but he could be tender and thoughtful if he had a mind to be.
It had been drizzling the day my husband brought Lobo home as a puppy, as it often did in the late winter when the storms rolled in off the Atlantic to drench the coast, sometimes for days on end. This particular storm had arrived a week or two before Sergio was set to depart for the first time since our wedding. He only had to travel to Santander and would be gone a mere two or three weeks. Even so, I was filled with dismay at the thought of our impending separation. I had not spoken to Sergio of these feelings, but he had sensed my dejection.
He’d shown up out of the rain that day holding a tiny bundle in his hand and using the folds of his cloak to shield it from the weather. I’d been trying my best with my needlework when he entered, and I thought he’d brought a loaf of bread from town. I rose from my seat, ready to make him a meal with this bundle, when he cast a glance down at it and a wide grin spread across his face. I looked at the half-soaked wrappings to find a shaggy head poking out from their center and a pair of round brown eyes staring up at me.
“Oh, Sergio,” I said. “Where did you get him?”
“Found him outside the tavern. Couple of my seamen and I trapped him in a crate. I thought he might keep you company while I’m away.” He handed me the tiny ball of matted fur.
The pup must have realized by this point that neither of us meant him harm, for he’d cooperated as we bathed him and fed him some dried cod. Of course, neither Sergio nor I had known at the time how huge this tiny ball of fur was to become. Now well over a year old, he stood as tall as me on his hind legs, his paws were as large as my own hands, and his neck had grown to be nearly as thick as my waist. He was a towering mass of charcoal fur that was almost indistinguishable from a wolf, so his name wasn’t exactly unearned. Yet he was the gentlest of giants, and his happiness was almost tangible, aiding me and sustaining me on the nights when my bed was empty and my home would have been empty if he weren’t curled up on the floor.
Father Manuel had never been all that fond of dogs, but even he had come around to Lobo. As we ate, he tossed a piece of sausage into Lobo’s waiting jaws every now and again. I picked at a link, eating only half of it before dropping it to the floor. I always lost my appetite in the days following Sergio’s departure.
After the meal, I remained in the rectory until Father Manuel went to prepare for Vespers. Not feeling up to seeing anyone else, I decided to head home as soon as I finished washing the dishes and tidying up the house. Father Manuel used to have a full-time housekeeper for that sort of work, and I couldn’t help but remember her whenever I performed these tasks, for she and I had always done these sorts of chores together from the time I arrived in Santa Colomba.
Leonor had been an older widow when she came to work for us because she needed to help her sons pay off her late husband’s debts. She’d stayed with us half the time and with her sons half the time in the beginning. However, as her sons married and their home became cramped with wives and children, she’d begun staying at the rectory more and more, sleeping on a cot next to mine in the maid’s room.
It wasn’t until much later that I realized there was likely another reason Leonor decided to move in with us. For propriety’s sake, she and Father Manuel had always been so discreet that I had suspected nothing while she’d lived, but he’d mourned so deeply when she’d passed, I became certain she’d been much more to him than a housemaid.
She had been more than a governess to me, as well. I had Leonor to thank for all those afternoons spent washing with the laundresses rather than sitting cooped up in the rectory. I had Leonor to thank that I’d finally mastered the culinary arts, even if she’d not been able to do anything about my abysmal sewing talents. I even had Leonor to thank for my first meetings with Sergio, for if she’d not sent me to the good fish market along the harbor every day, I might never have run into him there. Thus, it never took more than a few strokes of the broom across Father Manuel’s floor or a few dirty dishes on his table to make me miss her.
Once I finished the chores, I made a beeline back through the city, into the arrabal, and over the bridge that crossed the river before it opened into the wide estuary on which our town was situated. On the other side of this bridge spanned sprawling sheep and cattle pastures almost as far as the eye could see, flanked at last by the forests of beech and oak that marked the start of the rolling hills and baldíos—or wilderness lands—that began perhaps a league south of town.
In the far distance, wooded ridges rose above the hills, and beyond those loomed the high mountains, their barren peaks always visible on clear days. Today, they were still capped with snow, though down here along the coast, the same precipitation had fallen as rain overnight. Sometimes, when I returned to the arrabal from the old town, I took a detour so I could stand in the field closest to my house and enjoy the view of the icy spikes as they towered over the coast, basking in the glow of the sun whenever it managed to burn its way through the clouds.
It was on this evening’s detour that I spotted her.
She stood stark still on the edge of a grove of shade trees that grew in the pastures along the river. I started, sure at first this woman had to be a hallucination. Everything about her screamed of unnaturalness: an inhumanly tall and slender frame, flawless lavender-colored skin covered intermittently with slate-gray runes, shiny silver hair that shimmered with a touch of lilac, and bright eyes gleaming with a hint of the same purple hue as her flesh.
Terrified at the mere sight of such a phantom, I turned from the fields, flew over the bridge, and ran to my house. Lobo tailed me the whole way, as shocked and frightened as I. I slammed the door as soon as we had flung ourselves inside, and when I snuck to the window and peered out, I found the apparition had not given chase.
Though my knees quaked and my heart pounded against my breastbone, I still somehow wished I’d had the courage to look at her just a little longer, if only to make sure she hadn’t been a mirage. Now that she no longer stood before my eyes, I began to question whether she might have been a figment of my imagination after all, a delirium I’d created in my dismay at Sergio’s departure.
I resolved never to ponder my fleeting vision again, and never ever to speak of it. Such a creature as that willow of a woman was not—could not be—real. The last thing I needed was for people to
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