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            Tia Rosario

          

        

      

    

    
      She had no idea how she would manage without her brother, even though part of her had wished him dead for decades. On bad days, she dreamed of him on his knees, humiliated and begging for forgiveness for the wrong he had done her. Don Esteban! Perfect man, perfect protector of the family’s honour — physical and assured. Dios mio! He had everything, everything he wanted except more children.

      “That’s something we share, eh, hermano?” she said to him as he lay breathing heavily, his eyes occasionally open but unmoving apart from the narrowing and dilating of his pupils as they reacted to the flickering light in the room. “You were a bastard to me,” she hissed.

      “My whole life has been wasted because of you. And why? Because you and Papa (que descanse en paz) had some feud, some men’s quarrel with the person I could have been happy, oh so happy with. When I think of my life, God forgive me, or of what might have been. I feel like weeping. Do you have any idea at all what it means to be a sister of yours? And even when you got your precious son, look what happened! You drove him away, that’s for sure.

      “There must be some kind of a curse, don’t you think? Because he couldn’t keep his own wife and that girl, his daughter Angelita, who you love so much -- what will become of her? Do you think she’ll give you great-grandchildren? With a husband who loves her? We’ll see, shall we, we’ll see. Only you won’t, will you? It’s just Marcelita and I who’ll have to watch her make a mess of her life.

      “That’s right, you old pendejo, Marcelita, your niece, the niece you willed on me, the fathead, the child I wanted. Exactly the child I didn’t want. Jesus and all the saints, what have I done to deserve this? And you, dear brother, where’s your suffering? Where’s your punishment? What pain have you ever really felt in all your macho pride? How would you ever know what it’s like to be me?”

      The figure on the bed breathed on, his liver-spotted hands flat on the weathered sheets. A dribble of saliva escaped from the corner of his mouth, his lips thin and wet. The once luxurious moustache was ashen and ragged. He was all hanging flesh, an old man who looked like he was on the point of death. She thought of her own body and wondered why God let people age.

      She pushed the knowledge of her doubts deep down inside of her. Religion had kept her sane. She was religious. She had tried her best to be virtuous.

      “And what about you, brother? Can you call yourself virtuous? I bet a whole army of little Migueleñitos would say otherwise. I know as much. You had less control than a goat. Everybody said so. And your wife, my poor sister-in-law, what was she supposed to make of that? But you think you can get away with it, you men, erupting like little volcanoes all over the landscape.”

      From downstairs, she could hear Marcelita’s moans. They sounded serene enough. Her daughter would often vocalise to herself, a timeless metronome which sounded placid and not unhappy. She seemed content to sit or wander the terrace hour after hour, pulling and working balls of wool or string, a half-smile lighting her, a stare of suppressed radiance making her face almost beautiful as she gazed into some other world, distant and unreachable. In her better moments, her mother wondered whether, in all her adult innocence and displacement, the child had not been brushed with the tears of God’s grace. At other times, she resented the labour she had been forced to assume, a perpetual servitude all the more impossible to bear.

      “Like you, cursed brother,” she howled at the figure on the bed. “Well now, you old sod, the boot’s on the other foot because you’re going first, looks like. All your strength and manliness, it’s all withered away, right? I’m still fine — well, more or less — so what will you do about that? I’ll be free of you, and you’ll never be able to stop me again. And don’t tell me you don’t understand what I’m saying. Hearing is the last thing to go. I know that. Right now, I swear you understand every word I’m saying. Well, good riddance. See if I care, see if I…” Something in her throat wobbled like an epileptic leg. “I don’t…” Her eyes were filling with tears, and there was a great hole in her stomach. “Give a damn.”

      She was crying now, the sound of her restrained sobbing a counterpoint to her daughter’s unconcerned moaning from downstairs. She just wanted to be – she felt as if her heart would break and there was no one there to hold her and make it better – free.

      She knew she had lied. She understood the terrible thing that was happening. “Don Esteban,” she screamed. “Esteban, my brother, my only brother, you bastard, don’t leave me. You can’t leave me. I’ll never be able to manage this life on my own. Do you hear me?”

      When her nephew Federico finally made it to the house, thanks to the music professor’s chauffeur, the sound of muffled weeping carried him through the darkened house to his father’s room. When he got there and stood on the threshold, he saw her, sparsely illuminated by the weak pool of an old bedside light, collapsed over her brother’s recumbent figure. Marcelita stood impassively observing the old couple as she twisted a ball of string in her constantly moving fingers.

      His first thought was that he had arrived too late and that if this were the case, it would have been better if he had gone straight from the airport to where his daughter was waiting in a hospital forty kilometres away. She had told him she was all right, and it was true that she sounded fine, but after what she had been through, she must feel terrible. Maybe even in shock.

      For a moment, he did not know what to do. Should he rush to the bed and confront his father’s corpse? Or should he say hello -- a proper hello -- to his cousin? Doing so would take time because he first had to get her to recognise his presence so she would not be alarmed.

      “Tia Rosario,” he called across the room instead. “Tia Rosario, I have arrived.”

      She turned wearily. Even in this dim light, Federico could see how swollen her eyes were.

      “Federico,” she mumbled. “Sobrino, I am glad that you are here.” She started sobbing again. Federico thought that she was glad that he had come. Alongside him, Marcelita snuffled and looked around, her head tilted to one side.

      “Marcelita,” he said, looking straight at her. “Prima, cousin, it is lovely to see you. How are you?” What was she thinking, if anything, about the break from everyday routine and the chaos in this house? He looked at her, touched her arm, and smiled sentimentally at her lopsided face -- a thing of loveliness, perhaps, or just a thing of nothing.

      He couldn’t get any closer. A terrible dread gripped him. He thought he could sense his father’s dead anger emanating from the sheets. There was not enough space for grief. Without thinking, he reached for a cigarette but decided it was inappropriate.

      “Federico?” his aunt wavered, puzzled by his inaction.  “Come, nephew, come and see your father.” She wiped her eyes.

      His father coughed, and Federico realised he had been conscious of the old man’s breathing all along.

      “Gracias a Dios,” exclaimed the unbeliever. “He isn’t…”

      “No, I don’t think he’s in any pain. But how can I know? I have told him, begged him not to leave us. I can’t do without him, Federico. Not after all this time. I just can’t.”

      “You’ll be fine, Tia Rosario.” He found it easier to approach her now. In her distress, she was more real than usual. He put his hand on her shoulder, and she covered it greedily with her own. Behind them, Marcelita started her droning, a threnody for all the pain and suffering of the world, a lullaby for her mother.

      Don Esteban opened his eyes only once during the long night that followed. When he did, he thought he saw his favourite granddaughter beside him. He thought he saw a bruise disfiguring her cheek, and her eyes filled with tears. He wanted to tell her not to worry and kiss away her hurt. He tried to tell her she could rely on him and to let him help. But when he tried to speak, he could not produce any words. Angelita drifted away into the darkness that swallowed her. His heart was still full of love.

      They saw his eyes open and knew he wished to speak. It seemed he might form a word for a moment, but his eyes closed again. His uneven breathing was, as before, the only real sign of life.

      When Angelita walked in the following day, she found seeing her grandfather like this hard. She almost wished she could be like Marcelita, curled up in a chair, her susurrations healthy and regular. But her head hurt where she had suffered scratches, wounds, and bruises. In her ears, she heard the scream of rupturing tin. Her nostrils were full of the smell of spilt diesel.

      She held her father tightly round the waist both to support him and for her own comfort. He seemed smaller here. She ought to tell him--maybe she would in a minute.

      “Papa,” she’d say, “you know the guy I told you about on the phone, the foreigner, the one with the broken leg? He’s in a bit of a mess — he had nowhere to go except for a hotel. So – I hope it’s all right – I brought him here. He’s downstairs. I gave him a beer, even though it’s morning. I asked the maid to make up a bed for him. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

      She didn’t say it yet. Her great-aunt was too upset; her father was too uncertain. Faced with her grandfather dying, her heart, too, was heavy, and she had to fight to keep the demons away. She could not bring herself to describe the hazardous driver and the sweet foreigner or that the bus was going way too fast so that when it rounded a corner, it tipped right onto its side and screeched along the tarmac. People died, people died, she kept thinking.

      She remembered her discovery.  It was difficult to keep from smiling.
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            Genoveva

          

        

      

    

    
      She felt she could trust him and thought he might help her escape her dilemma. It seemed that he would do anything for her. She liked talking to him. He was quite unlike anyone she had ever met before. It wasn’t as if anything was going on. After all, he couldn’t have been that much younger than her father. But how different they were. Where Don Ignacio was a committed money-maker and a bit of a bully, this foreigner, with his distant eyes, was utterly unthreatening. He talked with boyish enthusiasm as if she was his sister. The disparity in their ages didn’t seem to matter. He had listened to her nursing stories from the hospital, where she worked with no appearance of boredom. She felt privileged to know him and honoured that he should find her in the least bit interesting.

      Things had been going well for her since the meeting when she had made her suggestions. She had suggested a concert for the volcano anniversary and how they could use that event to hold their protest. Everyone had been impressed by her ideas, the foreigner had told her. He had talked to her when the meeting had broken up, and she had been flattered by his attention.

      There had been two group meetings since then. They refined the plan and ensured they knew exactly what to do. They needed all their supporters to get the correct information. They were getting very excited. Things were going to be special this time. It was their chance to raise the group’s public profile to a new level. There was nervousness, too. The mayor, Silvestre Ocampo, had made a statement to the press. “We will not let this important festival be compromised by outside members or anyone with an agenda of disruption or protest. The celebrations to mark the fiftieth year since the appearance of Artemio’s Fire, our very own volcano, are for the benefit of all. They will mark a new stage of maturity for our people. They will symbolise and demonstrate our togetherness. Nothing, absolutely nothing, will be allowed to get in the way of this.”

      “Well, yes and no,” the foreigner had said when one of them had read out the article quoting the mayor’s words. “We know they’ll try to stop us. We’ve always known that. However, with the planning we’ve done, there’s a chance we might get away with it. A good chance.”

      Genoveva had looked at Doctor Martinez . He was staring at the foreigner with a quiet but unsettling intensity. When he became conscious of Genoveva’s scrutiny, he grinned directly at her, exposing his teeth and pink upper gum line. She smiled back automatically. She was still uneasy about having him in the group. Since she recognised who he was, she had passed him in the hospital corridor on more than one occasion. She had even been on duty once when he came to see one of her patients. He had treated her warmly, perfectly pleasantly, though with the condescension nurses often suffered from doctors. There was no hint that they had met outside the hospital. At that meeting, he had smiled at her.

      “As if we were equals,” she said to the foreigner as they sat in a café in the portales surrounding the main square.

      “Yes, when we get together, we are all equals. We all share the same beliefs, do we not, whether we are doctors or nurses or teachers or students, whether we are young like you or old, like me.”

      “You’re not old!” she laughed. It seemed perfectly natural to talk to him this way.

      “Well, thank you, young lady,” he joked back.

      It was true, though. He didn’t seem old to her, just different--foreign.

      They shouldn’t be here in full view of everybody. It could compromise the group. San Miguel was not a big town. People might ask how a local nurse knew a visiting vulcanologist more than twenty years her senior. But since that first meeting when they had abandoned their masks, friendliness had overcome them. Much of the anonymous courtesy they had been forced to adopt had dissipated. Being here with the foreigner did not seem that peculiar.

      “Can I ask you something?” she said.

      “Yes, of course. Anything.”

      “It’s just this. Why are you involved with the group?” She lowered her voice and looked around. No one appeared to be watching, and because the room was packed, it wasn’t easy to listen in on their conversation. “I mean, you’re not from here and won’t stay here forever. Why?”

      “I’m not sure that I know the answer. I think sometimes that I’m a bit mad.”

      “When you’ve finished studying Artemio’s Fire, or whatever you’re doing, you’ll be gone.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever stop watching or waiting as far as your mountain is concerned. Certainly not until we’ve sorted out how to predict volcanic activity. It’s an interesting phenomenon, your big hill. It’s so new and full of energy. As a scientist, I try to be objective about it, but at other times, it just seems so full of itself. Anyway, the old god Tlalcoltepeca hasn’t finished with you lot yet. At least, I don’t think he has. Don’t you feel it, Genoveva, the energy, the power, the great caverns of the earth where all that fire is made? I love mountains like that one. I hate them, too. It scares the life out of me. But it’s my work -- my life. I feel alive when faced with the power of mountains, even an adolescent pipsqueak like yours. It’s the way it reduces all of us to nothing.”

      “I think about illness and infection and death like that sometimes.”

      “Sorry – I shouldn’t have gone on like that. I don’t know what came over me. As for you, I don’t know how you do what you do. Don’t you get depressed when facing all that suffering?”

      “Occasionally. But people get better, you know. Quite a lot of them do -- children especially. I like working with children. It’s better than working with old people.”

      “Like me!”

      “No, not you. Now you’re fishing for compliments.”

      She worried she had overstepped by saying that.

      “You’re probably right -- sorry.” He smiled and called the waiter over. He ordered another beer for himself. She still hadn’t finished her coffee.

      “I hope you don’t mind my asking again,” she started when the waiter had left. “I still don’t understand why you’ll join us next week at the concert and parade.”

      “I’ve thought about it a lot, and the answer I come up with is still the same. It has to do with the life I lead. Wait, that’s not entirely true. It has to do with my past and my father. I’m turning into a sentimentalist, I suppose. Most of all, I like you all and what you want. It’s the simplicity of an age-old concept of right and wrong -- social justice. People have fought for it through the centuries, often against incredible odds, while showing extraordinary courage. There’s a great romance to it -- a great purity. Does that answer satisfy you?”

      “What about your father? You mentioned your father. Can I ask about him?” Genoveva asked.

      “He was a university professor of literature. When I was a kid, he was involved in a movement for democracy in my country. The army had taken over like they do sometimes. They were a vile crew with no respect for anyone’s rights except their own. The gun, you see, dehumanises you.”

      “Go on.”

      “He was as stubborn as a mule and kept going to meetings. My mother said, ‘But what about Alexei? What about Sofia?’ -- that’s my sister -- and I could see the struggle inside him. But when you’ve solid beliefs and ideals, you can’t just stop, can you?

      “They came for him in the night, the cowards. They hammered at the door in the dark. He was gone just like that.  My mother screamed and cried. She was pale and unhappy, not at all like her normal self. She was angry with him and hurt that he’d left us like that.”

      The waiter arrived with his beer, and Alexei stopped speaking. He took a large gulp from the can as the waiter walked away. 

      “What happened to your father?”

      “Oddly, he never spoke about it. He came back five years later after the generals had gone. We had some form of democracy again, but he was weak and thin and suddenly seemed old and quiet. They broke his spirit. He was blinded by the promise of freedom. He didn’t last too long after that. But I suppose he was lucky. He didn’t fall from a window while trying to escape or get kicked to death because he’d attacked his guards or any of those other scenarios they would have everyone believe. The damage was slower with him, but it ultimately killed him.”

      Genoveva had nothing to say. She wondered if she could survive five minutes in prison, let alone five years. She realised she risked ending up in jail if the EAS action broke the law or something else went wrong. But she was young and optimistic and couldn’t imagine anything terrible would happen to her.

      “I stayed away from politics growing up,” Alexei went on. “This was because of my family, I suppose. I got into geology and then vulcanology because they are about as far as you can get from being involved with politics, or what I thought of for years as my father’s selfishness. It ruined my mother’s life. But  I was lucky -- I met Vicky, my wife. She was all the human contact I needed. The children came, and I thought I had everything I could ever want. But lately, it’s my age, I suppose. I’ve re-assessed my old man’s life and the courage it took for him to stand up for what he believed in. Especially because he was a good husband and, I believe, a devoted father, and he knew how painful the situation was for his family. There was a nobility in what he did. I never told him that, and it pains me still today. So, you see,” he said, leaning back on his chair and tipping more beer down his throat, “I suppose part of the reason I’m getting mixed up in your struggle is because of him and in tribute to his memory. And for you, of course.” He placed his hand lightly on her arm. “For all of you -- the people whose lives you want to improve, the rights of men and women, or hell, for justice.”

      The kind of openness that he had shown at that time made her think, a week later, that he would be able to help her -- all that talk about the conflict between principles and family. It sounded so natural and rousing in its complexity. She believed he could tell her what to do.

      She finished loading the dispensary trolley and prepared to walk into the ward to give the patients their medicines. Usually, she didn’t mind this part of the job. It gave her a chance to chat and make them smile. But today, she felt unequal to that task. Her mind was in a quandary about what her brother Julio had just told her. She had no idea what to do. How was she to know that he was to be a soloist at the concert? That made things awkward for her. She’d have to decide -- family or belief. The foreigner, Alexei, could advise her. She knew his hotel, so maybe she’d ring him.

      She locked the cupboard and started up the corridor.

      Through the glass of the office opposite the dispensary, she saw three men. One was Dr Martinez, but she didn’t recognise the other two. They did not look much like hospital staff to her. She noticed the doctor pointing her out to his companions. It was obvious that they were interested in something about her. It was something calculating.

      Genoveva felt a rush of adrenaline as if projected from the trolley itself. She moved quickly down the corridor. Her brain was racing, too. She was sure they hadn’t been discussing her medical skills or her patient roster. It didn’t look like they were discussing her appearance either. What had they been talking about?

      She was measuring the first dosage into a plastic cup when the answer hit her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Silvestre

          

        

      

    

    
      The mayor’s limbs felt like lead, and he could hardly move. He pulled himself from under the sheets to fumble for the phone with great effort. He had a headache and felt more sleepy than he should have. He put the phone to his ear.

      “Morning, amigo,” rasped a familiar voice. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “Don Venustiano! I was asleep. What time is it?”

      “Five-thirty. It’s time you were up.”

      The old bandit wouldn’t care that he had been out every evening for the last five days, welcoming visitors, harrying festival organisers, attending long-standing openings and board meetings, and working on papers when he got home. It was all a bit too much. He wasn’t getting any younger. He needed at least seven hours of sleep and one of those days off. Five-thirty?

      “So sorry if I interrupted your beauty sleep,” chuckled Don Venustiano, who obviously wasn’t, “but I wanted to check that everything was good for tomorrow. No problems. No cock ups.”

      “There’ll be nothing to worry about.” His voice still sounded slurred, even to himself. His wife, lying beside him in bed, half-wakened and turned away, burying her head under a pillow with a grunt of disapproval.

      “You sure?” Don Venustiano asked.

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Because if I have to come to your goddamned concert with all its fairy music, I’m not going to have it ruined by a bunch of young lefties. I told you that. Remember?”

      “Yes, Don Venustiano, I remember.” Why doesn’t the old bugger have a heart attack and die? he thought.

      “Well? What have you done about it?”

      He sat upright and rubbed his eyes. His mouth was dry. His tongue didn’t fit.

      “We’ve got it all under control. I can reassure you--”

      “Under control? What do you mean? Is the theatre surrounded by police? Have you arrested the ringleaders yet? Nipped this thing in the bud? What’s the point in dressing up in fine clothing if the whole place will look like the Escuela Militar?”

      “It won’t look like that, Don Venustiano, I promise you. It will be very low-key. You’ll hardly notice.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      Should he tell him? The last thing he wanted was this old dinosaur breathing down his neck, ordering him about. They had devised the best strategy they could, ensuring security while preserving the dignity of the opening event. At least, he hoped so.

      “Silvestre Ocampo! Have you gone back to sleep?”

      “No, I haven’t gone back to sleep. Look, I’m telling you this in confidence⁠—"

      “Confidence? How funny.” The Don’s voice disappeared into a fit of coughing. He waited.

      “In confidence. Look, Don Venustiano, we think we know what these people are planning. We know who they are, you see. More or less, that is. We’ll be able to recognise them.”

      “Good. Just round the criminals up. Arrest them. Chuck them in a cell.”

      “That poses a bit of a problem. They haven’t done anything wrong yet.”

      “They damn well have. Just lock them up.”

      “I can’t do that, Don Venustiano. I’m sorry, but there it is.” He was wide awake and felt awful. He was fed up. He had spent days discussing the situation with police chief Rivendeira. Based on the information from their informant, he was sure they could deal with the problem quietly. They could detain the ring leaders overnight until after the parade. It would be all over without nasty publicity or public brawling. The last thing he wanted was for people to notice their activity. Imagine the comments if he went around snatching members of the group. Some of them were from good families. It would hardly be an auspicious start if he were besieged by angry relatives just as the festival kicked off. Instead, they would gently take them to one side as they moved into the theatre. By the time people grasped what had happened, it would all be over – more or less.

      His wife turned over angrily. “Who is it?” she hissed. He put his hand over the phone and told her.

      “What about the parade? What about that? Do I have to bring my people in to stop the crazies?” The old man’s voice continued to bellow from the receiver.

      “Don Venustiano, there will be no problems at the parade, I assure you. It will all be over by then. Leave your people at home, I beg you.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Please. We will do everything we have to, I promise. Bringing your people into San Miguel would be just about the worst thing you could possibly do.”

      “All right, all right. I heard you. There’s no need to go on about it. Listen!”

      “Yes?”

      “Why all that la-di-da music at this concert of yours? Why not a decent ranchero band? They could play the tunes we all like to sing. That would be a reason to come to San Miguel.”

      “I'm sure you will enjoy it, Don Venustiano. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to go.”

      “Back to sleep. Fine, I’ll let you go. I’m counting on you. No trouble. OK?”

      “There will be no trouble.” He put the phone down and burrowed down into the covers. He was worried -- he wasn’t as confident as he portrayed to the Don. His wife’s breathing had resumed its stertorous melody. Sleep returned to him almost as a surprise. Just before he lost consciousness, he thought he felt a tremor.

      Was this a portent of things to come? He started to wonder. He never worked out the answer.
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            Alexei

          

        

      

    

    
      With every step he took, he was sure he could feel the susurration of the gods like a ripple of possibility beneath his feet. There was something in the air around him, sharp and fresh. It lifted his spirits and made his stride more purposeful. He felt alive. He was ready. Standing now on the lip of the mountain, he looked down into the small crater. It might be nothing compared to some of the mighty basins he had spent much of his adult life peering at, but it was a crater. It was almost circular and far enough down below him to give him that giddy feeling of vertigo that he had always enjoyed. He wondered again what mysterious forces were at work beneath the earth and rock. How could they know if Artemio’s Fire would erupt again, and if they decided it would, how would they know when?

      Alexei was in a quandary about this. He didn’t know what to believe when predicting a mountain’s course. The countless claims of vulcanologists trying to judge future possibilities had suddenly, in what seemed like only a few months, shrunk down to two: gas and resonance, smell or sound. Both claimed to be the best route to the Holy Grail of volcano watchers, accurate prediction. It was the one thing they had always yearned for: not just saying how and why but telling people when and saving lives.

      The professor who had supervised his doctoral thesis had been a gas man. He claimed that if you measure the build-up of sulphuric gases, and if you measure the rate at which they are expelled through the fumaroles – open wounds on a volcano’s side through which the steaming vapour escaped – you’d be able to say how close an eruption was. Escaping gas meant magma was nearing the surface, worming its fiery snakes upwards and sideways through the rock, looking for the weakest points to escape from. The trouble was that no one could agree on how to measure the gases for timed prediction. Most vulcanologists still studied their seismographs and looked at those incidents of activity that made the graphs go wild. You could tell when something was going to happen. Except that you couldn’t. Not with any accuracy, anyway. All you could say was that an eruption would probably happen sometime in the future and that it would not be good for the people living in a mountain’s shadow.

      Perhaps this new theory was correct — a different way of using the seismograph. Instead of looking at the wild gyrations of the needles when something happened, you had to look at the spaces between them, the little eddies on the paper, the faintly oscillating lines. It wasn’t the bursts of seismic energy that should interest people, the new claim went, but instead, how much time elapsed before the next one. Those gaps were like echoes, the resonances of action, like the sighs of air through an organ pipe. Every time another river of magma farted through the rock before giving up and waiting for the next attempt, it sent out a pulse, whistling through the channels it was hollowing out. Measure that acoustic, and by calculating the whoosh through the tubes and the increasing frequency of the instrument’s use, you could start a countdown. You could tell people when they had to leave their houses, and because you’d get it right once, then twice, and then three times, everyone would start to believe you. Think of all the people around the world who would have been saved.

      Alexei was reluctant to abandon the suppurating Fumaroles, however. He’d been measuring their output for years. But something about the organ pipe theory attracted him with its elegance. It had an ascetic appeal. It was less messy than gas. When he returned to the city, he’d have time to set up controlled experiments to try to replicate the measurement of seismographic resonances in studio conditions before taking it out to some other old rock.

      He started to make his way down to the lava dome. Had it hardened since he had last inspected it? Could be. That was an interesting sign. Where would the magma go now? It would have to find other outlets. Perhaps that was why the fumaroles had been emitting gas with more intensity in the last few days. That had happened before and died down. Among the group, there was disagreement about what these latest disturbances meant.

      Since that last tremor, Alexei had said that Artemio’s Fire would show new activity and that conditions were right for a more significant event. His colleagues had disagreed. Their readings didn’t suggest anything exceptional. Perhaps, he thought by explaining it to himself, they didn’t want to be disappointed when it didn’t happen. No one liked to cry wolf too often. The gas activity was ambiguous, and the information they read off their seismographs was as ambivalent as ever. No one was experienced enough to read resonance data from the printouts confidently. In such a situation, the last thing they needed was their colleague’s determined intuition. Since they all thought he had behaved very strangely in the previous two or three weeks, they were less inclined to countenance his fanciful imaginings.

      Alexei knew that people around him would have noticed a change, but he believed they, like him, would say it was a change for the better. He had come down from his lofty heights, exchanging the distance he usually maintained between himself and everyone else for a nearer intimacy. As a result, everyday colours seemed richer, music was more melodic, and his membership of the human race more valuable than he had previously given it credit for. He was engaging with his birthright, too, getting things from his past sorted out.

      The hunger he had felt when he had first seen the white-hooded demonstrators in the Plaza Principal some weeks ago was at first difficult to identify. Still, a pressure had started to build within him that would need some kind of release. Since, at first, he did not recognise where it had come from, he was at a loss to know what to do about it, but the next time he came across the Ejercito de Arturo Sanchez, he had to act. He made contact, went to a meeting with the group, and almost instantly felt a sensation of peace and of having, in some sense, come home -- that is when he thought about his father and made a connection between his own yearnings and the events of his past. When Genoveva had walked into that meeting wearing her white balaclava and removed it, blushing obviously as she did, he was immediately captivated.

      If you had asked him, he would have denied that the surge of emotion she provoked in him had any sexual connotation. She was, after all, from a completely different age group. He was sure she would find him ridiculous. Yet she did not seem to object to his company. If anything, she seemed flattered by his interest and was eager to tell him what he wanted to know. He thought this disinterested affection between an older man and a younger woman was ideal. When he was with Genoveva, he felt relaxed.

      Nevertheless, his pleasure at the unannounced arrival of his wife and children here in San Miguel was genuine, though it had
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