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      Anselmo

      He looked at himself in the mirror, slicked back his hair, and wondered if he was presentable for what was to come. He couldn’t do much about how age was creeping up on him, but given that, he thought, he didn’t look too bad. Perhaps that was because life was pretty good. He didn’t work much anymore. He was officially semi-retired. Instead of being out on the street or holed up in his office he now spent most of his time in the club he’d managed to be accepted in or, with his wife, going out to restaurants, attending the occasional concert or municipal event, and once a year, heading off for a foreign holiday or a cruise specially designed for people of their age. When asked how he was, he would reply, ‘never better,’ or ‘I can’t complain. Getting older isn’t much fun, but the alternative is worse,’ and people would pretend to laugh even though they had heard the witticism countless times before.

      He had chosen an open-necked light blue shirt, typical of the region, with white trousers and the shiny brown shoes that he was particularly pleased with. He couldn’t decide whether to wear glasses or not. Would they shine in the lights — would there be lights? — but if he didn’t wear them, would his eyes look all small and ‘piggy’ as his grandson had called them once? This was an insult that should have perturbed him, but because it came from a favourite child, he couldn’t be upset.

      They had said they would be here at eleven o’clock, but in the end, they didn’t arrive until about a quarter to twelve, not an unreasonable delay by local standards, but these were out-of-towners. He hadn’t quite worked out exactly who they were, but he knew why they were coming, and he thought, I have a good story to tell. I just hope I don’t forget names like I seem to do often these days.

      His wife showed them into the sitting room. There were four of them. Three were carrying boxes of various kinds, but the fourth, who was obviously in charge, came up to him and, holding out her hand, said, “Señor Gonzalez de Luna, es todo un honor.”

      He took the proffered hand. “Anselmo,” he said. “You can call me Anselmo. It is an honour as well, madam. At your orders. You must tell me what you want.”

      After looking around the house, the visitors ultimately chose the sitting room. They set up two lights angled to shine onto two white parabolas — “reflectors,” the director said — and two chairs. There were microphone booms and two cameras strategically placed to capture them both. He had a radio microphone attached to his blue shirt, the cable disappearing behind the collar and into the power pack in his left-hand trouser pocket.

      “This seems an awful lot of trouble just for a quick conversation,” Anselmo said.

      “We want it to sound and look good,” one of the cameramen replied.

      The director was clearly agitated. She kept looking at her watch and muttering. But the doorbell rang in the end, and the director went with Anselmo’s wife to answer it. Anselmo heard a woman who wasn’t his wife or the director saying hello, and a moment later, he was surprised and rather pleased to see the well-known Gaby Aguirre walk into the room. He had seen her on the screen for at least the last thirty years, and here she was in his sitting room. He’d tell them about that in the club.

      He stood up as she came towards him. “Señor Gonzalez de Luna, may I call you Anselmo?”

      “You may,” he said, a ridiculous smile that he couldn’t quite control suddenly appearing on his face. He caught his wife watching him, amused, and tried to control himself.

      Gaby Aguirre did her professional best to put him at his ease. “Just act normally,” she said, “don’t worry about any of the other people here. Just talk to me. Concentrate on me. It’ll be fine.”

      He suddenly felt nervous. People would watch this. What if he sounded stupid? His mouth was suddenly dry.

      She seemed to sense this and called for one of the crew to bring him a glass of water, which he drank gratefully.

      “Anselmo,” she purred, “you know why we are here. We are making a documentary about the devastating earthquake and the volcano. Now, after all these months, we are hoping to piece together the story of what happened and how a volcano suddenly turned up just down the road. We are interviewing lots of people to talk about how it all affected them, and you are important, of course you are, because according to our research, not only were you here when the volcano erupted so dramatically — provoking that earthquake — but you were also there close by when the volcano suddenly appeared.”

      “Yes, yes, that’s true. I was only a boy when the mountain — it wasn’t a mountain yet, of course — suddenly blasted out of the ground on Don Artemio’s land. That’s why we called the volcano ‘Artemio’s Fire’, you see, and then, you know, of course, it erupted like that, and there was an earthquake. It was dreadful, you see, those destroyed buildings, that boy in the street. That thing, Artemio’s Fire, seems to have been a part of my life, and sometimes it feels as if⁠—”

      “Perfect, Anselmo, that’s perfect,” said the famous Gaby Aguirre, placing a reassuring hand, over familiarly, on his knee. “Let’s save it all for the filming, shall we? Cristina, did we get any of that? Are we running?”

      The cameramen and the soundman agreed, and someone produced a clapperboard to hold in front of one of the cameras. Cristina, the director, silently counted five seconds down with her fingers, and the interview began.

      Federico

      Sitting in his flat in the big city evening far away, a glass of beer next to his chair, smoke curling from the cigarette he held between his fingers, Federico tried to take stock of his life and the massive changes that had shaken his once settled world. His father, to name just one, had died, leaving his old and slightly quirky aunt and her mentally challenged daughter rattling around in the hacienda in San Miguel de Las Colinas, far to the north. That was a significant change. His daughter, his lovely daughter on whom he doted, had got married and moved out of his home, and he missed her like hell. That was a big change, too. And then, thanks to his father’s passing, he had inherited a substantial amount of money and obtained a more spacious flat, which was nice, and yet another change, indeed a welcome one. He was determined not to let that change change him, though. He would continue to do his legal work, most frequently representing trade unions and advocating for workers’ rights in an unequal world.

      The huge thing, however, quite apart from everything else that had happened, and something which had taken him completely by surprise, was that now, for the first time in years, he was yearning hopelessly for a woman who had already gone and whom he might never see again.

      He shouldn’t be smoking. It was stupid to threaten his health like that, as Angelita told him almost daily. At least she used to when she lived with him, but now she and Martin, the strange foreigner who was his new son-in-law, had a flat of their own, and that was right and proper. But the echoes of her absence seemed to haunt his new world. He took another drag on his cigarette. He would give up, he would. Not tonight, though. Not after the year he had been through.

      He was still trying to adjust to being fatherless. Now that Don Esteban had gone, he missed the old pendejo in a way he would never have expected, given their stormy relationship, antagonistic on both sides. Of course, he had always admired him. It was obligatory after all. Many other people showed their fading respect for the old revolutionary as he ambled towards the grave in the hacienda outside San Miguel, rattling around with his disappointed sister and her damaged woman-child. But love? Even now, he didn’t know if his father had ever truly felt that way about his son. True, the old man had loved Angelita — everyone did — but most grandfathers Federico had encountered felt a special affection for the children of their children, so he supposed that was not something enormously special. I, though, I was denied, he wailed to himself and then felt guilty for such self-absorbed absurdity.

      Loving Angelita? That was a given for him, but it also seemed to be so easy for many of the men who circled around her. There was Martin, of course, and looking at the two of them, he was sure it was the real thing, at least for now. They had met on that bus journey to San Miguel de Las Colinas as they made their way to the Volcano festival to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the young mountain that had erupted near the town such a relatively short time before.

      What a festival it had turned out, so shockingly, to be. The concert, the parade, the joy, the sudden agony, death everywhere, all just after he had made it to his own father’s deathbed in time. By the time his father had wheezed out his last stuttering breath, however, it was almost a minor event in the cataclysm that had engulfed the town. It had started at that concert where Angelita played the violin truly like an angel, duetting with that beautiful young man, Julio. They looked more like a couple at that moment than his daughter and Martin, the foreigner who had been sitting next to him, his leg encased in plaster after the bus crash that had nearly killed him and Angelita as they made their way to San Miguel. Yes, Julio loved Angelita too. He understood, but they were good friends, not lovers — more like brother and sister.

      Then there was the professor who was conducting, the old lech. Disgusting. He wanted to hate him. Professor Jacinto Perez, the world-famous violinist, Angelita’s teacher, and — he could still hardly bear the thought of it — his daughter’s seducer. What could she have been thinking? How on earth could Perez have sunk so low and abused his position in that way? It didn’t bear thinking about. He wouldn’t think about it. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. But Perez had been punished for his sin, it seemed (if you believed in that kind of thing), damn near killed on the rim of the volcano as it blew its heart out the day after the concert. The maestro would never play again, that’s for sure, and would be severely disfigured for the rest of his life. To cap it all, he had that trouble with his weird twin sons to deal with now, not something that a person so badly mauled should have to face.

      Federico still didn’t know why he had agreed to represent the maestro’s sons. He was a lawyer who argued for the rights of workers. The professor’s sons, on the other hand, were ex-members of an abusive religious sect whose purposeful act of propelling the monstrous leader of that cult into the Volcano’s pulsating fire looked pretty much like murder, however extenuating the motivation for their act might seem. Not his kind of thing at all. But the professor had lost everything he told himself. Then again, so had so many townspeople and visitors, still mourning for the victims of the earthquake, which the volcano’s eruption had been a precursor of. How does anyone face a thing like that? How does anyone come to terms with such an appalling catastrophe?

      I suppose we just do, he told himself as he felt again that sudden, unfamiliar lurch of longing, a new sensation after years of not feeling anything at all. He had been hurt and devastated when Angelita’s mother had walked out all that time ago and disappeared from their lives so many years before. He hadn’t understood it at the time and still didn’t, and supposed he never would. Back then, though, and quite apart from his sense of abandonment, he had worried about the effect that it would have on his daughter. But she had never talked about it. She had been very young, after all, and it seemed their lives together had quite enough love to go round for her to be much preoccupied. He’d stopped worrying about it years ago.

      Then, he’d met Martin’s sister, Victoria, and even though she was married — admittedly to a man who seemed to be, at the very least, having some kind of nervous breakdown — he had no real defence against the sudden tsunami of emotion he felt almost as soon as he met her. He was far too respectful to do or say anything about it, given the circumstances, but he knew that she knew, and what’s more, he knew that at some level, she felt precisely the same as he did. That’s why he had agreed to help her (another desperate case) get her vulcanologist husband out of that stinking jail and out of the country on account of his bizarre behaviour at the concert that night. He couldn’t not help her even if he’d wanted to. She had disarmed him from the moment she had arrived at his father’s hacienda and pleaded for help.

      Now she had gone back to her country, taking her children and that man with her. Try as he might to stop himself, he just kept thinking about her, awash with the almost teenage yearning this provoked in him so that the case he was due to work on tomorrow in the courts — an unfair dismissal issue — was practically impossible to focus on. He closed his eyes and pictured, yet again, Victoria’s hurt look as she had said goodbye to her brother Martin that day at the airport and had vanished into Departures with tears in her eyes and a lingering glance back at him.

      “Seńor, is there anything else you need? I’m going to bed now.”

      “No, thank you, Maria. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He stubbed out his cigarette, pulled himself up from his chair, and made his way to the bathroom for a pee.

      Maria

      She was almost used to her new room and her new existence. It was so different from her previous life. Now she was a widow living in the flat of her male employer. Then, she had worked for a well-off woman and her family during the day. But, she had lived in the chaos of a cramped flat in a miserable part of the city with a husband who drove a battered old taxi, that is, when he wasn’t drinking too much and beating the hell out of her because life in the city had turned out to be so much worse than the unrealistic dreams they had both allowed themselves to believe in.

      Despite all that, she had been lucky, she supposed. She had had a good job with a good employer. Señora Bicky (she knew that Victoria was her real name) was a foreigner who worked on the radio and was married to a scientist who travelled extensively to study volcanoes. But the señora paid her well, and Daniel and Sarah, Señora Bicky’s son and daughter, were like the children she had never had. She missed them all the time now that they had gone.

      What is going to happen to my life now? she wondered for the thousandth time. Before, even when the increasingly unhinged Juan was thumping the crap out of her, she at least knew where she was, a respectable married woman in an unhappy, terrible marriage, working for a good employer, painfully fulfilling a role that society had ordained for her. But then Victoria Kassoniliki had persuaded her to leave her abusive husband, incurring the wrath of their sanctimonious neighbour, Esmeralda. It must have been Esmeralda who told Juan that she was going to San Miguel with Bicky (because it seemed she was worried about her husband Alexei, who was behaving increasingly erratically, and she needed someone to look after the children).

      It had taken them some time to work this out when they eventually discovered that Juan had been killed in an accident with a long-distance bus at Mil Curvas (a thousand curves), a stretch of the highway on the long journey north, the same accident that had involved Angelita (her new employer’s daughter) and her husband Martin, seńora Bicky’s brother.

      She had been shocked to learn about Juan’s death, but try as she might, she did not feel sad about it. She felt regretful about the slow erosion of the dreams they had both cherished, which began when he persuaded her to leave their village and head for the big city.  He had assured her that they could live a better life there than the one they had started with, scratching a living from the dusty earth.

      She supposed he had been right to be adventurous in a way, but when it hadn’t worked out as he had hoped, he acted as if it was a personal insult. He shouted out his misery, disappointed by their childlessness, disappointed by the squalor of the polluted congestion he drove around in, and disappointed by the tiny flat they lived in. The more disappointed he became, the more irritated he became. And the more irritated he became, the more he seemed to need to take it out on her. It had started with shouting and progressed to a light slap from time to time, gradually increasing until by the time she had left him, getting out of the car one day in a monstrous traffic jam on the ring road so that he could not follow her, he had started to strike her. She had to get out.

      She imagined she would live a lonely life now. She was done with trying to be a good and pleasing partner. God knows she had done her best. Maybe men were all like that after a bit, though her señora’s husband seemed all right, just a bit strange to her eyes and often absent. Just occasionally back then, though, she thought of a gardener who worked for a lady a few doors from Victoria. The lady was a bit of a nightmare, señora Bicky always said. She was friends with people in high places, none of them very agreeable. At least that was her opinion after going to a gathering there. Still, the gardener who worked for the lady-with-not-very-agreeable-friends had kind eyes. Maria remembered him and how he always greeted her in a very friendly fashion when she arrived and left Bicky’s house. He seemed like the kind of man she might like.

      She got into bed and told herself not to be silly. She’d never see him again, obviously, and her youthful looks had long ago evaporated, she thought, and anyway, just because someone seemed outwardly friendly, you couldn’t tell if….

      She gave up, closed her eyes, and was asleep in a heartbeat.

      Silvestre

      It wasn’t possible, was it? To be president? Of the whole country? The entire enormous great big country? In his life, he’d travelled around the republic, of course, been to conferences, holidayed at beaches (when he was younger), visited the sights, and though there were still places, even states, he’d never been to, still he knew his way round the land that he was proud to be a member of. What he was contemplating now was altogether different, however, and he wasn’t sure that he was up to it.

      San Miguel de las Colinas, where he was the mayor, and its surroundings were their own little world, after all. Even in that little world, he had found it hard to govern, beholden, as he was, to the landowners from the valley and to businessmen who had helped to realise his mayoral ambitions. Once he had achieved such great heights, they had been quite sure that he owed them and, as a result, called in favours all the time. That old monster, Heredia, for example, who managed his large estate in the valley, was a typical and prominent case. Don Vicente, as everyone called him, had once been a person Silvestre admired, despite knowing that he and all the other landowners treated their workers in a nearly medieval manner. But you get used to things, and once you’ve been sucked into the web that money and power spin around you, you have to learn to live with yourself somehow, so he did, shutting down his normal scruples to make it possible.

      It was not possible anymore. The earthquake had been transformative in all its awful majesty, not just for the town and its surroundings, but also for Silvestre. In the aftermath of such a traumatic event on such a vast scale, there was no one pulling his strings for once. As a result, his essential humanity had suddenly escaped from the compromises he had learnt to justify, burying his guilt in a whirl of mayoral action. But when, in an instinctive response to an extraordinary situation, he had started scrambling over the ruins of collapsed buildings, tearing at obscene piles of concrete with his bare hands to try and reach people buried in the wreckage his actions, so instantaneous and so unlike the typical behaviour of a politician that people had become used to, had roused the public imagination and lifted him from the rut he had been trapped in and had seemed destined to follow.

      The effect of his actions on himself was even more extraordinary. It was as if he’d woken from a corrupt and troubled sleep, realising suddenly, and with absolute clarity, that he could be better than he had allowed himself to become. There was a reason to be better, not only for himself but also for the people all around him, whether they were the Migueleños he lived and worked among or, if it came to that, anyone in this beautiful country.

      When people started whispering that he was the kind of man who should be their national president, he had thought they were joking, but he soon had to accept that more people saw him as a way of turning the page on the old systems of government. Aurora, his loyal PA, agreed enthusiastically with all of this, but that shouldn’t mean too much, he thought. She was dogged in her support of him, no matter what he did or said.

      He supposed she was in love with him, but she never showed it or made him feel pressured, and even if she had, there was nothing he could have done about it. She was just ‘there’, always dependable, and apparently unshockable, never complaining and only ever looking unhappy if he seemed to be getting the worst of some exchange. In such cases, she would do her best to step in and deflect the attention of his adversary, especially if it was someone like the chief of police in San Miguel, Rivendeira.

      Silvestre knew the chief was corrupt, like many of his law enforcement colleagues. He suspected, too, that the policeman was somehow in league with the more extreme right-wing forces, who, for people like the landowners in the valley beyond, seemed to offer the possibility of a future in which they could go about their business without being bothered by petty rules or social interference. But whatever he was involved in, the problem, of course, was that, like many corrupt people, he seemed to be able to cover his tracks remarkably successfully. Silvestre would give anything to get rid of his compromised cop, but now it looked as if he would just have to wait his time and hope for the man to go too far, too overtly.

      Hope! It was a new emotion for the mayor of San Miguel. But it felt good! Anytime it started to fade, as it sometimes did when he was tired or low, he only had to look at the young man at his side, Silverio, who had become such an essential part of his life and who felt almost like the son he had never had. However, that was overly sentimental, he told himself.

      How strange life is! A few months ago, this new and passionate supporter had been a thorn in his side — he and the gang he associated with. The ‘Ejercito de Arturo Sanchez’ (The Arturo Sanchez army), they called themselves, with their demonstrations and political posturing. Their most successful stunt had been to interrupt the concert for the Volcano festival, which he had worked so hard to bring about. Right there in the theatre, in front of the state governor and his repulsively condescending wife, the EAS had humiliated him and upset those lovely young soloists, both San Miguel born, playing their violins so beautifully. One of them, the young man, had been a victim of the earthquake the next day, poor guy.

      Yet, he knew even then, at some level, that what they were fighting for — fundamental rights for the workers on the estates and in the factories — was laudable and that if he could only have seen it back then, he had a lot more in common with them than he did with the people who saw him as ‘their’ man. Silverio had been their leader but had moved away from them to support Silvestre’s new and growing campaign for the presidency. His girlfriend, the lovely young nurse Genoveva, was still, he knew, an active member of the EAS and had taken part in that demonstration in the theatre. Still, she was now dealing with her own sorrow, the death of her brother, the young violinist who had lost his life the next day in the earthquake.

      He felt tears come to his eyes at the thought of her sadness and marvelled at the open purity of such an emotion. How miraculous to feel this way again. Now, and with everything that had happened, he felt as if he had washed a lot of the dirt away from his previously unsatisfactory life and had a new chance to make a difference. What a prospect. What possibility!

      “Silverio,” he said to the younger man at the next desk in his office (‘most irregular’ according to Aurora), “have you got a minute? Something I’d like to run by you.”
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      The first time Genoveva and Silverio made love, she felt a contentment and joy unlike anything she had experienced before. It was so joyful that it was as if she could momentarily forget entirely about her brother, Julio, and though ever since his death he hovered around her like a spectre, his beautiful face with that little scar above his eye from a childhood accident. Still, she was able to almost ignore him in the ecstasy of her happiness.

      At the hospital the next day, people would not stop asking her what had happened and why she was so different. But she didn’t have any words to describe how she was feeling, so she just smiled enigmatically, without the almost hidden sadness that had masked her features since she had received the news about her brother’s death back then, when it was too late to repair the damage to their relationship. To her friend Dolores, however, she said something of how she was feeling and why, and watched the look of amazed encouragement on the other nurse’s face. Her friend looked slightly shocked by it all, or jealous. Or both.

      Surprised by ecstasy as she was, the world seemed good to Genoveva for the first time in months. Colours were more vibrant, the air hummed with promise, and the sound of laughter all around her had a magical, sweet ring to it, as if the pain that had been visited upon San Miguel had been washed away by quicksilver streams and gorgeous music. She supposed that this was what real happiness felt like — a great joy that could accept and encompass not just the beauty but also the ugliness of life, neutralising it with its shafts of delicious sweetness.

      She was still almost skipping as she went to the nurses’ locker room and changed out of her uniform and into her regular clothes. She and Dolores left the hospital and made their way to the meeting place. Though everyone now knew about the EAS (the Ejercito de Arturo Sanchez), the movement founded to protest the medieval conditions under which some agricultural workers were forced to toil on the prominent haciendas down the valley. They still adhered to their secret knocks and codes upon arrival. They had had to change the location, of course, since they had discovered a spy, Dr Martinez, in their midst. Still, in general, they enjoyed a considerable amount of public sympathy, especially since the demonstrations and the resulting thuggery of the landowners’ gangs at the volcano festival concert and the next day.

      That threat had passed, or so they thought, when the thugs, overawed like everyone else by the cataclysmic earthquake, had left the town. When the old leader of the landowners, Don Venustiano, had sickened and then died, Silvestre Ocampo, the mayor, was significantly less hostile to them than before. Anyway, he appeared to be spending most of his time preparing for the presidential election in which he was planning to be a candidate. According to Silverio, it seemed as if he had a good chance of winning, too, though it was said the entrenched factions standing against him were gearing up to challenge him, and to do so with everything and anything they could find. Still, that’s what you would expect, her boyfriend said, and we have to be ready for anything they might throw at us.

      She and Dolores, who had joined the EAS because of her, took their seats. Most of the others were here today too, except for Silverio himself, who, now that he was helping Ocampo in his fledgling campaign, had stopped coming to the meetings. His place had been taken by number sixty-seven, Gerardo Villas, a young pharmacist who had joined the group just before the volcano festival and who had made himself incredibly useful immediately. For some reason, though, she didn’t quite trust him. There was something too watchful and sinister about him, a quality a bit like the weasel Martinez. Perhaps, she told herself, it was simply that he wasn’t Silverio. But she didn’t think so. There was something suspiciously secretive about him, in her opinion, even though she didn’t know anyone else in the group who shared her beliefs.

      The meeting started. On today’s agenda was their journey to Calixtlapan down the valley to demonstrate at a landowners’ meeting, which was to be addressed by Don Venustiano’s son, who had assumed a leadership role since the death of his cantankerous old father. The landowners were forming themselves into a powerful right-wing movement, allying themselves with some of the wealthy fossil fuel barons and evangelists who held significant influence over both local and national politics. As far as the EAS could see, these groupings aimed to chip away at all and any egalitarian laws that restricted them.

      “What they want, what the rich always want,” Silverio had said to her, “is to make more and more money and not have anyone or any regulations to get in their way.” What they feared, above all else, was outside scrutiny of their behaviour, which might threaten the money they earned from their nefarious activities. It was an open secret that the growing drug trade was based in their haciendas and formed an increasing proportion of their crops. That meant, of course, illegality, and illegality breeds corruption, and that was precisely what the EAS was fighting against. They still cleaved to visions of justice and equality. However, Venustiano Heredia’s son was gaining popularity in the region. He spoke the landowners’ language, and by all accounts, he possessed a great deal of charisma and force.

      The people round the table, and their followers, planned to go to this meeting and disrupt it, peacefully, of course, to make ‘young’ Venustiano look ridiculous and take the attention away from his growing stature.

      By the time the meeting had broken up, they had made their plans. They would charter a bus and set off mid-morning, so they would be ready in the square at Calixtlapan when the meeting, rally, or whatever it was started. Secrecy about this was paramount. If people found out about their actions, they would likely do their best to thwart them. They knew they were running a considerable risk. They would not be popular when they arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Federico

          

        

      

    

    
      After he ended his online video call and shut the lid of his laptop, the lawyer sat in his new office, in his new, bigger apartment, thinking. Anyone observing him would have found it challenging to determine whether he was sad, happy, reflective, or morose. It is doubtful that he would have been able to work it out either. He reached for another cigarette just as Maria knocked on the door and came into the room. He put the cigarette back in the carton and turned to face her.

      “Hello Maria, what can I do for you?”

      “I am sorry to interrupt you, señor Federico.”

      “You haven’t interrupted me, Maria. I was just talking to Señora Vicky, but the call is finished now.”

      “How is she, señor?”

      “She’s well. The kids are well. They ask after you, you know.”

      “I miss them, señor.”

      “I know you do. But maybe you’ll see them again sometime soon. Who knows.”

      “Señor?”

      “And the best thing is you stopped me from having another cigarette by coming in just now!” Angelita, when she came round, had started using underhanded tactics. ‘If I have kids, papi, I’d like them to know their abuelo!’

      That got his attention. “Are you pregnant?” he’d asked, surprised at the tiny flicker of joy that the idea sparked in him, but she assured him that no, not right now. Not after she’d got herself an agent and was beginning to be booked for small events, quite apart from the string quartet she had formed, which was starting to attract attention. But she had finally provoked him to do a bit of research. After some research, he’d come across advice about how to quit smoking, which suggested cutting out one more cigarette a day every fortnight. He was already down to six — with, he had to admit, occasional lapses — and though it was tough, still he longed to be able to look his beautiful violinist daughter in the eye and say he’d done it for her. And maybe for Vicky, too, though in what possible world she might be interested, he couldn’t tell.

      “Señor?”

      He brought himself back to the present. Maria was still standing there.

      “I’m sorry, Maria. I was thinking of something else. What was it you wanted?”

      “Señor, about these classes you mentioned the ones about learning to read and write,” (she blushed), “the first one is tomorrow. But señor I am not sure. I will never be able to read and write like you señor, like people do,” (She had not got far in primary school), “and I don’t want you to waste your money señor. So maybe I should not go?”

      “Maria, I won’t hear of it. I know you’re nervous. I would be, too, in your situation. But this is important. It’s the first step. Who knows where it might lead?”

      She stood there uncertainly.

      “You know what, Maria? What I would like most of all — when you come back from that class — is for you to make those incredible stuffed peppers you do, and the rice and the spices and everything. I love the way you do it.”

      His phone rang. He apologised and answered it.

      “Hija,” he said in that loving tone he reserved for Angelita, “hold on a second…” He covered his phone’s microphone, “You’ll have a great time tomorrow, Maria,” he said, holding the phone away. He put it back to his ear. “If you have a second sometime in the next thirty minutes or so, could you make me a coffee?”

      She went out of the room.

      “Papi, we haven’t seen you since Sunday. Martin and I wonder if we could come over tomorrow for dinner.”

      “You have news?”

      “No. Well, nothing important. But we’d like to see you anyway.”

      Again, he covered the microphone on his new phone.

      “Maria,” he called out into the corridor, “there’ll be three for dinner tomorrow. Angelita and Martin are coming over.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Jacinto

          

        

      

    

    
      He was getting stronger every day. His face was still criss-crossed with scars and burn marks, but that was something he'd just have to put up with, he supposed, and who knows, maybe it would look less awful in time, and then he'd be back — and watch out! He'd already spotted two beautiful young physios in the rehabilitation centre he'd been living in since he had been discharged from the hospital all those weeks ago. Stop it, he told himself, that's how you got into this mess, this disaster, in the first place. For a moment, a memory of Angelita's beautiful willingness flashed across the music professor's memory, but he swatted it away in frustration, guilt, and anger.

      His hands were still a mess, but they had stopped hurting and had, to a large extent, healed despite the scars. And although he walked with a bit of a limp, he was going a little further all the time. Strangely, his almost insane journey to Artemio's Fire that night seemed, despite its tragic consequences (as evidenced in the injuries he had sustained at the crater), to have awakened in him the desire to wander. So, today he walked out of the centre and made his way towards the main square in the afternoon sun, life-affirming and warm upon the stretched parchment of his face.

      A few people waved at him as he made his way. He had become something of a minor celebrity, though not like before, when he had been one of the world's most celebrated violinists on stages around the republic and the world. Now he was admired, and his fame as a virtuoso instrumentalist had been recast in the public's eyes as a brave survivor in his new role. There even seemed to be a hint of redemption in people's attitude to him since the story about his quest to save his twin sons from the clutches of that mad 'religious' sect had attracted sympathetic coverage from the media. It had dulled the rumours of his abusive behaviour towards his young students that had begun to surface just before the eruption. Now he was viewed with a mix of pity and admiration, neither of which he thought he deserved in the slightest. He knew, or thought he knew, that his devastating injury was some kind of punishment for his past indiscretions.

      In the square, there was a seat he liked to sit on, just outside a café. He leant his stick against the bench and sat down, the wooden slats warm under his buttocks. Birds skittered through the colonnades to wheel in the square before heading off past the dome of the cathedral, still undergoing restoration work after the damage it had suffered all those months ago. He sank on the bench and closed his eyes, sensing, only a moment later, a shadow fall across him. He looked up.

      “Hello, maestro!” Not many people called him that anymore.

      "Marisol, how lovely to see you. Won't you sit down?"

      "Only for a moment. I have a meeting with the mayor."

      "He's still the mayor? Even though he's trying to get himself elected in the next presidential showdown?"

      "Yes, I know. People are beginning to criticise him for that. But I wanted to know how you are?"

      "I'm getting on, you know. I feel better. Really," he added, seeing her face.

      "I'm glad to hear that. And what about the boys? Those poor boys?"

      What indeed? They had their first appearance in front of a judge, scheduled for ten days later. He couldn't see how that would help, given that the twins were still hardly speaking, except to each other, though the psychiatrist had assured him that they were making good progress. But the fact is that they were facing the charge of murder. After all, they had pushed the leader of that terrible cult into the maw of the erupting volcano and watched with apparent disinterest as the man they called 'The Luminescence' evaporated in a bubbling hiss of flame and steam. There were witnesses, too, so there was no denying it.

      "They seem to be improving, gradually. As far as I can tell, they are not overly displeased by my visits."

      "I am so pleased to hear that." She looked at him with concern. "My poor, dear man, and it was all because of me you were here in the first place."

      "Ah, yes, but…"

      She was already getting up. "Let's talk properly later," she said, "you lovely
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