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Author’s Note

IN CREATING AN imaginary Latin American country, I have jumbled up and adapted incidents from many different countries at different times in their history. I have borrowed words and phrases from Brazilian Portuguese and its regional variants, Latin-American Spanish and its regional variants, and from many Indian languages and their dialects. In some of these latter there is, as far as I know, no standardised spelling. Since there is general anarchy in the use of accents, I have decided to dispense with them altogether.

I am indebted to many sources for my research, but I wish to acknowledge in particular my debt to Richard Gott’s Rural Guerrillas in Latin America (Pelican, 1973), and John Simpson and Jana Bennett’s The Disappeared (Robson Books, 1985). The political information in these books was invaluable.

I owe special thanks to Helen Wright, whose conscientious checking of the manuscript enabled me to eliminate a great many errors.
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CAPITAN RODRIGO FIGUERAS’ FINEST HOUR

IT HAD BEEN an auspicious week for Capitan Rodrigo Jose Figueras. On Monday he had with his platoon stopped a truck loaded with marijuana on the road from Chiriguana to Valledupar and made the peasant park it near a bridge. According to the usual procedure he had confiscated the truck and its contents from the driver, whereupon the driver, as was usual, offered to ‘pay the fine’ instead, which meant buying the consignment back. He handed over to the Capitan one of several bundles which he carried for this purpose, one for each roadblock. The Capitan then shot the driver through the head and liberated entirely the truck, its contents, and many thousands of pesos. The Lieutenant began to write a brief report on the driver – ‘shot whilst resisting arrest’ – and sealed it in an envelope with the man’s identity card; meanwhile the Capitan took the truck and the jeep to the farm with the airstrip and sold the marijuana to the gringo with the aeroplane for many more thousands, then he sold the truck for next to nothing to a white farmer who could arrange the documents, and then he drove in the jeep back to his platoon’s encampment by the river. Liberally, he handed out a few thousand pesos each to the men, and at his own expense sent the Corporal to the village to buy a case of aguardiente and ron cana with orders to return also with a selection of whores from twelve to  forty in several shapes and sizes so that all tastes could be catered for; consequently the village men had to go without for a week. The Capitan was thirty-five, with a wife and five children who lived in some style in Santa Marta in his absence. His hairy belly spread his shirt apart at the buttons, he was thick-lipped and leering-eyed, and his hair lay flat across his head by the weight of its own grease. He had been trained in Panama by the United States Army, at their own expense, and he painted a little white mark on the door of his jeep for every whore there had been.

Misael woke with the dawn as he always did, and threw dried maize stems on the embers to get them going again so that he could have strong coffee with his bocadillos for breakfast before he left with his machete for the day’s work. He was tall and grizzled, dark-eyed and cheerful, his body sculpted by the muscle of a life’s labour into a Greek ideal. It was the same with all the mestizo and mulatto peasants, for their bodies were all perfect in shape, strength and endurance; but their old age was not protracted, and hardship was a high price for beauty.

He checked his little boy, who had been terribly disfigured when he had sat in the fire as an infant, and decided not to wake him or his wife. Chinks of light began to filter through his brush house, and he took a friendly kick at the chicken who stalked ridiculously through the doorless door. It clucked indignantly and then ignored him, pecking furiously and futilely at a cockroach, while Misael checked his shoes for scorpions and spiders, and ensured that no coral snake was in the brush roof. Satisfied that all was in order, he took his machete and went down to the river to whet it on one of the stones before he slashed down the bananas, cleared the maize field, and gelded the mule. All this he had to accomplish before it got too hot to work.

He spat on the ground and cursed at the vultures lining the trees as he walked to the hacienda. Then he crossed himself, and for good measure muttered a secreto against evil that his mother had taught him in a language that he did not know.

Profesor Luis looked at the children on the floor in front of him. The oldest was fourteen and the youngest was four, and he taught all of them everything he knew, and a lot of things he had not even realised that he knew until he taught them. He came from a good family in Medellin that he truly hated, and from whom he had run away when he was seventeen. Now he was engaged to Farides, who cooked for the French couple, Françoise and Antoine Le Moing, at their estancia, and what he was not paid in pesos he was paid in gratitude and affection by the children and their families who knew that education was the only way up. Every girl in the surrounding countryside wanted to marry him and have clever children. Whenever the weary priest came, every two years or so, to marry those who had already cohabited for years, and to conduct funerals for those long-rotted since his last visit, he would visit Profesor Luis also, and they would talk about Camilo Torres, Oscar Romero, Jose Marti, and the oligarchy, and then the priest would go on his mule to the next stop in his vast parish, ignoring the contraceptives sold at the liquor and machete store, and remaining polite to the brujos, the magicians who could cure cattle and raise spirits.

Profesor Luis observed the vultures in the trees and instructed the oldest boy to shoot one, and also an iguana, because today it was biology. There was a sharp report and a hideous cacophony, and the boy returned, barely able to carry the repellent creature; then he went to find an iguana. The Profesor pointed out the parasites in the bird’s feathers, and they talked about parasites in general. He disembowelled the bird and carefully explained that this was the liver, you must not drink too much or yours will swell and you will die. These are the kidneys, drink clean water. These are the lungs, do not smoke. He showed them how if you press up on the talons, they close automatically. He took two sticks, cut off the wings, plucked the tail feathers, and they made a glider so he could explain the principles of flight.

Then the boy returned with a large green lizard, and with the  aid of an old car battery and two copper wires they traced in the animal’s twitches the pathways of nerves, and drew the pathways in a big diagram in the dust outside.

At the end of the day Profesor Luis threw the remains of the vulture to the vultures and roasted the iguana on a spit over the embers. It was cheap and better than chicken. Farides came to the door of his hut and said, ‘Querido, you must know that it is very bad luck to kill a vulture.’

Consuelo the whore was not looking forward to Friday night. She was a little nauseous from the alcohol, and her insides felt like ground glass, because she had had to satisfy all the men who normally went to the other whores who had gone in the jeep. She thought of Friday night and said, ‘Mierda.’ She could not take Friday night off because she was a good whore, conscious of public service, and besides, it was the night when you earned the most, except for public holidays. She thought of how all the campesinos would be paid by the gringo farmers and come in on their mules. How they would become drunk and there would be the usual fights with machetes and someone would lose an arm. How the two rows of puterias up both sides of one street would be filled with queues of men getting drunker as they waited, and she would have to get drunk too so that she did not mind getting very sore indeed. What the hell; she was the only person in the whole village, apart from the other whores and Don Emmanuel’s employees, who had been able to afford a concrete floor. A whore at twelve, plenty of children, a concrete floor at twenty. It’s a good life, and no man tells you what to do unless it’s fair exchange.

The little three-year-old who belonged to Dolores the whore needed milk. She breast-fed him, because there was no food at the moment, and the nino liked it, and anyway, all the whores breast-fed each other’s children. It was a huge contented family with a thousand generous fathers, and every Thursday Don Emmanuel took you in a Land-Rover to the clinic in Chiriguana to check your blood so that you never made anyone ill.

Consuelo looked indifferently at the vultures, and went  inside to straighten out the frizzes in her hair. She accepted uncritically that the more Spanish you looked, and the less like a Negro, the more the men would pay.

Hectoro’s mother was an Arahuacax Indian from the Sierra Nevada, but he looked like a conquistador, and consequently he had three wives who lived in separate mudblock houses four miles apart on the exact angles of an equilateral triangle so they would never meet and fight because they were jealous.

Hectoro was an intelligent and intolerant man who looked on life very simply. A man needs women – he had three; he needs shelter – he had three; he needs money – he was foreman on the gringo’s hacienda; he needs status – he had his own mule, a revolver in a holster, leather bombachos, he could rope a steer with infallible precision, and he could hold alcohol in his wiry frame like no man else. The doctor had told him he was to die of liver failure because of the drink, and truly his skin had become yellowed; but he was proud and fiery-tongued, and he had threatened to shoot the doctor, who had then changed his diagnosis to something less disagreeable.

Hectoro was so proud that he seldom spoke to anyone; indeed he openly despised everybody, especially the gringos for whom he worked. They respected him and put him in charge of everything, and they turned a blind eye when he nearly murdered a rustler by shooting him in the groin. ‘By God,’ he said, ‘I turned the son of a whore into a woman and found a job for him in the whorehouse. Let no man say I am not generous.’ Even those who hated him laughed and bought him drinks, and looked at him with the awe one has of a man who stalks death and would not mind dying, as long as it was over something important like a woman, or a mule, or an insult. On his left hand, his rein hand, he wore a black glove; in his mouth smouldered always a puro, a cool local cigar, and his eyes squinnied against the sun, against the smoke, against danger, against the vultures. He rode over to see if a steer had died.

At fifty years old, Pedro the hunter was an unusually old man.  He lived alone in the scrub-land by a pool of clear water with his ten carefully-trained mongrel hunting dogs. He was strong and lithe, and could stalk tirelessly for days without sleep or lapse of concentration. He walked so fast that a horse was entirely unnecessary, and everyone knows that horses will only eat good grass.

Pedro could trap any creature whatsoever. He could noose a caiman and let it grow huge in his pool, feeding it offal, until he could sell the skin for a few pesos so that some woman could buy an alligator handbag in New York for one thousand dollars. He could trap a boa constrictor with a forked stick and keep it until someone wanted one for magic. He could extract the venom of the coral snake for use in tiny doses as an aphrodisiac, or in heavy doses for murder. He knew how to stand in the river with a lantern, and spear fish more delicate than trout and twice the size, and he knew how to mutter secretos in a cow’s ear so that its ulcers would disappear.

Today he both mourned and celebrated. For two weeks he had marked the spoor of the tigre, the jaguar that had become a rogue and killed two donkeys without eating them. For five hundred pesos the gringo had hired him to bring back the skin, and he and his dogs had gone with his wired Spanish musket. The dogs cornered the jaguar beneath an escarpment, and Pedro had shot it clean through the eye so the skin was unspoiled. He skinned it and sold the skin to the gringo for five hundred pesos. It was a huge cat and it had fought bravely. Pedro celebrated his success and mourned for the beautiful rare cat and for the two hunting dogs it had killed.

In the hacienda the gringo swigged back a glass of Glenfiddich and turned to his tight-lipped, unhappy wife.

‘I should get a fortune for that on the black market.’

‘You shouldn’t have done it,’ she said.

It was early on Friday evening when Capitan Rodrigo Jose Figueras and several jeeps turned up with the whores and the men of the platoon, the men to swagger and bully, and the whores to fulfil the regular trade. No one liked the soldiers, and  some men said they would not go to a whore who had had a soldier in her. ‘They are worse than gringos, because they try to be gringos when they are not. I spit on them.’

As the day cooled and the alcohol warmed, the tension lessened and hundreds of peasants arrived on muleback to get away from their women, their labour, their poverty, in order to forget and to live it up a little. The soldiers nearly stopped being soldiers, and even Figueras nearly forgot that he had been to the United States and had never really loved anyone.

But round about midnight, when Consuelo was already fully worn out and her concrete floor covered with cigarette ends and spittle, Capitan Rodrigo Figueras began to be bored and decided to go home to his tent by the river. He sent the Lieutenant and the Corporal to gather up the men, who cursed as they were dragged from the whorehouses and separated from their bottles. Formed up in a straggle in the dusty street, the Capitan made sure there were twenty-five men and ordered them to their jeeps.

Leaning against the leading jeep, Profesor Luis, twenty-two years old, and the gentlest man in the world, was tenderly kissing Farides, seventeen, and the loveliest girl in the whole district.

Figueras forced himself between them and thrust his stubbled face into that of Luis.

‘So,’ and the spittle spattered Luis’ shirt, ‘so, you son of a peasant bitch, you think you can grope your whore up against government property. I suppose you think you can spy on my jeep.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Luis, his eyes flickering. ‘I meant no harm, and she is not a whore. She is a virgin, and she is my fiancée.’

‘Would you marry her . . .’ and the Capitan coughed and spat and had to step back for balance, ‘if she was not a virgin and had been whored by twenty-five men?’

The soldiers looked at one another and smiled nervously, not sure whether to be horrified or delighted.

Profesor Luis wanted to shrink away, but he said, ‘I would defend her to the death. I shall go to the police.’

Figueras turned to the Corporal; ‘Show him who are the police.’

Profesor Luis crumpled as the rifle butt crunched into the back of his neck. Farides threw herself down on her hands and knees and wailed. The Capitan leaned forward and jerked her upright by the hair. ‘Tell us,’ he said, ‘that you are a little whore, and we will not feel obliged to turn you into one.’

A whore is a whore and has a whore’s honour. Farides was a virgin and hers was a virgin’s honour. They are both honour but they are separate and must not be confused. Her eyes bulged and rolled as the Capitan began to rotate his hand on her breast. She felt an urgent need to vomit, and her knees shook, but she said, ‘I am not a whore. I am the fiancée of Don Luis the Profesor.’

‘Take the little whore to the schoolhouse and prepare her,’ ordered the Capitan. They dragged her off, shrieking and writhing, and began to tear away her clothes. They slung her across the desk and pinned her down whilst she wept and pleaded and the Capitan finished his cigarette and thought of a new paintmark on his jeep.

He was about to crush the stub beneath his foot when in the doorway appeared Pedro with his Spanish musket, Hectoro with his revolver, and Consuelo the whore with a machete.

‘Capitan,’ said Hectoro, emphasising every word, ‘if you do not release the girl and leave this village immediately, your body will be fed to the caiman in Pedro’s pool and your men will be able to report that one stinking son of a diseased sow has ceased to serve himself and the yanquis and the pretence of a government!’

Sweat trickled down the temples of Capitan Rodrigo Jose Figueras, and a dark patch spread down the armpits and the back of his military shirt. He glared at Hectoro defiantly, but his lower lip quivered. ‘Vamos!’ he said to his men, and they filed out, almost apologetically. Farides turned on her side and whimpered until Consuelo the whore came in and covered her with a blanket and whispered words of comfort to her.

The jeeps roared away into the night, scattering the chickens  and raising a plume of dust. A shocked and indignant knot of people gathered in the street, and Farides emerged trembling, wrapped in her blanket. Shyly she kissed Hectoro and Pedro on the cheek, and then knelt down and cupped Profesor Luis’ head whilst somebody fetched some water.

One kilometre down the road, Capitan Rodrigo Figueras ordered his driver to stop and took something from a box on the back of the jeep. As he had been trained by the gringos in Panama, he slunk swiftly and noiselessly back along the track. He circled the huts through a maize field, and came out between two of the dwellings just next to the knot of people. He drew a pin from the grenade and lobbed it spinning into the crowd before he ducked away.

Three days later, the national radio issued a broadcast:

‘Three days ago a unit of government troops near Asuncion in Cesar surprised a group of communist insurgents and killed five of them, wounding twenty in a brief engagement. No troops were killed, and Capitan Rodrigo Figueras has been promoted to comandante and recommended for decoration. General Carlo Maria Fuerte, military commander in the area, said in an interview this morning that he and all units under him were deeply committed to, and would continue, the fight against the Cuba-led communist conspiracy to terrorise the free people of this country and subvert their liberties.’

It was on that same night that Federico, the fourteen-year-old who had shot the vulture for Profesor Luis, got out of his hammock at two o’clock in the morning, stole his father’s rifle and two boxes of shells and disappeared somewhere in the foothills that are neither quite in one country nor in its neighbour.
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IN WHICH DONA CONSTANZA EVANS RESOLVES TO SAVE THE SWIMMING POOL FROM DROUGHT

DONA CONSTANZA EVANS, having risen from her silken sheets at ten o’clock when the air-conditioning had finally lost the daily battle against the heat and humidity of the equatorial morning, took a cool shower in water from her own purification plant, and towelled herself dry before the mirror. She possessed the gift of all spoiled women, that of being able to follow several inconsequential trains of thought simultaneously and to believe them all to be of incalculable importance. Thus she inspected her forty-year-old body according to the habit she had followed since puberty, and thought about the recent exploits of the army in the village, in which her groom had been killed by a fragment of grenade. She thought also of the problem of the swimming pool, which lost half its water, turned green with algae, and became full of grateful frogs during every dry season.

‘I do not know how I am expected to exercise in such a pool,’ she thought as she raised a plump but unprepossessing breast in order to dry beneath it. ‘It is long since I saw my navel unconcealed by this terrible fat – it is the price of children, and little good they do you at birth or after.’ As she dabbed at her face she paused suddenly: ‘Next time I am in the Estados Unidos I will make enquiries of operations so that I may be as young as I please. I had no idea Juanito was a communist. I  wonder if my two children caused my passage to expand – perhaps that is why Hugh no longer demands his rights of me at night. Still, if the army say he was a communist then he was a communist and he should have been killed as he was. No doubt Hugh has taken a woman – probably a campesina whore, they are all sluts. The army, after all, is trained by the yanquis, and so no doubt they know their job. I swear the skin of my thighs is becoming coarser. I should take a campesino lover, for preference a big shiny black Negro with muscles, or a mestizo, and see how Hugh likes that! Really the pool is an abomination; one could die of cholera like Tchaikovsky. Juanito would have been a fine lover if you saw him petting the horses. A man who has a way with animals has a way with a woman, so they say. Perhaps it was Beethoven.’ She parted her legs and dried herself there with more application than she had intended. ‘By the Virgin, I must be more careful with myself or I shall be burned away! I must find a new groom. Truly life is one hurdle after another, for it appears we are not born to happiness in this world. I wonder if it was typhus. I hear that there is such a thing as spontaneous combustion. It would be fortunate if there were a man or a maid with a bucket of water nearby. They say the fragment went through Juanito’s temple and destroyed his brain inside his head.’ She put a dainty foot on the mahogany chair to dry between the toes, looked up through the window (consisting in fact of fine anti-mosquito mesh, for even the Evanses were not stupid enough to have glass windows in such a climate), and admired the hundred or so pedigree horses of different varieties which grazed in the field. She was trying to spot her finest palomino when it occurred to her that she could divert the Mula. ‘I will dig a channel towards the purification plant from the river, and I will install some kind of gate to lower into the water so that it flows down the channel when it is required to do so. Moreover, I will not tell Hugh, or he will invent some reason to prevent it. I will pretend that it is a present to him for his birthday, and in this way when I go to New York I will not have to spend my allowance on a gift.’

Dona Constanza pouted alluringly to herself in the mirror  and thought suddenly of Juanito. A twinge of sadness and regret passed simultaneously behind her eyes and through her heart. But then she drew herself up and breathed deeply inwards, and the traces of the sixteen-year-old she once had been vanished from her face as the mantle of cold dignity settled itself about her. When she had dressed she emerged for breakfast every inch the Spanish aristocrat.

There were in that country, as in all those troubled countries, only four social groups to speak of. At the bottom of the social scale were the fourteen million Negroes who were directly descended from thirteen hundred slaves imported by the conquistadores to build the giant fortress of Nueva Sevilla after they had discovered that Indians made very inadequate slaves. They would not give up their gods and preferred to starve themselves to death rather than submit to indignity. The Negroes on the other hand, being from different parts of West Africa, had no common language, so it was a simple matter to confuse them and to brutalise them into being enlightened by Christianity. It is, after all, a consolation for present hell when one is promised future heaven, and their irrepressible humour and stoicism, along with their magnificent physiques and stature, enabled them to labour prodigiously under the whip and the brand. When the fortress was complete, and its dungeons well stocked with English pirates with royal patents from Queen Elizabeth, the slaves were released to fend for themselves. From these humble beginnings they emerged eventually as campesinos, the indispensable providers of nourishment for the entire nation. Consequently they were the poorest of all people and the most despised, even by themselves. Those who took to the favelas, the barrios, and the innumerable shanty-towns were driven by poverty and disease to theft, extortion, prostitution, violence and drink, and were therefore even more comprehensively reviled than the peasants, their brothers.

Existing in a world almost wholly unrelated to that of all other classes were the Indians. One half of them, the Incas, lived almost exclusively at altitudes greater than two thousand  metres. At all such altitudes they reckoned, accurately, that almost no one would bother to come and look for them. Thus they lived peacefully in their carefully built grass huts, tending their terraces, chewing coca leaves, worshipping Pachacamac, and coming back to the plains solely in order to sell mochilas (their very practical and beautifully decorated carrying bags with a shoulder strap), and potatoes. If you were to see a particularly fine mule, it would always have with it a particularly fine Indian dressed in a white tunic, with a white domed hat set upright on a shining black head of hair. It was not so much their Mongolian features that impressed everyone, although these were both beautiful and impressive, but their sandals made from car tyres and the phenomenal muscularity of their calves. Most of them carried muskets in perfect working order which had been taken from the Spaniards centuries before, and on account of this, and because it was commonly said that all Indians had syphilis, everyone left them alone. The government was dimly aware that they were a species of national monument, and appointed officers to ensure their protection and preservation, who, fortunately, did nothing to earn their salaries. Thus the noble people lived on undisturbed, except by the not infrequent crashes of army helicopters, the inoffensive and almost unnoticeable visits of diffident anthropologists from Oxford and Cambridge, and the straggling parties of mountaineers with peeling noses and diarrhoea who also came for the most part, and perhaps curiously enough, from Britain. It should surprise no one if in two thousand years there are still Acahuatecs and Arahuacax sucking coca pounded with snail shells from their pestles at altitudes greater than seven thousand feet in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Margarita; for they are a people who have learned by their own blood the wondrous disadvantages of an eventful history.

The other half of the Indian population occupied the jungle regions below the foothills, and although the one population graduated into the other, they were quite different in appearance and way of life.

Slightly above the Negros but not wholly so was the class of mestizos and mulattos. These people of different racial mix were perhaps physically the most surprising of all the peoples in that land for whilst they all possessed the broadish nose and frizzy hair of the Negro, sometimes the hair was blonde, or ginger, and sometimes the eyes were blue, or green, or amber. Their skins were pale yellow, and most faces would have one or two dark brown beauty spots. Perhaps some of them were sallow-complexioned thanks to the many preparations one could buy for whitening the skin, for in lands where power is not in the hands of the majority, the masses invariably adopt the snobberies and prejudices of the rulers, as if to say, ‘Look, I am not one of the oppressed; I, too, am superior.’ From the mestizo class was being born an embryonic petit bourgeoisie who lived in the suburbs of the bigger towns, who bought televisions which received only the confused flickerings of the transmitters in the capital. The signal, having been bounced from peak to peak over hundreds of miles so that all the wavelengths were cancelled out by interfering with themselves, would arrive at sets powered by anything between one hundred and three hundred volts, depending upon the vagaries of the public generating system or their own generators. One could walk down the streets of Valledupar at night and see through the windows mestizo families peering intently at the bright square of leaping and buzzing lines and spots as though they were interpreting runes or the flight of birds. When by some freak of atmospheric conditions a picture appeared or a line of speech was discernible, there would follow a minute of animated discussion and comment from the family and the mother and the oldest sister would come in from the kitchen, and then they would return, leaving the family to gaze hypnotised once more by the scrambled and undecipherable traces of old cowboy films, The Flintstones, the usual nonsense from the USA, and advertisements for skin-whitener.

The pallid mulattas provided the country’s most industrious because most popular prostitutes, for from a white’s point of view they were sufficiently black for them to be exotic, and  congress with them to be naughty without being too shocking. From a black’s point of view they were sufficiently white for them to be exotic, and congress with them to be something of an honour. To mestizo men, mulatta women were of course absolutely ordinary, so they frequented the black brothels, which were sufficiently exotic and naughty for such visits to be satisfactory. White prostitutes did not exist, but if they had, they would have been immensely popular, tired, and rich, and no doubt many blacks and mestizos would have been trampled to death in the rush every Saturday night.

To say that there were no white whores is, on reflection, a little misleading, for I have yet to come to the Spanish aristocracy which constituted the oligarchy, whose daughters were out for nothing but to marry the richest man they could find in order that they could live the idlest and most fatuous lives possible. These virtuous ladies of course gave their doting husbands as little congress as possible for their money, thus driving them into the arms of those women who were somewhat less chaste, virtuous and untouchable. It would be impossible to describe what manifold and formidable maladies the ladies of the rich could feign. They pined away for the most part in exquisitely refined boredom alleviated only by the careful and repeated perusal of risque and romantic novels which they paid their maids to buy for them from shops with fat, sweaty and balding proprietors who put on literary airs. Thus these ladies lived life at one remove from everything that makes the world interesting and exciting, and sought each other’s company as if by gravitational force in order to create rumours and spread scandals which nearly always ended unfortunately, since unsuspecting husbands found themselves dragged in to defend family honour over slights and fabrications upon which lawyers grew rich, and which could even lead to assassinations by highly-paid professionals known as jaguncos.

The oligarchy was a large network of immensely rich landowners, descended from the conquistadores, who had been illiterate robber barbarians who had destroyed entire civilisations in the name of Jesus, the Virgin, the Catholic kings, and  gold. In this way they ensured a perpetual sinecure in paradise for their immortal souls, and perpetual admiration from generations of schoolchildren who were taught in history lessons of their magnificent and daring exploits against the pagan savages whose phenomenal towns and monuments one can still see today (in ruins).

The oligarchy were of course all related to each other by marriage and by self-interest, now more than ever after La Violencia. During this period, which had lasted ten years, two factions of the oligarchy had conducted an unprecedentedly bloody campaign of violence against each other in which perhaps three hundred thousand souls perished at the hands of jaguncos and guerrillas, both of whom accrued so much money that it amounted to a redistribution of wealth that was almost significant.

The oligarchy was divided into liberals and conservatives, who were united in their terror of communism after the success of the Cuban revolution, especially as many of them had had interests in the brothels and casinos of Havana; others had had interests in pharmaceutical companies which manufactured drugs to cure the diseases spread by the former, and some in supplying guns to be used by gangs struggling for control of the latter. However, the liberals and conservatives differed over how to combat the spread of such appalling beliefs as ‘equality’, ‘fair pay’ and ‘democracy’. The conservatives believed in coming down hard on them; this involved being curt with your campesinos, keeping them illiterate, and paying them a fixed wage of one hundred and fifty pesos a week. The liberals on the other hand believed in being jolly with your campesinos, teaching them to read bits of paper with instructions on them, and paying them a fixed wage of one hundred and fifty pesos a week. In this way they hoped that the peasants would become too contented to bother to be communists. The whole situation became infinitely confused by the conservatives’ habit of describing the liberals as ‘communists’.

Eventually, in an historic feat of compromise, democracy was restored by the abolition of elections, and the two parties agreed  to rule alternately for four year periods, thus postponing La Violencia indefinitely.

As peace settled once again, the oligarchy returned to its old pursuits of appointing its oldest sons to high office in the state, its second sons to high office in the church, and the rest of its sons to high office in the armed forces. Meanwhile some of the peasants almost became communist without even having heard the word.

Dona Constanza Evans, with whom our digression began, and with whom it now finishes, was a conservative, being a direct descendant, like all aristocrats, of a particularly brutal and successful barbarian. Her husband, Don Hugh Evans, was in fact the descendant of a nineteenth-century Welsh speculator, and was still officially a British citizen. Consequently his two sons went to Harrow, where they became fairly muscly in the legs and extremely Anglophile, apparently under the illusion that Harrovians were representative of the English as a whole. Naturally they felt very much at home amongst such civilised people.

Dona Constanza sent for her foreman to instruct him to dig a canal, and sent a message to Profesor Luis which read, ‘Did Tchaikovsky or Beethoven die of cholera or typhus?’
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IN WHICH FEDERICO’S ROMANTIC GESTURE TAKES ON WIDER IMPLICATIONS

WHEN FEDERICO CREPT away from his father’s adobe house with the rifle and the two boxes of shells it cannot be said that it was with any clear idea in his head of what he was going to do or how he was to do it. All that there actually was in his head was a kind of astonished outrage and a relentless determination to do something spectacular by way of vengeance. He had frequently witnessed bloodshed in his short life, but what he had just witnessed in the village was of a different kidney from machete fights over a woman or an insult, or the gruesome amputations of snake-bitten limbs, or even the incomprehensible agony of his mother when giving birth to Francesca, which he had watched from the corner of the hut with a sense of desperate awe. The difference was that all the violence and pain be had seen hitherto had seemed to have a point to it, and whilst it was regrettable, it had never been spurious, and had therefore not been shocking. The carnage accompanying Capitan Rodrigo Figueras’ little exploit, and the subsequent hysteria, triggered into life that sense of moral anger and disgust that hitherto Federico had only experienced the glimmer of, when Profesor Luis blamed him for something he had not done. Secondly, the campesino has a most rigid sense of honour, the most precious and prized possession of those who have next to nothing, and which is the one public and personal voice which must at all  times be obeyed without question, even beyond common sense and death. It is honour that will cause a man to spend thirty years not talking to his favourite brother or his son because of an affront, or to starve for a year in order to pay a debt or keep a promise. It is honour that will spur men to the most futile, heroic, and stupid extremes out of bravado and machismo, and it is as though they have never heard that the days of Tirant lo Blanc and Don Quixote are long dead. This kind of honour is an exclusively male preserve, for the women of these lands have a code of honour which is infinitely tempered by compassion, humour, and common wisdom, which has nothing to do with those irrational, dogmatic absolutes of the male which provoke him either to astonishingly fine feats of valour or the most depressingly fatuous feats of unfathomable insanity. Sometimes these are inextricably mixed up together, and one would not know whether to weep with despair or to weep with admiration. Capitan Figueras, for example, probably had thrown his grenade out of injured honour, for he had been comprehensively dishonoured and humiliated by a hunter with a musket, a man who looked like a conquistador with a revolver, and a whore with a machete.

Federico on the other hand had lost his uncle Juanito, he had seen his teacher beaten to the ground with a rifle by a repulsive fat officer, his cousin Farides nearly violated, and his own dog had been so badly mutilated that his father, Sergio, had been obliged to shoot it between the eyes with the very rifle he was now carrying away like a kidnapped baby. Federico therefore had a most personal reason for wishing death upon the Capitan, who was in the army, which was in the employ of the state. It is surely true that ultimately all campesino revolutionaries are motivated in the first place not by ideals or economic theories, but by a deeply felt sense of offended dignity. But even if this were not generally the case, it was certainly true of Federico, who would only learn to hate the whole army, the state, and the United States which propped it up long after he took to the hills in order to live wild and ruminate over his plans for retribution and the satisfaction he would feel in exacting it.

At this point he was still a one-boy revolution with a large part of him consisting of a mush of romantic impossibilities. It had not occurred to him that he could not kill every officer in the army just to ensure that he got Figueras, nor had he thought he would miss the cheerful, anarchic poverty of village life, the bright eyes of Francesca, or the corralling of the ceibu steers at market time. He thought of himself as an heroic avenging angel of death, not as a wandering boy with a rifle that would bruise his shoulder every time he fired it, with nothing else but a mochila filled with bocadillos wrapped in palm leaves, three avocado pears, and two boxes of shells.

By the time that dawn had launched the red sun rapidly above the mountains, Federico was in a humbler frame of mind than he had been at two o’clock that morning. He had walked several miles, it is true, past the hacienda of the gringo with the aeroplane, and he was already near the jungle before the foothills of the Cordillera where the ground is half in patches of lush verdancy and half in stony waste, sprouting with the lunar columns built by termites; but he had been startled by every whistle and rustle of every creature that had crossed his footsteps. He started and sweated with fear each time he came face to face with the enormous silhouette of a steer, or a rock, and he imagined that every glimmer of moonlight on his path was a coral snake rearing to strike. In addition the sling of the rifle was already wearing a sore on his shoulder, and the magazine constantly thumped the same spot above his kidneys as he stumbled through the darkness. The Lee Enfield also seemed to be growing heavier, but he clung to it doggedly, and when there was sufficient light he sat on a rock and caressed its stock in much the same mood of tenderness and exaltation as that he had dreamed he would feel when first caressing a woman.

He set the rifle aside and reached into his mochila for the bocadillos, whose sweetness and savour of guavas stroked away like a mother’s hand the recent terrors of the night. He carefully wrapped the remainder of the slab in the palm leaf and looked around for a spot where the sun would not fall for a  few hours. He fell asleep amongst the stones in the shade of the rock, where he dreamed of his mutilated dog and the coarse hairs of the belly of Capitan Figueras where they bulged through the buttons of his shirt.

When he awoke at midday it was for two reasons; firstly, because the sun had moved over the rock and was so hot that he dreamed he was being turned to ashes, and secondly because a young kid was chewing the leg of his trousers. When he opened his eyes and looked into those of the goat his immediate thought was that the devil had come for him, for there is in the yellow iris and rectangular slot of a pupil in the eye of the goat something that is horrifyingly alien and impersonal. The kid skittered away a couple of metres, and Federico gazed at it a few seconds before deciding to shoot it for meat. With trembling excitement, but also guilt, he stood up, slid the bolt back and firmly forward, and raised the rifle to his shoulder. The crash of the .303 sent him stumbling back with the agony of what felt like a broken collar bone, and he thrashed in the air to regain his balance. When he had done so he was strangely relieved to find that he had missed the goat completely, even from such close range, and that it was looking at him with a kind of comic surprise from behind a citrus tree. He was wondering whether his shoulder could stand another attempt, and was cocking the gun once more, when a voice behind him said ironically, ‘Buena’ dia’, Senor.’

He turned around suddenly and pointed the gun from the hip in a panicky parody of that move so well-documented in cowboy films, to come face to face with a very tall campesino of dark complexion who was smoking a puro, and holding in his hand a long staff. He spat, looked about coolly, and said, ‘I suppose you like to shoot other people’s goats for no reason.’

Federico returned his gaze ashamedly and said, ‘I did not know it was your goat, Senor.’

‘All goats belong to someone.’

‘Yes, Senor, I am very sorry, Senor.’

The campesino tapped the end of the rifle with his staff. ‘Perhaps you should point that somewhere else. I am larger than the goat and not so easy to miss.’

Federico lowered the gun, and began to walk away backwards, wondering if he should do so with dignity or break into a run, but the peasant said, ‘I think you should give me the gun. It will be compensation for shooting at the goat.’

‘The gun is not mine to give,’ replied the boy, astonished and confused. ‘It is my father’s, and I did not shoot the goat.’

‘Ah,’ said the peasant. ‘The priest says that the evil intention is as bad as the evil deed itself. You should therefore give me the gun.’

‘But it is my father’s!’

‘You are your father’s responsibility. To save me going all the way to see him, I will take the gun directly. I see it is a very enviable gun, and I will have it.’ And he strode forward to take hold of the barrel.

Federico felt panic rise from his stomach to his throat, and suddenly a torrent of salty sweat poured down his forehead into his eyes and blinded him.

‘No!’ he shouted, and pulled the rifle. The peasant hit him across the side of the head with the palm of his hand, and took advantage of the boy’s discomfiture to pull hard at his end of the barrel.

What he had not known, and had not even thought of in his eager attempt to steal the weapon from the boy, was that the boy’s forefinger had already taken up first pressure on the trigger; there was another resounding crash as he wrenched the weapon towards him, and the bullet passed clean through his sternum and shattered two vertebrae on its way out of his back. An expression of wonder passed over the man’s face as he toppled backwards and began to die, while Federico, paralysed with shock, fell forward on his knees and vomited violently before he started to weep and rock backwards and forwards with his hands over his face, whimpering as his mutilated dog had done.

When Federico dared to look up from his weeping he saw that a dark stain had spread across the shirt of the peasant, that his eyes had clouded and glazed, and that blood was trickling gently from the corners of his mouth. The body already looked  as though there was nobody at home, and the puro lay smoking in the stones as though nothing very important had happened. Federico knew without looking that the man was completely dead, and that he was responsible. He sat numbly against the rock, and in a strange but appropriate gesture of respect, smoked the rest of the dead man’s cigar down to the stub, just as the dead man would have done. Federico was not to stop shaking and retching for two days. After this he merely shook; this was his second encounter with pointless death in as many days.

Federico began to pile stones around the body, but he could not bear to see the man’s upturned eyes every time he approached, nor could he bear to see the flies that had already gathered to lay their eggs, nor the stream of ants that had appeared from nowhere and were crawling in a black unanimous stream up the man’s cheek, into his eyes and into his open mouth.

There was a guttural croak behind him, and he turned, violently frightened, to see a repulsive hook-beaked, bald-headed, moth-eaten turkey-vulture on the ground, its wings stretched and beating slowly. It was looking at him with one eye. He bent down and picked up a rock to hurl at the bird, which croaked once more, and skipped backwards impatiently. There was a flurry of wings and two more birds arrived to see if the corpse was really dead. One of them tentatively pecked at an upturned eye and plucked it out, at which point Federico gathered up the rifle and ran stumbling away, unaware that Pedro the Hunter and Aurelio the Indian had been watching him for the last ten minutes from the cover they had sought whilst tracking a small deer.

It was purely by chance that Dona Constanza was inspecting her tack in the stables when Pedro was outside confiding in Sergio that his son had killed a man. That night, full of that indignant public spirit which all conservatives manifest over matters of law and order, she wrote to the nearest chief of police two hundred kilometres away in Cucuta. Not wishing to be disturbed by having to do his job, this official sent it to the  capital, where three months later it was filed and forgotten, to moulder ominously for years like a forgotten land-mine.

So it was that Federico’s personal revolution, like all wars and revolutions, began with the death of an innocent, who in this case had four children to provide for and had always wanted to own a gun.
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IN WHICH SERGIO GRAPPLES WITH THE PROBLEM OF THE CANAL

IN THE LAST few days events had conspired to disrupt Sergio’s life quite severely. Firstly, his twin brother Juanito had been murdered by the army, but the following night he had appeared in a dream and reassured Sergio that everything was all right. He had also confirmed that when his body was well-rotted Sergio could disinter his head and hire it out for magic at a good profit, for everyone knew that the skull of a twin was by far the most potent channel of communication with the angels. The loss of his beloved brother, therefore, was a grief that could be borne with some degree of equanimity.

Secondly, Federico had disappeared with the rifle, Sergio’s most treasured possession, and moreover he had, according to the hunter, killed a man with it. Sergio knew in his heart that his son had gone off on some necessary business that was to do with becoming a man, as he himself had done at roughly the same age when he had gone to look for emeralds in the cordillera, but he was angry about his Enfield even though in fact he had never used it, but always kept it against the day when violence would erupt in the countryside as his twin’s intuition told him it surely would. He was also anxious that the relatives of the dead man would find out who had killed him and arrive one night with blazing torches to exact vengeance in the name of honour.

Thirdly, Dona Constanza’s bizarre plan had placed him in a truly invidious position, as had rapidly become apparent in the bar of the brothel when he had divulged it to the company. They had all babbled excitedly at once, but it was Hectoro who had expressed the problem most concisely.

‘The fact is,’ he said, looking around from face to face, ‘that the Mula supplies all of us and our fields, and such a canal would reduce our crops to dust in the dry season and ourselves to skeletons. It is only in any case a puddle of piss in the dry season, and that’s without any of it being drawn off by Dona Constanza.’

‘The fact also is,’ replied Sergio, ‘that Dona Constanza owns the land where the Mula runs, she employs nearly all of us, she has the legal right to do what she wants, and it will be we who have to dig the canal for her stupid swimming pool.’

‘Dona Constanza has the best land hereabouts,’ said Misael, ‘and yet on it she keeps only horses which do no work. I know where she can put her legal rights and that is a place where Don Hugh seldom goes for fear of his health.’

Misael grinned, his white teeth gleaming in the lamplight. He crossed his eyes and made a lewd corkscrewing motion upwards with his index finger, so that even Hectoro laughed.

‘Surely,’ said Josef, screwing up his eyes against the ghostly blue cigar smoke that was curling and twisting about the room before accelerating upwards out of the door, ‘a canal would not hold the water, nor even a trench, for the earth is so dry it would suck away the water faster than Hectoro drinks aguardiente.’

‘Then we should tell Dona Constanza to make a pipeline with a windmill pump of the kind that Profesor Luis knows how to make, and that would do it,’ replied Hectoro. ‘And I will not have my honour insulted, Josef, or I will feed your cojones to the pigs.’

‘My wife has already bitten them off,’ exclaimed Josef. ‘But to return to the matter which is more important than your honour, or even my testicles, I think you are right, Hectoro. I think Sergio should suggest a pipe; though it is still a waste of water, it is less stupid than a canal.’

Dolores and Consuelo had been listening to this male discourse and whispering to each other from their position behind the bar, and at last Dolores let out a long throaty chuckle, and said in her rum-and-cigars voice, ‘Ah, you men, the trouble with you is that you approach every problem directly.’

‘And the trouble with women is that they should hold their tongues when men talk of serious matters, but they never do,’ rejoined Hectoro.

‘Nor should they,’ said Consuelo. ‘You men should listen to Dolores, who has more sense than all of you, especially as she has learned to read and therefore knows about the world.’

‘Yes,’ said Dolores, ‘but this is just common sense. The Mula, you ought to know, runs through the land of Don Emmanuel after it has been past the pueblo, and he needs the water as we do. Go to see him, and he will stop Dona Constanza for his sake and for ours. It is obvious.’

There was a long silence, during which Hectoro finished his drink before announcing, ‘Companeros, it is a great grief to me when women are in the right.’

‘Dolores,’ said Misael, his eyes twinkling with mischief, ‘that is an idea so intelligent that in future I will let you fuck me for nothing.’

‘That is very kind,’ retorted Dolores, ‘but for you it is still five pesos!’

‘Then warn me when you have been with him,’ said Josef, ‘for I should not like any of mine to get mixed with his!’

Don Emmanuel was an anomaly. His father had been an eminent progressive educationalist in England, who had decided that his son should attend his own establishment, and consequently Emmanuel had grown up half-naked and unusually blunt. He had also known, through his father, the immensely cerebral and unhappy philosopher Bertrand Russell, and so he collected all of Russell’s works out of sentiment. He never read them, and if you were to have opened one you would have found it neatly bored in a thousand different directions by termites, so that reading them would be  double the intellectual exercise that that very clear philosopher had intended; indeed, they had become so full of obscurity that one would have had the impression of reading surrealist verse, or perhaps an American disciple of Wittgenstein.

Don Emmanuel had attended Cambridge in order to study botany, and had joined the Conservative, the Labour, the Liberal, and the Communist parties all at once ‘to get a balanced view’. In his second year he had arrived in the tropics with an assortment of gangly, earnest and bespectacled botanists, lepidopterists, anthropologists, and zoologists in order to study the flora and fauna of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Margarita. However, he was not at the assembly point at the appointed time of departure, and indeed never arrived at it ever. After a long, futile, and exasperated search, which consisted of horrendous treks through unmapped territory with the assistance of an army helicopter whose pilot was in fact just admiring the view, the party left disconsolately, believing that Emmanuel must be dead at the hands of brigands.

In fact he was living with the Acahuatecs, with whom he stayed for a year, after which he went to live with the Arahuacax, thus qualifying himself as the only white man who was able to act as a guide when mountaineers came from Britain to get peeling noses and diarrhoea.

After this he came down to the plains and found the tiny pueblo where he now lived, a place so insignificant that you still cannot find it on the map, even though it now has concrete floors thanks to the trade in marijuana and cocaine, which has indeed almost saved the country from the economic ruin which is always imminent.

When he arrived, dressed like an Indian, the first thing he did was go to the brothel where neither his strange appearance, his outlandish Indian dialect, nor his lack of funds prevented him from trying out each of the whores in turn.

Having thus established his credibility he spent several days wandering about the countryside until he came to a spot by the Mula which inspired him with a vision of a flourishing estancia. He immediately built himself a grass hut, Indian style,  thatched it with palm, and to the wonder of the locals began to live like Diogenes and labour like Sisyphus, except with better results. By the time that the events described in this narrative began to unfold he owned a cool white hacienda which he had built himself, he had made a waterfall in the Mula to drive a generator, he had a tractor, more thousands of hectares than he could possibly count, thousands of steers that he would weep over when they went to market, and relations with the peasants as good as his relations with other rich whites were bad. This was because he had learned his Spanish in the brothel and the fields; therefore his conversation was enlivened with an astoundingly rich and varied lexicon of truly graphic expletives, and moreover he spoke it as though he had no front teeth, for the simple reason that the people from whom he had learned had, for the most part, no such front teeth themselves. Whenever he visited the capital a sort of collective shiver of horror would run up the spine of sophisticated society as he became more and more of a virtuoso enfant terrible, more especially as he was publicly proud of being officially dead and of having got away from his mother, who was so possessive that she moved to the United States in order to be close to his body, sublimely unaware that South America was a lot further away than a simple glance at a globe would seem to indicate, and that her son was alive and fucking.

Don Emmanuel had become a local legend both on account of his delight in healthy dissolution, his choice of peasants as his natural friends, and his prodigious social concern. He had built the village school and employed Profesor Luis to teach not only knowledge but wisdom to the raggedy children; he paid a quarter more than any other patron in the whole department, and he adopted a method of making breezeblocks in a wooden lattice so that he could build a little house for each of his employees. It was in his Land-Rover that the whores went every Thursday for their check-up, he arbitrated in domestic disputes, he never failed to labour alongside his men, and many local women were able to testify that even the purest bred Negros were not more lusty nor more satisfying than he was.  The only thing that they thought unacceptable about him was that he would always refuse to smoke, a quirk that was considered anti-social in a land where everyone of peasant stock, man, woman and child always had a large cigar stuck in their mouth, where only effeminate oligarchs smoked cigarettes, and where pipes were smoked only by French engineers and English alpinists. These cigars are, like their coffee, easily the most sublime in the world, but of both commodities they keep the best to themselves, exporting only the dross for the world’s connoisseurs to praise. To smoke one of those cigars outdoors of an evening in a hammock whilst drinking half a litre of thick black coffee is to condemn oneself unknowingly to a lifetime of nostalgia.

When Sergio and his friends arrived to tell Don Emmanuel of Dona Constanza’s calamitous plan, they found him stark naked in the Mula washing his clothes and singing a very rude ditty at the top of his voice to the tune of the national anthem, a melody so turgid and unmemorable that even oligarchs sometimes fail to recognise it and stand to attention.

When he beheld the four men approaching him he stood up and waded out towards them, shouting greetings and friendly insults. Sergio, who did not know him very well, was astonished when Don Emmanuel stopped, raised a leg like a dog, farted, and told him, ‘Replace your hat, cabron, or I will piss in it. If there is one thing I cannot tolerate, it is respect.’

Sergio hastily replaced his sombrero and Misael remarked, ‘Don Emmanuel, your paloma grows more huge and battle-torn by the day. It is said you borrow it from your donkey.’

‘On the contrary, my burro borrows it from me,’ replied Don Emmanuel. ‘I swear by the Virgin these women of yours have chuchas such as to stretch any man by suction. When I die I shall need two coffins.’

‘Leave it to me in your will,’ said Josef, ‘and I’ll dry it in the sun for a bullwhip.’

‘Indeed, you will do no such thing, for I believe you would use it on your wife!’

‘His wife would no doubt use it on herself,’ exclaimed Misael.

‘Then she will by God’s grace leave me alone,’ said Josef.

After many more such inoffensive pleasantries, in which Hectoro was too proud and too dignified to participate, he informed Don Emmanuel of Dona Constanza’s project, and was told, ‘I’ll stop it or by God I swear I will only pleasure pigs for the rest of my life. Before you go you must witness my new method of taming goats.’

They followed him to the caracolee tree where a large yellow-eyed and hostile billy-goat was absent-mindedly mowing the grass in a circle. Don Emmanuel went down on his knees and shook his head at the animal
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