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For Vivienne Fisher, in loving memory








As citizens, we all have an obligation to intervene and become involved—it's the citizen who changes things. - Jose Saramago





Celestino

The ocean heaves to its own pulse, angry and insistent, forcing its bulk against the rock; my wet and salty companion, silent, even as it roars. The tide runs high, the wind cyclonic, waves spill their spray into the fisherman's hut through the window cavity. The boom as each wave hits sends a lesser boom through me.

I'm using a wooden table with a missing leg as a barricade. Also occupying the fisherman's hut are two backless chairs and three wooden crates, their slats rotting and brittle. In a cracked plastic bucket are short lengths of frayed rope, discarded as useless by their owner, along with scraps of fishing net, tangled and no good to anyone.

I huddle in the back corner of this cold cell of a room with all the detritus, for all the good it's doing me. I can hear the canine, sniffing and whimpering outside: my stalker. The cavity should have been boarded up against the wind and the spray that coats everything in salt. My only comfort, it's too high for the dog.

The cavity must be too high for the dog or it would have leaped in for the kill by now. Unless it's building up the courage or figuring out its approach. I don't care to think about it. The barricade would be useless against that snarling beast, but I'm not crouched down here on the cold stone floor hiding from a four-legged enemy.

I reassess the condition of my body. I'm not in good shape. The dog bite on my left calf is bleeding through my jeans. I can feel the blood, sticky and warm. My left arm is a mess. Broken at the shoulder, it hangs, limp and unusable, the pain throbbing in time with my heartbeat. If I move, even a fraction, daggers of agony radiate through the whole of me, eclipsing the searing pain of the burns I received exiting the car, burns on my face and my hands.

I managed to get far enough away before the whole crumpled metal carcass went up in a ball of flame, despite the rain that had started teeming down. The wind that came with the rain sent the flames my way, scalding patches of exposed skin, singeing my hair.

The dog can smell my blood, my weeping flesh. Hungry, feral, it shouldn't be out here where there is no other food but me.

I'm as hungry as you are, buddy.

The accident is stuck in my head on replay. It was a miracle I got out. How the hell I managed to grab my rucksack is anyone's guess, but I was motivated by its contents, or one particular item among the rest, my daughter's birthday present. What happened? The storm happened. I knew it was coming, it was the talk of the island, but I thought leaving at midday would give me ample time to drop off a painting to a regular customer, a Swedish doctor with a smart villa in the little village of Mancha Blanca, and make it back up the mountain to my wife's parents before the birthday party. Erik was insistent he wanted the work this weekend. And I needed the cash, not least to recoup the cost of what was inside that pretty wrapping paper. I was on my way to the party when the impact occurred.

That stretch of road is narrow and flanked by dry stone walls. Drivers shouldn't put their foot down, but enjoying the lack of hairpin bends, they do. I didn't see the vehicle that ran me off the road at the intersection and slammed my car into a wall. No, I definitely didn't see it coming. It was a large vehicle, that is all I recall, much larger than my own little car that flipped over and spun and came to rest upside down.

The driver sped away and I was alone in the wind and the rain. I got out as fast as I was able, a sixth sense telling me that was no accident and the driver would come back to make sure of his success. Paranoid thoughts maybe, but then again, maybe not. I wasn't taking any chances.

Besides, the stink of petrol was strong and the hiss and sizzle under the bonnet augured only one thing. My car was going to explode.

Nursing my bad arm, I walked, heading off up the road and into the rain and the wind, following a natural sense of direction away from the village and down a lonely track that led as far from other people as it's possible to get on the island. I trudged along, determined, not thinking straight, my instincts telling me to head in a direction no one in their right mind would head in a tropical storm. The dog joined me as the farmland gave way to lava scree on both sides of the road, or at least, that was when I became aware of a scrawny, bedraggled-looking mongrel trailing behind.

I ignored the dog and kept walking, arriving at the coast and a fork in the road about half an hour later. My mistake was to pause to get my bearings. I was assessing the best way down to the cluster of fishing huts when the dog seized the moment and attacked me from behind, sinking its jaws into my calf. I hurled the rucksack at the dog's head, it was the only weapon I had, and it was sufficient to startle the dog. It released its grip, giving me enough time to reach down and fumble around in the grey light for a rock hoping there'd be one. My hand curled around hard stone and I hurled it at the beast's flank. I detected a thud and a yelp. Taking no chances, I found another rock and then another. The dog scuttled off. Heaving the rucksack on my right shoulder, I limped down the track to the east and pushed on doors until I found one open.

I knew once I'd settled into my damp corner of the hut that I was trapped. That the moment I headed back up the track I would be exposed, visible, vulnerable to a second dog attack. I also knew that whoever had run me off the road would want to make sure I was dead.

Or maybe they thought I was dead.

I soon would be.

The dog, my companion, had made me a prisoner. It can't get in and I can't get out. How long can I ride this out?

I have water, at least I have fresh water, a whole two-litre bottle, unopened. It added extra weight to the rucksack. It was the primary reason that first blow hurt the dog. I have snacks I carry with me on the road: chocolate, protein bars, nuts, treats for Gloria, a picnic of sweet delights now my rations.

I have two options. I can walk back, or I can stay here, eating and drinking what I have, and wait until some holidaymaker or fisherman comes by, and hope they do before whoever ran me off the road arrives to finish me off.

What am I thinking? No one comes here in winter. Not in weather that brought the ocean right up to the fishing huts. No one would think to come here. Only me. I wish I could turn back the clock and tell my feet to walk in another direction, towards the village, towards safety and civilisation. But I had my reasons and those reasons still hold true.

I am cold, my clothes are drying on my body. I huddle, trying to trap my own heat. The only parts of me that are generating warmth are my burns, my shoulder and my calf.

The calf wound bothers me. I need to bandage it to stop the bleeding. What else is in the rucksack? I reach in and pull out a little scarf. I hesitate. Part of me doesn't want to tie my leg with Gloria's dress ups. But it's silk and will tie tightly so I use it.

Satisfied I've done all I can, I sit on the cold concrete, bring my knees to my chest and lean against the wall. I shiver. My teeth rattle. Every movement sends red hot pain through my shoulder.

Delirium takes hold. Sleep comes in snatches. When it does, I dream. I dream the dog has my leg in its jaws and chews at my living flesh as though I am already dead meat. Part of me watches on in terror as the demon dog salivates and moans and growls and licks at the gash in my leg, savouring the taste.

With dawn comes fresh fear. The rain has gone. The dog has not. It guards my hut like a beacon to anyone passing.





Paula

I repress a moment of irritation, wishing I hadn't agreed to have Gloria's party at my parents' house. It was so much larger, they said, and tidier—something else I can't dispute. Yet it's the last house on the northern edge of Máguez and although scarcely two kilometres from Haría, no one will want to risk the drive. A tropical storm, a rare event on Lanzarote, has chosen this very afternoon to lambast the island.

All I can do is wait and hope. I've no mobile reception and I never thought to give the guests my parents' number.

There were numerous warnings. The weather bureau saw it coming for about a week. The little supermarkets at each end of Haría's plaza were both busy when I drove past earlier, locals stocking up on essentials before the storm struck. By then it was already raining. The media advised people to stay at home once the storm intensifies, avoid the roads, and if the road to Yé is any indication, so they have.

Perhaps we should have cancelled, or postponed. I considered it, but Celestino questioned the veracity of the warnings, and my parents said they would never cancel a birthday party over a bit of inclement weather.

The guests were due at two and it's gone half past. I stand at the guest-bedroom window, peering into the grey for cars emerging from down the road. The thickness of the wall, about a yard of basalt, affords some comfort. I lean against it, the stone cold against my skin. An irascible wind funnels through the gaps in the casements. The shutters, open and fastened to the façade, judder and clap. I'm reluctant to venture out to close them. It would be too much like sealing myself in.

Gloria is in the kitchen, oblivious to my concerns. Her ebullient little voice bounces around the farmhouse walls, off the concrete ceilings twelve feet high, fragmenting into a confusion of numerous little voices, her simple bold talk obfuscated by its own echo.

Angela and Bill are keeping her entertained.

I should join them and make the best of things, but I can't help holding fast to my post at the window in the absence of Celestino.

He usually keeps good time, although when I went to the studio I understood he wanted to complete the island landscape on his easel, a commission for a Swedish doctor who owns a villa in Mancha Blanca. Finding him crouched over the work, I arranged my face into something I hoped appeared accommodating, but he didn't look up. It's a complex piece, a dance of earthy tones in the style of Matisse's fauvist period, Celestino yet again shunning as a source of inspiration the Picasso-inspired works of Lanzarote's beloved César Manrique in favour of Picasso's rival. Even then, behind his back I observed the work with grudging admiration. When he said, 'Quiero terminar esta esquina,' and pointed at the bottom left corner, adding a polite but firm, '¿Vale?' I knew it would have to be okay, the Swede is keen to take possession and we need the cash, even though I also knew he'd be late for his only daughter's birthday party. Leaving the studio, I struggled to hold back my displeasure.

The storm intensifies as I watch. The soft branches of the shrubs in the front garden, normally sheltered from the prevailing wind by arcs of stone wall, are receiving a lashing. In the field across the road some newly planted maize is already flattened. It's a harsh irony that a storm, with its deluge of rain, damages the island more than the long dry spells. All that rainwater lost to the sea. Taking in the thick cloud hanging low, the volcanoes shrouded in grey, it's a scene anathema to the bright blocks of sunny colour found in those depictions of the island in paint and photograph alike, depictions coveted by the tourists. I fold my arms across my chest, shove my hands up the sleeves of my dress and pinch my flesh. Cheap and cheerful, isn't that what the world wants? A cheeriness reflected in Manrique's abstract artworks. But not in Celestino's. Instead there's a brutal truth in his paintings; he refuses to sweeten the pill. Celestino, where the hell are you? I stare into the grey harbouring a vain wish that the sun will shine for my little girl's birthday.

Gloria comes bounding into the room in the pretty dress Angela insisted on buying, holding up her drawing gripped in two hands. 'Look, Mummy! Look!' I make my lips stretch wide. 'How gorgeous! Aren't you clever.' I ruffle her hair. She's a bright and animated child. She has her father's thick dark hair and proud face atop the fine-bone frame she inherited from me. Her eyes are large and inquisitive, yet she's as content in her own company and in that of her family, as she is playing with the other toddlers in the neighbourhood.

Gloria gives me the painting then takes my hand and tugs. I allow myself to be led away. Satisfied her mother is following, Gloria lets go and runs back to join her grandparents.

'I don't suppose …' Angela says upon my entry into the kitchen.

'Nobody is going to drive up here in this, Mum.' I gesture past my father and the windowed doors, to the patio where the rainwater pools, repressing my annoyance that my earlier misgivings over the wisdom of holding a party in a tropical storm were overridden.

'But Celestino should be here. It isn't like him to be late.'

'He's finishing the commission,' I say flatly. 'I imagine it's taking longer than he thought.'

Angela smooths her hands down her apron and turns away to the sink. She's a petite woman, a little stooped, her short grey hair thinning around the crown. Beyond her, the depths of the kitchen look gloomy. An unusually long room lined with flat pack shelving units and makeshift benches, the challenges of installing a modern fitted kitchen too much for the previous owner. Maybe it's her way of proving to the world she's assimilating to local ways by choosing not to renovate. The only change she's made is the acquisition of a large dresser with cupboards top and bottom, positioned at the table end of the room. The landline is perched at the end beside a silver-plated letter holder.

Angela follows my gaze. 'Have you tried his mobile?'

'Last time I tried it went straight to message bank.'

I survey the table, strewn with paper and crayons. Bill has drawn up his chair close to Gloria's, her chair's height raised by a plump cushion. Gloria leans forward and reaches across for the bowl of potato crisps. I push the bowl closer and watch the grabbing hand, the mouth opening wide, turning away at the crunch and chomp.

Angela goes to the fridge. 'What should we do?' she says, more to the contents than to me.

'Wait, I guess.'

Out on the patio, the rain sloshes down; the drain in the far corner failing to cope, the water around that end already ankle deep.

'You did tell them all two o'clock?' Bill says.

'They're not coming.' Exasperation rises. 'I know I wouldn't be. Not in a deluge like this.'

I picture Kathy and Pedro and their three daughters battling it up the hill from Tabayesco. Pilar and Miguel and their two boys have even further to come. They won't make it out of Los Valles, the rain surely falling most heavily on the mountain.

Gloria reaches for more crisps. I catch the anticipation in her eyes. I'll have to explain somehow. Promise we'll do something special on a different day. Tell my parents they might as well make the most of the afternoon and start on all that food. There are the presents to open, the cake to cut. And Celestino is bound to turn up eventually.

'Shall we…?'

'Shouldn't we wait a bit longer?' Angela says. 'For Celestino?'

Her gaze slides away from my face and settles on the phone. As though summoned, I go to the dresser and press the receiver to my ear. Silence. I put a finger in my other ear to make sure.

'The line's dead.'

The word catches in my throat. I glance at my watch. Bill does the same. It's three.

'Put the radio on, Angela,' he says. 'We'll catch the news.'

'What for? It's in Spanish.'

'Paula will understand.'

The broadcaster speaks rapidly. I snatch at words. I wait until the report comes to an end then gesture to my mother to turn it off.

'It isn't good. Haría is the worst hit. The barrancos are raging torrents. Roads have become rivers, many impassable. There are reports of rock falls and landslides. A few cars swept away.'

'My word,' Bill says beneath his breath.

'Thankfully, no injuries reported, so far. And all flights since midday have been diverted to Fuerteventura.'

'It's sure to pass over,' Angela says.

'Until it does, Celestino will be stuck where he is.' Wherever that might be.

We fall into silence, gazes settling on Gloria's painstaking attempt to solve a jigsaw puzzle.

Bill leaves his seat and stands by the patio doors. 'I thought when we moved here we'd gotten away from all the flooding.'

'It's rare and it never lasts long. Things will soon dry out.' My hopes of forestalling a tirade are dashed at the full stop.

'Not like those poor buggers back home,' he says, turning back to the room. 'Can't imagine how they'll get those houses dry. Sodden they are. Think of the mould. We got out just in time, Angela.'

'Oh, Dad.'

Since his retirement, he's become prone to grumbling over 'the dismal state of the world' as he calls it. The recent floods that inundated villages and towns in England alarmed him more than almost anyone we know. I share with my mother a wish that he would switch off sometimes and relax. So much negative passion can't be good for his blood pressure.

I hoped my parents' move to Máguez would bring them both peace of mind; that the warm sunny climate and the invigorating ocean breeze would enliven their spirits.

In the months after Brexit, Bill and Angela sold their Suffolk home and bought the old farmhouse, moving in time for Gloria's second birthday, my persuasive efforts of the previous two years at last paying off. It was the mild climate that swayed them. Plenty of opportunity to be outdoors. They were holidaying on the island one time and they had taken a walk around the village. A retired high school teacher, Bill began to see in Lanzarote the tranquil lifestyle he craved. Although I suspect the climate was just the catalyst, the deeper reason his attachment to his only granddaughter.

I thought the new climate would help Angela move out from beneath the shadow of her depression that took hold when she was retrenched from her job as school secretary in her early sixties. The move has certainly lifted her spirits, but not in the way I anticipated. It is a fascination for gardening in a dry and windy climate that absorbs Angela. She marvels over the ease with which dracaenas and succulents grow and she's developed an avid affection for cacti.

Much to my dismay, although not to my surprise, she hasn't developed a similar adoration of Gloria. For Angela is as indifferent as she was with me when I was young, consumed by guilt that she should be doing more, yet steadfastly not acting on that guilt.

It is Bill who has taken to Gloria, and Gloria to Bill. Watching him help his granddaughter insert the last puzzle piece, watching him take her hand and lead her to the main room, I can't help feeling warm inside. The way he bends down and points at the long table filled with fare, the way Gloria responds with a look of awe, the lifting of her face to his as if for approval. The way his face lights up at her smile. Gloria has taken years off him. He is a large man, with a tendency to carry too much weight, his serious nature showing on his face in downward curving lines and in the furrows on his brow. Around Gloria, there's a bounce in his step and an enthusiasm for life's small adventures, for sharing with Gloria every single detail of the day, myriad little observances. Gloria mellows his heart. Although he will always rail against the injustices of the world. In that, he shares with his son-in-law, Celestino, something meaningful and important.

Celestino.

Who should be here.

Even if he were, there is no denying Bill offers Gloria something Celestino can't: his complete attention. Not that Celestino doesn't care. Although I can't count the times I've told myself in the face of mounting dissatisfaction, that he has to work hard to produce and sell his art, especially since there are the three of us. Alone he may have survived adequately if frugally, but with a wife and a child the burden is great. That commission for the Swedish doctor; we'll have to live off those Euros for a month.

In an effort to push away my cares, I grab a handful of toasted maize kernels and take in the room, recalling the relief I felt when my mother relinquished all notion of shipping to the island the vintage furniture, replete with a tatty Chesterfield lounge that never fitted in any room it was put. Between us, Bill and I managed to persuade Angela to part with all her old pieces, selling some and arranging homes for the rest. Here in Máguez, they have resorted to furnishing their home via Ikea, the effect—modern, clean lines, plain colours—in keeping with the roughly rendered walls of brilliant white, the polished timber floors, the overall simplicity of design.

Hanging on the longest wall is one of Celestino's larger pieces, a sketchy rendition of the island's northern landscape, which they tried to buy but Celestino insisted they have. Along with the sight of it hanging there like a chimeric representation of the artist himself, annoyance at his absence gives way to concern. Perhaps the road out of Haría is truly impassable. Or the commission is taking far longer than he anticipated. My self-reassurances can't replace a nagging thought that something dreadful, even catastrophic has happened to my husband.

I put on a brave face and suggest we play a game to keep Gloria amused.

'What shall we play?' Angela says, directing her question to no one in particular.

'Laloply!' Gloria cries.

'Laloply?'

'She means our Monopoly.'

'Good plan,' Bill says and goes to fetch it.

It is a game far too old for Gloria, but she loves it. I make space on the kitchen table. Angela brings in some party fare and pours everyone a soft drink.

'Lemonade?' Bill says, entering the kitchen and eyeing his glass.

'There's rather a lot of it.'

He doesn't respond to the subtext as he lays out the board, making two piles of cards in its centre and lining up the players on 'Go'.

There is no Old Kent Road or Mayfair to be seen. Instead, arranged in a logical sequence of rising wealth, are the various locations on the island, everywhere from budget holiday complexes to the luxury locales of Costa Teguise, Playa Blanca and Puerto Calero. Stations are replaced by tourist sites, all of them created by Manrique and up for sale like the rest of the board. Celestino has painted a little scene in each square. The result is a visual feast of marinas, beaches, palm trees and volcanoes, and many and varied streetscapes. Houses become holiday lets, and the hotels resorts. The players Celestino carved out of clay, little figurines of islanders in native dress, a dog, a pirate ship and a high-domed wide-brimmed hat. He customised the Chance cards to suit, with the exception of 'free parking', the 'go to jail' card and 'income tax'. In keeping with his own worldview, bank errors in the player's favour have become sweeteners and kickbacks.

He created the game after he found the original Monopoly in my parents' sideboard when searching for placemats for a family dinner, and insisted on playing afterwards. Bill and Angela were just settling into their new home at the time. What began as a tentative introduction to the game became, thanks to a bottle of single malt whisky, rowdy and intense. Towards the end, when Angela was bankrupt and I struggled with half a dozen mortgaged properties, Celestino lost Mayfair and Park Lane to Bill and won a new friend, the two men forming a bond where previously existed common civility. That was the night Celestino introduced Bill to the story of the island's corruption. I recall the many hours Celestino spent in the following weeks designing the new board, with Gloria leaning over him engaged in every step; the day he brought it over to Máguez for a trial run, and everyone agreed it was much better than the original.

Gloria climbs onto Bill's lap and chooses the ship. Angela takes the hat and I pick up the dog. The game is helped along by Bill's enthusiasm but it's strange to be playing it without Celestino. By the time we've all bought up the various streets, promenades and boulevards, Gloria's attention wanes.

Outside, the wind and the rain are unrelenting. The afternoon rapidly gives way to dark. Conceding an early defeat after having to mortgage Famara Beach, Angela goes about putting the lights on.

'Those shutters need closing,' she says to herself, emerging from the guest bedroom and heading to the front door.

'I'll do it.'

Angela promptly turns back.

An angry wind roars up the valley, flinging the rain at everything in its path, slamming the unlatched shutters closed, narrowly missing pinching my fingers. There's nothing to see beyond the stretch of small, cultivated fields that fan down the hill to the village centre. Low cloud obscures the mountains. Run off from the roof gushes from a drainage outlet, eroding the soil beneath, creating several muddy rivulets which carve their way down towards the garden wall.

I duck back inside, determined to steer my attention towards my daughter, although I soon find I have no need. Gloria has decided to entertain herself by running around the house in search of her grandparents' cat, Tibbles. Bill's doing.

'Is he under your bed?' he says as she runs towards him.

She about turns and runs off to the guest bedroom.

'No, he's not there, Granddad,' comes a little voice.

Then she reappears, breathless and beaming.

'What about under Nanny's bed. Have you tried there?'

And off she goes.

After several more attempts she says, 'Granddad, where is he?'

'I'm not telling.'

'Please.'

'You have to find him. He has to be somewhere.'

Another unsuccessful attempt and Gloria drags Bill off to help the search. After a short while, as Gloria tires of the game, Bill leads her to kitchen, to the cupboard under the bench. Before long I hear, 'There he is!' and Gloria reappears with Bill cradling Tibbles in his arms.





Reminiscing

We wait another hour before helping Gloria open her presents.

'Let's start with the smallest,' Bill says, lifting his granddaughter onto his lap.

Angela passes the gaily-wrapped packages one by one. I stand back and watch. Amid squeals of delight and lots of frantic ripping, out pops the rag doll I bought at the local arts and crafts market, the play dough I found in a shop in Arrecife, replete with a small wooden rolling pin and some pastry cutters, and a selection of picture books that were on special in the supermarket. As the gift size increases so does the value, my parents indulging Gloria with an arts and crafts kit in its own special carry case, a memory game, a toy toolset with workbench, and finally, leaning against the wall beside the table, a heavy duty, plastic cubby house.

'Thank you,' I breathe, moved by their generosity, if at once diminished by it. In such moments, when my nose is pressed up hard against my pecuniary circumstances, I face afresh the knowledge that if I returned to England, endured the travails of single parenthood in an existence without Celestino, I would be sure to provide my daughter with something more than a hand-to-mouth lifestyle. Not that material circumstances could outweigh having a father in day-to-day life. Besides, my parents are here. I smile and make all the right noises thinking Celestino should be here too, to watch his little girl delight in the unboxing, his mother-in-law gather up all the wrapping paper, his father-in-law set up the toy workbench.

As the evening wears on and the storm shows no sign of abating, the waiting becomes intolerable, unease vying with irritation inside. Several times I catch my parents exchanging worried looks. Looks that suggest all manner of suspicions and speculations.

Together, the three of us keep Gloria busy until her bedtime. The moment Gloria's eyes close and her breathing steadies, I hurry to the telephone. The line is still dead. My home-phone answerphone normally kicks in on seven rings. I picture it there on the kitchen bench making a shrill noise that no one can hear. In a wild moment, I think of dashing out to the call box in the village. Angela hovers. Taking in that strained face, I put down the handset and say in as convincing a voice as I can muster that he must be stuck in Haría. 'The storm will have worn itself out by morning,' Bill says by way of offering comfort. It isn't long before they retire to bed.

 

Later, when the others are sleeping soundly, I open the front door and fix my gaze on the driveway barely visible in the rain. Lightning illumes the night in sharp bursts of grey, thunder roiling in the wake. The cool wet air chills me and too soon I'm forced to close the door, well aware that through the thick wall of all that dark grey Celestino won't appear.

It's childish to blame, I know that, but standing in the dark of my parents' living room it feels as though Celestino's absence on Gloria's birthday is symbolic of all that frustrates me, precipitating a release of the pent-up emotion I've been feeling for years.

It isn't Gloria's fault. How can it be? I have no desire to wish away my own child, but there's no escaping Gloria, more than Celestino, has trapped me on the island. Moving overseas to be with the man of your dreams is one thing, falling pregnant to him another.

My thoughts take me down familiar tracks. If only I hadn't booked those two weeks on Lanzarote; if only I hadn't taken the coach trip north to Haría; if only I hadn't been lured by the novelty of an art exhibition held in a former underground water tank; if only I hadn't been enchanted by the artist himself; if I hadn't accepted his offer of dinner and then, finding myself with no way of getting back to my hotel, stayed the night. If I'd done none of those things I would never have fallen for Celestino.

It's no use. Gloria is a fixture in my life and takes up all the space in it.

I spy in the dim a toy cat on the floor beside the sofa and pick it up for a cuddle. Gloria consumes me in a way I couldn't have anticipated. I'm still a little stunned. The best that can be said is that she's the product of a brief period in my life when I rent myself open and let in a wild wand of change.

No one would ever call me reckless, which made the move all the more unusual. Although, despite my specialism in tourism, back in Ipswich I was little more than a glorified receptionist and I'd begun to find my work uninspiring, the eager visitors pushing through the information centre doors even more so. I booked another holiday to Lanzarote to spend more time with my new love. When Celestino expressed a wish for me to be by his side, I resigned from my job and moved to Lanzarote, with hesitation, yes, but also with resolve.

Then, just as I'm trying to adjust to things, I fall pregnant.

I head through to the kitchen, recalling with anguish and a measure of embarrassment the desperate solitude I endured in the aftermath of the birth, absolute whenever Celestino was at work in his studio, which was more often than not. Those early months were dreadful. There were days I wondered what I was doing on the island. In my depressed state, I was slow to make friends. Kathy and Pilar, both close to Celestino and young mothers themselves, offered support, but it took me a great deal of courage to accept it. Looking back, I feel vindicated with Pilar in the light of the language barrier. She spoke little English and my Spanish was rudimentary. With Kathy, it was the opposite. I didn't want to mix with other expats. Besides, Kathy and Pilar were both still in their twenties, with all the attitudes and interests typical of that age, and motherhood came to them with astonishing ease. In my mid-thirties at the time, I couldn't help feeling an outsider in their company.

The rain pelts down, the storm determined to unleash its tyranny. Untroubled, Tibbles rubs himself against my bare calf. I draw up a chair at the kitchen table, setting the toy cat on a place mat to stroke the real one on the floor. Finding him in an affectionate mood, I pick him up and nuzzle his fur.

I mustn't judge myself too harshly. I made a valiant effort to learn Spanish. With language acquisition my confidence grew and it was very early on in Gloria's second year when I felt compelled to earn some kind of living. That was when I realised my job prospects on the island were little short of laughable. There was no chance of me resuming a career in tourist information. My language skills were far from adequate.

They still are.

Besides, to work in the tourism industry is to work for the enemy as far as Celestino is concerned, and that will be grounds for divorce. It's a hypocritical view since he sells his artworks to the very tourists he doesn't want on his island. Not that I ever broach the topic. I wouldn't threaten my marriage in that way, and I don't dispute Celestino's point of view; I share it. If I didn't, I wouldn't have married him, would I? But the sacrifices I find I have to make are enormous.

I'll never forget the day I managed to gain work as a shop assistant for an Englishwoman trading in tourist bric-a-brac in Costa Teguise. Celestino's mouth fell open when I told him, then it clamped shut when he discovered to his annoyance that I wouldn't be dissuaded. Not long after, the woman fell ill and retired. I had a short spell filling in as hotel receptionist at a resort in the same town, a job I secured by chance when I went to collect my last pay. I can't believe the trouble I had convincing Celestino he had no right to tell me where I could and couldn't work. He was much happier when I took the job of cleaner of a holiday let in Punta Mujeres. The job was closer to home but not at all to my liking. He doesn't seem to mind my current position either, waitressing at a restaurant in Haría on Friday nights. It's a job from which I take little satisfaction. The clientele, mostly Northern Europeans, are gauche, and I struggle to smile at their banter.

Last night was especially bad; a drunken Frenchman's audacious pinch of my arm caused me to drop the plate of grilled fish I was carrying, the fish landing in the Frenchman's wife's lap. Unluckily for me, the proprietor of the restaurant, Eileen, whose warm heart usually calms her fiery temper, hadn't witnessed the scene, and berated me in the office out the back. It was as much as I could do not to walk out.

The rain eases. I lift Tibbles off my lap and go to the fridge, hoping a glass of milk might make me sleepy. The lit interior is a little emporium of leftovers and small treats. I can't help comparing it to my own, a stark representation of the lifestyle of the wife of an artist.

It occurs to me as I reach for a glass that I didn't know much about Celestino when I made the decision to be with him. I thought the mainstay of his creative life was the little paintings he sold at the local markets and the occasional exhibition. I found out much later that he was having a dry spell after losing his studio space to a property developer from Alicante, who bought the semi-derelict building to convert into holiday lets and turfed Celestino out. About that time, the local mayor offered up an artist-in-residence position for an indigenous painter. Celestino accepted: with qualms, with reticence, yet also with relief.

Gloria was toddling by the time Celestino found another studio. A British civil servant went broke when barely into the renovations of a former gofio mill and was finding the building impossible to sell. Celestino got wind of the place, and after some negotiations, the estate agent persuaded the owner to let one of the downstairs rooms. At the time, it seemed a heaven-sent gift.

My single example of the togetherness we've shared in the last two years, is one I contrived. The mill is a short walk from our home in Calle César Manrique. At lunchtimes, with Gloria in one hand and a basket of bread, cheese and fruit in the other, I amble down past the little covered market and town hall, and then take a detour through the plaza for the shade. At the end of the plaza I stop and wait for traffic to pass before making a dash to the mill on the next corner. Calle San Juan is one of the main routes through the village and never that pleasant to navigate by foot due to its narrowness and near total absence of pavements. There I stand, an English woman in her late-thirties with a small child, known to the village as Celestino's wife, neither a stranger nor accepted as one of the island's own, occupying a curious in-between place in the social fabric of the north, with my sandy hair, lightened by the sun and pinned back, limbs tanned, a large portion of my face obscured by my sunglasses.

I never go anywhere without my sunglasses. In the sunshine at any time of year I find the whitewash that coats just about every building on the island far too glary. I've become oversensitive. I never used to find the ubiquitous white so dazzling. Bearing a child seems to have changed me in unexpected ways.

I knock and push open the old mill house door—never locked when he is at work—and battle my way inside with our child and our lunch, always to find my husband absorbed before his easel, paintbrush poised, the accoutrements of his craft scattered all around him on benches and chairs. And when he sees me he stops, swings round and kisses first me, then Gloria. '¿Qué tal?' he asks, and I describe the little events of the past few hours: the laughter, the tears, the tantrums.

This morning, I drove to the studio instead and, leaving Gloria in the car, I dashed inside to make sure Celestino remembered when the party was due to start. He reassured me he wouldn't be late. His utterance seems far away from me, a lifetime ago, but I can still hear the hint of reproach in the tone. I picture him at the studio behind his easel, but it makes no sense that he'd still be there. More likely he's at home in bed, sound asleep after a good day's painting, not all turbulent inside like me. It's ungracious of me to think it, yet I can't understand why he didn't move heaven and earth to get to Máguez.

I take a long slow draught of my milk, feel the cool creaminess coat my mouth. Setting down my empty glass on the draining board, instead of somnolence it's annoyance I feel, almost exasperation over the way Celestino insists on living his life. I see in his passion a sort of wilful recalcitrance typical of the teenage boy, while berating myself for holding that view. After all, I chose him. I knew, even back in Ipswich as I prepared to leave my job and sell my house, what sort of life I faced in a village like Haría with an artist like Celestino.

On Lanzarote, the lot of the artist is made all the harder by a tourist market oriented to the light, the novel, the bargain, the memento of a short stay. Celestino's art is heavy, primal, and often confronting. He produces works to please himself, to honour his ancestors, not to cater to the tastes of holidaymakers. Fine art; I can accommodate that, or so I once thought. Besides, wasn't it my passion for the island, for the complete transformation of a life, and my yearning for something different that propelled me forwards, saw me relocating to make a go of things? Yet I knew nothing about Lanzarote beyond its tourist enclaves and its numerous museums and its stunning landscapes. I could have had no idea the impact Celestino's vehemently upheld indigenous identity and his resultant attitude to the status quo would have on our lives.

I rinse the glass and return to my seat. Listening to the relentless howl of the wind, I stare into the dark of the patio. Celestino's absence makes those early memories more present to me, one in particular, the first time I encountered in him not just the qualities of the politically motivated outsider, but the dark passion that comes with it.

 

It was a Saturday in February and we were at the Haría markets in the plaza. He'd scored a good pitch at the church end, in the dappled shade of one of the laurel trees. Me, an ungainly eight months pregnant with a baby neither of us was prepared for, was seated in a fold up chair, a loose cardigan wrapped around my belly, my face hidden behind newly acquired sunglasses. The plaza was filled with tourists ferried up by coach from the island's southern resorts. The trips were popular, the itinerary including a tour of César Manrique's last residence. The morning was sunny and warm, and most were out in their shirtsleeves. A musical duo were entertaining traders and browsers alike. Celestino's artworks were selling well. He'd knocked out a series of framed landscapes, for once broadly appealing and the price suited the average budget. His finer works, those larger paintings he created with enormous love and care, served more as stall decoration, a lure. Celestino was in a buoyant mood, engaging in pleasant banter in English and Spanish as he unzipped his belt pouch to add the euros. I sat back and smiled, fielding inquiries from the women who noticed my belly. Celestino joked I was good for trade.

By lunchtime, long queues had formed at the food stalls. The front of Celestino's stall was crowded as a result. He'd just begun to pull two of his paintings from the front edge of his display, when a boisterous teenager rammed into an old woman clutching a large bag. The woman toppled sideways and almost collided with a small child. In an effort to regain her balance, she reached out for Celestino's table. A watercolour landscape, one of Celestino's prized creations, toppled and crashed to the ground, the glass in the frame shattering, a shard tearing the paper.

There were the apologies and the woman offered to pay for the damage, but of course it was an accident and Celestino refused to accept recompense. These things happen, he said. But after that he was on guard and his mood darkened. A short while later, before he had a chance to recover from the loss, an enthusiastic couple came over and marvelled at his works, handling first one painting, then another. They quizzed Celestino on his methods, his background, his entire creative life story, then without making a purchase the woman handed Celestino a leaflet advertising an art exhibition, telling him he should get himself down to Arrecife to check it out.

The moment they were gone, Celestino crunched the leaflet in his hand and tossed it on the ground behind him. I was curious but it was too far for me to reach. Seeing my outstretched arm, he said, 'Leave it.' I was stunned. My distress must have shown on my face behind my sunglasses. Celestino qualified his remark, but not with the comforting platitude I'd anticipated. Instead he said, 'Bah! My work is as good as his.'

'Whose?'

'Diego Abarca. He isn't even a native.'

'Does it matter?'

'Of course, it matters. It matters a lot. Especially when he's made himself one of the DRAT brotherhood.'

'The DRAT brotherhood?' He made it sound like a conspiracy.

'El Departamento de Recreación, Arte y Tourismo. The Cabildo's champion,' he said with a dismissive flick of his hand. The Cabildo is Lanzarote's island government. 'DRAT was established to promote the island's culture. So how come Diego Abarco gets the funding? He's from Andalucia!'

He went on to explain from his acerbic perspective that DRAT had transmogrified over the decades into an arm of the power elite, concerned more with pomp and ceremony than supporting hard-working artists, especially those of the alternative scene in the island's north.

'Does Diego live in the south?' I asked.

'He lives in the pockets of the rich, Paula.'

I was left none the wiser. All I knew was, much to Celestino's transparent vexation and my private displeasure, the privileges, the patronage and the funding were largely denied him and he was left to labour on unsupported.

Although as the weeks slipped by, there were times I couldn't help suspecting the situation had more to do with his own bellicose attitude. Times when my evening would be taken up listening to him vent. 'The politicos have no interest in the arts. But they do like to decorate their jobs. You see, Paula, the international arts scene provides much better opportunities for them than anything local and grass roots.' I did see. I'd heard him say it many times before. His eyes would narrow, his lips curl around his words. Manrique had been a people's man too, champion of the island's unsung artists and architects. He would have been as incensed as Celestino to see how far from his own ideals some had taken things. I often have to remind myself of that.

I knew from the moment I moved into his house that he had an interest in fighting corruption, but in those early months while I was pregnant he devoted a great deal of his time to me and my needs. We were, after all, in love, but the birth of Gloria seemed to flick a switch in him and he reverted back to his old habits. Perhaps until then he hadn't quite trusted me. Maybe he felt excluded from my affections once I had a baby in arms. Whatever the reason, Celestino began to spend hours of every evening on his computer. And when he readied for bed, I was treated to a diatribe on the latest scandal in what I was quick to realise was a corruption culture second to none.

What's the point of perpetual indignation? I don't like to see him chewed up by it. Not when he has a wife and a daughter by his side. I wonder sometimes what matters to him most. If the sacrifice he's making, all three of us are making, is worth it. But he sees hope on the horizon, through the younger generations, those who, unlike their parents and grandparents, have travelled overseas and gained a university education. Their forebears might be submissive and averse to change, he would say, but the young are not. They even have their own political party: Somos. It is for the young that, when he isn't in his studio creating art, Celestino campaigns to expose the island's corruption. Name and shame is his motto. 'Corruption always makes the poor poorer and enriches the rich.' Seated there in my mother's kitchen, I can almost hear him say it.

The rain stops. I go and open the patio door. Out in the cool night air, raising my face to the wind, observing through a break in the cloud the stars in the night sky muted by the streetlights of the village, my frustrations give way to a sweeter memory, one long forgotten.

I was about seven months pregnant, all flushed and contented and filled with anticipation. It was a time when Celestino had delighted in my presence. At night, while we lay together in bed, he would stroke my hair and in a voice smooth and soft he'd tell me of the places he wanted to show me, special places hidden away. Most of all he spoke of a string of beaches on the coast of the island's south, the beaches of the ancient mountains of Los Ajaches, accessed via the little village of La Quemada. He would describe the first beach, how it lay at the foot of a secret valley carved out of the mountainside by an ancient barranco. An unspoilt and inaccessible place, part of one of the island's most protected areas. He said the beach was among the last remaining on the island where the waters were calm enough and safe for swimming. Where the tourism juggernaut had yet to reach. Lying beside him, feeling the soothing touch of his hand, his breath warm against my cheek, the little beach sounded like paradise. Once I even drifted to sleep and dreamed I was there.

He promised to show me, but I was too heavily pregnant to make my way along the steep and rocky path, and then the baby came and we never went.

Suddenly chilled, I close the door, vowing to myself we'll visit the little beach at the first opportunity, the moment Celestino comes back.





Tenesar

Hunger gnaws at my guts. I take a sip of water and eat half a protein bar from my meagre rations. It makes little difference. My shoulder vies with the throbbing in my calf, a competition of pain. The impact of the collision and the terror in the aftermath are stuck on replay in my head. It's a jolt, a wake-up call. I've got too close and they don't like it. Another part of me smiles in grim satisfaction. It'll all be worth it if I can get out of here alive.

At least the burns on my face and hands have eased, and the dog has gone. About mid-morning, I watched the scruffy, brown-haired beast head off up the track and disappear. Although he could be still out there, but he won't smell me on the wind; there's a light north-easterly blowing off the land.

I need to head outside, not least to relieve my bladder. First, I need some sort of weapon. Risking the noise, I hurl one of the crates at the wall. The impact loosens the nails' grip. Feeling the joints wobble, I put my good leg inside to hold the crate still and yank at a plank with my good arm, wrenching it free, leaving two rusty nails protruding from one end. Weapon in hand I ease open the door and step outside.

The ocean is still heavy after the storm, the tide high, waves crashing on the basalt reef, sending up fountains of spume. To the west, where the rock pools at the bottom of the cliff make for entertaining scrambling at low tide, the ocean thrashes. To the east the coastline arcs around a cliff. Facing the cliff and sheltered somewhat by the reef is a small beach of black sand.

Coursing up an incline to a low cliff, the village comprises about fifty small houses and huts arranged higgledy-piggledy around an arterial T intersection, one almost atop another. There's another house, nestled at the cliff base further west, and a few more sitting proud on rocky outcrops close to the waterline. At high tide, an occupant of one of those houses could cast a fishing rod out a sea-facing window.

Many of the buildings in the village are abandoned, others run down, the salty air eating into the whitewash, revealing the render in patches of speckled grey. It's the most inhospitable looking place, situated on the edge of a lava plain beside a barren volcano, but on a hot summer's day, when the island bakes, here is cool and secluded and families from nearby Tinajo come for weekend breaks and for the fishing.
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