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  To Kate Camp
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  I begin by weaving a net. It must be light yet strong, and the tension exactly judged: too tight is as dangerous as too loose. This is a trick which takes many years to

  master—it consumed my childhood, as well as those years when a man should be selecting a bride—but once it is learned, all society is at one’s command, and any price may be asked.

  My tiny nets, my little foundations of holes, are as fine as gossamer; neither pins nor messy adhesives are required to keep them in place. A simple adjustment of springs is all that is necessary

  to maintain the tension, but this is a painless procedure, and the devices are quite invisible.




  In my trade, the net is known as a caul. Perhaps you associate this word with the piece of skin which is sometimes found clinging to the skulls of newborn children, and which is kept as a charm

  against drowning? I like to think my hand-woven cauls similarly lucky; I like to consider myself a maker of charms. You will see no sign above my door save my name, for many of my customers value

  their privacy, but my trade card is more illuminating:




  

    Monsieur Lucien Goulet III




    Manufacturer of Ladies’ Imperceptible Hair-Pieces




    & Gentlemen’s Invisible Coverings


  




  Some in my profession sneer at these terms, dismissing them as old-fashioned. People need to know what one is selling, they say. Call the thing by its true name. Wig. Toupee.

  It’s a matter of honesty. I, however, am an old-fashioned man, and prefer to maintain a certain mystique. Besides, my customers are more comfortable in my coy hands than in those of a common

  tradesman. Imperceptibility, invisibility: these are my areas of expertise. If you can afford the price, I can work miracles. I can take years off your life.
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  This Side of Heaven












  February 1898




  With its tangle of Moorish minarets, cupolas, and arches, its Byzantine domes and its thirteen crescent moons, the Tampa Bay Hotel was a fairy-tale castle anchored at the

  water’s edge. It was open only a few months a year, and during the immense summers it stood empty, its glittering roofs blinding even the crows. From December through April, however, it was

  full of the best sorts of people: bankers and industrialists, stockbrokers and shipping merchants, attorneys and architects, and a number of celebrities. They came from the big northern cities and

  from Europe, these guests, each man accompanied by a sleek wife. Any children they brought with them were, like the Hotel maids, silent until asked to speak. Wealthy invalids came, too: women of

  delicate constitution and sensitive nerves, feeble second sons, consumptives, rheumatics, all ordered south by physicians weary of the illnesses of the rich, whether phantom or genuine. Florida was

  a place where wonders could happen, where there was no winter worth mentioning, and where the soil was so fertile that dry sticks took root and flowered like Aaron’s staff. Heart cases did

  well there.




  Once inside the gates of the Tampa Bay Hotel there was no need to leave, no reason to venture into the dirty, dangerous parts of town, where the Negroes and Latins lived. It was a city unto

  itself, with a drugstore, a schoolhouse, a barbershop, a newsstand, a beauty salon, and a telegraph office. There were spa facilities, an exposition hall, a casino, a bowling alley, tennis and

  croquet courts, kennels and stables. Every room had a telephone, hot and cold running water, and electric lighting designed by Edison himself. The grounds contained one hundred and fifty varieties

  of tropical plants and were so vast that porters were available to squeeze the lazier guests into rickshaws, transporting them like luggage along the ornamental walkways so that they could admire

  the peacocks and the mirror pool. To the north and the west lay the wilderness, which an army of gardeners kept at bay, and which shook with easy quarry: trout, alligators, tarpon, egrets, plover,

  deer, and snakes. Upon one’s return to the Hotel these could be cooked by the chef, fashioned into a handbag, secured to a hat, or stuffed by the resident taxidermist.




  Marion Unger stood at her window on Fortune Street brushing her hair. Across the river she could see the Tampa Bay Hotel gleaming like quicksilver

  under the February sun, and if she lowered her gaze to the water’s surface she could watch the entire structure rippling and dissolving, then reassembling itself. She had come to Tampa

  because of the Hotel, not as a guest but as a bricklayer’s bride, and she had watched the resort grow to one-quarter of a mile from its foundation stone. She had married Jack at the age of

  nineteen, almost ten years before, and at their wedding in Detroit she had worn a crown of orange blossoms, as if Florida had claimed her already. She had wanted to put the flowers in water before

  she went to bed, but she could not untangle them from her hair without tearing the petals, catching them in the white-blond strands.




  “Don’t worry,” said Jack. “You can have as many orange blossoms as you like once we’re in Tampa. Come here.” And he opened the starchy sheets to her, and she

  climbed into the cool, high bed.




  The next weeks were spent preparing for their departure. As Marion filled her trunk with her new clothes, the clothes of a wife, she tried to imagine what her life would be like so far south, on

  the edge of that low-lying peninsula. At breakfast each morning, she thought, when she would wear her new silk kimono, she and Jack would drink juice the color of the sun, and she would make him

  orange marmalade and her mother’s orange cake—the secret was the zest, rubbed as fine as sand—and if it were ever cold enough to light a fire she would sprinkle the kindling with

  curls of peel and their house would be warm and spicy. She folded the burial robe she had sewn as part of her trousseau, admiring the tiny tucks in the bodice, the handmade lace at the wrists and

  throat. It seemed a shame she could not wear it as a nightgown; the satin felt so luxurious to the touch. On top of the neat pile of clothes she placed the woollen stockings her mother had knitted,

  although Jack said she would never need them, and that she was foolish to take such things along.




  They arrived in the summer of 1888, when there was no grand resort and no bridge, just acres of swamp and underbrush to be cleared, and alligators prowling the sandy streets, and serpents

  stirring in the palmetto scrub. Marion had never known such heat. The wild orange trees were bright with ripening fruit, and the air clung to her skin.




  “We’ll get used to it—everyone does,” said Jack, his brow glossy, his cheeks too flushed. “And come hurricane season, you’ll long for this calm.”




  He meant it as a joke, but Marion was too hot to laugh. As he led her into their house she thought of her hometown, where the hottest weather was smoothed by its passage across the Great

  Lakes.




  Jack stroked the humid strands of hair at her temples. She could feel the grain of his skin, the whorls and ridges rough to the touch, like the rind of citrus fruits. He had confident hands; she

  had watched him build a wall not a fraction out of true, the liver-colored bricks rising from the ground and obscuring his legs, his chest, his face, until he disappeared. He was confident in

  society, too, able to transform himself into a gentleman whenever he wished, always wearing the right trousers with the right coat, the correct shade of gloves, the appropriate hat. He felt as

  comfortable at a grand ball or a ceremonious dinner as he did at home, and indeed, he sought out such events, always delighted to make the acquaintance of members of the fashionable set. He became

  known by a number of society hostesses as a desirable guest; he could be relied upon to invite the plainest wallflower to dance, and was never at a loss for conversation, entertaining many a table

  with snippets gleaned from the latest periodicals and presented in such a way that one might think them his personal observations. To mark their engagement Marion had given him a spirit level made

  of brass and engraved with his initials, but she suspected he seldom needed such devices; he trusted his eye. On their wedding night his broad hands had moved over her, expertly arranging and

  nudging and tap-tap-tapping, placing her in line. And afterward he had looked at her so—there was no other word for it—so proudly, drawing back to see her in perspective, then

  smiling and saying, “Perfect,” as if she were his own creation.




  They would be in Florida two years, he told her. Quite apart from the generous wage, it was an honor for him to be chosen for the job; the railroad magnate Henry B. Plant had handpicked

  twenty-five bricklayers, and they would build the most luxurious hotel in the world.




  “I’m so proud of you,” she said when he returned from his first day on the site. And then, fanning herself with his straw hat, “How long will the summer last?”




  Day by day she willed the building to take shape as she watched the barges moving up the Hillsborough and depositing their cargo. Bricks and cedar came, and a great coil of steel cable, and

  fifteen hundred barrels of oyster shells from an old Indian mound. They would be added to the concrete, Jack said, and would bind together the walls of Mr. Plant’s palace. He liked that about

  the project: it was innovative. Mr. Plant saw any problem as a riddle to which he could find a shrewd solution, and that was why he was so wealthy. Take the coil of steel, for example. Tampa had a

  reputation for catching alight, but the lengths of cable winding through the Hotel’s concrete floors would protect the building, he assured her.




  “The only fireproof resort in the country,” said Jack.




  “But what do you mean, a reputation?” said Marion. She did not think she had room for another danger; there were too many in this primitive place. She was to stay inside when the sun

  was fierce; she was to be on her guard against alligators and snakes, especially at night, when anyone venturing out of doors should carry a gun; if she heard an alligator hissing she should move

  away as quickly as possible. Then there were the regular outbreaks of disease: only six months before she and Jack had arrived, yellow fever had been epidemic. Many families had fled to the woods

  for fear of infection, and there were tar barrels burning on every corner in the hope that the smoke would kill the germs. Even now, any railcars bringing building materials from Jacksonville,

  where the disease was still spreading, had to be fumigated before they were unloaded. One of the first things Marion had done was to buy lengths of mosquito netting and hang it about their bed, and

  in the early morning, when she first awoke and tried to make sense of her veiled surroundings, it was as if clouds of smoke had risen up and hidden the whole world, and Jack was the only thing real

  to her. And she did not want to leave their misty sanctuary for a place so full of danger, but as soon as she moved her feet or rubbed her eyes, Jack awoke and dressed and was gone. Now, it seemed,

  there were fires to be taken into account. She would not like to raise a child here, and hoped she would not fall pregnant until they were safely back in Detroit.




  “It was an old submarine telegraph line that took messages to the Florida Keys and the West Indies,” Jack was saying. “The copper wire salvaged from the core covered the cost

  of bringing it to the site. Innovative, do you see?” He tapped his knife against his plate for emphasis. The bridge across the Hillsborough was another example—rather than build a new

  one at great cost, Mr. Plant had simply cannibalized an old one. And the Hotel walls and ceilings—they were reinforced with outmoded tracks from his South Florida Railroad.




  “No wonder he’s a wealthy man,” said Marion.




  “Mrs. Plant is playing her part too,” said Jack. “She’s making a Grand Tour of Europe and the Orient, buying furnishings for the place. Onyx chairs from the Far East,

  antique tapestries from France—Mr. Plant is joining her for some of it.” He laughed. “I like the way people operate down here. There are lots of possibilities.”




  There it was again: an emphatic tap of the knife against their wedding china. Marion thought of the Indians who had dropped their oyster shells as they ate, every generation doing the same so

  that the mound grew and grew until it changed the landscape, making a hill where before there was none.




  She could feel the bristles of the brush pushing through each strand of hair, scratching her other palm like stubble, and if she closed her eyes

  she could imagine that Jack was home again, rubbing his face against her hand. And she could imagine, too, that from her window she saw not the shining Hotel but the wild orange trees, pretty and

  sour, that had surrounded their house in the beginning.




  It faced south, turning its back on the wilderness where the wild animals prowled and where men could go, so Marion had understood, to buy the company of a woman. She had never seen any of these

  creatures, these scrubland females who displayed their colors and whistled and cawed and brushed their pulse points with scent, but Jack assured her they were there, and that it was a place best

  ignored. The house looked toward the center of town, where the roads were being paved: toward the future, Marion had told herself, and she thought of Jack piecing Mr. Plant’s palace together,

  sending its shadow across the water to her, brick by brick.




  During those first few weeks in Tampa, when she had felt she might evaporate in the heat, she made her way through the orange trees to the river and bathed, her body as light as a leaf, her toes

  now and then tracing the stony bed. Once, when she found Jack already home upon her return, he said, “We seem to have a mermaid living in the river. She must have lost her way.”




  “What does she look like?” said Marion, smiling, her hair trickling down her back.




  Jack took her by the shoulders and turned her to the left and to the right, lifting her wet hair over her breasts, examining her face for features he might recognize. “A little like you.

  But I couldn’t be sure,” he said. Then he told her that in Tampa men outnumbered women by seven to one, and that she should be careful about displaying herself. If the heat was

  unbearable he would do something about it, and for a moment Marion believed he could change the weather to please her. “I’ll look after you,” he said. “You’re a rarity

  here. An endangered species.”




  The next day he bought her an ostrich-feather fan. He placed it on the sideboard in the parlor as if it were a bouquet of flowers, and when she opened it and used it during the hot afternoons it

  made a murmuring sound: the sound of a marriage beginning to breathe. And she knew that she must be at home in this close place, with this man who had brought the wind inside, and it was only for

  two years, and the heat could not last.




  Then, in November of 1888, Jack told her that Mr. Plant had decided to make the Hotel even bigger, adding fifty more rooms, sixteen private parlor suites, and a domed dining hall that would seat

  six hundred and fifty. It would take an extra year to complete.




  “But he can’t just add rooms. He can’t just change the plans halfway through,” said Marion, her voice shrinking.




  As she watched from her side of the river, however, the Moorish palace grew and grew, rising from the wilderness and expanding all through the mild winter months and again in the heat of summer,

  the sky shining through its bones, the scaffolding spreading like vines. It was too big to hate, this castle conjured from the swamp, from oyster shells and railroad tracks and telegraph cables.

  Marion imagined the long-gone feasts set into its cement, and the journeys by train, and the ghosts of messages that had once shivered along the undersea cables. There were wishes in its walls, she

  thought, and in spite of herself she admired it, just as she admired Jack for his part in its creation.




  As the Hotel neared completion, bonfires were lit so that Mr. Plant’s rail passengers could admire it at night. Jack’s days became longer and longer, until just before the grand

  opening he and several hundred others were working until well after dark. Even with her curtains and shades drawn, even with her eyes shut, Marion could see the glow from the site, and she never

  slept until Jack was in bed beside her, his arm resting about her waist, the smell of brick dust in his hair. He told her of the treasures from Mrs. Plant’s Grand Tour that were filling the

  Hotel. Every day they were arriving on the trains, forty-one carloads in all. There were one hundred and ten carved mirrors from Venice and Florence; there was a life-size bronze of Victor

  Hugo’s Esmeralda and her goat; there were pieces once belonging to Napoleon, Queen Victoria, Marie Antoinette, Louis XIV, and Mary, Queen of Scots. Placed throughout the grounds would be a

  range of jardinières—pretty porcelain stands shaped like mushrooms and elephants, monkeys and frogs, to be used as seats by weary strollers. Inside the building stretched thirty

  thousand yards of red carpeting woven with lions—it was made for the English Royal Family, but they refused to walk on their emblem—and in the basement a Parisian music box operated by

  steam sent melodies drifting through the rooms.




  “When I have made my fortune, we’ll stay in one of Mr. Plant’s parlor suites,” he told her. “We’ll dine on the finest food prepared by the finest

  chefs—the pastry cook comes from Delmonico’s in New York, the baker from the Manhattan Club—and if you don’t care to attend the concerts in the Ballroom or on the verandas,

  you can simply telephone the front desk and arrange for a piano to be sent up, complete with pianist.” If she took a short stroll down to Franklin Street, he said, she could shop for trinkets

  to remind her of their stay, such as whimsically carved alligators’ teeth, or coquina vases embedded with ancient shells and corals, or the vivid wings of curlews and flamingos, with which

  she could decorate a new hat. For a prank, she could even purchase a foot-long hatchling alligator, have him packed in Spanish moss and delivered by one of Mr. Plant’s express trains to her

  mother in Detroit.




  The Tampa Bay Hotel is the palace of a prince, read the brochure, a museum of costly and pleasing paintings, statuary, cabinets, and bric-à-brac from many lands. It typifies all

  that the refined, cultured, and luxurious tastes of our modern civilization term elegance, and to be once a guest within its portals is to remain always under the subtle fascination of its alluring

  charms. The Grand Salon is a dream of magnificence indescribable; a Jewel Casket into which have been gathered Rare and Exquisite Gems; the great Hotel and its surroundings are a world

  within themselves, where the days pass as hours, and the hours as minutes.




  Marion remembered how she had looked forward to the grand ball that marked the Hotel’s opening. She had decided to wear her green costume, which was Jack’s favorite: a sleeveless,

  crossover bodice of satin, a swishing bustle, and a train that spread and rippled like seaweed. She had waited in her underthings and Jack came to her with his cut-throat razor. Lifting first one

  arm and then the other, she stood very still—a dancer who has forgotten the next step—and he shaved her. “Now don’t move,” Jack said when he came to the little hollow

  level with her breast. “Don’t blink. Don’t breathe.”




  As they were crossing the river and approaching the finished building it seemed like a dream to her, this glittering structure rising up before them with its keyhole-shaped windows, its

  gingerbread latticework, its silver crowns. And everywhere there were women wrapped in silk and velvet and brocade, with aigrettes and stars in their hair, or diamond crescent moons as sharp as

  those poised on the minarets. Bows and feathers sprouted from their shoulders, and fringes of jet shimmered as they moved, and their trains whispered to each other of wealth and style and rank. The

  men wore full dress too, and as they led their partners up the steps their swallow-tail coats flicked in the warm breeze like snakes’ tongues. Carriages lined the cobblestone paths, and car

  upon car of guests arrived in Plant System trains that hissed right up to the Solarium. Many more rail-cars were backed up for miles as the thousands of guests flowed into Tampa. There were fairy

  candles all along the crushed-shell walkways, and the live oaks and the palmettos, now clipped and shaped, were strung with Chinese lanterns. After an orchestra brought from New York gave a concert

  in the Music Room, there was dancing in the domed Dining Room. The guests whirled beneath the carved mahogany galleries and the friezes of palms and tropical flowers, their feet picking out the

  patterns of waltzes, lancers, schottische, and the new Tampa Bay Hotel Galop. Now and then Marion caught sight of Mr. and Mrs. Plant, he with his waxed mustaches and his contented smile, she moving

  like one of his large and luxurious rail-cars through the throng.




  When Marion grew breathless from dancing, Jack took her outside to where the minarets shone under the moonlight, as bright as the rustling river. He showed her the wine cellar he had made, with

  its bottles set into the curving walls. “Above ground, you see, because the land is so low,” he said, and Marion agreed that it was indeed innovative. She did not ask whether Tampa

  flooded often; tonight she had no wish to think of danger. She allowed herself to be led along the shell-strewn paths that glimmered before them like a trail of breadcrumbs, happy to listen to Jack

  identifying the guava trees, the fruit and palm trees imported from Jamaica and the West Indies, the roses and oleanders, the mangoes, papayas, pineapples, and bamboos.




  All too soon it was time to leave, and Jack was farewelling his colleagues who would be returning to their homes in the north—the plumbers and electricians, the stonemasons, the

  carvers.




  Over the next few weeks, when she went into the town center, Marion saw the wives of these men buying valises for the trip home, or souvenirs to remind them of their stay in such an odd little

  place: stuffed birds, snakeskin coin purses, alligator handbags held shut with wizened claws. Many purchased commemorative items from the Hotel itself, and she imagined the tea parties back in

  Chicago or Seattle or Los Angeles. “If you examine the bowl of your spoon,” they would instruct their guests, “you can see the Hotel built by my husband.”




  Marion decided to buy one or two small things for her family, although they were not the sort of people who gave gifts without good reason. She went to Lafayette Street, where Mr. Stuart sold

  his Florida Curiosities, and as she was browsing the coral rings and brooches for something for her mother, and regarding a wood-stork positioned just so in its crown-of-thorns nest, she heard a

  woman saying, “Don’t you have any bigger ones?” The woman was standing back and frowning at a stuffed panther that Mr. Stuart had lifted onto the counter.




  “The Florida ones don’t grow any bigger than this, ma’am,” he said, dusting the cat’s bared teeth with his finger. “There are some others in the window, if

  you want to take a look.”




  The woman went out to the street and peered in through the glass for a moment, then began pointing to the panther she wanted to inspect. “No,” she said through the window, her mouth

  exaggerating the shape of the word. “That one, with the longer whiskers—no, to the right, the right, no, that one, to the right.” Mr. Stuart stood behind his window,

  picking up four different panthers until his hand alighted on the correct one. “Yes!” mouthed the woman, and clapped her hands together, as gleeful as a child at a puppet show.




  Marion could not wait to leave Tampa. “My mother wants us to bring her a box of navel oranges,” she said to Jack that evening. “And look what I bought for her. It’s

  coral, to ward off the evil eye.” She held the little brooch up to him, and he put his book aside and looked at it and nodded, then gazed at her hands as she began to wrap it in a sheet of

  tissue. “Put your finger here,” she said, circling the tiny package with ribbon, and Jack pressed down on the knot. When she pulled the ends tight, however, she caught his finger, and

  they had to start all over again.




  “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Maybe we shouldn’t be in such a rush to get back to Detroit. There’s little work to be had there.”




  Marion paused and the ribbon loosened again, the gift opening itself. “There’s none here, though, now that the Hotel is finished.”




  “Not for bricklayers, no,” said Jack. “But there are other possibilities.” Some of the men he had worked with were staying on to grow oranges, he said, and they made it

  sound so promising that he had started to research the subject. He held up his book: Treatise and Hand-Book of Orange Culture in Florida, by the Reverend T. W. Moore. “ ‘Florida

  certainly has a bright future before her if her sons are wise enough to labor for that future,’ ” he read aloud. “ ‘In her broad acres there is ample room, not only for her

  natural and adopted sons, but for the hundreds of thousands of their fellow-citizens to whom they extend a hearty invitation to come and occupy with them these generous expanses, this genial

  climate, and this vast wealth, enough for all, and quite as good as can be found this side of Heaven.’ ”




  Marion looked at her husband. He was smiling at her, wanting her to be as delighted with his scheme as he was. “You’d better tell me all the details,” she said.




  They would purchase the old grapefruit grove neighboring their property and would clear the land between their house and the water’s edge. Citrus fruits rather than brick and stone would

  make their fortune: there were acres of wild oranges just waiting to be transplanted into orderly rows. The Indians had spread them right across Florida hundreds of years before, when they had

  eaten the fruit and dropped the pips, and if Marion saw a cluster of trees she could be certain it had grown from the seeds of a single orange consumed on that spot, so fertile was the soil. And

  the Port of Tampa was just at the end of the peninsula, not ten miles away. Before the end of winter Jack would graft the sour wild oranges with their sweeter cousins, and within two or three years

  each acre would yield thousands of fruits, and eventually each of their seven hundred trees would be bearing between one thousand and three thousand oranges, perhaps more. In the meantime, they

  would earn a little from the older grapefruit trees. There was no end to the possibilities for profit. They could make orange-blossom honey if they bought some hives, and in Europe the extracts

  from the citrus were as valuable as the fruit itself. No part was wasted: essential oil was distilled from the rinds, the leaves, and the tender shoots, and the most exquisite perfumes were

  manufactured from the flowers. The orange was a beautiful plant, he said, and could seduce the sternest heart; he had heard of an officer who, during the war, was ordered to destroy all the orange

  trees in a Florida town, but one grove in particular was so lovely that instead of razing it he picketed his men there.




  Jack was looking at her. Marion thought of the soldiers camped beneath the dark, fragrant leaves, and she imagined them reaching up and plucking the sweet fruit and opening it with their swords.

  She did not wrap the coral brooch for her mother, but kept it for herself.




  Soon citrus groves filled all the land between the house and the river. Jack set them out with his bricklayer’s precision, measuring the grid with his brass set square, calculating the

  distance between trees as if he were building a house, where the misplacing of a single stone could set the whole structure out of true. Marion even saw him placing his spirit level on the soil and

  watching for the bubble of air to settle in the middle like a tiny eye. He planted a tree below their bedroom window as a present for her, so she would have something pretty to look at. He had

  budded it himself, he said, but that was true of every tree in the grove. Marion could not understand why he paid it such special attention, why he examined the blossoms every day once they

  appeared, comparing one with another, closing his eyes and sniffing the flowers in turn. It made her think of a game she and her sister had played as children: one blindfolded the other, then,

  wordlessly, presented her companion with a number of familiar substances to be identified—nutmeg, apple, raw potato. It was curious how foreign the most ordinary things could seem, and how

  wrong one could be.




  “Wait and see” was all Jack would say when asked about the tree.




  And then, when the fruits appeared, Marion had to look twice to convince herself of what she saw: glinting through the leaves, speckling the branches in equal abundance, were both oranges and

  lemons. And she thought perhaps it would be successful, their sandy grove, for Jack, it appeared, could work miracles.




  She liked to watch him from the house. Through the rows of trees she caught glimpses of him irrigating the dry ground, pruning, checking the humming hives for honey, spraying the fruit with a

  brass pump that was green with poison. The blades of his plow left patterns between the trunks, great thumbprints on the soil.




  On the day of the 1893 hurricane, when much of Florida was suffering while Tampa remained untouched, her baby arrived. It was born white and cold,

  and she learned she would have no others, and that was a second death. Over the following weeks she tried not to dwell on it, tried to think of another outlet for her energies, as the doctor

  advised—many women found charity work very rewarding, he said, and there were plenty of people all over the Southeast without a roof over their heads, their possessions and loved ones lost to

  the storm. Marion could not feel sorry for those souls, nor even for the nineteen thousand dead. She wished the hurricane had struck Tampa, torn the entire town from its brackish roots. Then her

  child might have lived; it might have had the air blown into its lungs, the color shaken into its cheeks.




  Jack nursed her with soft rice puddings and mild broths—things she had not known he could make—and he dug a little grave beneath the two-fruit tree so that the child would be close

  to them at night. Although there was no marker—for there had been no baptism, no name bestowed—Marion noticed that he never walked on that small piece of earth. And she loved him.




  Once, when a moderate frost fell, he and all the other local growers fired their groves, burning logs between the trees throughout the chilly night. The dark trunks and crowns were silhouetted

  against the flames, and now and then Marion caught sight of Jack’s face, alight with purpose, as proud as Mr. Plant when he had opened his Hotel. Jack looked up to her lit window and waved.

  There was no reason to fear the drop in temperature; it would make the oranges sweeter. The fragrant smoke rose above the river.




  However, at the end of 1894 a severe frost came, and no amount of firing could stop the fruit from freezing on the trees. The temperature fell to eighteen degrees in Tampa, and Jack’s

  first real orange crop was rendered useless. Every young grove in the area was ruined, with only the older trees surviving.




  “We still have the grapefruits,” said Jack. “We’ll just start over with the oranges.”




  By the end of a mild and wet January the more mature trees were beginning to grow again, putting out new shoots, and by early February they were showing their first spring flush. The sap was up

  and the bloom had begun to form, and Jack no longer stood and stared at the empty grove, which now afforded a clear view across the river to the Tampa Bay Hotel.




  Then, in the second week of February 1895, an Arctic blizzard surged into Tampa, whipping the sandy streets into a haze and making the wires wail. The temperature fell fifty-five degrees in less

  than twenty-four hours, and the rising sap froze in the trees. All through the night Marion and Jack listened to bark splitting open, branches cracking, and in the morning, on top of their bedroom

  water pitcher, there lay a disk as thick as window glass. All the earth was white, and all the trees were webbed with frost, and when Marion went to the kitchen she found the eggs frozen and burst

  from their shells as if they were hatching birds of ice.




  Jack was twenty-seven when he died. It was the day after the freeze, and they had worked until nightfall to try to pick the frozen grapefruits. Marion did not have the heart to tell him that it

  would be impossible to juice them; with so many growers in the same situation, the market was flooded already. When he failed to return to the house for dinner she took a lantern and went to look

  for him, her feet crunching across the fallen bark as if she were walking on shells. Even the bees were dead in their hives, caught on the cold bricks of honeycomb. The only thing to survive the freeze was the two-tone tree; perhaps, Marion thought, it was sheltered by the

  closeness of their house. Jack would know.




  She found him in the packing house, slumped over a pile of ruined fruits as if trying to gather them to himself, to throw his arms around the icy globes. The doctor said it was a massive

  hemorrhage in the brain, but Marion could not help thinking that his blood had simply frozen, expanding until something cracked.




  Some ruined growers abandoned their properties, leaving equipment in their barns and plates on their tables. Marion’s mother urged her to

  come home to Detroit, but when Marion looked across the stripped grove and saw the Hillsborough flowing past the house and down to the heart-shaped bay, she remembered how she used to swim in it

  when she first came to Tampa, and how, once, Jack had leaned into the water and caught her ankles in his hands. He held them for a moment until she slipped away again, and that night he told her

  that her feet were as soft and cool as the belly of a trout. And on the other side of the river, clearer now, was the Hotel. Marion had half-expected it to vanish in the freeze, had imagined

  Jack’s careful brickwork crumbling, the icy towers shattering and falling. She had never quite believed in it, had always suspected it could be swallowed by the water, the land reverting to

  swamp and scrubby palmetto and undergrowth. Despite the loss of many of his finest tropical specimens, however, Mr. Plant’s guests still strolled his garden paths and the rickshaws still

  carried them around the grounds and the pleasure boats still ferried them up and down the river. She heard Jack saying, “We’ll take a parlor suite there. You will walk on carpet fit for

  royalty, and admire yourself in the Louis the Fourteenth mirror, and sit on the throne chair of Marie Antoinette and on the sofa of Queen Victoria.”




  She would stay, she told her mother.






  Now, in February of 1898, she stood at her window, brushing her hair and occasionally catching the scent of orange blossom. It mingled with the

  smell of the tobacco rolled in West Tampa and in Ybor City. The Hotel and the cigar factories had transformed the town, and Marion’s house was now very well situated. The land where

  Jack’s groves had stood had provided her with a handsome sum when she sold it, and a number of fine homes had been built there. After the freeze all growers were offered free seeds from the

  railroad company, and many had sown crops of potatoes, tomatoes, and celery. Marion had never considered this option. The reason for Henry Plant’s altruism was obvious: he needed fruit and

  vegetables to freight north so his railroad would make money. Once in a lifetime the great freeze may have been, but Marion would take no more risks. She invested the proceeds from the sale of the

  land—most shrewdly, her bank manager said as he eyed her fine silk costume and plumed hat—keeping just enough garden for a small vegetable patch, some rosebushes, and the two-fruit

  tree, now fifteen feet tall. It afforded some shade at the hottest times of the day, although the branches sagged with the weight of the fruit in winter, and she had to prop them with boards to

  prevent them from breaking. She could never use all the oranges and lemons. Some she made into marmalade and some into juice, and some she used in cakes or simply peeled and ate, but most she gave

  away or left to rot on the ground, the skins turning chalky, sending up little puffs of dust if touched. From her bed the glossy leaves filled the window and rattled when the wind blew, and

  sometimes she could believe that the groves were still there, their lines converging to triangles when seen from above, arrowheads pointing at the house.




  She had no wish to take another husband. The neighbors greeted her when she passed them on the street or saw them at the store, and for the last three years Miss Harrow, a lady’s companion

  from New York who had lost her intended to the seminary, had lived with her. One was rarely isolated in Tampa.




  In her hands the silver-backed brush glittered and flashed in the setting sun as if sending a coded message. Fortune Street was still, quiet; even the river was soundless. There were cherubs on

  the beaten back of the brush, plump babies with clouds of hair, wings like stubby fingers. Now and then Marion paused and ran her hands over their cool little faces, then plucked the pale strands

  from the bristles and fed them into the mouth of the crystal hair-receiver on her dressing table. When it was full she would smooth them into a single length and add them to the skein she kept

  wrapped in silk in her top drawer. And when the skein was fat and fine, she would take it to Monsieur Goulet, the wig-maker, and have it woven into a hair-piece indistinguishable from the hair on

  her head.




  She settled down with a book. It was easier to fall asleep if she read until her eyes began to close of their own accord; if she put out the lamp before she was tired, all manner of thoughts

  crowded into her. She always left the window open a crack at night, and the woody scent of the cigars crept inside her room, as if Jack were there. She heard the whistle of a train as it crossed

  the river. They carried news of the weather now: another of Mr. Plant’s innovations. When the gleaming carriages reached Tampa ahead of a frost, four long blasts sounded, and all the growers

  scrambled to cover their trees or fire their groves. Although no one welcomed those icy warnings, all agreed that they were a blessing, and that Mr. Plant was a fine man.




  The next morning Miss Harrow brought her some tea and a boiled egg, handed her the Tampa Tribune, and settled herself on the edge of a low chair. The two women started each day like this,

  away from the sun on the east side of the house. They discussed news stories, and what they would make for dinner, and how many eggs the hens had laid. Marion would choose an article she thought

  might interest her companion, and read it aloud. Usually she skipped the advertisements, having no interest in revitalizing elixirs or vanishing creams or miracle stays, but today a small notice

  caught her eye.




  

    Do you have loved ones who have passed over? Would




    you like to revive your contact with them? Come join




    The Harmonious Companions,




    meeting every Wednesday at two o’clock P.M. at the home of




    Mrs. Adelina Flood, No. 145, Hyde Park Avenue, Tampa. All welcome.


  




  “Do you know these people?” she asked.




  Miss Harrow peered at the notice. “Adelina Flood—she was one of the López girls. Very wealthy cigar-factory owners, Cuban. She married an American man—their wedding was

  featured in Ladies’ Home Journal, don’t you remember? Ivory peau de soie, with a thousand seed pearls on the bodice alone, and tobacco leaves embroidered around the

  hem?” Miss Harrow could always be relied upon to remember such details; weddings were her speciality.




  When Marion was alone again she clipped the notice from the newspaper, then washed and dressed, hanging a fine chain about her neck. From it swung a small silver locket, and within the locket

  was a scrap of something like leather. It resembled a little ear, and she whispered secrets to it. Today she said, “Adelina Flood, Mrs. Adelina Flood. Perhaps we shall call on her

  soon.”






  There is a legend that Ponce de León, discoverer of Florida, came to this part of the world in search of the Fountain of Youth. As with most

  pretty stories, this one is untrue, but it helps to attract the crowds. Like squawking birds they flock south each winter on the trail of beauty, vitality, life. One can tell the tubercular cases

  at a glance; those with heart troubles are less conspicuous. Whether here on doctor’s orders or simply on vacation, however, all wish to leave looking somehow improved—and this is where

  I can assist. My products are a remedy for a multitude of ills: who does not appear more vital beneath a lustrous coiffure? And, unlike the rigorous treatments administered at some of Tampa’s

  most exclusive hostelries and spas, my remedies are quick and painless. Dr. Hampton’s Sanitarium, for instance, for the Cure of Cancer, Rupture, Scrofula, and Kindred Diseases, with Tapeworm

  Positively Removed, is no match for a Goulet hair-piece; Friskin’s Magnetic Life Tonic might as well be gin and water—and possibly is. Do not waste your time on them. Many a wealthy

  convalescent, a vain businessman, an unwed woman past her prime has returned home with a new head of hair, loudly applauding the miracle of Florida sunshine, fresh air, and citrus fruits. I need

  not advertise; the word wig need never offend the sensibilities of readers of the Tampa Tribune. Via a network of whispered recommendations and furtively scribbled notes—as if a

  love affair were being conducted—my reputation reaches the ears of those unfavored by Nature. Indeed, I suspect that more than a few thin-haired wives persuade their husbands to winter in

  Tampa precisely because they have heard of my expertise. From time to time a newspaper article or a sermon accuses the Perruquier of encouraging duplicity between spouses; of engaging in the

  devil’s work. Such accusations are nothing new; why, two hundred years ago the Bishop of Lincoln condemned the wearing of periwigs in his book Spiritual Armour to Defend the Head from the

  Superfluity of Naughtiness. The missionary John Eliot declared that the sufferings of the colonists at the hands of the Indians were a divine punishment for wearing false hair,

  and just thirty years ago Bishop Odenheimer of New Jersey refused to lay his hands in confirmation upon any woman, young or old, whose hair is adorned with borrowed tresses. However, the

  large numbers of clergymen on my books appear to feel otherwise, and I see no harm in making a vacuous wife pretty, or a boring husband handsome. Every marriage requires a little deception, does it

  not?




  Do not misunderstand me: I am no philanthropist. I give nothing away. I have a business to consider, and charity will not buy a good reputation. From humble beginnings five years ago, I have

  prospered in Tampa; for like Ponce de León I am a sensible man. He did not come to Florida in search of a magic potion. He came in search of gold.




  I do not believe in the notion of Home as today’s woman understands it. Let me quote The Splendor of Eve, a text popular amongst my

  female clientèle, which covers matters of fashion, etiquette, and grooming as well as more delicate topics:




  The furniture of a lady of refinement, the appearance of her reception rooms, her pictures and statuary, her own costume and adornments, should give pleasure and edification to her every

  visitor. Why should not her drawing room be as pretty a work of art as any painting? Is she not herself, in her air and manner, in pose and gesture, in dress and ornament, a work of art? Her sphere

  is to refine, to cheer, to bless.




  Unfortunately, in most cases this amounts to a clutter of doilies and dust-trap ornaments, and dark little parlors with hard little chairs, and on the wall the hostess’s watercolors, which

  must be admired, although it is seldom clear whether one is admiring a country church or the rear view of a bullock. No, I do not believe in Home, but rather in good taste. Harmoniously decorated

  apartments are a balm for even the most distressed soul, and no rooms outside of Paris are more harmonious than those of the Tampa Bay Hotel. It is a freedom to live there, in my roomy minaret,

  where I own none of the trappings, not even the bed in which I sleep. If I desire feminine company, I simply visit a pair of actresses who understand me as well as any woman could. I watch the

  guests arrive here and depart, and I know that I, too, can pack my bags and leave whenever I please. For although it is true that I have been five years in Tampa, I will not settle.




  It so happens that I met the Henry B. Plants in 1889, when they were on a buying trip in Paris—Mrs. Plant wanted a waterfall chignon of the best quality, and quite naturally was referred

  to me. Mr. Plant, railroad magnate, must have been satisfied with the change I wrought in his sturdy Irish wife—although, to be honest, to me she still recalled an overstuffed chesterfield,

  and would have benefited from a strict regimen of raw fruits and sassafras tea—for he gave me his card and insisted I stay at their Hotel the next time I found myself in Florida. I thanked

  him and said I should do so with pleasure, having, of course, no intention of setting foot in that vulgar part of the globe. And yet, in a time of great necessity, that is where I went. Strange, is

  it not, how man often does the very thing against which he has sworn?




  But perhaps I shall tell you of my arrival in Tampa at some other point; it is a complex story, and I suspect you do not know me well enough to judge my actions fairly. Suffice it to say, for

  the moment, that after I had endured my first months in America in a dire boarding-house, I was able to take apartments at the Hotel and spend a mild winter there. Only when the season was drawing

  to a close did I realize I had no choice but to contact Plant and make an unusual request of him.




  As I expected, when I stepped into his office—a luxuriously appointed railcar—his face showed no sign of recognition.




  “Would it surprise you, Monsieur Plant, to know that we have met before?” I said after we had exchanged pleasantries on the mildness of the weather, the magnificence of the Hotel,

  and the convenience of an office on wheels. “Perhaps you will recall—I made a hair-piece, a waterfall chignon, for your beautiful wife when you were in Paris.”




  He scrutinized me, his waxed mustaches twitching, trying to pick up an old scent.




  “It was four years ago, in 1889. You were undertaking a Grand Tour in order to purchase furnishings for your Hotel, I believe.”




  “Yes,” he said eventually. “Your face is familiar. But you must forgive me, Mr., Mr.—”




  “Goulet,” I repeated. “Lucien Goulet the Third.”




  He paused. “Are you quite sure?” he said. “I could have sworn you were Boudoir, Borgia—something like that—I meet so many people—”




  “I have discarded that old moniker,” I said, although I did not utter my former name. “It was never mine in the first place, but was given me when I became an apprentice. It

  was like a stage name, Monsieur, a name taken by an actor. Here in America I have decided to be true to my roots.”




  Plant approved of this intention, and I chose that moment to make my request.




  When the words were out of my mouth there was a short delay before Plant said, “But the Hotel is a winter resort, Mr. Goulet. It closes at the end of April, and won’t reopen until

  December.”




  I was aware of that, I said, smiling, but I wondered whether he might not make an exception, whether we might not come to some arrangement. Since I would be taking apartments again the following

  winter, it seemed sensible to establish a semipermanent base at the Hotel. I only wished I had been present at the opening of his glorious haven, and seen the ravishing Madame Plant in her

  waterfall chignon.




  He gave a brief, lovestruck smile, then resumed his businesslike face, its folds as stiff as those on a rich man’s purse. “There’s only a skeleton staff over the summer. A few

  gardeners and groundsmen—elaborate meals would not be available, nor would the telegraph office, the newsstand, the taxidermist—”




  “All the same,” I said, “there is nowhere else I would feel so at home. I should hate to leave town just when I had decided to situate my business here. You will pardon me for

  speaking so frankly, Monsieur Plant, but a Perruquier of my skill attracts a stream of wealthy visitors wherever he is based—and they all, of course, require accommodation.”




  He nodded slowly. “You do know how hot the summers are?”




  “I don’t mind the heat. And naturally I would pay the full rate all year round.”




  And so our special arrangement was reached, and each year, when the guests leave, I stay on, prince of the palace. I happen to know that Mrs. Plant recommends me to her acquaintances, and

  whenever I meet her she remarks that it is an honor to have such a gifted artiste resident in the Hotel (I paraphrase a little).




  In summer, when I am left to my own devices, I like to visit the subterranean mineral baths. Sometimes as I wallow underground I think: perhaps it is true that there is healing to be had in

  Florida, for no matter how hot it is outside, they are as cool as the moon’s heart. As I climb from the water I feel heavy, and I imagine the salts and minerals and trace elements that have

  penetrated the outer layer of my skin, as if I have been buried for a time.






  Rafael Méndez had come to Ybor City, a suburb of Tampa, in August of 1897 and now, six months later, was about to turn fifteen. He was

  growing more accustomed to the town, with its sandy streets and its absence of hills, and some days he could believe he was still in Cuba, or at least in the Cuba he preferred to recall. English

  was rarely heard in Ybor City, and in the mornings the baker’s boy delivered Cuban bread, fixing the warm, fragrant sticks to the nails on each front porch. The climate also reminded him of

  home: it had been hot and humid and full of rain when he’d arrived at the height of summer, in hurricane season, and now the days were dry and mild, the nights cool. Living at sea level, he

  found it easy to convince himself that Florida was an island, and sometimes, when the waves were very rough, he thought of the tides that broke over the Malecón Promenade in Havana, and he

  had to remind himself that he was in America now, and that an entire continent stretched above him.




  During his first few days in Tampa he had stayed at a boarding-house where every room smelled of old smoke, where the bed sagged and the walls were dark with flyspecks. The landlady said that an

  excellent restaurant supplied the food, but every night she served the same watery soup with potatoes. I am well situated, he wrote to his father. I am comfortable and happy and expect to

  find work soon. Don’t worry about me. And the magical thing about telling lies in this new country, Rafael found, was that they came true: within a week he had taken a room with a

  Cuban family, and he was employed at the Ybor-Manrara Company cigar factory. The more he told himself that he had been right to leave home, the truer it became.




  The Estradas’ casita was one of dozens of such houses built for the cigar-makers who had families; they could rent one for a few dollars a week, or buy one for a few hundred. The shotgun

  houses, as they were called, were rather plain seen from the street: narrow white boxes with no latticework on the porches, no bow windows or stained glass or beveled panes, no finials, no towers.

  The walls and floors were of Florida pine, and the roofs, tiled with cedar, were steeply pitched so the heat could rise and gather there in the summer. There were no attics in the casitas; no

  places for secrets. In the yards stood the water pumps and the outhouses, and behind them ran a narrow lane of sand, then the yards of other casitas. Most families grew vegetables—yams, okra,

  corn—and the Estradas had a fragrant patch of herbs, tended by their daughter, Serafina. They had hens too, and one cockerel, and a large cage that housed the children’s pet spider

  monkey, a gift from a boarder who had visited Brazil.




  “It wasn’t a gift,” said Señora Estrada. “If we hadn’t agreed to keep it, he would have left it in the street, or fed it to an alligator.” Still, she

  gave it little scraps of fruit and meat.




  If the casitas looked bare from the outside, inside they were gracious and pleasing to the eye, filled with tapestry-covered chairs, sideboards carved from Cuban mahogany, lampshades of

  scalloped and colored glass, and curtains of brocade or of printed cotton. The Estradas even had an icebox, and beside it hung a thin wooden dial. Rafael had thought it was a clock, but

  Señora Estrada explained that it showed different weights, so the ice man would know how much to leave when he made his deliveries.




  The casitas stood on brick pilings as a defense against the warm earth and wild animals, but were so close to one another that children, or perhaps nimble lovers, could lay an ironing board

  between the windows and climb in and out of their neighbors’ rooms. Any conversation louder than a whisper could be heard in the next casita, Rafael found, and secrets had to be told with all

  doors and windows shut. In the evenings or on Sundays, if he wanted to be alone, he went to the beach, where he could watch the storms rolling across Tampa Bay, sweeping inland. He enjoyed the

  suddenness with which they struck, the way they shook the slender palms and turned the sea to spray and then, just as suddenly, stopped. These storms had already passed over the Vuelta Abajo, he

  imagined; they were the same squalls, making their way north.




  He thought then of his mother, who had been frightened of bad weather, foreseeing doom in thunderheads and hearing death in high winds. She had never forgotten the hurricane she had witnessed as

  a child, which had killed hundreds in Cuba; many times she had told Rafael and his sisters how she had stepped into her parents’ garden afterward and found a child hanging in their almond

  tree, his throat pierced by a branch. Hurricanes upset the natural order of things, she said. They left the roof on the floor and the floor on the roof; they made leaves fall in summer; they let

  the tide take over the land. When the weather was unsettled, she refused to leave their house at the sloping foot of the mountains. She sheltered in her bedroom, praying for deliverance from the

  storm, wishing it away, and when lightning made the white walls flare as bright as magnesium she made offerings to her holy statues. As if they too sought shelter, they were crowded into an alcove

  by the fireplace, the edges of the recess hung with lace, the little ceiling sooty from the nervous flames of candles. She made many offerings to Oyá, goddess of twisting storms, anxious to

  pacify her with star apples, pepper cress, and rainwater. Beside her bed was a special altar to Ochún, the sensual and beneficent Virgin, which she draped with rosary beads of jet and garnet

  and colored glass. In the town of El Cobre, where she was born, a figure of Ochún was found floating on the stormy bay in the 1600s, a mulatto baby Jesus in one arm and a jeweled cross in

  the other. Ever since then, she told Rafael, the waters had possessed healing properties, and the proof of Ochún’s power was Rafael’s own great-grandfather, whose gout had been

  cured by bathing there. She used to pray to the goddess during bad weather, selecting one of her rosaries and passing the glassy decades through her fingers, placing before the statue little dishes

  of anise flowers and honey, and saucers of chamomile tea made from river water, as if she expected the wooden Virgin to lap it up with a cat’s deft tongue.




  Already nine months had passed since his mother’s death, but when storms struck Tampa, Rafael could not help thinking she had succeeded in making them pass from her doorstep, and had sent

  them on to him, her youngest child and only son, as a reminder of home.




  Rafael’s parents had worked on a tobacco plantation in the Vuelta Abajo region of Pinar del Río, where the finest wrapper leaves and the richest filler were grown. From the time he

  was small Rafael had helped his father sow the seeds every September, dropping them into the pulverized soil and smoothing it over so it seemed nothing was there. A month later, when the six-inch

  seedlings were ready to be transplanted, Rafael always felt a little anxious as his father lifted them from the ground, their white roots hanging through his fingers like broken webs. They never

  failed to thrive in their new beds, however, the filler leaves growing dark green and heavy under the direct sun, the lighter wrapper leaves sheltered beneath canopies of white cloth. Seen from the

  windows of their house, which perched above the plantation with all the other workers’ homes, the sheeting moved in the breeze like a drowsy surf, and when it was hot Rafael liked to wander

  beneath it, or to lie between the rows of plants and watch the pinpoints of sky shining through the weave.




  The seedlings were fully grown by the new year, standing three and a half feet high, and Rafael and his sisters helped with the harvest as soon as they were old enough to use a knife. Their

  mother stitched the cut leaves together, passing a needle and thread through the head of the stems and hanging them to dry—for two weeks if the weather was fine, up to six if it was wet. Then

  they were placed in the casa de tabaco to sweat. It was a place best avoided during the day, when the vertical sun drummed on the thatched palm roof and nothing cast a shadow. “A

  hellhole,” said Rafael’s mother, and for a time, until he decided he did not believe in hell, nor heaven either, Rafael thought that wicked spirits could inhabit such a place, with its

  fumes streaming from the sweaty leaves and its hot, oxblood walls.




  After several more weeks the tobacco was sorted according to length and texture, then bundled into groups and baled, the tips of the leaves facing inward for protection. Around fifty leaves made

  one hand, four hands made a carat, and eighty carats made a bale, so that each burlap-wrapped bundle contained sixteen thousand leaves of tobacco. In mid-June the cigar manufacturers or their

  agents arrived from Tampa and Key West, Chicago and New York. Some were American, but many were Cuban, and Rafael would stand at the door of the casa de tabaco and watch them haggle in their

  brocade vests and their swallow-tail coats, sleek birds picking through the leaves. His mother could not relax until the harvest had been sold, and she made extravagant offerings to her statue of

  Orisha Oko, god of crops, in order to influence the outcome. She made many visits to the bruja, too, asking her to consult the cowrie shells to discover whether the tobacco buyers would pay

  a good price. She was relieved when the bales were finally taken away, always worrying that an early hurricane might strike to destroy her family’s hard work, or that some kind of disease

  might set in. And in the end, thought Rafael, a blight of sorts had struck, driving them from their home and into the filthy, infected city and the reconcentration zones of the Spanish.
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