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            Dramatis personae

            
                

            

            The Piñero family:

            
                

            

            Tag – a seven-year-old boy

            Lanzando and Fermin – his brothers, twins, twelve years old

            Madrisanga – their mother

            Juan Antonio – their father

            
                

            

            Jefe Diez – boss of a pizza shop, representative of the established order in the city

            Raimura/Iris – a woman who challenges the established order in the city

            Timo/Chico – a youth, a pizza delivery boy
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        1 On an ordinary day
      

         

         The sun rose over the left shoulder of the white statue of the Virgin on the hill, as it did every day, and light spread across the floor of the room the three brothers shared at the top of the house in the barrio known as the Agrimento. Across the city the sounds of church bells mingled with the calls of the wild parrots in trees and the cries of the sea birds following the fishing boats into the harbour, a shifting and discordant yet familiar music. Inside the house all was quiet. Woken by the shifting light, Tag turned over in his cot, looked over to his brothers Lanzando and Fermin to check they were still breathing, as he did every day, and then inclined his head to his parrot Jésus, who blinked in response. A gecko, surprised by morning, moved slowly across the ceiling towards the last eddy of darkness. Tag lay back and watched it, remnants of his dreams swirling in his head. People were moving on the street, shouting greetings to one another, as they did every morning at this time. It was an ordinary day, the sort that people take for granted until they are gone.

         An hour later, the bedclothes had been thrown back and the only breathing in the room was that of the gecko, asleep now in the triangle between the roof trusses that the sun never entered. Of the boys all that remained there were the dust motes spiralling slowly in the sunlit air, the microscopic fragments of skin that all creatures shed in their sleep. Downstairs doors creaked open and banged closed as, one by one, the older boys and their father left the house in their daily search for entertainment and work respectively. Just Madrisanga and her youngest boy remained in the kitchen, she washing the breakfast dishes, he sitting at the table with paper and pencil drawing, as he did every day, watched from his shoulder by Jésus.

         
             

         

         Madrisanga’s boys did not understand the fears of their mother, which were the concerns of all mothers for their children, but magnified by the dangers of the city streets, real or imagined. Her two older boys were twins, twelve years old, and did everything together. Madrisanga was glad that they had one another as they ran through the alleys of their barrio, where a child alone could be preyed on by those who sought the small and innocent to act as their spies and worse. Tag, who was just seven years old, she kept close at all times. His world was circumscribed and, thus far, he had been content with this. He lived mostly in his head and, apart from short outings with his mother, his view of the city was from the windows of the room at the top of the house that he shared with his brothers. From there he looked towards the Virgin on the hill to the east or the sea to the west. Where others saw the blind eyes of a plaster statue, Tag saw the changing emotions that moved across the face of the Virgin as she looked down upon the iniquities of the city; where others saw the sea as a featureless expanse, Tag saw the creatures that lived there at play, the shimmer of the shoals of iridescent fish which would never be captured by the nets of men, the arcs of the leaping dolphins and the others betwixt and between worlds, the ones men called mermaids because they knew no better.

         Tag loved to draw. He drew what he saw through the windows of the house, in his imagination and in his dreams.

         
             

         

         On this ordinary day Tag’s drawing revealed something extraordinary. Or rather it was an omission. Sitting at the kitchen table he was working on a map of the city, sketching the patterns of its streets, open spaces and, at the furthest point from the sea, the hill where the white statue stood. Except that Tag’s map showed the hill as a bare rocky outcrop.

         ‘Where is the Virgin?’ Madrisanga asked, looking over his shoulder as she wiped dry the last bowl.

         As Tag looked up at her she wondered, as she always did, at the depth of sea green in his eyes, the sign that he would one day leave her and travel far away. A frisson ran through her body as she insisted:

         ‘Why have you drawn the hill without the Madre?’

         ‘It is as I saw it in my dream,’ the boy said, and turned back to the details of his drawing.

         Madrisanga stood there watching her son’s pen flow across the paper, fear rising in her belly. She felt fear for her sons every day, but this was something stronger, peppered with the anxiety brought by the unknown.

         Tag paused and looked up at his mother again. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ he said. ‘Better times are coming.’ On his shoulder, Jésus shifted from foot to foot.

         The parrot was identical to the wild birds that swirled in the evening to their roosts in the trees of the city; it was golden in hue, with a sharp black beak from which all the members of the family had quickly learned to keep their fingers away. Apart, that was, from Tag. The bird had flown into an open window in the room at the top of the house on Tag’s sixth birthday, and he had welcomed it as a present from he knew not where; he could stroke the soft feathers on Jésus’s neck and the parrot never tried to nip him.

         When it became clear that Tag had befriended the wild creature, his mother was all for chaining him, but her son dissolved into a tantrum of tears at the prospect, and she bowed to his entreaties to be allowed to keep the bird in his room.

         ‘Very well,’ she said, ‘if your brothers are content with that arrangement and you take responsibility for the mess.’

         So it was that in his seventh year Tag had learned to take responsibility for the care of another living being. Jésus was easier to care for than a human youngster; he took himself off to find food each day, and any mess he made was outside the house. He became, quickly, a member of the family, familiar yet, like all of them, free.
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        2 The story of the city
      

         

         There are always so many stories, and what you believe and what you do in consequence is a choice, never a given thing. That was what Madrisanga taught her children.

         Everyone who lived in the city, whether they worshipped in the churches or at the shrines of the city, made up their own minds about the white Virgin on the hill. Some said she had descended from heaven, others that she had walked up from the city, in disguise, in a line of pilgrims, indistinguishable from the plain and the ordinary. Unremarked. Not missed when they left, but ready to assume her place. Had she been fashioned by man or by God?

         There were those who laughed at all the stories. Couples unafraid of repercussions who walked up the hill at dusk in search of a copse where they might lie together and, afterwards, took up red pigment from the earth on a stick and wrote their initials on her cloak. But it was, next day and always, white again, unmarked and unsullied by these crude and irreverent smears; they were washed off by the rain that came before dawn. Or by the Virgin herself, bending down and passing a hand across the cloak to clean it. That was the story which some people chose to believe.

         
             

         

         The city had been built on the west coast of a continent in the southern hemisphere of the world. There had once been four gates, built in stone with turrets surmounting them and lookouts towards the mountains. People said that in the days when strangers could reach the city from inland they were always espied first by guards in the turrets, so that they could be apprehended on arrival and questioned as to their intentions. Traders in precious metals were welcomed, so long as they could show their goods, but those who said they came with ideas to sell were interrogated until they had given up what they held in their minds and then turned away. The regime in the city at that time was strict but it served the people well enough, so long as they respected the priests and had no ideas of their own. Of course that was a state of affairs which was bound to break down in the end.
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