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Mexico, 1689. Lured by the imagined grandeur and adventure of the viceroyal Court, Josefina, a sheltered landowner’s wife, accepts an invitation from the Marquesa to come and socialize with the cultural elite. She is overwhelmed by the intensity of the Court’s complicated world. While fighting off aggressive advances from the Marquesa’s husband, she finds her marriage vows tested by the unexpected passion of the Bishop of Puebla.


Amidst this drama, Josefina finds herself inexorably drawn to the nuns who study and write poetry at the risk of persecution by the Spanish Inquisition. One nun in particular, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, teaches Josefina about poetry, power, and the nature and consequences of love, all in the shadow of the Holy Office. She is Josefina’s mentor and lynchpin during her tumultuous passage from grounded wife and mother to woman of this treacherous, confusing, and ultimately physically and intellectually fulfilling world.
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To Clyde





PROLOGUE



I am twenty-seven years old today. My husband, the Honorable Don Manuel Castillo Coronado, has immured me in a convent, with his mistress, Doña Angélica, to tend to me. She can only hope that my palsy, which first rendered me mute, and now lame, will soon be fatal, and that Don Manuel will then marry her. Poor deluded fool that she is—but her ambition could well hasten my demise.


The rustle of nuns’ habits, the whispers of their cautious voices, these are the musical accompaniments to my restless hours. My mind spins forbidden, dangerous verses, though my hands are idled, one by palsy and the other by my husband’s command. Only in secret, safe from the sorrowing eyes of the nuns and the pitiless glare of the Inquisition, are these pages of my story penned, destined only for the pyre.


My breasts are hard as bricks. The new milk goes unsuckled and my infant Juan Carlos finds his nutrition at the pap of a wet nurse; his early cries are heard by another. It has been ten days now, and the ache is diminishing. But the after-birth pains between my legs are still sharp reminders of my sin. Angélica will bring the warm cloths for my breasts. Angélica will part my thighs and lay poultices where my husband has not been for almost two years. I will be forced to bear her mocking smile as she opens and closes my legs, knowing that at night, Manuel lies between her thighs.


Tend to me indeed.





PART ONE






ONE



IN THE SPRING OF the year of Our Lord 1683, on the high and dusty plain of the City of Mexico, in the land of New Spain, I, Josefina María del Carmen Asturias, became Doña Josefina María del Carmen Asturias de Castillo. I knelt trembling before the Bishop, my eyes cast down in maidenly modesty, my new husband at my side. My lace mantilla covered my face, but I felt myself so conspicuously flushed that I imagined light gleaming through the lace and casting an intricate pattern on the altar cloth.


Don Manuel’s large hand covered mine. “I do take her to be my wife,” he said. The warmth of his hand traveled up my arm, reassured me.


“Yes,” I whispered when the Monsignor asked me to accept my vow. The beautiful words of the Mass were intoned, the Latin flowing over me. Though I had only, at that time, read simple psalms, and did not often write more than my Christian name, I was a quick learner of language. I knew and understood every word, including my vow to honor, cherish, and obey, keeping to him, and none other. Perhaps Don Manuel’s Latin was not as good as mine.


I had heard of romantic love through whispered poems read to me long before, but for myself, I held no such illusions of love. Marriage was the desired state for a woman, and to make a home and fill it with children was her duty and her highest goal. My father had concluded this most advantageous deal with Don Manuel. He had a nineteen-year-old daughter to marry off, one who was intelligent, serious, and, though not pretty, certainly virtuous. I had managed my father’s household since my mother had died in a late childbirth when I was fifteen, and I was capable and industrious. Manuel had land, and a need for sons. Though he could have chosen another, he and my father had reached an understanding quickly.


“Is she pure?” Don Manuel had asked. My father had not taken offense.


“Of course,” he had answered, “look at her.” He could have meant that my chastity glowed from my virgin brow. Or he could have meant that I was ugly. Given that I was already nineteen, if I had not been seduced yet, I had to be plain.


My virginity had been the deciding factor. Don Manuel’s lands were vast, and he did not want a false heir. We were married as soon as the banns had been posted.


MY HUSBAND GAVE A charreada to celebrate our wedding. We rode from the church together, and arrived at the Coronado hacienda in the midday. I was shown to the room that would be mine forevermore. My family was given lodgings elsewhere in the hacienda, for though the distance from my home was but an hour, the fiesta would go long into the night.


My wedding dress had been my mother’s, and my two sisters had worn it as well. I had lengthened it a bit, as I was taller than they were, and slimmer as well. My curves had increased somewhat with time, but I was not lavishly gifted as my mother had been, or as my sisters were, and the alterations had taken the better part of two weeks. To cover where I had taken in the skirt, I had embroidered climbing roses in red and pink, and the vibrant colors were repeated where I had gathered the low neckline as well. The glow of my warm complexion and chestnut hair was deepened by the white blouse, and the lace mantilla now draped over my shoulders completed my ensemble.


The wedding feast was sumptuous. My husband’s home was large, and the entire front of the hacienda and the great room within had been decorated with flowers and bright cloths. There were tables set with food and drink, and there were many servants to attend to the guests. A small table in the center had been laid with plates for two, and there, side by side, he and I would sit and enjoy our first meal as man and wife. Though I had been horribly nervous before the ceremony, in terror that Don Manuel would somehow change his mind and leave me at the altar, I had no fear of my wedding night. I was a woman of the land. I was ravenous.


I sat beside my new husband and watched him eat. He cut into the soft green chile, and the filling of nuts and cream oozed out from within. He put some of the luscious cream on a tortilla, rolled it, and took a bite. Then he turned to me and offered me a taste. The bite of the chile played with the unctuous filling and the dry wrapping, and I licked my lips. He smiled at me, his green-brown eyes looking into my coffee-dark ones. I did not look away.


We went out to the back of the hacienda, where a great fence encircled a corral. There was a stable with horses, and beyond, sheds for cattle. Past the sheds lay fields for grazing, and my husband’s extensive landholdings. Our rancho at home, where I had always felt wealthy, was more modest in contrast.


Servants brought some tables from the feasting area and set them up around the corral. Men pulled riding pants over their wedding clothes; spurs were attached to boots, and horses brought out. The musicians struck up country tunes, lively and loud. More food was brought, and wine poured for the men.


My sisters and their children sat with me as the men saddled up. My father, advancing in years, smiled at me as he mounted his own horse. He would ride, but not with the young men. Other older rancheros joined him as they circled the corral.


Then I saw Manuel, my new master, ride out. He rode bareback, urging his horse all around the corral. As he passed before me he removed his hat and tossed it to me. I caught it, laughing, and placed it on my own head. Now hatless, he sped around the corral, as a bull calf, nearly grown, was released into the corral. The calf pranced and bucked wildly.


Everyone shouted and clapped as Manuel’s lasso whirled through the air once, twice, and landed squarely around the neck of the bull calf. Manuel quickly circled the calf, and, twisting his rope, brought it around the young animal, hobbling it. With another twist, he brought the calf to the ground. Cheers erupted, and Manuel, still riding with one hand, holding the lasso with the other, bowed to me.


Then he dismounted in a great jump and unbound the calf. With only the rope around the calf’s neck, Manuel led the now-docile animal back to the cattle pen.


I clapped and laughed, enjoying his skill. He was tall and strong, and his lands stretched forever.


Soon other men entered the corral. Some rode the bucking bulls, others roped steers. All were skilled and daring, but in my eyes none was more daring, more dashing than the newly wed Manuel.


Dusty and smiling, he joined me at the table, raising another glass of wine. I raised my glass as well, though after the first glass of wine, it had been filled with jamaica, the sweet-tart hibiscus water. “To my bride!” he called out. Light glinted off his silver-encrusted belt, and from his hazel-dark eyes, as he smiled down at me.


A wedding anticipates a deflowering. At the end of the feast, as the musicians shifted to the tender songs of Old Spain, the maid led me away from the party. The rest stayed to revel, but I was taken to my new room, where my belongings had already been placed. The maid, an Indian perhaps twenty years my senior named Cayetana, had been given charge of me, and she had laid out two basins of warm water and a thick towel.


“Wash yourself, señora,” Cayetana said, “all over.” I had done so before the wedding, but I complied. The water in the rinsing basin had been scented with geranium, and I liked the smell. I put on a soft white gown with flowing sleeves, and nothing underneath. I lay down on the soft blankets and Cayetana trimmed the wick on the lamp. “Are you scared?” she asked.


“No. I’m happy.”


Cayetana grinned at me. “Like an Indian,” she said, and left.


Though virginal, I was no stranger to the mating act. I had witnessed it enough on our small farm, and I knew enough from the Psalms to recognize desire. And there had been the visit from Father Alonso, when I was sixteen. He had come to console the family, give my father strength after my mother died. I had never seen a person with hair the color of fire, and at first I had trouble believing that he was a man of God, not of the Devil, but he made it his mission to disabuse me of my backward superstitions. He spent long hours praying with my father in our study, and longer hours with me. His visit had awakened in me a longing for something I couldn’t name, but I sensed, in my innocence, that it could only be filled by marriage.


Father Alonso had traveled the world. He had seen the pyramids of Egypt, and our own heathen pyramids in Teotihuacán. He had taken the waters in the land of the Teutons, and had dipped in the healing fountains outside Guadalajara. He read to me of faraway places, mythical beings, and the bloody sacrifices of our indigenous predecessors, and, most of all, he read to me of love. Though he was a priest, sworn to abjure the pleasures of the flesh, he had not recoiled from the bursting flora of the works of Calderón de la Barca, or the earthy delights of the villancicos, songs of the people, sung by slaves, Gypsies, and the Portuguese.


He was always slightly furtive in his readings. This gave both him and the poems he read an air of mystery and danger. There were powerful men within the Church who would punish anyone who strayed from the purity of Rome’s doctrine, he whispered, and our explorations had to be kept securely within our thick stone walls. Of course, it was God’s love he was talking about. I smiled at the memory. It was my one secret.


I lay in the broad bed in my new room, waiting in the golden light of the lamp until I heard the door open. I smelled him before I saw him, for I kept my eyes closed. I did not want to seem immodest. The leather of his jacket, the sweat from the long day, the aroma was as mouthwatering as the feast itself.


He stroked the side of my face and I opened my eyes. Again he smiled, and I felt any resistance melt. “I will be quick with the first time,” he said. “Don’t be afraid.” I didn’t answer. That suited him, for he took off his jacket, his shirt, and his boots, and through barely open eyes I watched it all. Then he unbuckled his pants, letting the heavy silver-trimmed belt fall to the floor. That is the sound of my wedding night, and the nights thereafter. He lifted my gown. I shut my eyes tight.


After the first painful penetration I found my husband entirely to my liking: attentive, skilled, and passionate. More than the act of procreation, his attentions opened my eyes to the possible meanings of the Psalms. What words had hinted at, his hands conveyed. Under his demanding tutelage, I became as skilled and passionate as he.


Not surprisingly, our first son, Joaquín, was born ten months after our nuptials. He was, and remains, a large and healthy boy, as active and rambunctious as I could hope. His riding and roping, at a mere seven years old, presage the talents of a man, and his appetite is in keeping with his energies. Nonetheless, his birth left me unfit for connubial activity for quite some time.


The consequence, naturally, was that Don Manuel sought consolation elsewhere. This in and of itself was not disturbing to me, as I knew of my own father’s wanderings when my mother was recovering from childbed. No woman of any intelligence would ever expect a man to be faithful. A man’s needs are so great. As long as his dalliances were kept from my open eyes they did not trouble me. In some sense, I now realize, I welcomed the help, in that Joaquín’s birth not only tore me inside, but also was the occasion of my first complete love.


When I arose in the morning, it was to the sweet milky breath of my newborn son. I had placed his cradle near my bed, and so lay awake listening to him breathe until his hunger woke him. My days were filled with his gurgles and demands, and my nights, disturbed by his cries, were devoted to his care. I held him in my arms, rocking gently against my pillows, while his eager mouth clamped onto my engorged and tender nipples. The initial pain of the connection quickly merged into a rhythmic and joyful suckling. I watched my life-sustenance fill him, and I became my full self in my new role. I could look into his darkening eyes for hours. I could rock him, sing to him, dandle him without cease.


Poor Don Manuel had to take a second chair to the magnificence of his son. His own pride in his son was merely in his creation. He would grow in his love for this boy who was so much like him, but that was not until years to come. For now, Manuel accepted the tiny usurper, and his attentions were thus diverted.


Was that the beginning of his liaison with Angélica? Not in the actual sense, but rather, I think there were other ladies who were eager to warm his bed for a night, in exchange for, well, I wonder. In exchange for what?


Don Manuel, for all his tall, swarthy good looks, is no conversationalist. He is generous, of course, with both his money and his manly charms. He gave me a large allowance for my clothing, and our household did not need to be run on the last centavo. Though he was not extravagant, he expected that his lands would furnish a pleasant household, and I enjoyed fulfilling that expectation. One lovely woman who graced our table many a night, Doña Carolina, remarked that the quality of our evening meals made New Spain rival the finest that Paris or Vienna could offer.


Though I have never been to either place, I like to think that it was in part my careful management, along with my husband’s wealth, that allowed it to be so. Words could create pictures, and words could also inspire flavors, aromas, even a quality of light. When a fine dish was described, I somehow imagined the tastes, the smells, and the textures, and could translate the dream to the table. I remember a time that Doña Carolina told us of a French dish called a soufflé. “It’s a pouffed dish, dear,” she said, in that affected tone she took with me. “It seems the cheese is melted within, and the eggs grow up around it.”


I knew right away, somehow, that it would be the egg whites that made the dish light, and a bit of herb, our oregano, would bring the cheese to the fore. Manuel had favored me with his tender smile the night I served it to the two of us. “It’s a food for love,” he’d said, again covering my hand with his large brown one. The melting smoothness had proven to be as sensual as a caress, as golden as a sonnet. He had kissed me, there, at the table.


But again, Manuel could only offer his physical attributes. In conversation with men, he could talk land, horses, crops with the toughest of them. With the ladies, though, he merely smiled that unbearably irresistible smile and narrowed his eyes in concentration on their beauty. Our dinners, when we had guests at our table, gave Manuel beauties to gaze upon but filled my head with pictures and dreams that I never thought to give voice to.


Talk of foreign lands, the marvels of Seville or Salamanca, would wash over him as he gazed in rapt delight upon the speaker. Women, eager to keep his attention, would spin tales of such wonders that I would never have believed possible, but for my memories of Father Alonso. Ships on the water, crossing oceans for a month; works of sculpture in marble that almost looked alive; cathedrals with spires that touched the heavens—such fantasies they invented to amuse him. I, of course, had nothing to add to these visions, having traveled no further than my father’s hacienda, an hour’s ride. But I dreamed of them at night.


In truth, Manuel and I never talked more than a phrase or two, for me to satisfy him that all was running smoothly, or for him to answer a question that I had. But with the new challenges of wifedom, followed by the rich rewards of motherhood, I had little need for his words.


When my body was healed, he returned to my bed, adding refinements to our passions. I was happy he was back, and grateful that I did not immediately conceive again. It took a full year before I found myself with child a second time. This time my confinement was easier, and I was able to weather the birth of Ernesto Manuel with less damage to myself. My period of chastity was short, and Manuel eagerly resumed his marital duties.


It was around that time that Angélica came into my life. She did not come into Manuel’s bed then, but it was a progression that in retrospect I see was both inevitable and obvious.


It had long been the custom for cattle ranchers of high standing to be asked to stay in a hacienda where they had been conducting business. Before his death, Angélica’s husband had been a frequent visitor to Don Manuel’s, to their mutual profit. In their brief marriage, Angélica had accompanied her husband once before, and though they had stayed at a neighboring hacienda that time, she clearly had liked what she saw here. As the sales season approached, her note prettily asking for an invitation was met by Don Manuel, and hence by me, with approval.


I admired her pure northern Spanish blood, blood that gave her the golden hair and creamy skin that set my chestnut hair in shadow. I felt at a disadvantage with her somehow, even though I was entertaining her in my own home.


“Josefina, you can’t spend all your time doting on those boys. You’ve got to get out of this backwater, into the life!” Angélica said over our cups of hot chocolate one rainy afternoon. Angélica shook her pretty golden curls, and they danced on her widow’s black dress like jewelry. Her earrings glimmered in the firelight, and her eyes, auburn, if that were possible, reflected the flames wherever they burned.


I secretly thought that her wearing of diamond earrings so soon after being widowed was in terrible taste, but as she said, I was a girl of the backwater who doted on her sons, not a highborn lady of criollo nobility.


“Of course,” I mused, “it must be terrible for you. To be widowed when you are barely eighteen, with no sons to keep you company.” Two dots of red appeared on her cheeks. I am certain I regretted my words. I had not meant to gloat, only to express Christian pity. I begged her forgiveness.


Angélica’s face softened. My remorse was so genuine, the tears in my eyes a clear sign that my dart had been unintentional, that she had to forgive me.


Perhaps as penance for my cruel words, I invited her for the evening meal, knowing how much Manuel would like such a lively and charming addition to our table. This proved to be the case. She led the conversation through tales of her youth and brief marriage, her travels to Puebla, Xochimilco, and San Miguel.


“They are building a cathedral in San Miguel. The windows are as high as, well, twice the height of your ceiling,” she said, raising her golden eyes and stretching her lovely neck to look at the imaginary soaring of the arches. Manuel’s eyes followed her form, arching back, and not her glance. “The windows are outlined in lead and filled with colored glass. They show the passion of Christ in glowing colors in the sunlight.”


I closed my eyes, and for a moment I, too, could see the light coming through colored glass and painting a scene of Christ’s glory on the kneeling faithful. To see that would be a revelation.


I brought my attention back to the table, where Angélica had left the cathedral of San Miguel and was telling Manuel of her visits to the Marquesa de Condera’s Court, where she was a lady-in-waiting to the Marquesa herself.


“There was a reception held in the library,” Angélica was saying. “There were dozens in attendance, and the silks of the gowns made a fine contrast to the dusty hundreds of books lining the walls.”


I felt a swelling of desire, whether for the silks or the books, I did not know. And so it was that she issued her invitation that night at dinner.


“Come with me, Josefina, for the upcoming season. You will see things you never thought could exist!”


“Do you want to go to Court?” Manuel asked me then.


What could I say? To say no, that I wanted to stay with my darling sons, would seem ungrateful. But to see the Court, the highborn ladies, the finery, to listen to the educated talk of the priests who had seen the world, was a temptation that stirred me in the mysterious area of my soul that Manuel left untouched. To say yes would be to give in to temptation. To say no would be to lie. Like any good wife, I chose the lie.


“I need no more than your hacienda,” I said. “I would not wish to leave our sons,” I added softly, truthfully.


“Well, you would be a great success at Court,” he answered, his eyes never leaving Angélica. “There would be so much for you to learn.”


“Oh, you’ll love it!” Angélica cried. “The dresses are so beautiful, and the men, oh, well, of course you would not be interested in any of that. But there are parties, and the nuns who attend the Marquesa organize such lovely events, musical evenings, poetry readings. Surely you enjoy poetry?”


It was my turn to flush. She knew I was not widely read. I could do numbers, in my head and on paper, but my father had no literary interests, and his library had consisted of a Bible and a ledger book. My only adventures in literature had been read to me in secret by Father Alonso.


“I find the spiritual beauty of the Psalms uplifting,” I said. My mind filled with the memory of Father Alonso and I hoped not to blush.


“There is a great deal of poetry being read at the Court, and not all of it is holy!” Angélica said, with a twinkle at Manuel.


“Such distractions are unnecessary for a wife,” Manuel said, rescuing me. “She has all the wifely virtues and abilities I could desire.”


He and Angélica both laughed. I felt my face go crimson. I thought of our most recent exercise of some of those wifely abilities. How could he mention such private matters in front of our guest?


I failed to notice at the time that he had said more in that one evening than he would normally have said in a week of dinners.


THE FOLLOWING DAY WAS market day, and Cayetana and I lifted our skirts a bit to keep them out of the muddy road as we carried our baskets from the cart to the stalls. Angélica’s conversation had given me a longing for something spicy, something different to eat. I looked over the canela sticks, the cloves, the long, dark-green chiles. Spring was wonderful, and the fresh sprigs of herbs—epazote, chamomile, yerba buena—perfumed the air. Sapotes, dark and lush, were just coming into season, their sweet, fruity flesh perfect for a pudding. I put some in my basket and handed over a coin to the campesina tending the stall. She took it with a dry, wrinkled hand and smiled. Her four remaining teeth gleamed, giving her the look of a calavera sugar skull on All Souls’ Day.


We stopped while Cayetana admired the embroidery on a black shawl. “Look at this stitching,” she said to me. “How fine, how delicate.”


“You have the eye for it,” I answered. “I like its soft feel, too.”


“How much?” Cayetana asked the woman who sat cross-legged on the ground on a reed mat, embroidering her next ware.


“Two pesos,” she replied, her eyes teary from the close work.


“Not a very fair price,” Cayetana responded, letting the shawl drop back onto the mat. “Perhaps one peso, it may be worth that.”


I turned away. The shawl would easily command four or five pesos at the central market, but that was another day’s walk from here, and the embroidering woman could not afford to waste a day.


“A peso and fifty centavos,” she said, bending her head back to her work. I watched her sew. The tiny stitches were exactly the same size, precise and regular, and the colors were ethereal.


“What do you make your dyes from?” I asked. Cayetana shot me an exasperated look. Flattering the seller would keep her from lowering her price.


“Señora, I am so sorry,” she said, starting to rise. “I did not know it was for you. Forgive me.”


I shook my head no. “It is not for me, I was simply curious.” I stepped away, to let Cayetana conclude her negotiations without my interference.


I walked out from under the awnings into the warm spring sunlight. Trees were leafing, and the sun dappled the stones paving the center of the square and the benches that brought rest to weary feet. A large fountain marked the middle, with three steps leading up to a wall, reaching higher than my head, that formed the basin of the fountain. An obelisk in the center cascaded water from the top, into the stone cauldron. A man stood on the third step, leaning against the basin wall. He was holding a piece of foolscap similar, I saw, to one nailed on a tree near me. I went to the tree and read:


Who soars through air with being stricken
is a fly soon crushed in a net or prison;
and the ant raising its leg is a sign:
its doom is nigh, for an arrow will pierce him.
My songs, friend, sought to rise—
but fell to Hell like a stillborn child.


I shivered. I felt my destiny nailed to that tree, and turned away.


My path was blocked as a small crowd of people had gathered behind me, and they were pressing forward, nearing the man at the fountain. They seemed to gather force as people from the market joined them, forming a wall of humanity. I moved unwillingly with them. I was at the forefront, and soon was but five paces from the fountain and its strange occupant.


The man was not taller than most, nor was he thinner or fatter, but he looked like no one I had ever seen. His face was brown, but not like an Indian’s. It was the shade of the skin of an unpeeled almond, dull and lined. His eyes, a liquid brown, were huge, and his hair, black streaked with gray, fell in greasy ringlets past his shoulders. His beard, his most notable feature, was as long as his hair, and of the same color, but coarse and matted. His nose hooked over his full-lipped mouth. He wore a small hat, richly embroidered, and had wrapped an enormous, equally elaborate shawl around his narrow shoulders. He looked like a hawk with peacock’s plumage.


As the crowd neared, he pressed back against the fountain basin, but his eyes did not show fear. He kept his gaze steady, looking everyone over. At some internal signal of his own, he cleared his throat. “Señores and señoras,” he began, “I thank you from my heart, my beating heart, for your ears.” His Spanish was strangely flowery and bore an odd, lilting accent. I leaned forward to hear more.


“My words are just words, to bring you beauty and joy. Harken to me, and allow your souls to meld with mine, in grandeur. Some are my own words, some are of my ancestors, but they are my gift to you.


“In my lap—a doe,
and in her lap—a harp;
she plays it with her fingers,
and kills me with her heart.”


The crowd applauded. It was a beautiful image. I let the music of his voice play over me, and he began another. He was concluding, “Among the wise, however, love covers nearly all transgressions,” when a voice rang out from the back.


“Judío!”


Jew.


I turned, as the people did, to see who had shouted the epithet. “Judío!” hollered the voice, and I could see now that it came from a young man, well dressed, a stranger. He stood on one of the benches that lined the square. I looked back at the speaker. He seemed unimpressed. He cleared his throat and began again.


“She trapped me with temptation’s bread.” His voice was strong, but the crowd had begun to murmur and shift. “She held me,” he continued, but it was harder to hear.


A soft sapote splattered against the man’s breast. He clutched at his chest. Another fruit hit his shoulder. “Judío! Judío!” The crowd took up the chant. “Get the Jew!” My heart knew I should leave, but my mind urged me to stay. I wanted to hear the rest of the verse, and in some dark recess of my soul, I was in thrall to the building excitement.


I felt the people crowding in on me, pushing me toward the fountain, as the poet tried to slide around to the other side. I could not hear more than the shouting, and bodies were pushing me harder. I came to my senses, finally, and I tried to flee. I held my basket to my chest and struggled to keep my feet as we moved in a wave to the steps leading to the fountain. The basin loomed above me. I felt the stones of the basin against my hands, the basket shielding me, for the moment, from being crushed against the fountain.


When I could hold on no longer, I allowed the motion of the mob to push me sideways, in the same direction as the Jew, if such he was. I had no thought for his poetry now, but only for my safety. As I came around the side of the basin, I registered that though I was terrified, the Jew stood there, erect and proud. “Men!” he shouted. “Desist a moment! Hear my words of beauty!”


“Burn him!” the original voice said. But beside the Jew, our town priest had appeared, his long brown robe so unlike the strange and colorful garb of the poet. He held up his hand as in benediction.


“Brothers,” he said. I glanced quickly around. Indeed, I was the only woman visible in the crowd. I made myself as inconspicuous as possible. “Brothers. We are not savages. This is the New World, in a new time. We do not rush to kill a stranger in our midst. Wait, while I inquire of this man. He may be a Jew, or he may be a madman. Let us see.”


I shrank against the basin. I had never seen a Jew, though I knew of their existence. Some had come to the New World hidden in wine casks, with the explorers, and made their secret homelands in New Spain. Others had come from our trading with the Moors, in Madagascar, in Gibraltar, or so the history said. I also knew that the Inquisition, the Holy Office that kept our doctrines pure, had found them to be heretics of the worst sort, who deserved to die.


This man seemed more of a harmless poet. A man of beautiful words. Our priest, usually a simple, kindly, and unlearned man, gleamed with glory. For here, I could see, was a chance for him to show that he was more than just a town priest.


“Sir,” he said to the strange poet, “are you a Jew?”


A couple of men tittered. I held my breath, knowing that it was impossible to lie to a priest. “I am a man of the Lord,” the poet replied.


“So you say. But are you a Christian?”


“We are all descendants of David.”


“But do you believe in Jesus Christ, Our Lord and Savior?”


“Kill the Jew!” the shouts rang out. A sapote splattered above the poet’s head, dripping onto his face. I held my breath.


“Jesus Christ is a man of my people,” the poet replied.


I exhaled. “You see,” said the priest, “he is a person of Christ. A madman, perhaps, but not a Jew. Disperse,” he said, “go on. Go.”


I said a prayer under my breath to the sweet Virgin of Guadalupe, and I inched forward. With a trembling hand I took a cloth from my basket and handed it to the poet. He nodded, wiped his face, and handed back the cloth.


“Doña Josefina! What are you doing in this crowd?” asked the priest.


“I was at the market, and stopped in the square to rest. I was caught up in the crowd,” I added. I quelled the tremor in my voice, as my own mind marveled at my boldness.


“Well, you’d best be gone now, señora. It is safe now. And you, Jew,” he said, turning to the poet, “you had best be gone, too, before you are burned at the stake.”


The Jew bowed lightly to the priest. “You are a man of God.”


The priest shrugged. “I am who I am. Come, you will be safe walking with me to the edge of town.”


“Wait!” I cried. “Wait! Sir,” I said, not knowing how to address a Jew, “are you the writer of the poems you read?”


“No, madam,” he answered, his accent giving the words an exotic allure. “They are the words of poets of yore, of José, son of Eli, and of Moisés, son of Habib. They were learned men. They spoke truth, two hundred years ago.”


“How did you learn those words?”


“My people carried them in their hearts.”


“Señora, it is not seemly for you to be seen conversing with a Jew. And you, sir, have trod on this town’s soil too long. Come,” the priest said, motioning with his head. I realized he did not wish to touch the Jew. He had saved his life, but would not sully himself with his touch.


The Jew seemed not to mind. He bowed to me. “Señora, remember, please. Beyond the truth, our first duty is to survive.” He turned, rolled up the sheaf of papers he had in his hand, and followed the priest out of the square.


I looked for and saw the other paper, now torn, hanging from the tree. I reached up to take it. “Leave it, señora,” came Cayetana’s voice. “Do not bring such trials on our house.”





TWO



IT WAS DECIDED FASTER than I thought possible. Although I struggled with my longing, I was pulled hard home with my duties. Ultimately, and to my surprise, Manuel almost pressed me to accompany Angélica to the Court of the Marquesa when she returned for the spring season.


I sought Manuel’s company, but he declined. In the weeks preceding my entry into noble society, livestock prices began to rise due to the additional ventures our Spanish King’s army had undertaken. Spain was, and is, the most magnificent of lands, and Rey Carlos, in his mercy, had undertaken to increase the bounty of our wealth and the discipline and joyous worship of Our Lord Jesus Christ as far as he could. In his quest to aggrandize Spain, many men had to be conscripted, and men must be fed.


“Should I stay?” I asked. “The children, would they be too much to manage with just a nursemaid? And the accounts? The accounts will need to be kept, and visitors will come to price the cattle.”


“I can keep accounts, too.” He smiled. “You will be a day’s horse-ride away. I can fetch you if I need to. And I will join you when I can. I would not want my wife to be lonely.”


I had to smile. Angélica had assured me that I would not be lonely, that there were parties, picnics, and musical evenings, as well as the famed poetry readings, constantly. I was torn between the anticipation of seeing, finally, the noble world I had only heard of, and the fear of being so countrified that I would be mocked.


Do you like secular poetry? Angélica had asked. Are you musical? Do you sing? Angélica sang us a song she said was popular at the Court, filled with complicated trills, pulling and stretching the words of Scripture it quoted beyond their meanings in the service of her musical art. My heart beat faster listening. I looked at Manuel, who gazed worshipfully at this nightingale among us. I blushed each time I thought of my failings, in anticipation of humiliations to come.


But Manuel reassured me there, too. “I have seen your eyes light up when those chattering ladies tell their stories. You have every grace they have. You are virtuous and pure of blood. You will bring honor to my name in your weeks at Court.”


What I dreaded more than being put to shame for my lack of culture was leaving my sons. Joaquín, even then, was well on his way to being a man. When he returned from the cattle barns he smelled like his father. But under the manure and leather odors the milky aroma of childhood still lingered.


I wandered out to the barn to watch him. Before he saw me, he pulled a rope attached to a bleating calf, hauling it into its stall. A farmhand took the rope from him to tie it. “I’ll do it!” insisted my boy, overturning a bucket. He climbed up and grabbed the rope. With his little hands he wrapped the cord around the post. Then he leaped down, tumbling, laughing in the dung and hay. And he caught sight of me, sitting on a stool at the barn’s entrance.


“You should have seen the one I roped in, Mama!” he exclaimed, and, like the five-year-old that he was, he jumped heedlessly into my lap. He threw his dirty arms around my neck and nuzzled into me. “He was huge and big and tough, and I got him myself!” I could hardly bear to leave that tender man-boy.


“I’m sure you were magnificent,” I said. He was already climbing down, stepping on me with his little boots.


“Look!” he crowed. “Look how you do it!” He grabbed another length of rope and artfully turned it into a noose. I watched, amazed, as he whirled it over his head. “Olé!” came his cry as the noose flew through the air and landed squarely around the fence post. He laughed as he ran up to grab the rope. “You try it, Mama!”


“Silly boy,” I said, but I twirled the rope around as he had done. It slipped out of my hands and landed on the ground. Joaquín was delighted. I took his hand as we walked back, a privilege I knew would not last much longer.


“Can I go with you to the big Court?” he asked.


“Of course not, my untamed boy,” I said, pulling him back to me. “You would hate it. You have to sit inside all day, and read books and listen to music.” This was surely how a five-year-old boy would see it. For me, I imagined it as a banquet spread before me—one I was not sure I was grand enough to enjoy.


“Then why are you going, Mama? Don’t you want to stay with me?”


“You are going to give a wife a very hard life,” I said. “Now go get washed.”


“You didn’t say why you were going,” he pointed out, but being a good boy, or maybe being less interested in the answer than in asking the question, he went off to get some water to wash in.


I shook my head. Why was I going?


I followed him into the house and sat down in the study. It was a small room, set up just for me. My account books, paper, and quill were neatly set upon my worktable. It was still light enough that I did not light the lamp, but I straightened the rug that covered the red tile floor, and I adjusted the cushions that were spread before the unlit hearth. The afternoon sun made dust motes glitter. It was a safe, peaceful room, and not one I was eager to leave.


Cayetana brought little Ernesto in. Compared to his brother, Ernesto was plumper and quieter. He was not yet three, and he still wore the little dresses of infants. Cayetana set him down on the rug, and he toddled toward me. I scooped him up, and he gurgled.


“How’s my Neto?” I asked.


“Good, Mama,” he answered. “And Mama?” Though he wasn’t yet the chatterbox his brother was, he had talked at six months, and he took the job of communicating seriously.


“I am fine, Neto,” I said, equally seriously.


“There are birds in the nursery,” he said. I raised my eyebrows at Cayetana. She shrugged. There were always birds flying in and out of the house here, and I had tried hard to get used to it. In my father’s house, birds stayed in the sky or in the trees where they belonged.


“Maybe we can keep the shutters closed,” I said. Though the rains were tapering off, the heat of the dry season was a long way away, and we could still close the house without suffocating.


“But then it will be dark, Mama. I don’t like the dark.”


“Then we must have birds,” I said.


Ernesto smiled at me. He didn’t wriggle or try to get down. “Then we must have birds,” he echoed.


“Your dresses are all but complete,” Cayetana said. I put Neto down.


“My dresses. Yes. I will have to make the final preparations. I can’t believe that Angélica is right, that I will need so many!”


I had ordered four, the least number that Angélica had insisted on. My own wardrobe would have to suit for the remainder.


“Don Manuel is not displeased at your expenditure, is he?” Cayetana asked, although doubtless she knew the answer.


“Of course not!” I laughed. “I doubt he even knows. After all, he stopped looking at the accounts as soon as he married me.” I wondered mildly what her real question was.


“You have a most unwomanly head for numbers,” Cayetana remarked. I didn’t answer. Many felt that such learning was unsexing. Some went as far as to believe that reading was the tool of the Devil, and a woman who read, never mind did numbers, was on the road to harlotry, if not directly to Hell.


Although I had never heard that the Holy Office forbade such learning, I had no doubt, from the days with Father Alonso, that taken too far erudition could bring about the unwanted attention of the Church. I was certain that I was nowhere near the edge of that abyss, with my accounts and my reading of the Psalms, but the specter was enough to keep one from brazenly trumpeting those skills.


Though Cayetana was my servant, and an Indian, she did not hold learning in such low esteem. She had been in Manuel’s household since she was five, and knew more about him, and men in general, than I felt I ever would. She knew that Manuel both appreciated my accounting and trusted it completely, and that he was generous with me and the household without stinting. I still awaited the reason for her comment.


“While you are gone, who will keep the books?”


I thought for a bit. I had arranged for the care of the boys, though it wrenched my heart to do so. I had ordered the dresses as Angélica had advised, and I had planned for all of the household needs, but I had left the accounts for my husband. “I think Don Manuel will manage fine without me for such a short period,” I said.


“But he will be out with the cattle,” Cayetana replied.


“He handled it all himself before me, and I do not believe that in five years he will have forgotten how.”


It gave me pause to realize that we had been married for almost six years. Even stranger, I had not been away from the hacienda overnight in all those years.


Manuel would not have prohibited a long visit home to see my father, but there was no reason to go. My brother lived in the North, and my two sisters, both married long before I came of age, had their own households to look after, so only my father kept up his tie with me.


My visits to my father, though monthly at first, had tapered off, and even then I had returned to the hacienda before bedtime. Our family home was but an hour away in the carriage, and at first, though I was taken up with learning the hacienda ways, I was eager to see my father. He and I had been each other’s strength after my mother’s death, and we had established a smooth, well-oiled way of existing together day by day. I would direct the meal preparation, keep his accounts, and manage the daily work of the household. I would pray quietly, read the Psalms, and dream of the exotic worlds the words created. He would ride out to the land, to the markets and exchanges, and return with stories to tell me over our dinner. Those days of peace seemed endless then, and my dreams, existing in their own self-sufficient unreality, were enough to fill my quiet hours.


I had thought, on my first visit home, that all would be the same, and indeed he had tried to make it so. But though he was the same, I was not. My first month of marriage had introduced me to the joys of an independent household, and to the mysteries of a married woman. I had felt, to my shame, an eagerness to get back to Manuel.


My father had sensed this, and he, too, began to look elsewhere for the quiet companionship he had lost by my marriage. He remarried shortly after my wedding, and his new wife, María Marta, was soon less than enthusiastic about my visits. She had been delivered of a daughter within weeks of my first son’s birth. The birth had left her querulous, and my father, I believed, regretted his decision to wed. Now, with the children, my father visited me more than I visited him. Each time, I rejoiced that I had my own world, where I was the lady of the house. The exotic images of the Psalms and of Father Alonso’s poems had been buried under the pleasures of my new daily life.


“He will manage somehow,” I said to Cayetana, breaking the silence and finally answering her question. “And if not, I will come home.” Cayetana looked mollified, but I sensed that her disapproval remained.


OUR LAST DINNER ALONE together before I left, Manuel and I were at the table, with no visiting hacienda owners or their wives. Angélica was not due to arrive until the next morning to spend the day with us before accompanying me to Court.


“Of course I will manage without you,” Manuel said. He was not dismissive of my concern, just sure, and so I was relieved.


“Send for me if you need me,” I said.


He nodded. “I will need you even if I don’t send for you. And you send for me if you want to come home.” I looked at my plate. Such sentimentality was unlike him. But he ate his dinner without further comment, so I did not pursue it.


“Angélica will be here tomorrow by mid-morning,” I said. “We are to leave the next day, at dawn. I have all my dresses.” Manuel nodded. I wanted to talk. I wanted him to know that although I was going away, I didn’t want to leave him. I wanted him to understand that if I didn’t go, I would regret it forever. And yet, he had not said once that I should not go. In fact, it had been his idea, his desire, that had allowed me even to consider this adventure. My argument, therefore, was with myself, and was silent.


When he came to my bed, I had already anticipated him. I had washed, put jasmine flowers in my rinsing water, and was wearing my softest gown. As I heard the silver-encrusted belt hit the floor, my body responded as if he had started to stroke me.


He began tenderly, with feathery touches and long, warm caresses. I responded, mirroring his methods, and enjoyed the feel of his work-hardened muscles under my touch. He wrapped his arms around me and held me so tight it hurt.


Then he dropped his lips to mine, and his kisses became urgent and his tongue demanding. He slid down to my breasts, and both his hands and his mouth got rougher. He led where I could not follow, except by being swept up in his wake, and he drove into me as if he wanted to press his seed into my very womb. His passion was not quickly spent. He rode long and hard, and with the help of his knowing hands, I crested in my pleasure before he finished pounding into my body. When he finally rested, sweating and breathing hoarsely, neither of us was in any state to talk.


Two days later, I left for the Marquesa’s Court.





THREE



NO WORDS COULD HAVE prepared me for my first sight of the castle where the Marqués and Marquesa made their home in the New World. The journey had been long, with our carriage bumping over the rutted roads. Cayetana, along with Angélica’s maid, followed behind us in a cart with the luggage. We had left just before dawn so as to make the trip in a single day and spare ourselves a night in a roadside inn.


I sat next to Angélica. I was dressed for travel in a gray muslin dress with sleeves open at the cuffs for ease of movement, and a soft serape to keep the dust off my hair and dress. Angélica wore a Spanish cape in light blue, having left off her mourning at the year’s anniversary of her husband’s death. The sun beat down, but the sky was reflected in Angélica’s cloak.


I was attuned to these matters of dress most unwillingly, as Angélica had scrutinized every aspect of my traveling wardrobe the night before. “We must make an entrance, even if no one sees us,” she had said.


The thought of such strange judgments being passed on the most minor of matters made me tight with anxiety and trepidation. I had given more thought to my wardrobe in the past month than I had in my twenty-five years of life before then. How could such venal and insignificant fixations be the warp to the woof of the intellectual brilliance I was dreaming of? I wondered, for at least the tenth time, whether really I should not go.


But the carriage clipped onward, and anticipation warred with fear and won. The road brought us past towns I had never seen, and I looked avidly at the dusty houses and farms. A church appeared on the horizon, its gray tower piercing the sky, but it was almost an hour before we passed it. It truly rose high enough to touch Heaven.


I was an uncomplaining traveler, and our groom was considerate in his stops. We stopped at an inn to rest and water the horses. Angélica conducted me to a small private room, with a table, chairs, and a small curtained alcove with the necessary basins. “There,” she said, indicating the alcove. “Take advantage of the amenities, for there is but one other inn along the way, and it is more than two hours before we reach it.”


The landlady of the inn brought us some cold meats and hot tortillas, and glasses of tamarind water. Nerves made it hard to swallow more than a few bites before our driver knocked at the door. It was time to move on.


Angélica kept up an unceasing patter, telling me the rules of etiquette, the names of those I would meet, the best and worst things to say, do, or wear under various circumstances. At last, though, I begged her to stop, so I could indulge my dreams. I was more nervous than at my wedding, and I felt as if I was embarking on at least as perilous a journey.


Late in the afternoon, the castle came into view. All my dread, my eagerness, and my exhaustion vanished. Like our hacienda, it was surrounded by a high stone wall, with sharp stones on top like a frieze, but it was covered in bougainvillea, the crimson flowers softening the effect of the barrier. Above the blossoms, I could see the stone towers of the mansion, and I recognized flags in the colors of Spain, France, and others I did not know, fluttering from the turrets.


The gate was opened by a boy in a costume called a livery, with the green and gold colors of the Marquesa. He took his hat off, and his long black hair cascaded down his back. We rode into a yard alive with servants, chickens, a couple of yellow dogs. The groom took us up to the front portal before stopping the cart. The entryway was an arch of tiles leading to a huge, heavy, and intricately carved wooden double door. Another boy, perhaps twelve years old, also in green and gold, helped us from the carriage. The ground was just getting dusty, as the dry season was only beginning, but he rolled a length of carpet before us to keep our shoes from picking up the dust.


The open portal doors led us into a hall, all of stone, with thick wall hangings and carpets to soften the harshness of the element. After the bright, sunlit, and lively courtyard, the hall seemed dark and silent, and I expected to smell the waxy aroma of our village church. Angélica was evidently not made blind by the gloom. She led the way, nodding to the servants, to a little room with a desk, a candelabra, and a plain-looking nun in a gray dress—to match her hair—seated in a chair with a bell and a quill pen within easy reach. Angélica announced us, and the woman looked in her book. She made a notation with a flourish. “Welcome,” she said. She rang the bell. In moments, women servants appeared, all in the green and gold colors, and with much fuss and effusion led us off to the suite of rooms that was to be our home for the next eight weeks.


Though I had wanted to linger and take in every detail of the entryway, the long halls, the incredibly long stairs that led us to the second floor of this castle, the journey had left me dazed and exhausted. The servant showed me into one of two adjacent rooms. One was mine, the other would be Angélica’s, our doors only an arm’s length apart. I was barely able to take in my new surroundings, noting only that my room was no larger than my dry pantry at home, and yet boasted almost as much furniture as my sala. There was a fireplace with a laid but unlit fire, a large armoire, two carved chairs and a bed, and the walls were hung with tapestries. At least it was light, especially after the darkness of the hall. Angélica stood in my doorway as I sank onto the bed, which was covered in a rose quilt, and lay back and closed my eyes.


“We must be ready in an hour,” Angélica said.


“To meet the Marquesa?” I was appalled. I could not be at my best immediately after such a long journey. The sun was sinking into a golden haze outside my window, and I was sinking with it.


“No, you ninny. The servants will bring us supper in our rooms in an hour. But we must not seem worn out. Word will get out.”


I shook my head. I had entered the world of the Court, and I was as knowledgeable about it as, well, as Neto. “I will do my best,” I said as Angélica turned to go to her own room.


When we were finally free to rest, I fell into a state that could only be called a torpor, with images of the day swirling around, competing with my vague and unformed imaginings of the morrow, to the background music of the faces of my sons.





FOUR



THE NEXT DAY DAWNED clear and warm. We dressed with care. I felt my hands dampening as I struggled with the new clothing. Angélica, who displayed no such trepidation, was radiant in her blue velvet gown. Her golden hair was upswept, and her skin shone as we entered the Marquesa’s antechamber. I stood a bit behind her, self-conscious in my maroon dress. Its cut was unfamiliar to me, with a square neckline surrounded by a froth of ruffles. My darker skin contrasted with the froth, and my chestnut hair gleamed with the maroon dress’s reflections. The woman who looked back at me in the glass before we left our room was unfamiliar, sophisticated and graceful. She could not be me.


Angélica walked with full confidence into the room. She smiled her perfect smile, inclining her head to the ladies already present. They were numerous, and they looked us over with a mix of disdain and envy. I was sure the disdain was for me. Angélica held out her hand to me and gave me the names of those present. I forced myself not to cast my eyes to the ground. I was Doña Josefina, wife of wealthy landowner Don Manuel, and I could be as proud as anyone there. My knees, under the maroon satin, trembled.


The ladies-in-waiting had arrayed themselves in languorous splendor. One, in light green silk, reclined with her legs swung up on an upholstered settee with a long seat, like an extended chair or a couch for one. Above her, a portrait of a woman in severe black, with eyes and hair to match, glared down upon her harshly. Another lady, with more lace than neck, sat on a tiny pouf, almost on the floor. A third, with a dress that betrayed mending at the sleeves and collar, stood back, away from the others, fingering a small sculpture on a shelf arrayed with tiny figurines. The long, narrow windows let in a fresh, almost green light, and the sheer curtains billowed gently in the easy breeze.


The company was rounded out by the presence of three nuns, who, in contrast to the well-dressed ladies, were clothed in habits that could only be hideously uncomfortable. The bodices wrapped unkindly around their bosoms, and the coifs bit into their necks and chins as choking cloths before cascading with heavy drapery and veils over their shoulders. I was unsure what to make of them. Although Angélica had mentioned their presence at many of the occasions she had described, my only prior knowledge of religious sisters related to the quiet women who nursed the sick and tended to our church’s altar.


One glided up to us. She offered me tiny sugar-covered sweets on a tray. I took one, biting into its tender crust, and rich lemon custard filled my mouth. Angélica narrowed her eyes at me. I looked around; no one else was eating. Had I committed some foolish social error? The sister smiled.


“I am Sor Inez. Please, the sweets are for all to enjoy.” She took one herself and popped it in her mouth. “I especially like the lemon ones,” she added, around the mouthful.


I smiled gratefully. “It was delicious.”


“This is Sor Juana,” she added, turning toward a youthful, dark-eyed nun behind her. Sor Juana had the requisite nun’s habit on, black over white, with a black veil over a white cowl, but she also wore a gigantic brooch at her throat, maybe ten centimeters in diameter, with an image of the Annunciation on it. It could not have been pleasant to live with her head held high above that brooch all the time. I wondered if it was for penance or vanity.


“Enchanted,” said the young nun, looking directly into my eyes. My body stirred; I blushed and looked away. When I looked up again, both Sor Juana and Sor Inez had moved off to the other occupants of the room, and Angélica was standing by me.


“Don’t eat anything else until the Marquesa comes,” she hissed.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered back. “Why would the sisters offer the sweets if we weren’t supposed to eat them?”


“Temptation,” Angélica responded.


At the far end of the room, a door I had not previously noticed opened, and all fell silent. Before us stood a tall woman, almost as tall as Manuel, with lustrous black hair piled high into a complicated twist and held with glittering combs of amethyst and silver. Her huge eyes were the same eerie jet as her hair, under perfectly arched black brows. Her skin was pale, almost ghostly, and she was so thin that her skin stretched taut over her aristocratically bony nose. She had a tiny, rosebud mouth that nearly vanished under the sway of her eyes.


The women curtsied; the nuns inclined their heads. I knew what to do, Angélica having tutored me in that courtesy, at least, and I dropped into a deep curtsy before the Marquesa. “Who is this?” she asked, her voice high and thin. I looked up, knowing that she meant me. Angélica led me forward.


“Marquesa, this is Doña Josefina María del Carmen Asturias de Castillo, wife of Don Manuel Castillo. She has come to pay her respects.”


“I kiss Your Grace’s hands,” I said.


She laughed, a reedy, almost wheezing sound. “Your Grace? That’s for bishops, silly woman. Call me Your Highness, like everyone else!” Her mirthful tone belied the social disgrace of my being corrected in front of the entire room. I felt my face burning. “Didn’t you instruct her properly?” the Marquesa asked Angélica. It was Angélica’s turn to blush, her fairer skin betraying what was more likely annoyance at me than shame. For once, I did not envy her fair complexion.


“She did,” I said, rushing to her defense, “but my awe of your presence made me forget her kind instruction.” For indeed Angélica had instructed me on a million details, and they had all fled upon the Marquesa’s entrance.


“Splendid!” said the Marquesa. “A lady who defends her sponsor! How refreshing!” The other women tittered, and I wondered what I had done wrong now. “Tell us all about yourself, Doña Josefina,” she added, turning away.


I felt Angélica’s hand on my arm, and I remembered. “Other than my gratitude that you have received me, I have nothing to tell, Your Highness. I am only visiting with Doña Angélica, who insisted that I trouble you with my greetings.” But the Marquesa had already gone on to the next phase of her morning with the ladies. She helped herself to a pastry from Sor Inez’s tray.


“Today we will be enjoying a poetic reading from Sor Juana, I understand,” the Marquesa said. Sor Juana, of the enormous brooch, nodded. “I hope it is as moving as your last efforts.”


“I believe it will be, Your Highness,” said the nun, her voice clear and firm. “I wrote it with your taste in mind.”


The Marquesa raised a fearsome eyebrow at the remark, but let it pass. The ladies exchanged surreptitious glances, but I did not know them well enough to discern their meanings. Indeed, I knew nothing of the perilous path Sor Juana’s poetry was about to launch me on. I only knew that my breath was caught in my heart, and that that same heart beat so loudly in my breast that I barely heard the Marquesa speak. “So, let us be comfortable, while the good sister enlightens our spirits with her verse.”


I tried to make myself even more invisible than I already was, to fade into the background. I had taken a few steps back when my plans were thwarted by the Marquesa herself.


“Come sit next to me, my young lovely, and enjoy the verses with me.” She patted the end of the long settee, next to where she herself was seated. I had no choice but to hurry over. “Move, Doña Granada,” she added to the lady in green silk. “Make space for our new guest.”


Doña Granada swung her legs to the floor to make room for me, and cast a look of contempt at me as I took my seat. “Just like a good little lap dog. She will like that,” Doña Granada said in my ear. “All of you must bustle like Doña Josefina,” she added to the room. Her smile dripped cruelty. I cast about for Angélica’s eyes to reassure me, but she shrugged and turned to another of the ladies, leaving me to swallow the acrid taste of humiliation.


Sor Inez held out the tray to me, and this time I had the sense to decline. She continued around the room, and everyone took a pastry. “Are the confections at your hacienda so superior?” the Marquesa asked me, with that wheezing laugh.


Sor Juana came to my rescue. “Now, Your Highness, shall I begin?” I felt her voice like a knife honed so sharp that it cut painlessly and perfectly until the wound began to bleed. And I realized that such a frivolous description would never have a place at the hacienda, and could only have come to me in this new, strange atmosphere. Sor Juana looked straight at the Marquesa, who, though not quailing before this young sister, clearly did not trifle with her, either. The Marquesa nodded.


Sor Juana took a piece of foolscap from the table and held it so she could see it without bending her neck forward against the brooch.


“If love be its source
And the stream is divided
Will the river rush faster
To flow once more together?


What could be more natural
than the jealous heart?
How without that pain
can love be perfected?


What greater sign of love
Can there be but jealousy?
Like the wetness of water.
Fire’s smoke.


For love’s children are not bastards
but true heirs to their empire,
for only they can unite
both their cause and their effect.”


There was silence. I could not imagine such daring. I never dreamed that anyone, especially a nun, would write, never mind read, such dangerous poesy. I looked cautiously at the Marquesa. Her pale skin had blotched red on her cheekbones. Her wheeze had intensified. The other ladies looked at the ground, studied their fingernails intently, were suddenly obsessed by a thread on their sleeve.


Sor Juana looked around the room, expressionless. Had she achieved her desired effect? I did not know. She rose, and took a pastry from the tray. She bit into it and licked the lemon cream that flowed from its center. The Marquesa continued to stare stonily at her. “Would you like another verse?” asked the sister.


Without waiting for the obvious answer, she picked up her sheet of paper, nodded to the Marquesa, and turned to leave. She caught my eye and held it. I did not look away. A twitch of her mouth betrayed a smile, and she was gone.


In the silence that ensued, I felt the sweet pastry congeal in my stomach, and the formerly fresh air in the room sour. From under my lashes I looked at the Marquesa’s face. It was far from impassive, her cheeks stained with red blotches, her eyes, under those terrifying black eyebrows, narrow and sharp. Doña Granada stirred beside me. I slid my eyes cautiously to her. To my surprise, she had a sly mien concealed behind her fan.
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