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			This terrifies me: To think that the present, which we are living 
this very day, will become the mirror in which we shall later recognize ourselves; and that by what we have been 
we shall know what we are.

			—André Gide, journal entry, 1891

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			1898

			IN THE TIME of the Spaniards, the ship was first sighted from doña Lourdes’s house, about half a mile up the street from the cafetín owned by Rafael the undertaker and leased to Andres, the son of Dámaso Piquito. Doña Lourdes was not the first to see them. Her cat, Figaro, was the first to see them. The cat lounged lazily across the veranda facing the sea, licking itself in the shade and having just awakened from feline slumber, while doña Lourdes snored slightly in the back room with the curtains drawn.

			The boat was painted the color of gray ash, oversized yet sleek, with armament that peered out toward doña Lourdes’s veranda, and showing phallic tubes blackened by sulfur and gunpowder from the recent engagement in Manila. There, in three hours’ time, the empire of Spain had been supplanted by the empire of free markets, free trade and ten-cent cigars. The Americans called the boat a cruiser. To ponceños it looked like a massive tin can floating two leagues out in the ocean. 

			From the bridge of the floating tin can, Captain Whitehall scanned the shoreline through his bulky black binoculars. All he saw was a sandy beach peopled by long, tubular coconut palm trees, and behind them, a house of white-washed wood now peeling and stripped in places from the effects of the salty air. His vision danced inside the binoculars, taking in every particular of the beachfront house: the flat stumps of the stilts on which the house rested, the roof tiled with sections of tin, a hammock on the left side next to a wooden veranda on which, yes, a cat glowered back at him.

			Captain Whitehall turned to his aide, Lieutenant Walker, and demanded to know, “Where is our contact?”

			Pinched-faced, freckled Lieutenant Walker sneaked a peek through his own bulky black binoculars, replying, “I don’t know, sir. They were supposed to meet us at the landing site.”

			“They?” The Captain speared Walker with one imperious, questioning glance. “I thought it was only one contact that was meeting us.”

			“It’s only one, sir,” Walker amended quickly. “But he was supposed to meet us with another representative. The town doctor, I believe.”

			“The town doctor?”

			“Yes,” Walker said. “The man, I believe, had his training in Boston.”

			“A spic training in Boston?” Captain Whitehall sounded incredulous.

			“They come from a well-to-do family, so my contact informed. Name is Ferrer, I believe.”

			The Captain was still spearing Walker. “You seem to believe a lot of things, Lieutenant. But my belief is that we have no contact on this part of the island. Not even a representative. How are we to proceed if we don’t know the lay of the land?”

			“I’m sure we’ll be able to find some representatives on this side of the island, sir,” Walker said, trying to sound positive in the midst of a slowly crumbling strategy.

			What had happened to Walker’s contact was simple. The man, one Ignacio Romero, a product of San Juan schooling, who considered ponceños no better than dirt, had decided to stop by Rafael’s tavern, where Andres plied him with drink until our San Juan don passed out on a table in the middle of a game of dominoes after having peed in his pants since he was too inebriated to navigate the four steps it took to reach the outhouse in back of the tavern.

			So, while the American cruiser sailed up and down the coast, trying to get a fix on a debarkation point, the fifth-columnist-educated spy was out like a light in Rafael’s cafetín. The other customers had left him there since, really, they didn’t like him that much. A man with his nose in the air who acted like his shit didn’t stink. The peasants always got their revenge by simply getting the señor drunk on rum, and if no rum was available, on the moonshine brew always abundant when the good stuff ran out.

			The man, who, by a strange twist of fate, would years later gain fame as one of the island’s first independentistas, slept peacefully in his drunken stupor, while his American sponsors couldn’t figure how the hell to get the invasion going. In later years their ineptitude at colonizing would infuriate Ignacio Romero and turn him into a Nationalist. There was more. To his dying day he couldn’t stomach the hubris of a people who would take solely onto themselves the name of two continents.

			Now, this invasion was a singular event in the history of the town. Mainly because, like most invasions, no one knew it was coming, and for years townspeople would wonder why anyone would want to invade Ponce. As my great-grandfather described it, the town was a backwater then, far from the prime commercial metropolis it is today as the island’s second-largest city. In those days, San Juan was where the action was. There, all the grandees and madams pranced about in starched-collared splendor, basking in their danzas, conversing in English or French or Castilian Spanish, the women always staying out of the sun—not for reasons of health but because the palest of skin was a sign of regal birth, and besides, only common laborers could endure its suffocating rays. The ladies whirled in long hourglass skirts, while their swains suffered the heat in frocks and waistcoats. Their only concessions to the tropical clime were white linen suits and wide-brimmed straw hats. But that’s as far as they acknowledged their roots. No one but no one in San Juan society would be caught dead in jíbaro dress or dancing the plena or reciting bawdy verse, which were so popular in the hills. They lived just like their forebears, those who had come from Spain or other parts of the Caribbean. Even their talk affected this, and they rolled their tongues when speaking as if they were in Sevilla or Andalucía.

			It would take a generation of Americanization before they got over this nonsense.

			But I digress. In point of fact the invasion had come; its main contingent via the northeast coast. Eventually, San Juan was occupied and the damsels of capital society found themselves entertaining ignorant sailors from such places as Biloxi and Minnesota. 

			On the deck of his ship, the representative of this new order, Captain Whitehall, decided to take action. His military training had instilled in him one unassailable concept: to wait spelled caution. But not to act spelled doom. Besides, his backside hurt like the dickens. Four months before, the flotilla had stormed into Subic Bay. The ensuing naval battle would set the tone of the war. The Spanish fleet, motley as it was, had been completely routed, but not before shrapnel from a Spanish shell had embedded itself in the left cheek of his buttocks. Ever since Captain Whitehall had walked with a stiff gait, sometimes having to drag his left leg over cowlings and bulkheads. And the hot, humid weather had made a barometer of his rear end. He could tell if it was going to rain by the soreness in his ass.

			He told Walker to inform the gunnery officer that two warning shots would be fired, by the left bow, high overhead. Resistance wasn’t expected this far up in the Antilles. This was not the Philippines, but you never knew. To have one great, glorious battle under his belt was all he had wished for since his youth at the Virginia Military Institute. Except for the Plains wars against the Indians, not much had happened in a long time.

			All these thoughts coalesced in Whitehall’s psyche as his gunners estimated distances and trajectories. Soon the shells thundered, and the vessel shook with the blast as plumes of smoke belched upward. The shells overshot their mark and whizzed above the beach. Townspeople roused from their siestas or labors, gazing at the sky. None had ever heard such crushing noise.

			The shells landed two miles out, behind the sugar cane fields on the edge of town, creating large craters next to a muddy stream where two jíbaros were washing their shirts. The peasants’ first instinct when they heard the noise coming their way was to run, which they did, the earth spewing up behind them and falling on top of a couple not far away and in the clutches of passion. She screamed, he screamed, and then they ran, leaving their clothes behind.

			Those shells roaring overhead did much the same to doña Lourdes, wrenching her from a deeply felt dream about her late and lamented husband, Gustavo, who had died ten years earlier when he choked on the pit of an avocado during a town festival. Unfortunately, after his departure, Gustavo would roam throughout the house after midnight, looking for the avocado. This phenomenon had unnerved her cat to no end.

			Gustavo slipped back into the reams of memory, and she bolted upright on the bed. “What was that?” she asked in the silence of the room. It wasn’t thunder; it was something ripping the sky. Her first thought was not about Gustavo, bless his soul, but of Figaro, her cat. She jumped from the bed, fully clothed except for her shoes, rushing to the veranda and finding Figaro mewing at the big boat out in the ocean.

			More thunder spewed from the cruiser. Three crazed dogs ran past the house, howling in their unique tongue; and, in the middle of the day, a rooster slammed down from one of the coconut palms, flapping its wings and scattering feathers.

			Doña Lourdes, a righteous and superstitious woman, feel to her knees in fervent prayer, for the Coming was at hand, just like Gustavo had predicted before he choked on the avocado pit. Near her house, some locals had gathered at the beach, among them my great-grandfather, a mere boy then, so he told us. Ponceños all, but from a part of town known as “La Playa” (the beach)—then, as now, the forgotten stepchild of the more prosperous, more elegant part of the “Pueblo” (the town). The beachfront people, some young, some old and all male since the women had enough sense to remain indoors, pointed and gestured at the strange vessel looming over their part of the island. They ogled and waved at the large cruiser hanging limply out in the ocean. From its sides were lowered wooden boats, which soon filled with men in khaki uniforms, white leggings, and funny round hats.

			The boats waded toward the beach, and Lieutenant Walker, resplendent in white naval uniform, led his party ashore. Walker, foisting a revolver, issued orders left and right. All he saw was a deputation of people, if it could be called that. Sugar cane cutters and farm workers, some naked to the waist and still holding their machetes from the day’s labor.

			Walker ordered that all machetes and whatever weapons the natives had be confiscated. No one thought of bringing along an interpreter. And Walker’s contact was nowhere in sight. Walker gesticulated first with his gun, then with the other arm, trying to explain to the group that he needed to be taken to their leader. The beach people looked at him and smiled.

			Someone in the back said, “¿Quien son esta gente?”

			Someone else said something else. Soon they were all chattering among themselves. Now the marines looked at them dumbfounded.

			Using primitive sign language, Walker announced, “I am Lieutenant Walker, US Navy.” Motioning to the group: “Who are you?” 

			“Yo no se,” someone answered.

			“We need to see your . . . jefe.”

			“Jefe?” A sign of recognition from one of the locals. “Si, mi jefe.” He pointed to somewhere.

			Walker strained to look beyond the native. “Jefe? There?” he asked, raising a hand to somewhere beyond the beach.

			“Si,” the man said. “Alla vive mi jefe.”

			“Good,” Walker nodded. “Uh, very good, bueno.”

			“De nada. Un placer.”

			Not knowing what else to do, Walker acknowledged the man by bringing his hand to his cap in an informal salute. He waved the pistol over his head and told his men, “Follow me.”

			He led the party inland away from the beach. The strange thing was that the paisanos and sugar cane cutters who had come out to greet the invading party followed them. The marines, for their part, tried to ignore the escorting procession. They were set on their mission to route the last of the Spanish garrison from this part of the island. If only they had known that the Spanish garrison has ceased to exist in these parts over twenty years ago. After decades of waiting, the conscripts from such places as Bilbao, Pamplona, and Saragossa had deserted into the nearby hills to marry and propagate mixed-blood children of all shades and types. 

			Walker and his twenty-four marines could only dream of the possibility of resistance to come. The locals around them jabbered incessantly in their incomprehensible dialect. The Americans remained with eyes straight ahead, rifles at port arms, marching in lockstep on the road bordered by palm trees. Barefoot youngsters aped the invaders, marching alongside the column in a parody of the practiced cadence of the leathernecks. They had never witnessed such a sight: ruddy-faced young men sweltering in the heat but grimly forging ahead, keeping cadence like human machines. And if anyone deigned to sneak a peek at the locals, the platoon sergeant, on cue from Lieutenant Walker, would growl for the men to keep focused on the objective, whatever the objective was.

			The first obstacle was doña Lourdes’s house, with its wide veranda facing the sea. Walker followed the manual, instructing his marine counterpart to send out two-man teams on either side of the house. The men approached the veranda cautiously. Who knew if this house itself was a stronghold of old Spain? Walker wasn’t taking any chances. The locals gawked at the antics of these foreigners, who seemed to be putting on a show exclusively for ponceños. Walker instructed his men to keep the throng back, lest noncombatants be hurt. The marines formed a ring around the house, containing the crowd as best they could.

			Out into the veranda came doña Lourdes, dressed in corseted white and holding the gray-and-brown cat to her bosom.

			Before his men could blow away the lady, Walker hollered, “Halt!”

			Upon seeing twenty-four rifle barrels aimed her way, doña Lourdes shrieked and scurried back into the house, the cat leaping from her arms, bolting over the veranda and into the chest of one of the marines. The cat clawed; the marine yelped, his Springfield rifle dropping to the ground and going off in an accidental discharge.

			Two marines approaching the veranda dropped to the ground, flattening themselves to the earth, since they thought they were under attack.

			The accidental discharge unhinged the already unhinged marines, who began firing volley after volley into the back of the house. Lucky for her that doña Lourdes had already scampered out the front door, screaming at the top of her lungs that the Day of Judgment had come. She equated the soldiers surrounding her house with ghosts from the underworld.

			Walker’s order to cease fire was lost on the trigger-happy marines. Their fear was compounded when one leatherneck lowered his rifle long enough to spy a group of disheveled locals rushing toward them. These were the regulars from Rafael’s cafetín, who stopped in their tracks when they saw the strangely uniformed men in a cordon around doña Lourdes’s house.

			The marine who first saw them bellowed, “Spaniards!”

			Andres the innkeeper was at the head of the group who had rushed out of his place. Into his head came long-ago tales his father had told about Spanish troops who had once occupied this part of the island. By his father’s account they had been a lowly and bestial lot who delighted in torturing the populace. Dios mio, he thought. They’re back!

			“¡Españoles!” he screamed. “¡ESPAÑOLES!”

			At this rallying cry, the six or so men from the tavern turned tail and ran back from whence they came. Nobody wanted anything to do with the Spaniards.

			Across the path, the marines also turned tail and ran for some cover, even while Walker and his marine counterpart exhorted them to stand and fight. The marines were prepared to fight, but not in the open, and not against what they perceived to be the first echelon of the Spanish garrison.

			Only the sugar cane cutters and jíbaro men and children remained where they were, watching the drama with curious intent.

			One of the marines, not looking where he was going, ran straight into a palm tree and was dazed somewhat when his head hit the bark. This wasn’t the source of the injury. A coconut, hanging from a tiny sliver, snapped and bopped the marine on the head. The marine fell unconscious. Another man near him shouted, “They’re attacking!” and shrank back, firing his rifle at the phantom Spanish garrison.

			A round whizzed by Walker’s head, missing him by inches, but knocking his naval officer’s cap off his head.

			Walker touched his head to make sure it was still there. Then it dawned on him: My God, I’m being shot at!

			He dropped to the ground and squeezed off shot after shot from his revolver with his eyes rammed shut.

			Most of the marines had found cover behind palm trees or else lay flat on the dirt, still shooting at everything that moved. And hitting nothing.

			By now the crowd of onlookers had taken off in all directions, trying to outrun haphazard bullets zinging far and wide.

			* * *

			The second wave of marines met no resistance, and key installations were commandeered immediately, or so it was noted in Captain Whitehall’s log. The phantom garrison that had, ostensibly, attacked Walker’s reconnaissance party fled into the hills. This was also duly noted in Whitehall’s log.

			Within two days a provisional military governor had set up residence in the mayoralty house in the middle of town. And it soon became clear that the new conquerors were far different from their Spanish predecessors, who had shown scant interest in the welfare of the townsfolk. Their main concern had been to get the sugar cane harvest in on time. These yanquis were different. They brought with them the zeal of a new nation with a new mission. The natives had to be taught about democracy and good old Protestant ethics, such as abstinence and industry and going about dignified and wearing heavy woolens even in the middle of summer.

			A committee of prominent townspeople was appointed to assist the new overseers in their task. They were the intermediaries, as it were, between the newly arrived liberators and the populace. By no surprise, Walker’s inebriated contact, don Ignacio Romero, was placed in charge of this committee since his previous contacts with the Americans gave him a leg up on everyone else. Also, he spoke English. It was he who also got his friend Vicente Arrias-Ferrer, the town doctor, appointed to the committee as well. They were now, under the new regime, the most prominent citizens in town.  

			Thus it came to pass that more of the more humdrum tasks required to manage the region were delegated to Ignacio Romero and his crony, the good doctor. And they made the most of it. Within five years they owned most of the sugar cane fields, had gained majority interest in the local iron and foundry works, and had complete ownership of the leather-making factory in the area of La Playa. Their descendants would be among the most prominent and well-known families on the island.

			It helped that the military governors didn’t last long. They considered the duty to be a necessary steppingstone toward some command in the States. Keeping account books and mediating peasant grievances was not their style. As long as Romero and Arrias-Ferrer kept the locals pacified, that was good enough for their overlords. The best of these military men got out of the duty as fast as they could, and the worst, languishing in the indolent heat, trotted out their horses for leisurely morning rides in the countryside and got drunk on bourbon in the afternoons. And when there was no bourbon, they’d switch to the local rum.

			The plan to capture Ponce had gone as well as expected. There were no serious casualties, and the goal had been accomplished. But it wasn’t a glorious encounter either. A nice, dirty, little war doesn’t usually garner the accolades accorded larger engagements, and this war in no way matched the war to preserve the Union, or even the romance of the Indian wars. Anyway, recognition was scant, and promotions were few. Captain Whitehall got his admiralship and was transferred to a cushy post in Washington. Unfortunately, Lieutenant Walker remained behind as a junior officer, consigned to a posting far from a tropical paradise, where the sun seared his freckled skin and the mosquitoes feasted on his limbs. No cushy assignment for him. He became part of what was called a liaison group. What kind of liaison no one knew. He wasn’t even consigned to San Juan, the capital, where at least he could converse in his native tongue with educated ladies and gentlemen. No, he was exiled to Ponce, indefinitely, under the command of superiors who hated the place as much as he did.

			A slide was inevitable given Walker’s propensities and low self-esteem. And like a badly written Latin romance, it invariably involved a woman.

			Walker met Maria Benítez Izquierdo at a function given at the mayoralty. She was the daughter of don Pablo Benítez Calderon and doña Isabela Izquierdo de Rosado. If Ponce was said to have any society folk, they were it. Their forebears had made their fortune in (what else?) sugar cane, which was quickly converted to rum that since even before the founding of the American Republic had been sold to colonists, British merchants, and Spaniards. Maria, as befitted her status, was educated overseas in the precincts of Spain, then considered the mother country. Her Castilian was flawless. Alas, she knew not one word of English. When US troops occupied the town, she regarded them with the bemused look of someone at a large fair who wasn’t sure what to purchase.

			When Walker first saw her, he was astounded by her beauty and somewhat haughty bearing. He was totally engulfed by black-onyx eyes, light skin, and full cherry lips. If anything could mar her beauty it was the conspicuous, though smallish, mole on the left side just above her mouth. Walker found the mole both fascinating and repulsive. The fascination won out.

			Upon introduction by his new superior, Captain Andrews, Walker, after uncomfortable seconds, managed to utter something incomprehensible, which set the lady in question to burst out in unaffected laughter right there in the middle of the great hall in the mayoralty building, with its wrought-iron gates and crucifixes worthy of the Spanish Inquisition. Her parents, also present, and not knowing what else to do, smiled benignly at their daughter’s faux pas. Captain Andrews was stuck with a perpetual grin on his face and didn’t say anything, either in English or Spanish, least he offend the native gentry. Poor Walker stuttered some more, the woman laughed some more, and the atmosphere was saved when don Ignacio, the same one who had served as spy for the new overseers, took Lieutenant Walker away on the pretext that he was needed elsewhere. Walker kept looking back, entranced by the laughing temptress, as Ignacio Romero hustled him into another room in the mayoralty building.

			“Who is that woman?” Walker inquired, almost out of breath and swallowing his words. 

			“Someone you do not want to know,” Romero warned him. “Believe me, when one meets a scorpion one tramples carefully on the sand.”  

			“What?”

			“Never you mind, Lieutenant,” Romero said in his Boston-lectured but heavily accented English. “You would be better off on the other side of the earth than consorting with the Benítez spawn.”

			Poor Walker was hooked, Benítez spawn or not. He just couldn’t get that face or mole out of his mind. The next few days he walked as in a trance, as a sleepwalker might when living in a perpetual dream. He had to see the woman again, no two ways about it. In the heat and mosquito-infested province, she was the only sight that had brought pleasure to a shriveled heart. He was head over heels, and had no defenses against it.

			At the next mayoralty function he was there, standing with his back to the wall, eyes never deviating from the Benítez family and their precious issue. He was like a lovesick puppy yearning from afar. The Benítez parents paid no attention to him, but the daughter occasionally looked his way and smiled, and his heart both leapt and sank.

			In the outside air, even the mosquitoes buzzing about his head failed to attract his notice. They dive-bombed on his skin at will, but he was impervious to it. The image of Maria Benítez Izquierdo was imprinted somewhere between his gut and loins.

			How to see her again? How to meet her? He knew enough Spanish protocol to know you just didn’t go calling on a lady. There were certain rules to be followed. A formal request must be made. And if nothing else, Lieutenant Walker was a stickler for rules, his or anyone else’s.

			Yet love inspires derring-do, even in introverts such as Lieutenant Walker. He took to loitering, in his spare time, in the central plaza where the big church cathedral stood, ostensibly to admire its sculptured architecture; but in reality, a subterfuge to view Maria Benítez as she was escorted from the church, chaperone in tow, back to her house after noon mass.

			In his white naval officer’s uniform he was an incongruous sight. Tall, gangly, face blotched by the sun, and sweating endlessly even under the shade of a flamboyan tree on a stone bench in the plaza. Those melancholy blue-gray goo-goo eyes riveted on Maria Benítez as she entered and exited the church.

			Her chaperone, an aged widow aunt and upholder of family tradition and respectability, upon sighting the lovesick American, would tilt her nose upward in a highly visible sign of disapproval and shoo Maria away as fast as possible into a waiting horse-drawn coach that would spirit them back to the spacious white-columned house on Victoria Street, not far from the town square. There, Maria Benítez would be consigned to practice the piano, the lute, and embroidery. In the evening she would keep company, under the eagle eye of her aunt, with the son of Alexandro Vargas, the town’s chief merchant. Young Clemente Ordoñez Vargas would sit out on the balcony and read poetry to Maria Benítez. She would listen with stolid disinterest as the coquis, the crickets native to the island, chirped in the evening air. Poetry bored her, classical or otherwise. But it was that or having to suffer long passages from Cervantes, which she found even more boring. If young señor Vargas tried to initiate some other topic of conversation, whatever its nature, her aunt would loudly clear her throat; and if the young suitor persisted, she would order tartly, “Get back to poetry; that’s why you’re here.”

			Clemente Vargas would get back to poetry.

			Meanwhile Lieutenant Walker would be pining away in the large residence that served as both quarters and guesthouse for military officers and visiting dignitaries. Walker would ensconce himself in his room, away from his colleagues, weaving fantasies about Maria Benítez, only coming down to dinner call and not eating or drinking much. His comrades, all young ensigns mainly, would while away the hours drinking the local rum since they couldn’t afford to have bourbon shipped in like their captain. But not Walker. He always went back to the plaza, where he maintained a late-night vigil hoping for a glance of the woman who had trapped his soul.

			It was through the intercession of her parents that Walker was finally able to approach his beloved. They couldn’t help but notice the lovesick officer who was always turning up at whatever function they happened to attend, and besides, the aunt had already told doña Benítez about the white-uniformed shadow trailing them daily from church.

			Don Pablo was shrewd, and not only as a businessman. He reasoned that it might not be so bad for his prospects to cultivate an American presence in his home. If all conventions were strictly observed, it wouldn’t hurt, and if nothing else, it might ingratiate him with the new regime. So he sent a request to Romero stating that as a goodwill gesture the Benítez household would be honored to entertain a representative of the new American government, specifically Lieutenant Walker, if he was available. Ignacio Romero smelled a rat, but he couldn’t keep Walker in the dark about the invitation, though again he warned Walker about the Benítez spawn.

			Walker was undaunted. At last he would meet that which had consumed him. The fact that he spoke no Spanish and she spoke no English didn’t enter into the equation. Nearness to his heart’s desire was all that mattered. Ignacio Romero came along as a sort of go-between where the language barrier was concerned. Lest any unwanted gossip stain the family name, Mario’s aunt and chaperone was ever by her side, shooting stern glances at the young American upstart. 

			Dinner was in the main dining hall, and then the men retired to cigars and rum on the veranda and listened to the coquis, while the women finished cleaning up the table. Finally, Maria Benítez was allowed onto the balcony in the company of Walker plus, of course, Romero and the chaperone. It began with the usual pleasantries: Romero inquiring as to the young lady’s (and her chaperone’s) health and commenting on what a lovely evening it was, albeit a bit hot for this time of year. To which the chaperone answered that it was always hot in Ponce. Some people on the northern coast called it the cauldron of the devil, the chaperone commented, all the while staring at Walker.

			The nervous lieutenant remained quiet. When Romero translated for him, he gave a self-conscious laugh, but clammed up immediately when he saw Maria Benítez giving him a rather odd look. 

			Then Romero prompted the lieutenant by asking if he wanted to say anything to the young lady, some worthy comment perhaps. Walker swallowed with a loud gulp and in hesitant sentences stated that the young lady was beautiful beyond . . . beyond . . .

			His mind drew a blank. And the minute he opened his mouth again, Maria Benítez broke into squeals of high-pitched laughter. She laughed so hard her cheeks flushed and it seemed tears rolled from her eyes. She was in stitches, beside herself. The lieutenant drew back, clamped shut again, not knowing what to say or do; and every time he tried to speak, the greater the merriment enveloping Maria Benítez.

			Romero and the aunt-chaperone exchanged confused glances. It was as if the young señorita had been possessed, but by a demon of mirth. So much so that she jumped up from the settee on the veranda and ran back indoors, her convulsive laughter leaving a stark trail.

			Now it was the aged chaperone of an aunt who stuttered in bewilderment: “She . . . she . . . is not feeling well.” And she jumped up from her chair, rushing after her charge.

			Walker was left dumbfounded.

			“It . . . it must be the shock of . . . of joy,” Romero offered feebly. “That’s it, señor, she is so shy that it is a shock to her to finally meet such a fine specimen of a man such as yourself.” 

			There was a dazed look on Walker’s face. He didn’t move, almost mummified. Romero became concerned, then alarmed. Walker had the look of someone who had witnessed his greatest tragedy, or his greatest miracle. Like Lot watching his wife be turned into a pillar of salt. Or was it Walker who was turning into the pillar of salt?

			“Lieutenant?” Romero’s hand was gently tugging at the pillar of salt. “Lieutenant? Are you well, Lieutenant?”

			Walker’s head turned as a slow wind to face Romero. The blue-gray eyes seemed blank, lifeless.

			“Lieutenant?” Romero shook Walker’s elbow. “Perhaps it is best if we leave. We can always return tomorrow. Lieutenant? Do you hear me?”

			The pillar of salt finally mouthed some words: “Yes, we can always come back tomorrow.” But it was said in such a low, plaintive voice Romero could barely hear him.

			“What?”

			“Tomorrow,” Walker repeated forlornly.

			“Yes, tomorrow,” said Romero, placing a hand under the lieutenant’s elbow and assisting him to his feet. Walker had the worst ailment of all, Romero thought. He was irrepressibly and completely in love. And love of the worst kind, the kind that gives all and asks nothing in return. He had fallen for someone whose heart was as vacant as her mind. Heaven help the poor fool.

			As for the elder Benítez, he would think twice about again inviting the foreigner to their home. They knew their daughter to be pampered and flighty, but this strange reaction to the young naval officer left them bewildered. When her mother tried to coax some explanation from her daughter, Maria Benítez’s response was to again burst into bouts of laughter at the mere mention of Walker’s name. He had struck a funny bone in her. Whereas other men coveted her heart, Walker’s sole passion was her funny bone. For some odd reason, he brought on these bouts of uncontrollable mirth. It was no fault of his. Maria Benítez was sure he was an honorable man, but an honorable man who made her funny bone itch.

			Her parents threw up their hands, knowing it was a hopeless quest. No one could ever figure out the convoluted workings of their daughter’s moods.

			Walker remained as before, completely enthralled and possessed by the laughing señorita. Like a dog mooning at a distant star, he was ever faithful to his vigil, again spying on her from the safety of the town plaza, waiting patiently and anxiously while she was at mass. It began to dawn on her parents that this was proving to be an embarrassment. Having a prospective American son-in-law, and a naval officer at that, was one thing; having a foolish, lovesick puppy follow their daughter around was another.

			The daughter, for her part, began to feel sorry for him. Twice she stopped her carriage and asked the aunt-chaperone to beckon him over. The minute he opened his mouth, the funny bone was struck and out came the laughter. Maria Benítez could not contain herself, hooting in racking convulsions and eyes watering, a reaction so strong it was akin to an epileptic fit.

			The aunt-chaperone yelled for the driver to go, a whip fell on the horse’s back, and away they went, leaving Walker astounded and helpless as before. Another man would probably have taken it as a sign of rejection. Not Walker, possibly because he couldn’t help it. This laugh-racked creature was the only thing that kept him going in the desolation of a heart wasting away in a swamp-infested, mosquito-ridden town.

			As for Maria Benítez, she continued, unconcerned, with her piano lessons, her evening chats with Clemente Ordoñez Vargas, and her chaperone’s constant watch.

			This went on for weeks, with Walker’s admiration from afar striking the chaperone more as stalking than as romantic fever. She complained to don Pablo, who in turn complained to Captain Andrews, who brought it to the attention of his subordinate. But whereas Captain Whitehall would most likely have demoted the smitten officer, Andrews had more of a paternal streak. He actually felt bad for the young man. So he counseled him in the manner of an elder rather than a superior. It was a lost quest, he told the lieutenant. Not only that, Walker was making a fool of himself.

			Walker didn’t see it that way.

			“I love her, sir,” he said solemnly to his commanding officer. “I love her with every fiber of my being.”

			“You’ve never even spent five minutes alone with her,” Andrews countered. “How can you love somebody you hardly know?”

			“Oh, I know, sir. I know.”

			That’s when Andrews laid down the law. “Lieutenant, this behavior is unseemly. Her parents do not want you to harass their daughter, and that’s what they call it: harassment. It’s an embarrassment to everyone. You’re an officer of the US Navy. As such, you’re a representative of the fleet in this part of the world. You shall conduct yourself accordingly at all times. Otherwise, I’ll have no choice but to relieve you of duty. You will not make any attempt to see this young woman again. Is that clear?”

			A straight stare in the void of space told Andrews he wasn’t getting anywhere.

			“Lieutenant, is that clear?”

			Walker just stared and said nothing.

			The Benítez family were not the only ones preoccupied with Walker’s strange behavior. Clemente Ordoñez Vargas had a jealous streak. He knew about Walker. Town gossip could not prevent him from knowing. When he quizzed Maria Benítez on why this americano was always shadowing her, Maria just shrugged.

			“Doesn’t it bother you that this man constantly follows you around?” asked Clemente Vargas with no small amount of irritation.

			“No,” she replied in all honesty. “It matters to me none at all.”

			“Maria, we are betrothed,” Clemente Vargas reminded her. “It’s not right for this man to be following you. It’s . . . it’s an insult, to your family and mine. It must stop.”

			Maria seemed unconcerned. “It may stop. My father has complained to his superior officer. My parents are as put off by his behavior as you are right now.”

			Maria’s neutral tone set off red flags in Clemente Vargas. “And you are not?” he asked warily.

			 “Not what?”

			“Not put off by his behavior?”

			Another shrug. “Why should I be? He is a man who finds me attractive. I can’t help that.”

			“You can at least make it plain to him that you reject his advances.”

			“He hasn’t made any advances.”

			Clemente Vargas showed alarm. “You don’t consider what he did making advances?”

			“No,” Maria said calmly.

			Clemente Vargas turned to the aunt-chaperone, who had listened to their exchange without comment. “Señora, don’t you agree that this man’s actions are improper?”

			The chaperone gave Maria Benítez a brief, cool glance, then said to the young suitor, “Of course I consider it most improper. But it’s a matter which Maria must resolve. I have told her constantly to just tell this, this extranjero to cease and desist in his actions. But what can I say, señor? Maria has a mind of her own, as you well know. She can be disconcertingly stubborn sometimes.”

			Maria Benítez took her aunt’s remark in stride, not once diverting her attention from her knitting. It was as if the conversation whirled around her and above her. Nothing affected her directly. It was true, she didn’t care either way.

			Clemente Vargas did care. “It has to stop,” he said, his voice rising.

			“And how do you intend to do that?” asked the chaperone.

			“I will find a way,” swore Clemente Vargas.

			Aunt-chaperone wasn’t convinced. “It will take much more than entreaties to stop that crazy americano.”

			“There will be no entreaties,” Clemente Vargas said with haughty arrogance.  

			“Remember, my son,” Aunt-Chaperone counseled, “they are the government now. And this American is part of the government. We do not want to make things difficult for the Benítez family, now do we?”

			“I will never grovel before any foreign aggressor,” Clemente Vargas ground out. “And besides, the honor of this family is at stake. My honor is at stake.”

			Maria lifted her eyes from her knitting. “What honor? What are you talking about? He hasn’t done anything to my honor. That crazy American hasn’t done anything at all, except look. I haven’t had two words with him. I find him funny.”

			Clemente Vargas sniffed loudly. “I do not find him funny.”

			“Clemente,” Aunt-Chaperone said, “don’t do anything rash. You mentioned family honor. Well, remember, we have that honor to uphold.”

			“Do not fear, señora. I won’t do anything to embarrass the family nor Maria. But I promise you, this affair will be dealt with.”

			By now, not only the Benítez family but the whole town knew of Walker’s obsession. Andrews’s talk with him had had some effect—for two days. And when, unexpectedly, Maria Benítez alighted from the coach and did not see the lieutenant, she felt a twinge of regret. She had come to expect his presence, something she hadn’t confided to anyone, and definitely not her aunt. She scanned the street, hoping to see him, and felt a hand on her elbow. It was her aunt prompting her to step up into the coach.

			Though he was nowhere in sight, it didn’t mean he had given up on his quest. He just did it more furtively. No longer the lonesome sight perched upon a stone plaza bench, instead he took to strolling on Victoria Street at odd hours, mainly just after and before her attendance at church mass. Maria Benítez and her chaperone would alight from the coach and there he’d be, seemingly taking his constitutional. Maria would offer a rare smile, and he would lower his eyes, maintaining his diffident manner, while the chaperone glared at him. 

			Now, there was no law that stated Lieutenant Walker couldn’t stroll on such a lovely street when it struck his fancy. What complaints could the Benítez family make? Besides, Maria Benítez, far from being put off by his attention, was becoming receptive to it. Oh, she didn’t exhibit such in public. After her single, solitary smile she would prance back into the house as fast as her feet would take her, but always regarding the sailor with one lingering look.

			At least she didn’t burst out laughing anymore, which her parents considered an improvement. 

			In the safe confines of her home, Maria would confide, ever so discreetly, to her parents and the chaperone that the young naval officer was probably lonely, being away from home and family. One could not help but take pity on him. And he was rather dashing in his uniform.

			Whenever such comments escaped her mouth, her parents would cringe and the aunt-chaperone would fix Maria Benítez with a hard stare, her mouth set in acute disapproval.

			Emile Edward Walker wasn’t the only one with a plan. While he was spying on Maria Benítez, the watcher was himself being watched by Clemente Vargas and his cronies. These consisted of three young stalwarts whose dislike for the new overseers mirrored his own. They considered themselves heirs to Spanish culture, and this new regime was a canker sore on their pride. To have one of its representatives, and a naval officer at that, get his comeuppance was an idea wildly hilarious to them. Besides, aping Clemente’s clarion call, it was a matter of honor. This impudent yanqui needed a lesson in etiquette.

			Though etiquette wasn’t exactly what Vargas and his compadres had in mind. The plan started off well. They hid themselves behind a tall wooden gate in a house a block up from the quarters Walker shared with his fellow officers. The house belonged to the parents of one of the conspirators. And the conspirators were full of sass. They would show the americano.

			Clemente Vargas was in the lookout spot, straining to see from behind the wooden slats on the gate, and not getting any help from the flickering candle of a street lamp some feet away. The burlap hoods they wore impaired their vision even more. Clemente Vargas was beginning to think it was a dumb idea to wear hoods in the first place. The material scratched the skin, and it made them sweat like pigs. He was beginning to consider it would have been better if they hadn’t masked their identity. Better to have the upstart American know who his attackers were. No, not attackers, but men of honor bent on retribution, on proclaiming their zeal to one of their own. The fact that Maria Benítez had not asked for anyone to defend her honor was something he never even considered.

			It got dark pretty soon, and their impatience simmered. His three partners badgered Clemente Vargas: “Where is he? Do you see anything? What’s taking him so long?”

			“Quiet!” Clemente Vargas hissed.

			“When is he coming?”

			“I don’t know. Keep quiet!” With effort, Clemente Vargas kept his eye on the peephole formed by the wooden gate.

			“He’s coming!”

			His companions drew closer, trying to catch a glimpse through the flimsy wooden slats.

			“He’s coming right around the corner,” Clemente Vargas informed. “Get ready.”

			They heard plodding footsteps on the outside path. When the officer passed by the gate his white uniform showed a dull-gray in the evening dark. The men flung open the gate and pounced on their prey.

			The attack so was sudden the man was wrestled to the ground before he could react. One of the attackers pulled a burlap sack over his head, while the others turned him over on the ground and began tying his hands behind his back with sturdy rope. Muffled screeches issued from inside the burlap sack. The men lifted up the officer and rushed into an alley formed by two rows of houses.

			“He’s heavy!” one of the men gasped. “Damn!”

			“¡Coño, este es un gordo!”

			Clemente Vargas, who held tight to one leg, stopped in his tracks. The others bumped into him and almost dropped the load. He is fat! Clemente Vargas looked down at the corpulent mass they strained to lift up. The white naval uniform was the same, but this guy was not thin.

			Lieutenant Walker was thin.

			Clemente Vargas let go of the leg, its foot dragging on the ground even while his companions held on to the other three limbs. He grabbed at the burlap and whisked it off the man’s head.

			“It’s not him!” he cried. “This is not the man!”

			They dropped their captive right then and there. Poor Captain Andrews, mistaken for Lieutenant Walker, landed on his behind. His captors jabbered in Spanish, and he couldn’t understand a thing. They were just strange forms in the dark. “¡Vámonos! ¡Vámonos!”

			The good captain was left in the alley, shouting for help, with no one coming to his aid.

			The would-be kidnappers vanished.

			The ensuing uproar did not. From San Juan came a proclamation of martial law to be imposed on the town of Ponce. A United States naval officer had been attacked by ruffians, hooligans, and it was an outrage. Undoubtedly, agent provocateurs from Spain still roamed abroad in the land. The American garrison was reinforced, and for the first time since the invasion, armed US Marines patrolled the streets of Ponce. From La Playa to the mayoralty, sweating leathernecks with rifles and stony faces stood wilting in the heat. A few houses were searched, the leather tanning warehouses in La Playa were closed temporarily, and contraband rum was confiscated on the docks. Nothing was found, certainly not bombs or arms or any kind of munitions.

			Extra guards were posted at the railroad depot that connected Ponce to San Juan, also at the post office and other government buildings. For a week all military personnel were confined to barracks, and when they traveled into town they had to travel in pairs and with sidearms. This made it somewhat more difficult for Lieutenant Walker to see his beloved Maria Benítez.  

			He got around this by convincing one of his fellows to take over his watch duty in the evenings. Thus he would sneak out of barracks and pine from behind a tree and under a full moon on Victoria Street, keeping his protracted vigil toward Maria Benítez’s balcony.

			She would always be there, dutifully knitting under the ever-constant eye of her chaperone. And every evening Clemente Vargas would visit and sit by her side, keeping a respectful distance as they discussed this and that and saying nothing of import. A few times Maria would break from her knitting, rising from the cane chair and fanning herself with an ornate feathered fan, then dabbing at her forehead with a handkerchief but arching her back just enough so that the high-collared dress would stretch taut across her young and full breasts, and she would exhale a hot, humid sigh; and Walker’s legs would turn to jelly, for he could hear her heartfelt murmur even from the distance.

			Clemente Vargas would watch as she turned left then right, as if showing off her corseted but voluptuous form. He would beg for her to sit down lest she tax herself, for she was a delicate flower and all delicate flowers need care.

			Except that this delicate flower had a mind of her own, and twice more during the night she would stretch and pose, and drive Walker insane behind his hiding place in the tree.

			This went on for another week, by which time martial law was rescinded. But the curfew that had been policy since the Americans’ arrival was kept in place.

			While Walker pined, plans were announced for the upcoming nuptials of Maria Benítez and her suitor. The couple’s parents thought it prudent, under the circumstances, that the young lady be wed as soon as possible. She was just past her eighteenth birthday, which was just right. Twenty-year-old Clemente Vargas was beside himself with joy. He walked in the clouds. To think, he would marry the most beauteous woman in all of Ponce, not to mention from one of its wealthiest families.

			Ignacio Romero was the one to inform Walker, in passing, of the upcoming wedding. Walker remained impassive, just staring past Romero to some spot beyond. He mouthed a low “thank you,” and Romero watched him disappear inside the house that served as the officers’ barracks. The older man shook his head, thinking it was best that the young man be told about the wedding. He couldn’t be kept in the dark, and such news must come from a friend. Yet Romero knew that in matters of love nothing is certain, and this left him with a feeling of unease. Walker had not shown any reaction at the news. For some reason, this bothered Romero more than if the young officer had howled in anger.

			For Ponceños it was the event of the season. Its two most prominent families would unit biologically as well as commercially, a good match all around. Throughout the preparations Maria Benítez remained, as always, unaffected. If she was at all excited about the marriage, she didn’t show it. Not like Clemente Vargas, who preened and swaggered hither and dither, basking in his good fortune, buying rum for everyone in the cafetines, and even going as far as to cease frequenting the storied brothel on the outskirts of town.

			Maria’s family attributed her lack of ardor to pre-wedding jitters. At least that’s what her chaperone surmised, and they all fervently wished to believe it. 

			Lieutenant Walker continued his surveillance from the tree on Vitoria Street, while Clemente Vargas, for the moment, nixed any idea of retaliation. Why should he? In a week’s time Maria Benítez would finally and forever be his. Not even a pathetic yanqui could deny fate.

			Mysteriously, Walker’s venue changed. He disappeared. Well, not exactly disappeared. He didn’t spy on her anymore. Suddenly, he kept his distance. No longer could Maria Benítez stretch and flutter her fan on the veranda knowing that the lieutenant was eyeing her from behind a tree.

			Everyone was relieved. It was taken as one more positive sign. This was indeed a marriage made in heaven, or somewhere in between.

			September 22—a day that would be enshrined in memory. It would rate up there with other tales harking back to the time of Spain; to tales of headless viceroys galloping at night through the Ponce streets in doomed carriages; levitating apparitions raising from the cemetery tombs at night; Spanish noblemen, attired in costumes of the previous century and always in black, seen strolling around the plaza cathedral on a wet dawn and then disappearing into thin air with the advent of daylight. To this was added the tale of the love-crazed americano and his hopeless quest. Songs would be written about it. Grandparents would regale their grandchildren for years to come of a saga so improbable few would believe it yet would come to be fascinated by its outcome.

			September 22. Maria Benítez arose, bathed in the ornate ceramic tub her parents had imported from Spain. Pails of cold water had been laboriously hefted from the outside well to fill the giant tub. Thus Maria Benítez bathed ritually as any virgin being prepared for sacrifice; said her morning prayers and breakfasted on coffee and pan de agua with butter. This was followed by the painstaking ritual of dressing the bride. Her mother, her aunts, and the chaperone all gathered around her and began piling on garments as if she were an idol being dressed for deification. From slip to corset to camisole to pannier, layer upon layer until she felt her ribs constrict with every breath. At last, assured that all was in order, her guardians led her outside to the waiting carriage.

			At the plaza cathedral Clemente Ordoñez Vargas waited with nervous anticipation.

			And waited.

			And waited.

			The church door stayed open for every passerby and well-wisher seeking to fete this princely couple on their voyage of marital wellbeing. The ceremony was set for 2 p.m., when the tropic sun would be at its apex and pure rays of daylight would echo on every stained-glass crevice of that venerable cathedral in the Ponce square. This would be followed by a reception promptly at 4 p.m., and it was assumed with great certainty that the merrymaking would last well into the night. Ponce at last had something to celebrate.

			Lieutenant Walker had other ideas. Not far from the cathedral and just across from La Perla Theater, where a group of traveling actors from Spain were performing in a musical comedy known as the zarzuela, Walker ran from the theatre with a pistol in hand. He waylaid the coach, ordering the terrified driver to jump out. Then he hauled out the screeching chaperone and jumped atop the carriage, grasping the reins and steering the horses at a fast clip. He was last seen galloping toward the hill beyond the cemetery, a not-so-terrified Maria Benítez sitting calmly in the back of the carriage.

			Walker’s action not only scandalized the town, it threatened to provoke mass disorder. It was expected that Clemente Vargas would be incensed; same for family and friends. But more, this was the height of insult. What insolence from these barbarian yanquis! There was talk of local youths arming themselves, of revolt against the norteamericanos. The Spanish had been harsh in their rule, yes, but they had never flouted their authority nor acted in such a high-handed manner. Captain Andrews had to use all of his meditative powers to calm down Maria Benítez’s father and future in-laws. He issued a decree for Walker’s arrest and, fearing uprising, increased the nightly patrols and reinstated the 8 p.m. curfew, which had been briefly rescinded in honor of the wedding festivities.

			Walker’s caper became the talk of the region, not only in Ponce but in neighboring Cuamo, Salinas, and Santa Isabel. Even to the capital of San Juan it spread, the abduction, the passion, the adventure. In present day, no doubt, it would have been featured in one of those insipid Spanish TV novelas.

			Truth is more subjective; as it was in this case. There was no great romance, simply because Maria Benítez could feel nothing for anyone save herself. She cared for her parents and family, but to commit herself to the kind of passion felt by both Walker and Clemente Vargas—never. She liked the attention foisted upon her by these men and the world in general, but she accepted it with equanimity. Had the men and the world ignored her, she would have been just as happy and noncommitted. Her thought patterns could not conceive of need. Or want, or love. She was a creature of whim. And a creature of whim she would remain all her days.

			To the south of Ponce lay the central mountain range, La Cordillera. Here Walker hid his captive in a small hut owned by a jíbaro who gladly gave up ownership for the five American dollars Walker offered. The country peasant took the money and ran off, which suited Walker just fine. He had no clear idea of what was to come; indeed, had not planned for it. He acted on the spur of the moment, content just to have Maria Benítez by his side. He did not impose himself upon her, nor did he entreat her for favors. He devoted all his time to looking after her. For her part, Maria Benítez offered no reaction either way. She didn’t complain or make a fuss. She didn’t do a damn thing except sit in the hut while Walker took pains to discard her wedding dress and train. Then she put on a gingham sack-like costume and went about barefoot. Walker threw off his naval tunic and likewise walked barefoot. They were like two children on an outing. It was new and exciting, bathing in a creek close by, eating mangoes and coconuts that Walker sliced with a machete the jíbaro had left behind. They fed on bananas and root plants, and spent nights in silence, counting the stars forming around the Big and Little Dipper. 

			The novelty wore off soon enough: a hut in the middle of nowhere, no amenities, and mosquitoes eating them alive. Maria Benítez, who had never been communicative, sank further into her lassitude. It was more of a consuming depression. She never made a sound, while he expounded on everything from Cajun cooking to modern naval military theory. She riveted her eyes on the door of the hut, not hearing nor listening, lost inside the gingham dress. In time she made no effort to bathe in the creek, nor sampled any more coconuts or bananas. She huddled in her corner of the hut, not even bothering to flap at the mosquitoes swarming around her. She became a solid lump inside the hut, a silent presence devouring him and his irrational love.

			She was languishing. Walker did all he could to coax her out of it. He even went into town, broke into one of the stores, and brought back candies and sweets for her to eat. But the licorice sticks and fudge candy he spirited in a paper bag couldn’t snap her out of her funk. He would coo to her, speaking to her in baby talk, trying to get her to laugh, to weep, to do something. Afterward he would rant and rail, blaming all his failings on her. No response either way. She wouldn’t sleep and was drawn into some secretive place inside herself to which no one, especially Walker, was privy.

			It began to rain, and as the rain increased so did Walker’s apprehension. Maria Benítez simply slumped to her side and closed her eyes. Walker became frantic, rushing to her side. He implored God to please not take her away from him. When he placed his ear to her breast, he could hear her heartbeat, feel the breathing, even and rhythmic.

			She remained like that for two days, sleeping without interruption.

			To be honest about it, Walker wasn’t in such great shape himself. Never a stocky man, he had lost weight drastically. He couldn’t eat unless Maria Benítez ate, and she didn’t eat anything. He felt Maria Benítez giving way, losing her will to live, and he could not help but identify with her pain. Her listlessness, her depression became his listlessness and his depression. Her ache became his ache, but in him it multiplied twofold, threefold. He believed she was dying; just as something in him was dying.

			In the middle of the rainstorm he set out for town, intent on finding a doctor, or someone he could bring back to save his world.

			From the mountains to Ponce is a long trek, especially in those days when there were no paved roads and all avenues were swamped with ravines and ditches. In that cascade of a storm Walker trudged toward Ponce, wet and shivering.

			He made it to the wooden bridge that in that time served as the boundary between the town and the mountains. Walker managed to cross the bridge, and in doing so was spotted by the two sentries huddled inside a box-like sentry post at the foot of the bridge. These local constables, not military police from the occupying force, at first thought Walker might be some country peasant coming in from the interior. He looked incongruous: barefoot and bare-chested in the rainstorm and walking haphazardly like a drunken man would. 

			Walker wasn’t drunk. The two sentries thought him insane. No man in his right mind would be out in such inclement weather. It was worse than any storm, this rainfall. And it wasn’t the hurricane season, even. It was the gods battling for the sky.

			The sentries yelled for Walker to get inside the sentry post. Lightning was rampant. They hollered some more. The man didn’t hear or didn’t listen. He staggered forward, then fell on the dirt road. Even on the ground the man still clawed his way forward. That’s when the guards left the safety of their sentry box and ventured out into the deluge. Soon they dragged the poor man back to their shelter.

			They recognized him immediately, scraggly beard, gaunt cheeks and all. The one the whole town had been searching for. He was in a bad way, the americano; that was obvious. His breathing was raspy and labored, and he spoke incoherently in English, which was lost on them.

			After much argument and protestations back and forth, the junior man agreed to go into town and inform the mayoralty office. The americano had been found.

			But what of señorita Maria Benítez? After they dumped Walker in the mayoralty infirmary, the grilling began. By then Maria Benítez’s father and fiancée had arrived; so had Dr. Arrias-Ferrer and Captain Andrews. The doctor cautioned that Walker was in no condition to talk. But don Pablo and Clemente Vargas insisted on interrogating him anyway, and got nowhere. He mumbled this and that, calling out Maria’s name. All the while Maria’s father and fiancée shouted and shook him on the cot, demanding to know, where was Maria Benítez? Finally, Dr. Arrias-Ferrer and Captain Andrews interceded, asking that the two men leave. Walker was just too weak to answer anything. They could continue questioning tomorrow. Don Pablo and Clemente Vargas balked at the suggestion. But firm and decisive argument from both the doctor and the captain convinced them that it was the better course.

			When they returned in the morning, Walker wasn’t there. Somehow he had given the slip to his marine guard and escaped.

			The frantic search was on again. They didn’t have far to look this time.

			By some stroke of luck, on the bridge outside of town, they ran into the same jíbaro who had sold his hut to Walker. The country peasant was lugging a wheelbarrow full of root plants, which he intended to sell in the town market. The two bridge sentries became suspicious when the peasant tried to bribe them with American money. It was customary to pay off the sentries before one’s produce was allowed across the bridge. Not many jíbaros paid with American greenbacks. The hapless peon was detained until the doctor, Captain Andrews, don Pablo, and his future son-in-law arrived.

			They quizzed the peasant and found out Walker’s hiding place. The captain was able to procure four horses, and they set off at a gallop for the Cordillera. Part of the way, they rode. The rest they trod on foot since the path leading to the hill was too rocky and uneven for the animals.

			Walker was found outside the peasant hut, still barefoot and bare-chested. He was just about gone. Maria Benítez was inside, sleeping peacefully. She was a bit skinnier and more drawn, but she wasn’t dying. Walker was dying.

			While don Pablo and Clemente Vargas cursed his name, Captain Andrews cradled his head. Walker made one last effort to speak. Dr. Arrias-Ferrer looked at the Captain and shook his head, indicating nothing could be done.

			Walker uttered one word: “Beaners.” And died.

			Maria Benítez was carried back to the horse path in Clemente’s arms, and taken home. Her recuperation was marvelously quick. But something had happened during her ordeal. She was the same and she wasn’t the same. Still distant and flighty, but now she didn’t want to marry Clemente Vargas. She decided he wasn’t for her. When Clemente Vargas and her parents begged for some reason as to why the change of heart, she replied, “Yo no se” (I don’t know).

			Her parents knew better than to contradict their stubborn and hardheaded daughter. The marriage was called off, and don Pablo’s dream of uniting Ponce’s two most prominent families, for the time being, seemed dashed.

			Pablo Benítez was resourceful. He managed to pawn off a niece on Clemente Vargas. Clemente took the offer on the rebound, and thus he was wed to Carmelita Lucia Benítez, daughter of Guillermo Enrique Benítez, brother to don Pablo. The union was finally realized.

			Conventions were stronger back then, and Maria Benítez still had to pay for the embarrassment she caused the family by refusing to wed Clemente Vargas in the first place. Her perceived punishment was not bad when you think about it. She was sent abroad to study in Spain. What she would study no one knew, and her parents never mentioned it.

			In the former mother country she met Mauricio Joaquin de Rodrigo, some bigwig connected with the ambassadorial service. She married the gentleman and thus obtained the title duquesa de Rodrigo since her husband’s family traced its royal lineage to before the time of Philip II. La duquesa de Rodrigo enjoyed a leisured existence shuffling back and forth between the court in Madrid and the ancestral home in Aragon. It is said that she bore don Rodrigo three children, a daughter and two sons. The sons were the spitting image of their father, with prominent cheekbones and regal Latin looks. The firstborn, the daughter, was somewhat different from her siblings. She was very fair for a Spaniard, with a lanky face, blue-gray eyes, and freckles. When friends and acquaintances judiciously remarked as to her daughter’s extraordinary looks, the duquesa would reply, “Yo no se.” 
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