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      Anselmo Gonzalez de Luna, plump and satisfied, untroubled by questions of belief, sat behind his metal desk fiddling with the keys on his ring, and remembered how Artemio’s Fire had first appeared. He must have been, what—six or seven when his grandmother had got them all out of the house in the middle of the night? The earth was shaking beneath their feet and the picture of the Virgen del Campo was slapping ominously against the wall, as if she were angry about something. They had been visiting his father’s mother who lived in the village of Tres Rios, so-called because three streams converged there and formed a watercourse which, in the rainy season, gurgled its way through the plain.

      The village no longer existed, of course, and the three-stream river had long since evaporated away into the steam of the past. But when Anselmo was small, it was the best place in the world. The air was clean and clear, sharp on your skin to make you feel alive, conscious of the spirits all around you. His grandfather had cows, and two dogs, Blanco and Negro, though neither of them was either wholly one colour or the other. In the hot afternoons, lizards crouched motionless, absorbing the sun’s pounding heat, only rousing themselves to scuttle into the darkness below stones when they felt a foreign footfall approaching.

      Anselmo’s grandfather would come and take Anselmo and his brother in a battered old truck that rattled and groaned over the dry rutted roads. These roads were impassable during the time of the rains, but otherwise ridged and holed in crags that the vehicle’s designers had seriously underestimated. The boys would sit with the dogs on the flatbed behind the cab holding on for dear life, laughing with glee, while the dogs held their heads out as far as they would go and their long ears flapped around them like flags on Independence Day. When they got to Tres Rios, their grandmother would envelop them with her rough, lined love and spoil them as if she had never had any children of her own.

      Sometimes at night, when the coyotes howled in the darkness or their room was lit by the megawatt scare of sheet lighting before great drumrolls of thunder rattled the windows, the boys would cry out in spite of themselves. Their father’s mother, impossibly old and smelling of the foreign powder she was so proud of, would run into the room and take them into her own bed, evicting their grandfather to some other room while they snuggled into her surprisingly soft flesh. She would sing to them, tell them tales of old gods and new saints, and then they would feel safe because however loud the thunder crashed and however brightly the lightning picked out the crevices on the old woman’s face, they knew they were protected.

      But this night was different. There were no calming words now, no deep mattress with its enveloping serapes. Instead, they were pulled roughly from their bed—Anselmo by his grandfather, tobacco-stained and rasping against the young boy’s cheek, and the smaller Gerardo pressed into his grandmother’s loose bosom. Then they were outside, and now, as Anselmo remembered it, he saw the dark obsidian of the night sky lit by the heartbreaking brightness of a million glittering stars while below their feet, the earth swayed and buckled. There was a sound like the groaning of a great animal in pain and the hint of distant thunder. He looked around for Blanco and Negro. When he saw them they were half crouched, the elbow joins of their legs bent into sharp angles, their ears pressed flat against their heads as their eyes rolled in silent terror. Fenceposts creaked around them, yet there was no wind.

      Then Anselmo’s grandfather pointed. “Look!” he said in wonder. “What in the name of all the gods is that?” The children were suddenly afraid because when their grandfather spoke, which was seldom, he never sounded as he did now, like a scared boy in an adult playground.

      They followed his amazed stare and saw where a column rose into the sky some five or six kilometres away, blotting out the stars, and at its base, they could make out orange-red tongues of sulphurous fire.

      “Mother of God”, their grandmother exclaimed, “That’s Artemio’s land, Artemio’s land. Poor man. In spite of everything.” She crossed herself. But she need not have worried on his account. Señor Artemio, recently widowed, was away in San Miguel that night, visiting his whore. The arrival of a brand new volcano in the centre of the meadow below his farmhouse caused Señor Artemio no personal injury, but two campesinos who worked for him suffocated in the noxious fumes of the earth’s gut and the eructations of magma, molten and corrosive, could be seen for miles around.

      In the dawn, a cloud of thick dust hung in the air above Señor Artemio’s land. Pools of molten pus steamed and bubbled around his farmhouse until it vanished completely in a blaze of fire and smoke. Days later, when the lava had lost its livid brightness, it still gave off intolerable heat. When their grandparents finally took them to look at what had happened, they had to stand a few hundred metres from the nearest lava channel. They still felt the scabrous breath of the world’s intestines on their cheeks.

      “Long ago,” Anselmo’s grandmother told them a couple of days after that as a distraction from their incessant questioning and obvious unease about the new volcano that was pushing itself out from the ground, “as I have told you many times, people believed in other gods.” She was peeling the skins from the hot peppers she had just roasted on the rings of her primitive cooker. Even now, Anselmo could never smell the enticing aroma of burnt rajas without his grandmother springing instantly into his head.

      “How long ago, Abue?” Gerardo piped up, rounding his childish consonants. “As long ago as before you?”

      “Yes, child, even as long ago as that. Even before I was born. Long, long before that. In the old times. In those far off times,” she went on. “In this valley and in all the other valleys around, even as far as a man could travel, people believed in old gods from the old stories.”

      “What stories, Grandmother?” Anselmo encouraged her. “Stories of Artemio’s fire?” The name had been instantly coined on that first night and now it was established so that the growing mound of solidifying lava would never be known as anything else.

      “No, not exactly,” she said ruffling his hair fondly. “That had not yet been seen. How could it since it was only a few days ago that this thing has happened...”

      She paused, looking pensively through the window before straightening her shoulders, as if with an effort, and turning back to them. “Look, “ she said, pulling them both to her. “This is the story of Tlalcoltepeca, a great god, all blazing eyes and ripples of dark hair. When he spat his saliva made great rocks. His breath came from his nostrils like smoke, and when he was angry, flames came from his mouth baking everything he breathed on into ash.”

      “Tlacoltepeca had a daughter called Xenal, who was everything her father was not. She was sweet, loving, pretty, and pliant. Her breath was not all smoke and fire. It had the scent of flowers in the spring, and her eyes glittered like stars. She was the one person who could pierce her father’s craggy heart and he loved her with a fierce joy.”

      “One day, walking the fields, Xenal saw a beautiful man, tall and handsome, his hair golden, his body sleek and muscled. He smiled at her with a look that stretched from his chin right to the top of his beautiful head. She could do nothing but respond. When he took her in his arms she wept for the joy of it and was truly happy.”

      “When Xenal’s father found out about her new boyfriend he went mad with rage. He was, after all, one of those fathers who think they own their little girls. No suitor could ever be good enough to match their own perfection. At least that is what they think that their daughters ought to think. Perhaps it was realising that this was not so which drove Tlalcoltepeca mad. At any rate, he told Xenal that she should never see the boy again. But she could not deny her new feelings of love, so one night she crept out of the house when her father was asleep and ran away with her new lover.”

      “What happened, what happened, Grandmother?” Anselmo cried, his boyish eyes shining.

      “What happened? Well, you see, Xenal’s beautiful lover was called Quatixtlaqueña. He was the sower of seeds. All he wanted to do was love his new bride and give new life to plants in the earth’s waiting soil. Now, as they ran, Xenal’s tears of joy watered his seeds and they grew tall. The ground became fertile. But when Tlacoltepeca woke up, he realised what had happened and pursued them. Every time he found them, he spat fire and death and made the earth shudder around them so that Quatixtlaqueña’s crops should be destroyed. Now Xenal’s tears were bitter, not sweet, and they flowed unstoppably, in great torrents, and the earth ran away in storms and cascades. Which is why, when it rained and the earth was irrigated, the ancient people said Xenal was weeping for joy, but when wind and rain laid waste to the ground, and storms caused havoc, they said it was Xenal’s grief. When the earth erupted and volcanoes spouted their fire, then, according to those ancients, Tlalcoltepeca had found the runaways and was showing his anger by destroying their crops.”

      “Is that what you believe, Grandmother?” Anselmo asked. His brother beside him looked confused.

      “No, of course not, child. Those are stories from the old times. We believe different things now. We are not crazy and superstitious as they were. Back then, they used to sacrifice young girls. They would throw them into sacred wells, hoping to take Tlalcoltepeca’s attention away from his daughter. They thought that if they could tempt him with beautiful maidens he wouldn’t spend all his time chasing the runaways. Then the two young lovers could plant and water their corn so that the earth would be full of great riches. It was all nonsense, of course.”

      She turned back to the cooker as if she had gone altogether too far.

      “Well, if it was all nonsense, why is there a new volcano at Señor Artemio’s ranch?” Gerardo said.

      “I’m sure I don’t know,” his grandmother replied. “It is the Lord’s will. Just as it was his will that Señor Artemio should be spared and that those two poor fellows should have been taken to heaven. If you two behave yourselves and are good, one day you will surely go to heaven, too, for you are the most beautiful children in this world and your grandmother loves you.” She hugged them to her as if she might never see them again.

      Now, sitting at his desk, remembering those days, Anselmo smiled to himself, a sad nostalgic smile, wishing he could talk to his grandmother again, or that he could bump over the rutted tracks with his grandfather, or sit outside the farmhouse staring up at the stars in the glistening black sky. But all that was gone, even if the volcano at Artemio’s ranch had not. It had continued to erupt, creating more and more rivers of lava that flowed into each other and grew as they cooled. Then the authorities insisted that the inhabitants of Tres Rios and the surrounding villages abandon their homes and move elsewhere. Gradually, the land around Artemio’s fire became covered in volcanic ash and the once verdant valley was redrawn as a black abandoned moonscape. At its centre, the fifty-year-old mountain strutted its muscular identity in the pride of its relative youth.

      Well thank God for that, anyway, Anselmo chuckled to himself, because we have tourists now who buy the trinkets I sell—tin whistles and rustic toys, painted artefacts, and imitations of ancient pottery. Then he chided himself for bringing God into it, for in reality he did not believe in any deity. Luck, destiny, or accident seemed about the best explanation he had ever been able to come up with (he hoped the spirit of his grandmother could not read his mind).

      He was lucky to have finally persuaded someone to marry him. Lucky he’d switched to toy-making (on a whim) when the silver business he ran with his brother had collapsed. Lucky that the town of San Miguel de las Colinas was to celebrate the fiftieth ‘birthday’ of their own volcano with a series of events, concerts, and marches. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to mark the half century of regurgitated magma. So no, Grandmother, he almost said to the memory of her, it is not your Lord’s will, all this, and I don’t believe in the old fire-spitting and earth-nourishing gods either. Living a pleasant and easy life in the contented arms of a wife, that’s what I believe in. Let the others talk up the festival if they want: the cranky celibates at the town’s elegant churches who preach the mercy of God if you can bear to wait for it, those shaven weirdos who were rumoured to be planning some cultish celebration at the crater lip, the white-hooded demonstrators with their belief in the dignity of human justice, the musicos with their melodies and concerts, the town authorities with their puffed-up civic pride. If they wanted to invest the celebrations with their own beliefs and desires well, why shouldn’t they? As for him, he was looking forward to a period of healthy selling.

      If Anselmo had known what was to befall his town and how the festival would, in later years, be remembered, he would at that moment have been less sanguine about the future. But then, as he himself might have said, that’s the trouble with luck and destiny. You never really know how they are going to turn out.
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      When he realised that he had finished, and that there was nothing left to write, Martin Caldecott was overwhelmed with a black realisation of loss. Behind him, the music coming from the radio seemed to have lost all its warmth. The sinuous melodies of the tune that was playing had flattened out and its exotic polyphony was neutered by his own inability to respond. He got up from his seat and wondered what he could find next to believe in.

      Walking over to the sliding glass doors of his apartment, he pulled one back and stepped out onto the small balcony three floors up from the street. A car roared past below him, a monstrous black thing with its heavy disco beat thumping from vibrating doors.

      Martin inhaled the fetid smell of the city—a sweet perfume of all its humanity, all the dust particles and noxious fumes smogged in its soupy excess. He reached into his right shirt pocket and took out a crumpled packet of cigarettes. Lighting one, he sucked in the dark sugar of its smoke.

      There were human noises above the steady soundtrack of cars and buses and trucks on their way out of the metropolis, and the metro taking workers and revellers back home. The clatter of a million different air-conditioning systems throbbed in the balmy night. Over to his right, he could occasionally hear close harmony voices sneaking out from Las Fuentes restaurant. He thought of evenings they had spent there, the sweat of hot pepper dinners, the sharp tang of another Blanquita swishing down his throat, musicians standing around the table singing their hearts out. All that exaggerated conviviality chased the dragons away. It had seemed like living, then and now, even now. He supposed that it could still conjure magic from its clichés. But he had not been back there for an age, even though he had not moved from his flat which was close by. He was too nervous of its charms, too wary of its power to evoke memory, and too ashamed to absorb another reminder of loss.

      In an apartment above him, to his left, he heard a woman’s voice, shrill and insistent, raised in anger against whom—a rebellious daughter? An unsatisfactory husband? A clinging brother? (He grimaced to himself.) Or, just the release of frustration?

      It could do that to you, this extraordinary city, overwhelmed by the heavy spring tide of humanity that struggled through its hot sweaty days and sad clammy nights. You either loved it or you hated it, he would tell visitors from far away. There’s no in-between.

      He himself loved it, even though he feared it, too. That’s why he was still here a long time after he might have gone. It was the savage insistence that persuaded him, the memories, the way that the violence of his feelings matched the carelessness of the streets. He loved the history around him, both ancient and modern, sodden with heat and passion. It was never like this back home, he thought. Then he would remember that there was no ‘back home’ and that here was all there was.

      He stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray he kept on the metal table by the railing. He was overcome by an appalling ache of loneliness now that he longer had the characters in his writing to listen to or live with, however autobiographical they had been. You should get out more, he told himself, smiling at this use of a phrase he had read in a magazine only the other day. For some reason, he thought of their first holiday together, soaking up the sun in the resort at Siete Vientos, eating too much, drinking, and lazing in the Pacific. For a second, he could smell the brine and hear the call of the gulls and the putter of speedboats in the bay. But the more he remembered, the more he felt the emptiness expanding inside him to engulf him.

      This is no good, he told himself, combing his hand savagely through his hair and biting his drawn-in bottom lip. I’m getting maudlin again with that familiar cocktail of longing and guilt. All that looking backwards. Shit. Shit. I’ve got to get out.

      He went back into the main room. He recognised the track they were now playing on the radio. It had been one of his sister’s favourites a few years ago, and it was often featured on the foreign station she worked for. “Sweet dreams are made of this,” sang the vocalist. “Who am I to disagree?”

      But, oh God, what am I looking for? he asked himself for the thousandth time, stranded here in an alien land which is as close to a home as he was ever likely to get. He picked up the phone. He knew the number by heart. When he heard the sleepy voice answer him he felt better. Who else, after all, did he have to call?
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      Maria watched her husband drive away, noticing the extra dent on the lid of the trunk. As she saw this, she thought how shabby the taxi had become. It lurched unnaturally as Juan sped off, all guttural engine racket and smudged exhaust fumes in the murky air. Years ago, she thought wistfully, you would have been able to see the mountains from where she was standing. But today, in the colder morning air, the smog cloud had trapped the dark summer in, and the air was impenetrable, keeping the sun from getting through to warm them.

      As Juan disappeared, she looked around her. In the polluted gloom, she could see no further than three blocks. She already felt soiled by the particles of dust. Back when we were younger, she almost said aloud, I was thin and full of hope. I married my young man because of his smile and his swagger—and because I had always known I would. But now I’m all round and shapeless, and as for love (she felt for her bruised cheek), that has turned into something as filthy and contaminated as this town. Señor Jesús, have pity on me. He’s a bastard, that man.

      She turned away from the street. Reaching into the pocket of her smock, she pulled out the key ring that banged against her thigh as she walked. From along the street, where he was watering the sloping grass verge, the gardener from number 226 called her name and waved. Maria waved back. She liked that man. She selected the correct key and put it into the lock in the wire mesh. She opened the right-hand gate and went through into the garden beyond it.

      Rusty, whose name she still found difficult to pronounce, bounded up to her, letting out a joyful series of barks. He jumped up at her as he always did, his tail wagging ecstatically from side to side, and as she always did, she fended off his advances, telling himin her sternest voice to get down. He gambolled along beside her, oblivious to her disapproval, as she made her way to the side of the house. She told him he was silly, too old to behave so childishly. She no longer felt embarrassed by the fact that she was talking to a dog. Some time ago, she had realised how nice it was to have someone—even an animal—greet her with such untrammelled enthusiasm.

      At the side of the house she pulled back the screen door and let it bang shut behind her as she stepped into the kitchen. She noted with distaste the usual clutter of dirty plates and cups on the large table in the middle of the room. Breadcrumbs were scattered around like the first manifestations of volcanic ash. Ignoring the voices from upstairs, young and old, and the footsteps running backwards and forwards along the corridor above her, she turned right and went down the two steps into the passageway that led to the maid’s quarters. Once there, in the dark little room, overflowing with washing that she would have to iron later in the day, she took off her coat. She took a pair of comfortable indoor shoes from her shoulder bag and dropped them on the floor beside her. Kicking off her outdoor shoes, she slipped her feet into the slippers.

      She approached the mirror and studied her face. There were visible bruises. The swelling blurred the still-just-visible line of her cheekbone. She went back to her bag and took out more of the cheap cream she used. She took off the cap and, wincing in discomfort, she spread it on the thickly. She looked at herself again. Now, her face glistened. The bruising was less obvious. But some of them, Señora Bicky anyway, would notice her new disfigurement, however long it did or didn’t last this time. She wouldn’t be able to keep her face turned away all day.

      ¡Bendita Santa Maria! She could stand anything, even the hurt, but not this embarrassment. Why should she be the only one to carry these marks of shame? Why should she be the only one to carry the force of the pain which was inflicted so carelessly? Why should she have to endure any of this any longer? If she hadn’t taken those vows all those years ago, she would not be so trapped. Surely they could not be broken, however pressing the cause. Or were some things simply no longer bearable?
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      Jacinto Perez, a professor and renowned violin virtuoso, combed his stubby fingers through the black curls of hair covering Angelita Hernandez' pubic bone until he could reach down and cup her wet sex in his importuning hand. She shifted on the disturbed couch beside him as, to provoke her further, he brushed his lips against her breast. He felt her awakening response shudder through her. To his immense relief, he felt himself stirring, too, and this time, he was suddenly confident that things would go all right.

      He looked at the girl’s sweet eyes—wide, fear-enhanced, and glittering with excitement. Surely, he told himself, this could not be wrong. Then he was worried as he could not remember whether he had locked the door. What if someone came in? They all suspected him of liaising with his female students, but no one had ever actually seen him do anything that he would have to explain later. He had always been too careful for that—for their sakes.

      He felt his resolve weakening. It seemed to sense the slowing down of the blood-flow that he so urgently required. Oh no, he heard himself worry, not now. Please not now. Angelita shifted against him and, daringly, took his head in her arms and planted her warm lips upon his mouth. That did it. Or maybe it was the cloying scent of her engaged sexuality, or the tantalising satin of her trembling flesh. He forgot about the door and his doubts evaporated, cauterised by the fire of his passion. When, seconds later, he climbed on top of her and felt the cushion slide of his entry, he thought he was in heaven, young again, pure of spirit, a dependent child, loved and sheltered, a poet, a weaver of melodies, a vulnerable conquistador, a man.

      His beautiful student, womanly beyond belief but blessed with a young and valiant grace, moved gently beneath him, exquisite and overpowering. Now, with every exhalation of her perfumed breath, every tightening of his own replete arteries, he realised the sheer correctness of what he was doing. He understood, right down in the bottom of his belly and the heights of his brain, the nature of perfection. No one, surely, would dare to deny him this concerto of passion.

      What was it, this penumbra of existence, if not the chance for experience, and the touch, Dios mío, of God’s hand upon his brow to obliterate the tedium of life’s relentless mandala? Just living, it seemed to him, happened predictably fast, the weeks and years accelerating past him into a garish fairground ride, scary, but lacking any real substance. Even music, the clasp of hair on string, the perilously held note, and the heart’s vibrato that banished the quotidian, passed away too quickly. When it was over it was gone, dissolved into thin air. Few even remembered it.

      That’s why this was so different. Skin on skin. Plunging touch and held thighs. No one would forget this. I’ll remember this, his insides shouted. I’ll remember every touch and olfaction, every shudder and tremor. I’ll hold on to this forever and ever.

      When Angelita had first come to him, this child of twenty-two or maybe twenty-three, he had been immediately impressed by the profusion of tight black curls which cascaded down her back, and by the flash of her eyes. She was clearly nervous of him, but he was used to that. He prided himself on his ability to tease out the skill beyond the fear which inhibited so many of his young pupils when confronted with his fierce professionalism. Yet, when she started to play, he recognised immediately that he was in the presence of something special, something young and life affirming. There was an energy about her, a dedication unmarked by cynicism and experience, that he found immediately invigorating. If he allowed himself to feel, he told himself, he could weep at the arched beauty of the sound she made. But then he chided himself because he was entranced by her bowing arm, the ripple of young muscle, the fluency of her body, the way the flickering of horse hair across the strings lifted the material of her blouse, and the dreamy look that obliterated her features in those legato passages.

      She was everything he yearned for himself, every resonance he regretted having left behind. Hombre, he told himself, if I was twenty-five years younger! Then, he offered her his advice, told her how she might enhance her technique at this point or that, or watch out for the pressure in bar thirty-three. She looked at him with an honesty that had left him temporarily speechless. When, for professional reasons only, he had put his hand upon hers to guide her bow as if it was his own, the shock of contact and a rush of electricity had made his legs wobble, taking the ground from under his feet. With that sweet sickliness he recognised as the kind of friend you wished you didn’t have, he realised that he was about to become infatuated all over again.

      Now he touched her face, kissed her eyes, pulled her legs around him to love her better, conscious with an enhanced precocity of the transitory nature of his life. He suffered the beauty of her presence, driven ever more urgently by the imperative of their mutual desire, harder and harder, until it seemed as if he would be parachuted into the sweetest, darkest abyss. He reached inside himself for a final exhalation of his being. He heard a creak behind him, the ratchet of metal. An ordinary sound—a door opening. Beneath him, the radiant violinist, lips stretched and parted, gasped in the excitement of approaching release. Behind him, he heard the sound of a groan escaping someone else’s lips. An unmistakable sound. His son. He had opened the unlocked door to witness his father, unstoppably, reach his suddenly unwished-for consummation.
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