














PRAISE for
THE TRUMPET LESSON


“An adventure of the heart set in the heart of Mexico: Guanajuato, the historic city of music and books, Diego Rivera’s childhood home, and rocket blasts into dazzling blue skies, a place where an avocado might hit you on the head or a papaya squish underfoot! Romain knows the secrets and wonders of this UNESCO World Heritage site, and she tells the story of Callie Quinn with aplomb.”


—C.M. MAYO, author of The Last Prince of the Mexican Empire


“Romain spins a tale of flight from truth-telling—truth-telling to others, truth-telling to one’s own heart—and of the harm this can do. Finely crafted, sensitively written, it is a story that will generate self-reflection.”


—THOMAS M. ROBINSON, DLitt, DSLitt, Professor Emeritus
of Philosophy and Classics, University of Toronto, and author
of Plato’s Psychology


“In this remarkable first novel, you will find yourself looking into your own secrets, lies, and losses as you journey with Callie, both internally and in the streets of Guanajuato, Mexico. Trust, honesty, family, loyalty, shame, and the power of music and love are sensitively explored in The Trumpet Lesson with elegant writing and deep empathy for the unusual cast of characters.”


—JUDITH JENYA, JD, MSW, founding director of Global
Children’s Organization and former adoption attorney


“With humor and exquisite tenderness, Dianne Romain vibrantly depicts the city of Guanajuato, the complexity of the human heart, and the struggle to forge true home and family. The Trumpet Lesson is really a lesson in loving and being loved. Prepare to be charmed.”


—STEPH KILEN, freelance writer and adjunct lecturer,
Carroll University


“As an adoptive mother I know the joy, profound loss, and gratitude that connects adoptive and birth families—a complexity of relationship honestly explored in The Trumpet Lesson.”


—SARAH LOVETT, author of the Dr. Sylvia Strange series


“The Trumpet Lesson follows midwesterner Callie Quinn as she seeks to ‘find her inner trumpeter’ while living in Guanajuato, Mexico. While struggling to learn a new instrument, Callie also ponders whether she should tell the world—or at least her closest friends—about secrets from her past. Guanajuato itself is also a star of the book, with its narrow and twisty callejón walkways, sparkling plazas, and the allure of its local mummies. Romain has written a thoroughly engrossing novel about family, friendships, music, and personal growth. A fantastic read!”


—TIM HEDLUND, banjo player and designer


“A beautiful story of a woman adapting to a foreign land, The Trumpet Lesson breathes with the authentic atmosphere of Guanajuato, colorful characters, how a trumpet lesson feels, musical lives, and plenty of philosophy. Bravo!”


—JOHN URNESS, soloist and principal trumpet of the State of
Mexico Symphony Orchestra
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For Sterling Bennett




One


AT THE BLAST, CALLIE QUINN STARTLED AND looked up from her rooftop terrace to see a puff of smoke high above her head. She turned, still shaken, toward the houses that stair-stepped up the opposite side of the ravine and focused in on the lime green one. Had Armando seen her?


She steadied herself. Soon another celebratory firework rocket would take off from the chapel, streak over her rooftop terrace, and explode above Guanajuato’s historic center. She imagined that rocket catching the sheet she was hanging, lifting it and her along with it. How she would soar through the sky! Exhilarating. She looked down to the floor of the canyon, where pedestrian plazas nestled among soft-hued colonial buildings. Exhilarating, yes. But a long way to fall.


NO answer. Armando Torres flipped his cell shut, paced back and forth across his studio, and then sat on the stone ledge of a tall, deep-set window. He patted a salsa rhythm on his conga. Quick, quick, slow. Quick, quick, slow. No response. None at all. He thumped the conga. He hadn’t been able to reach his love Claude in Paris, and now he couldn’t reach Callie. But at least he knew where she was. He tapped a drum roll. Doing her laundry. Which she should be leaving to Doña Petra. Why have a cleaning woman, if she wouldn’t let her clean?


He gave the conga a final pat and turned to peer across the ravine’s patchwork of houses. There she was on her rooftop stretching toward a billowing sheet. It looked like she had a scarf tied around her curls. He leaned out the window. Could it be the silk one Claude had helped him pick out the summer before in Paris? Green to match her eyes, the scarf was perfect for her. He had told her that. Not that it made a difference. She never wore it when they went out. He had even suggested that gentlemen might show her attention if she wore it. Not that they hadn’t checked her out before. Not surprising. She was nice to look at. And young looking. He turned to look at himself in the mirror. Well, not as young looking as he was. He leaned toward the mirror, patted his curls, and then stood back to look again. Of course, he looked young. He pulled himself up to his full six feet. He was only thirty. Same as Claude. And she was … goodness … maybe fifty! Anyway, he wouldn’t mind if she went out. Once in a while. Still, he hadn’t said anything about men paying her attention until he had given her the scarf. The next time she’d met him for dinner, she had covered herself in beige, including a muffler wrapped around her throat and curls, as if she were a mummy. He shrugged. Ni modo. Never mind. So she wore his gift to do the laundry. At least there on her rooftop she wasn’t afraid to live.


A rocket shot up from the chapel below Callie’s property. He watched her jump when it blasted. Then he turned to take in the poster over the foot of his daybed, the one of Claude bowing his cello. “Claude,” he whispered, “where are you?” He looked for help from his statue of the Virgin de Guadalupe. Recalling the nuns saying that rocket blasts open the skies for prayer, he crossed himself and made a wish.


When the next rocket took off, he turned to watch Callie startle again at the blast. He shook his head. Five years in Guanajuato, and she still had not learned to listen for the telltale swoosh of an ascending rocket.


He dialed her number again and called across the canyon: “Contesta el teléfono, Calabacita.” Answer the phone, Little Squash.


WHEN she heard the phone, Callie, determined to finally answer in time, left a towel hanging from one clothespin in her rush to get across her rooftop terrace, down the spiral stairs to the entry terrace, and then through the French doors into her dining area. Still, she paused before answering, her heart racing.


When she picked up the phone, it was Armando, complaining that his maldita answering machine had garbled the message his Parisian love had left the night before and, on top of that, he hadn’t been able to reach him all morning. Then he scolded her for hanging her laundry. She would be late meeting him in Plaza Mexiamora to search for Tavelé.


Claude would call back, she told him, and she would get to Mexiamora on time. That is, she said to herself when climbing back up the stairs, if she didn’t have to go looking for a towel that had blown away.


She hurried to finish attaching the towel, knowing the phone would ring again. Armando never seemed to complete a conversation in one session or even in two. Three was the charm of Armando. She’d first experienced that habit of his when he appeared at her terrace door wanting French grammar lessons. Caught in the middle of her Saturday chores, her hair full of dust and her books in a pile, she had been reluctant to take on a French student, even one with an endearing Parisian accent. She had more than enough work as a translator. And, besides, she felt uncomfortable around strangers. After she’d turned him away as politely as possible, he’d knocked again, saying he’d forgotten to add that he was an emissary from her aunt Ida. Still, she had resisted. And so he went away, only to knock again a moment later. “But I haven’t told you why I must study French grammar.” He slipped a couple of sticks from his shoulder bag, tapped a drum roll on her door, and said, “Pour l’amour, Madame la Professeure. Pour l’amour.” A young man who wanted to learn grammar because of love. Well, what could she have done but invite him in? And so she had taught him grammar, and he had carried out her aunt’s mission of getting her out of the house, often to search for Tavelé, that rascal street dog he had adopted, and who had, for the umpteenth time, run off, as usual on a Saturday afternoon, giving them an excuse for a Sunday walk. Not that she needed an excuse to spend time with Armando, whom she held dear, as much, she knew, because of his irritating fits as for his charm.


SHE had just finished pinning the towel when the phone rang again. This time she answered right away, still out of breath from her rush to the phone.


Armando began by teasing her about jumping at rocket blasts. “How about,” he said, “learning to listen for the takeoffs by the twenty-first century? That would give you two more years.” That’s why he had called, he said, and then, trying to make it sound like an afterthought, he asked her, not for the first time, to call Paris hospitals. “Claude must have slipped into the Seine. Or tumbled from la Tour Eiffel. Some awful accident. Like the ones that killed your husbands.”


She tried to calm him down. “But, remember, my husbands and their accidents are fictional.”


He continued as if he hadn’t been listening. “And all of them dead before giving you a child. Quel dommage. What a pity. No children. No grandchildren to play with.”


Her heart began to race. No child. No grandchildren. He had never come up with that before. “Armando, you’re getting carried away. Perhaps I should stop telling the stories.” Her voice sounded shaky. Would he notice?


“Non, non, non, non, non. J’adore tes maris.” He loved her husbands, he said, switching into French, as he did when he wanted to impress something on her. “Don’t I pray for their souls? And, besides, your stories aren’t giving me ideas. Accidents happen all the time in real life, as you must know, given your warnings about what could happen to Tavelé if I don’t start keeping him on a leash. And Claude? What has happened to him? Is he dead—or something worse? I’d rather not know.” So Armando said and hung up.


Callie stood looking into the receiver. Something worse than death? She shook her head. Funny. She replaced the receiver. And yet not so funny. Armando once again imagining Claude with another man.


She had just opened the terrace door when Armando called again, this time wanting to know how she had gotten to the phone so quickly the time before. “You have no business rushing down a spiral stairway. You might fall, and there you would be, alone, crumpled on your terrace. How could you do that me?”


CHURCH bells rang while she put the laundry basket away and wiped the washer. The bells had started at dawn. As had the drum and bugle bands. And the rocket blasts. In celebration of some saint’s day. She didn’t know which one. The only festival day she knew for sure was December 12, Guadalupe Day. On that day, she would take time off to watch the children—the boys dressed in white and the girls in colorful skirts and embroidered blouses—walking hand in hand with their parents up the hill to the temple of Guadalupe, carrying baskets of fruit for the Mexican Virgin.


She went to the railing and looked again toward the house where Armando lived. When he had described her crumpled on the terrace, she had heard him tapping, not as erratically as at his most anxious, but still worrisome. She had tried to reassure him. She would not fall, they would find Tavelé, and Claude would call. She also suggested that he talk to the Virgin, which she had learned helped calm him down, especially, it seemed, when he talked to the Virgin de Guadalupe. She thought again of the children hand in hand with their parents climbing the hill to the temple. As a little boy Armando must have celebrated Guadalupe Day, too. Someone at the orphanage would have dressed him in white, drawn a mustache on his face, and given him a basket of fruit for the Virgin. Even so, it was sad. Who would have held his hand? Still, like her aunt Ida said, there was no point in dwelling on the past.




Two


CALLIE STEPPED INTO THE PASSAGE BY HER HOUSE. Then she paused and cocked her head to one side, listening. Was that the phone? Surely not Armando again. Nor her aunt. Or her mother, who preferred letters and sent them in fragile envelopes with red and blue trim. She hadn’t heard from her mother for a while. Still it could be someone else. It could be her, she told herself, even after all these years. She pictured the young woman, as she had so many times before, a rolled yoga mat over her shoulder, looking serene. Allowing herself a breath of hope, she stepped back inside. But by the time she had crossed the entry terrace and unlocked the dining area doors, the phone had stopped ringing. Shaking off disappointment—it was, she assured herself, better this way—she returned to the entry terrace and stepped back outside.


The cobblestone path sloped alongside her house, then became a stairway, then a slope with a few stairs, and so on down the canyon side to the center of town. Guanajuato. A maze of pedestrian inclines and stairways so narrow in places she could reach out her arms and touch the buildings lining both sides. Not a city of frogs, as the name Guanajuato implied. But a city of callejones. That’s the term everyone used, even English-speaking transplants, because there was no single suitable English word for callejón. Alley, the usual translation, would not do. Pedestrians shared callejones with dogs and donkeys, and even, on occasion, with a motorcycle delivering pizza, but never with cars. Cars were confined to the Panorámica, a ribbon of road cut into the hills surrounding the canyon; to the tunnels through the ridges; to the few narrow streets up the sides of the canyon and along the bottom of it; and to the mysterious Subterránea, a deeper-level street that wound through the center, sometimes between historic foundations, sometimes under them, and that hid a river even deeper below.


Most people lived on a callejón where negotiating stairs became a way of life. They weren’t that easy to manage either, given the cobblestones—and the dog poop. Some of it left by that rascal Tavelé, no doubt. She had to be careful not to slip or trip on the stairs. And there were lots of them. She looked down the callejón. One hundred from her place to Plaza Mexiamora alone. She’d already walked down and up them that morning, to and from the Sunday market. Still, she was ready for more, given that Armando had canceled their walk the week before. He had been sick. Something he ate. She stood a little straighter. She had not fallen ill from food once since moving to Mexico.


She pulled her entry door shut. When she turned the key, the lock felt funny, like a part was loose. She should ask Armando to have someone check it for her. But not now, there was something more important she needed to say to him.


She bowed her head to watch her feet while descending the stairs. Something more important. Yes. Something to help Armando calm down. That was more important. And she could do it. Calm him down. Something she never could do with her father. Oh, well. He had had her mother for that. And why was she thinking of her father, anyway? His sulks at some imagined slight would cloud their house for days, even with her mother’s care. And his grudges. He never let go of them. She shuddered. Not at all like Armando, who never stayed angry for long. A walk with her would bring him out of his darkest mood. She was the only one who could brighten his day. At least with respect to Claude. No one else in town knew about Claude. But it was time they did. And time she got up her courage to tell Armando so. She’d thought about it often enough. How Armando would calm down for good, if he could just be open about Claude. As she walked along, she rehearsed what to say to Armando. Don’t just meet Claude in Paris or even Veracruz. Invite him to Guanajuato. Stroll through the central plaza. Come out. She stopped. She would look him in the eyes when she said that. She gazed again at her feet and went on. Some people will make awkward jokes. You can handle that. Some will pray for you. It wouldn’t be the first time. Some will feel hurt you were not open before. Don’t let that stop you. Straighten up. Get a life. Oh, dear, she was getting carried away. She should stay calm. But what had Claude told Armando last week? À cœur vaillant rien d’impossible. To a brave heart, nothing is impossible. A message that Claude had waited long enough? Well, he had. It was over five years since Armando had left Paris to stay with Guanajuato’s elderly symphony conductor, Maestro Chávez, after his wife died. And though he regularly returned to Paris, he had not once invited Claude to visit Guanajuato. “Too far,” wasn’t that what Armando had told her he’d made out from Claude’s message the night before? Well, Paris and Guanajuato were too far apart for frequent visits. What young man wouldn’t become impatient? It was time Armando spoke up. He might regret it if he didn’t. And she? Quiet Callie. Did she regret not speaking up? No. Her case was different.


She paused a moment and looked up. Why not another husband story? Armando loved the husbands, after all. And her stories about them had worked before to teach a lesson with a light touch. The husbands. So they called them, “husbands” being short for “husbands-to-be.” Twenty-six of them, one for every letter of the alphabet. She had first named them after mathematicians. Then for sailors across the globe. Then Armando had suggested Biblical names. When they got to N and Armando suggested “Noah,” she had blurted out, “No, Noah wasn’t one of them.” Then she had caught herself and said, “Oh, yes, of course. Noah. Noah’s Ark.” She had rambled on about the animals, two by two. It was a good name, wasn’t it? Noah. Yes, indeed. Armando hadn’t seemed to notice anything odd in her response. Still she had not suggested they rename the husbands again after that. But she had continued with the stories. It would have seemed strange if she hadn’t.


So which husband would it be today? Perhaps the one who got locked in the wine closet the day they were to wed. She had never known for sure if he was hiding that day or just wanted a glass or two of his favorite Château Margaux. He often passed the time in the closet. No one but he and his wine steward knew of its whereabouts. Not even she, his intended, though he had said he had a surprise for her on their wedding night. Unfortunately, the wine steward was off in Bordeaux, and by the time they found the closet behind the bookshelves in her fiancé’s study, it was too late. He had been pale, but smiling.


She glanced down the callejón and saw a pair of Jehovah’s Witnesses talking with a neighbor at the foot of the stairs. If they cornered her, she would be late for sure meeting Armando. Luckily, from the looks of it, they hadn’t seen her, and they wouldn’t, if she was quick. She ran down a few more stairs and entered a passage she had avoided since she had encountered escaped geese there, flapping their wings, thrusting out their necks, and honking hysterically. She paused a moment to catch her breath, then went on. Better to risk the geese than be cornered by Jehovah’s Witnesses.


What was it with them, anyway? No matter how many times she said she was not interested, they kept knocking at her door. Maybe she should put up a “We are Catholics” sign, as Armando had suggested. Her father would turn over in his grave, having given up Catholicism and the drink for her mother. But then he had not seen Catholicism as practiced in Mexico. The festivals with rockets, carnival rides, and Aztec dancers.


That gave her an idea. What if the Jehovah’s Witnesses were to dance like Aztecs to her door, rattling seedpod ankle bracelets and shimmering peacock feather headdresses? Then she would invite them in. But not as they were. Smug ladies in nylons and pumps. Well-washed young men in shirts and ties. All of them seeking some vulnerability to exploit.


They never asked what she needed. Not that she needed anything. She could take care of herself. It was a simple question of keeping her house in order and meeting her translation deadlines. But what about Armando? If they really wanted to help, they could convince him to come out.


As she approached the property where the geese had lived, she slowed and held her breath, but the passage was clear. In fact, the whole place looked different. The yard, which had been bare, was alive with wild marigolds and cosmos. A new ornate iron fence ran along the callejón.


Odd, putting up an expensive fence. Most properties were walled in the colonial fashion. Only the very poor fenced their yards, and then it was with battered chicken wire or rusty bed springs. She leaned forward. The front door was open, but the house sat too far back for her to see inside.


A low, guttural sound came from within. She jumped. Could the geese be in there? She turned away and took a step down the callejón. Whatever it was sounded again, but more smoothly this time and in a different pitch. She tilted her head to one side. Not geese. But something familiar. And then it came to her. Someone was playing the trumpet. “Pedal tones” her father had called the low bass tones. To Callie and her mother, they were the sound of safety.




Three


ALREADY IN THE PLAZA WHEN CALLIE ENTERED, Armando ran over to kiss her on the cheek before blurting out, “Tavelé disappeared following a lady with a cake on her head!”


A lady with a cake on her head. Callie smiled thinking how odd that would have sounded to her before moving to Guanajuato where people balanced all manner of things on their heads, including, as was likely in this case, a frosted sheet cake resting on a piece of cardboard. She recalled, too, how risky those balancing acts once looked to her.


“Un gateau, Chou.” Armando tapped the top of his head with one of his drumsticks. “Sur la tête.” He held the sticks two feet apart. “A cake this big on her head.”


Her gaze lingered on the dark circles under his eyes. He looked more worried than usual when he couldn’t reach Claude. He would feel better if Claude were here. But it didn’t seem like the time to say so—or even to bring up a husband story, not with Armando looking so sad. He might end up feeling worse. Better to focus on Tavelé. If she couldn’t bring Claude and Armando together, she could at least distract him from the anxiety of their separation. “Where was the woman with the cake?”


He directed a stick toward the south side of the plaza. “Over there.”


She wanted to ask how in the world the woman got out of his sight, but her throat felt tight. She would sound accusatory. Still, he should keep Tavelé near, the way she did when Tavelé stayed with her. It was the height of the summer rains, after all. He would regret it if Tavelé were carried off in a flash flood. Oh, dear, she had once said that, and not with good results. But it bothered her, the risks Armando took. Now her entire chest felt tight. She needed to get off this line of thought. She sighed. This wasn’t the first time Tavelé had spent a night on the town. Before Armando adopted him, he was a true callejonero, born and raised in the callejones. A rascal and a charmer. Someone would have taken him in. Maybe the woman with the cake herself. She felt her chest relax. But how did Tavelé get out of Armando’s sight? She raised her hands to the sides of her head and wobbled them there, as if holding a jiggling sheet cake.


“Was the bakery woman jogging?”


“With a cake on her head?” He laughed and made a little check in the air with a stick.


She shrugged and held her hands out, palms up. “So … ?”


“A boy had fallen off the fountain rim, Chou. I stopped to see if he was all right.”


Armando jumped on the fountain and started walking around, his arms and the sticks held out from his sides for balance.


She started walking beside him, feeling protective, but trying to look nonchalant. She had to think of a story. “Hmm. Did I ever tell you about the husband who used chopsticks for balancing after dining on Mandarin duck?”


“Like this,” he said, scraping his sticks together as if cleaning them and then holding them straight out on both sides of his body.


“Well, yes, but it can be dangerous, you know, climbing with chopsticks. After that evening I never ate duck again. In fact, I became a vegetarian.”


Armando continued walking around the fountain. “So what happened?”


“Well, it was such a lovely evening that he wanted to walk, and so he asked the limo driver to follow us.”


“Limo driver?”


“Yes, that intended was wealthy. I didn’t discriminate, you see. Gave my hand as freely to a banker as to a bohemian. You remember the one who lived on rice in a garret, don’t you?”


“Didn’t he fall, too?”


“Stretching out too far to see la Tour Eiffel. I was in the room below, putting on my gown. I heard him cry ‘Je t’aime’ as he passed by.”


“Men who love you seem unusually susceptible to falling.”


“I suppose you’re right.” Her father had fallen, too, but that was a different kind of story.


“And the rich guy?”


“He was crooning ‘Singing in the Rain,’ conducting himself with his chopsticks.”


“Didn’t you say it was a lovely evening?”


“Well, if you like rain, as he did, and I didn’t mind. It was a soft rain. No thunder or lightning.”


He stopped a moment. “And so?”


She stopped walking, too. “He had on an ankle-length gabardine coat, and when he stepped up onto a retaining wall to continue his serenade from on high, he tripped on his coat and fell. His engraved chopsticks did him in.”


“On your wedding day, I suppose.”


“Not quite. The night before.”


“Well, all right, I get the message.” He jumped down from the fountain, put his sticks in his shoulder bag, and took out a bottle of water, which he handed to Callie. “Have a drink on me.”


She scanned the plaza while taking sips. On the near side, a vendor sat behind a card table stacked with wrapped candies and little plastic bags of freshly made potato chips. On the far side, beyond the fountain, children gathered around an English tutor and her portable blackboard.


She put the bottle in her backpack. “Was the candy stand here yesterday?”


“No. Neither was the English teacher.”


“Well, someone must have seen Tavelé. Have you checked with the people in the copy shop or the grocery?”


“Everyone was watching the boy who had fallen. I tell you, Chou. He looked dead.”


She gasped. “Dead!”


“He was fine, Chou. Jumped right up when his mother arrived. But until then all eyes were upon him.”


“Then you don’t know if Tavelé followed the woman carrying the cake or someone else?”


“I know Tavelé, Choucita. It was orange cake with cream cheese frosting. His favorite.”


“And here all along I thought his favorite was vanilla.”


He laughed and made another check in the air.


A gust of wind swirled through the plaza, lifting dust and candy wrappers. She hunched her shoulders and crossed her arms. “Should we call off the search?”


He put his hands on her shoulders and looked in her eyes. “I need your help.”


Lightning split the sky above their heads.


The roar in her head matched the ensuing thunder. Yes, he needed her help. But he would not take her advice. If he used a leash, like she had suggested more than once, Tavelé would not have run off. She felt her throat constrict again. She shook herself. Here she was again on the verge of chastising Armando, when she just wanted him to be happy. What was wrong with her?


The first four notes of Beethoven’s Fifth sounded from his shoulder bag. He flung it open, and pawed around inside, handing her the sticks, sheets of music, a half-eaten chocolate bar, a compact umbrella, and Du côté de chez Swann, before pulling out the cell. “Bueno.” He listened a while, laughing, and then nodded his head. “Oui, à Veracruz.” He clicked off the phone, did a pirouette, and said, “Claude’s meeting me in Veracruz. I’ll be there at least all of July and the first week of August. Claude, too. If I can get a ticket, I’ll leave after Friday’s concert, so I’ll have a few days there in June, too. That way I can find the perfect hotel by the time Claude arrives.”


She smiled. As usual on hearing Claude’s voice, Armando had made a spontaneous recovery from catastrophizing.


He took his things from Callie and stuffed them back into his bag. “It’ll be pouring soon. You need to get home.”


“But … but what about Tavelé?”


He kissed her on both cheeks. “Don’t worry, Chou.” Then he took off, calling back over his shoulder. “He always finds shelter somewhere.” He was in such a rush, he returned only three times. First, to tell her again that Doña Petra should be doing her laundry. Then, to say he needed to talk with her about a personnel problem in the orchestra. And finally, to insist she take his umbrella. No, he didn’t need it. He would outrun the rain.


She stood there, looking at the umbrella and pondering Armando’s sudden change of course, which even for him seemed surprising. But was it so surprising? Hadn’t it been Claude, not Tavelé, who had triggered Armando’s anxiety all along? When she looked up, she noticed a line of teenage girls wearing backpacks with rolled sleeping bags and carrying what looked like trumpet cases. They came into the plaza along one callejón, rounded the corner, and went out of sight up the callejón of the geese. At the end of the line and carrying only a bouquet of lilies was a tall, lithe woman who looked vaguely familiar, apart from her soft downy curls with corkscrew tips that glowed copper when a stream of sunlight broke through the clouds. The woman, happening to glance beyond Callie, froze. Callie followed her gaze and saw she was staring at Armando, who was exiting the plaza. When she turned back, she saw the woman disappear up the callejón.


Why did that young woman freeze on seeing Armando? He wouldn’t hurt a fly. And, besides, the woman looked like she could handle anything. Her posture exuded confidence. And her hair. Daring. And elegant, as if styled for the Ebony Fashion Fair. Her boots, flowing black skirt, and fitted teal jacket were elegant, too. Armando would love her style. Callie shrugged. So the woman had rushed off after seeing him. She was probably just trying to keep up with the girls. Who were they? Not local students. That was for sure. Not with their quick-dry shorts and hiking boots. She heard her mother’s voice. Curiosity killed the cat. Well, this cat was in no danger of getting close enough to be killed. Still, no harm in following them. She would get home just as quickly. And maybe she would find Tavelé. She hastened her pace. He had loved barking at the geese. He could be there now, looking for them.


This time at the house where the geese had lived, she heard several trumpets. Well, they got right down to it. Must still have their backpacks on. They hadn’t taken the time to close the gate either. Was Tavelé inside? She crept through the gate. No need to talk to the young woman or the girls.


She had never felt comfortable meeting new people. One summer during her college years, she had trained to sell vacuums door to door. She learned the spiel easily enough, but when the day came to begin sales, she’d retreated to a park across from the first house. She’d sat cross-legged under a tree all morning repeating “nothing ventured, nothing gained” and then quit at lunch.


That was a long time ago. But she could still feel the prickly grass and her legs unwilling to uncross. They would be stiffer now. She sighed. Well, she didn’t need to knock here. The door was wide open. She could see the young woman and one of the girls seated at a music stand. Both with raised trumpets. The young woman would play a note, and then the girl would play it. When the girl’s note sounded weak or wobbly, the young woman would point to her ear and play the note again. The girl’s next note would sing out pure and clear. I could watch them all day, Callie thought, and then reminded herself she was there for Tavelé. All she had to do was whistle and if he was there, he would come running. She made a loop with her thumb and middle finger, the way her father had taught her, and raised it to her lips. Then she froze. The trumpet teacher would surely come out, too.


But she should try. For Armando. Besides, it was time she got over her nerves about strangers. She leaned toward the door, and then drew back when she felt her heart hammering against her ribs. What was wrong with her? She had nothing to be afraid of. No need to take flight. Even if she had seen the woman before somewhere, she had not let her down in any way. Not her. She knew that, though her breath caught, recalling the young woman’s complexion, the color of caramel.


Scattered raindrops began falling again. She opened the umbrella and held it in front of her as she made her escape, backwards, through the gate.




Four


CALLIE HAD NO SOONER GOTTEN HOME THAN Armando had called. Luckily, given the sporadic sprinkles and her laundry still hanging, the conversation had been short. He only wanted to report, laughing, that Claude had said he was handsome—for a drummer. She had laughed, too, delighted with Armando’s good mood and pleased that she would get her linens down before the deluge.


She lifted a pillowcase from the basket and shook it, looking around the rooftop laundry room while she did so. Everything on the storage shelves needed attention. The two-foot-tall stone angel, for instance. One of Juanito’s recent sales. She eyed the wing tip that had chipped off. Secure it with Elmer’s glue? No way it would hold. She held the pillowcase with one hand and reached out with the other toward a mirror in a hand-painted tin frame. She touched the crack along the top of the mirror. Juanito’s first sale. She recalled that day when Juanito came knocking on her door. She had opened the high peep window in her terrace door and, at first, had thought no one was there. But then she looked down and saw the little neighbor boy who had led her to the philosopher’s house, now her house. Then just seven years old and already a salesman, the boy offered the mirror as if it were a prize—granted, one that came with a price. “No pasa nada,” he had said, when she touched the crack. The crack wouldn’t be a problem. She couldn’t help but agree and gave him a fifty-peso bill, which he had kissed, and then he’d made the sign of the cross. He called out, “Gracias, Señora, gracias,” when he left.


She wiped her dusty fingers on her pants and then folded the sheet. If she were still living in Chicago, she would pile the angel, the mirror, and Juanito’s other sales into her aunt’s car and drive away to Goodwill. But here, on her callejón, someone would have to carry them off. Juanito would be sure to find out. And he had been so proud of his sales. Especially the stone angel, which he had managed to get to her house using Armando’s dolly. Besides, if she did get rid of Juanito’s sales, wouldn’t she miss seeing them? Chipped, cracked, or paint-splattered, each, in its own way, touched her heart.


She folded the pillowcase and took out another. There were still boxes of the philosopher’s books gathering dust. The philosopher had left everything when she moved out. Clothes hanging in the closets. Staples in the pantry. Books on the shelves. Slippers under the bed. Her toothbrush by the bathroom sink. Her things had been part of the deal. “If you take the house, you must take everything,” the philosopher had said. She was moving to a mountain village in the neighboring state of Michoacán or, as she put it, “crossing the border to Buddhism.”


She had not seen the philosopher since the day she left with only the clothes on her back, but she had received a postcard from her every summer inviting her to the yearly silent retreat. Callie snapped the pillowcase, folded it, and lined it up over the other one. If she ever fled across the border to Buddhism, she would not leave everything for someone else to take care of.


She shook out a sheet, folded it, and placed it on the pillowcases. Still, the philosopher’s washer had come in handy, as had her furniture and dishes. She’d enjoyed leafing through the philosopher’s books and had found herself lingering over love in Plato’s Symposium. And though she would have been happy with no decorations other than the periodic table she had brought with her, she had kept the philosopher’s collection of masks, and even her life-sized straw animals. She shuddered, remembering the look the jaguar had given her when she placed him and his coyote and baboon friends on the terrace for Juanito to sell. She had acquiesced and, for better or worse, they had kept her company since.


She took out another sheet. She had kept Juanito’s grandmother Doña Petra on, too, though she had balked at having someone else clean her house. Cleaning was personal. And, besides, it provided physical activity to balance hours at the computer. But Doña Petra had been part of the deal. “She needs the work,” the philosopher said. “You have the income to do your part.” The next year, when she got the idea to encourage Doña Petra, then sixty-six, to retire with full salary, Doña Petra had accused her of trying to run her off. So Doña Petra had stayed, and now, Callie knew if Doña Petra was to retire, she would miss her touch, too.


When she stretched out her arm to fold the sheet, she knocked something off the shelf. She gathered the sheet back and leaned over to look. There it was again. The package still wrapped in brown paper, tied with twine, and decorated with a sprig of lavender. What had Jacob been thinking, stopping by to give her the gift the morning she left Chicago for Mexico? Their relationship had been over for some months. Unequivocally over, in fact. She placed the package back on the shelf and sighed. She would never in her lifetime figure out what to do with it.


But she could finish the linens. After folding the sheet and arranging the stack as it should be, the sheets on the bottom and the pillowcases on top, she smoothed the top of the stack and leaned down to breathe in its fragrance of sunlight. Then she stood back and frowned. Doña Petra would be disappointed to find the laundry done. But with the rain so unpredictable, she really had to get it washed and dried while she could. Still, she had no excuse for folding it. One by one, she flipped the sheets open and crumpled them into the basket.


THE entry bell sounded a moment after her aunt Ida called. “I won’t keep you,” her aunt said. “I was just looking through some photos and found one of you in a smock. I thought you might like to have it.”


She held her breath. A smock. She had worn one for months when staying with her aunt. Was that the one?


“You’re about nine years old and straddling a branch in that old oak tree behind your folks’ house,” her aunt said. “You’re wearing Mary Janes and reading a book. Your father’s standing below laughing up at you.”


She recalled the bark against her bare legs, her father’s arms when she slid into them. She let out her breath. Just one of her aunt’s reminders of good times with her father. Well, she hadn’t been a threat to his ego at nine years old. She could give him that.


The bell rang again. She looked through the windows over her desk. Raindrops bounced off the patio tiles.


“The bell …”


“I’ll let you go,” her aunt said.


She pulled her sweater closer. “Is Mother okay? I haven’t heard from her.”


“I’ve never seen her so gay. Did I tell you she’s been coming to our Wednesday morning coffee klatch? That makes five of us bald-faced Democrats in Farmtown.”


“‘Bald-faced,’ you say. I suppose you’ll have Armando using that expression next.”


“You taught him French grammar, and I teach him Midwest talk.”


She laughed. “And what do you mean five of you? Has mother come out as a Democrat?” She remembered her mother’s nervous phone call after Aunt Ida had taken her to meet Farmtown’s three other liberals in a popular café on the town square. “She would not keep her voice down,” her mother had said. “A sixty-five-year-old. You would think she would know better.” Still, Callie had thought she detected a hint of secret pleasure in her mother’s description of local businessmen choking on their coffee at Aunt Ida’s praise for the Canadian health care system.


“Say out loud she’s a Democrat? Not your mother. But that doesn’t stop her from attending our meetings. As a matter of fact …”


The bell sounded again. “Someone’s at the door.”


“Well, you go on now.”


“But you were about to say?”


“It’ll keep.”


Callie opened the door from her bedroom to the patio and frowned at the water streaming down the stone stairway that connected the patio to the entry terrace above. The rain had begun in earnest and she had, as all too often, left her umbrella upstairs.


The ringing had stopped when she, curls pasted to her scalp, opened the peep window and saw the top of Juanito’s head.


She tried to turn the key in the lock, but it stuck. “Momentito,” she called through the window. She jiggled the key and tried again. It turned with ease. Maybe she wouldn’t have to call Armando about changing the lock after all.


“Come in.” She pulled the door open. “Come in.”


“I have something to show you,” he said, taking off his backpack on the way into the dining area. He unzipped it, his eyes sparkling with excitement.


She crossed her fingers and made a wish. Not another item for the storage shelves.


“Look, a trumpet.” Juanito pulled the instrument from his pack.


She smiled. So it was.


“Do you like it?” Juanito said. “It’s pretty. Isn’t it?” He held it up in front of her, turning it from side to side. “Not a dent on it.”


She laughed and reached out, then held back. If she touched it, she might buy it. “Beautiful.”


“It works, too.” He held the trumpet to his mouth, puffed out his cheeks, and produced a blast that rivaled the thunder.


“So it does.” Could she learn to call Tavelé with it? She took the instrument.


“Do this,” Juanito said. He closed his lips and stuck the tip of his tongue out and then quickly back in with a puff of breath, as if he were flicking something off it.


Someone pounded at the door. That had to be Armando. He never rang the bell. She put the trumpet under her arm and went to let him in.


Armando frowned at the trumpet. “What are you doing with that piece of junk?”


“You never know when a trumpet will come in handy,” she said, and bought it.




Five


CALLIE WOKE IN THE DARK, HER MOUTH DRY, CHEST stiff, heart pounding, and she was panting as if she had been running a long time. The dream again. The starched white cap and heavy cross on a silver chain. The nurse looming over her. Whispering, “You little slut.”


Her aunt’s advice came to her again. No point in dwelling on the past. She focused on the driving rain. Thick arcs of water spilling from the rooftop gargoyles, splashing through the avocado tree to the patio. Streams of water rippling down the stairs to the garden. Flowing down the callejones. Finding its way to the vault-covered river that wound underneath the city center.


Everything would change by the morning. No dust coating the trees. No litter in the callejones. No pools of stagnant water in the stream beds. All would be fresh. She got out of bed, went to stand under the avocado tree, and lifted her face to the rain.


THE next morning, she woke to see the sky shining blue through glistening leaves. She stretched her arms over her head and yawned. Armando had been happy the night before. He even cut short his usual lecture about spoiling Juanito to tell her the good news: he had his ticket for Veracruz and had already called Claude to let him know. Claude had also complimented his French. So what if he now sounded like a character out of a nineteenth-century novel. Oh, not to worry. Claude said his grammar was perfecto, perfect, parfait. He whisked a CD of Ella Fitzgerald singing Cole Porter from his shoulder bag and gave it to her. “Pour toi, mon chou.” Before he left, he pulled out a thick stack of flyers. “You wouldn’t mind handing these out, would you?”


She showered, lathered her face in sunscreen, and dressed in her usual brown skirt, white top, wheat shirt, and Birkenstock sandals. In the kitchen making tea, she hummed along to Fitzgerald singing “It’s All Right with Me.” On the way out the door, she caught a glimpse of the trumpet reflecting the morning light. She lingered a moment. She could take it along. Blow it like the Pied Piper. Attract a following of stray dogs, barking and sniffing in her wake.


Partway down the callejón, a string of men carrying bags of cement across their shoulders overtook her.


“Chamba?” mumbled Nacho, the neighborhood carrier who organized delivery of construction materials and helped neighbors with other heavy items.


“No work today. Sorry.” Maybe he could move the stone angel. But not right now. She needed to get to work on her translation, and first she must hand out the flyers about Tavelé.


As she continued down the callejón, she regretted not having told that lovely trumpet teacher about Tavelé the evening before. If he had shown up, she would have known to call. And if not, she could have been on the lookout. Best to go right in this morning. The teacher and the girls would be so busy with each other they wouldn’t have time for conversation with her. Why hadn’t she thought of that the day before? Oh, well. Now that she had the flyers, it would be easier to find something to say. All she had to do was show the flyer and translate it, if necessary. What had Armando written this time? She translated as she read.


Lost dog. Brown with black stripes. Short hair. His complete name is Tavelé Martin Torres Ruelle, but he answers to Tavelé (pronounced “Tav lay”). He’s very social and doesn’t bite. He likes orange cake, roast chicken, and the songs of Cole Porter. If you find him, please take care of him and call Maestro Armando Miguel Torres García. Cell: 044 473 100 3478. A reward of one hundred pesos.


A reward of one hundred pesos. She paused and looked down the hill for Nacho. Gone. Too bad she hadn’t thought of him earlier. She started walking and then paused again. What if the girls weren’t there and she had to make conversation with the trumpet teacher? What would she say? She could tell her she just bought a trumpet. That her father had played, but she was thinking of using hers to round up stray dogs. She imagined the young woman laughing and then felt her face redden. Talking about herself would be silly. She was going there for Armando, not for herself. And why would that striking young teacher care about her anyway? She started walking again. She had to watch herself. Stick to her plan. Her breath started coming more quickly as she approached the iron gate. She stopped a few steps away. What had she decided to say? She took a flyer out of her backpack, her hands shaking. Oh, yes, just translate the words. That would be easy enough. She took another step toward the gate. Her knees felt a little weak. Think of how happy Armando will be when he sees Tavelé, she told herself and reached the gate without stopping again. But when she got there, it was locked with a padlock on the outside. No one would be at home. Her hands still shaking, she rolled up the flyer and lodged it in an ornamental curl of iron. By the time she got down to Plaza Mexiamora she had stopped shaking, and only then, as she zigzagged between the clusters of children gathering for primary school, did it come to her that, instead of relief, she felt disappointment at missing the lovely teacher.
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