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1 President Veracruz Summons The Minister of Finance

EVER SINCE HIS young wife had given birth to a cat as an unexpected consequence of his experiments in sexual alchemy, and ever since his accidental invention of a novel explosive that confounded Newtonian physics by losing its force at the precise distance of two metres from the source of its blast, President Veracruz had thought of himself not only as an adept but also as an intellectual. His speeches became peppered with obscure and recondite quotations from Paracelsus and Basil Valentine; he joined the Rosicrucians, considering himself to be a worthy successor to Doctor John Dee, Hermes Trismegistus, Sir Francis Bacon, Christian Rosencreuz, and Eliphas Levi. He gave up reading his wife’s women’s magazines, from which he had previously derived most of his opinions, and took up reading La Prensa. He usually ignored the domestic news, since he knew that most of it was supplied by his own Ministry of Information, and was therefore probably fiction, turning instead to the foreign news, and then to the letters page. This latter was the forum in which the nation’s intellectual elite and its coterie of the powerful and the wealthy expressed their opinions, and just recently His Excellency had become an avid reader of the frequent letters from Dionisio Vivo, which were always about the coca trade. He read the latest of the coca letters and made a note on his pad that Señor Vivo should be awarded the Gold Condor Medal for Gallantry, and then crossed it out, remembering that it could only be awarded to military personnel. He substituted a memorandum that a new order of chivalry should be created for civilians, and decided to call it The Order of Hermetic Knights. His secretary was later to misconstrue this instruction owing to his lack of faith in the President’s ability to spell and his own inability to read the latter’s handwriting, and this explains why there is now an Order of Knights Hermit with its own coat of arms, which has never had any members except President Veracruz himself, who had automatic membership of all orders of chivalry, a privilege voted him by a grateful congress after the Los Puercos war.

His Excellency became irritated by constant interruptions from the telephone, his personal secretary, his wheedling wife, and the large black cat that he had never become used to thinking of as his daughter, and retired with La Prensa to the presidential lavatory. He turned off the loudspeaker in there which played Beethoven in order to drown out the rumblings and explosions of the foremost intestines of the Nation, and sat down on the pedestal to read the letters page, mentally making a note to get some kind of heating coil installed in the seat.

His Excellency was still, after all these years, obsessed with the problem of the budget deficit. It was true that at last the insatiable greed of the military for stupendous and apocalyptic weapons had been curbed; it was also true that prices for coffee and tin were not too bad these days, and, best of all, the emerald mines were producing well. But it was also a fact that the country had never recovered from the backfiring of the ‘Economic Miracle’ which had demolished the industrial base in the time when Dr Badajoz was Minister of Finance. Nor had the capital ever regained solvency after the pharaonic construction spree of its former Mayor, Raoul Buenanoce. To make things worse, the government-sponsored expeditions to discover El Dorado had all failed, having consumed perplexing amounts of cash in the process, and the President’s alchemical experiments had yielded up only some very interesting paranormal phenomena and a great deal of sexual ecstasy. His Excellency regarded his consequent rejuvenation and spiritualisation as an unmitigated bonus, but he was tormented nonetheless by the intractable manner in which the economy always failed to arrive anywhere near the targets set by even his own most pessimistic projections. He came to the conclusion that none of his lackeys could be trusted, and decided to believe only what he read in the press. Sitting on the lavatory in the presidential suite, he made two decisions. One was to abolish the Ministry of Information, and the other was to summon the Minister of Finance in order to demand from him an explanation about a point that Dionisio Vivo had just made in his most recent coca letter. He flushed the lavatory out of habit, even though he had done nothing to disturb its fragrant waters, and went to his office to make a telephone call.

Emperador Ignacio Coriolano, known (because of rumours about his private life rather than because of its similarity to his name) as ‘Emperor Cunnilingus the Insatiable’, arrived at five o’clock in the evening. He was a man of fastidious dress but poor hygiene, who had for several years borne upon his shoulders the heavy responsibility of reducing the preposterous burden of the national debt, without ever having been given any means by which to do so. He spent his days with his head in his hands poring over documents which only proved the impossibility of his task, and his evenings obliterating his sense of inadequacy in the arms of certain tractable ladies whose fees he set down to ‘personal expenses’, thereby adding to the nation’s overdraft.

He arrived to find that His Excellency the President of the Republic was attired in a dressing gown of Persian silk, but that this rich garment had slipped a little and was indiscreetly revealing a presidential testicle. In the interview that followed Señor Coriolano found this a severe obstacle to clear thought.

‘Good evening, boss,’ said the Minister of Finance, extending his hand. His Excellency shook it, frowned, and said, ‘How many times do I have to tell you that you must address me as “Your Excellency”? One of these days you will shame us both in public.’

‘Sorry, boss, it’s difficult to forget the old days. You know, sometimes I still think that you and I are still selling canned beef in Panama. Those were the days, eh, boss?’

His Excellency cast his mind back and repeated. ‘Those were the days.’ Then he picked up his copy of La Prensa and said, ‘I want you to listen to the new letter from Dionisio Vivo, and then give me some explanations.’ He read:

‘“Not so long ago the Colombian Government received the humiliating offer of the paying off of the ten billion dollar national debt in return for total freedom from government intervention in the drug trade. Naturally, and to its credit, it refused . . .” Now what I want to know, Emperador, is why they have never made a similar offer to us.’

‘Our debt is too big even for them, boss, and I guess they couldn’t afford to pay off two debts at once, so they chose the smaller.’

President Veracruz made a rueful expression, and then said, ‘Now listen to this: “I oppose those who claim that the coca trade is indispensable to our national budget. It is estimated that the coca mafia earns some ten billion dollars per annum. Of this, nine billion apparently finds its way via Switzerland and other countries into investment in legitimate European and United States industries. The one billion that finds its way back again leaves the country immediately because it is spent on luxury foreign goods destined to embellish the palaces of the caudillos. It is very clear, then, that the destruction of the coca trade would be positively beneficial to our balance of payments.” Now tell me, Emperador, why is it that this philosophy professor knows more about all this than you do? You have always told me that without a blind eye to the coca trade this country would go to the wall. What is the truth of the matter?’

The Finance Minister glanced again at the disconcerting testicle, and shuffled his feet. ‘Those statistics were published only last month, and I had omitted to inform you of them. They derive from a source in the United States, were reported in the New York Herald Tribune, and then were repeated in our own press, I believe.’

‘But are they true, Emperador, are they true?’

Señor Coriolano flushed, and said, ‘I believe they probably are, I am afraid, boss. We have been operating on a false assumption for a very long time.’ He looked at the President’s face, and then back at the floor. ‘I meant to tell you, but circumstances made it difficult, you know there is a lot at stake, and . . .’

His Excellency folded up the newspaper and slapped it down on the table with a disgusted expression. ‘Listen, Emperador, I am not naive, and I know very well that practically everyone is getting a cut, especially if they are a Minister of State. I will tell you something unofficially, OK? You can take as much from them as you like, but don’t ever give them what they want in return, and always tell me everything you know, OK? From now on we don’t turn a blind eye, because the solvency of the Republic is at stake and it is driving me crazy trying to run a bankrupt country, you understand? When I leave office I intend to go down in the history books not only as the man who won the Los Puercos War, but also as the man who put this place in the black for the first time in forty years.’

The Minister of Finance looked back wryly. ‘That would be a greater miracle than the parting of the Red Sea, boss, but I too would like to see it.’

His Excellency raised his eyebrows and remarked, ‘And if I catch you out withholding information or giving me lies, I will have you investigated, and that could mean a firing squad, my friend, if it turns out to be treachery.’

‘Yes, boss.’

President Veracruz dismissed his Minister and rang up the offices of La Prensa to ask for all back copies which contained Dionisio Vivo’s coca letters, and went to call in on his wife’s chamber.

She was in a negligée, sprawled across her bed, feeding Turkish Delight to the huge black cat. His Excellency took in the touching scene and said, ‘The naughty little schoolgirl is feeding my bonbons to the cat again: I think she wants a spanking.’

‘Oh Daddikins,’ she pouted, ‘be sweet, and let me off this time.’

‘Just a little spanking, then.’

Later on, in bed, His Excellency furrowed his brow and said resentfully. ‘Why do you suppose that the coca people have never offered me any money? How come they bribe everyone else?’

‘Oh Daddikins, don’t worry about it,’ she replied, kissing him on the forehead, and thinking about her bank account in Panama.


2 The Cravate

DIONISIO AROSE RELUCTANTLY from his bed, went to the window to see what kind of day it was, and went to the telephone to ring the police.

After two wrong numbers a voice full of disenchantment on the other end of the line said, ‘Police.’

‘Ramon, is that you? This is Dionisio from the Calle de la Constitucion. Listen Ramon, I have another Colombian cravate in my front garden. Can you come and take it away? It is my third one this year.’

‘Okay, Dionisio. Can you keep the vultures off it until we get there? It will make identification easier for us.’

‘If I shoot them will you take their bodies away as well?’

‘You know it is bad luck to shoot vultures,’ said the policeman. ‘Just scare them off.’

Dionisio laughed. ‘You know I do not believe in stuff like that. If I were superstitious I would lose my job and my credibility.’

‘You once said to me, Dionisio, that today’s science is tomorrow’s superstition. Maybe also today’s superstition is tomorrow’s science. Think about it.’

Dionisio snorted and said, ‘God save us from philosophical policemen. You are supposed to be brutal and stupid.’

‘You do not believe in God, either,’ retorted the policeman, ‘so he cannot save you from me. Escuchame, I will come up and take away your cravate. Keep the vultures off.’

‘Claro,’ said Dionisio. ‘Goodbye, and see you in a while.’

Dionisio rummaged through his washing basket and dug out the cleanest of his dirty clothes. He got dressed and went downstairs to look at the corpse. It was a crumpled young man in a blue but now bloodstained shirt. He had no shoes, fashionable trousers, a cowhide belt, and a face of such mixed ancestry as to be unclassifiable. His black hair was thick with cheap shiny gel, and his tongue protruded grotesquely through the slit in his throat. Dionisio remembered how he had vomited and retched the first time he had seen this, and reflected that it was frightening to become inured to it so quickly. He bent down and brushed away some of the ants that were crawling over the man’s face and going in and out of his mouth, and then he threw a stone at the vulture that landed noisily and clumsily in the pine tree. ‘Hijo de puta,’ he shouted at it in a sudden fury, and then realised that he must be more upset than he had thought. He looked at his watch and saw with resignation that he was going to be late for his lecture again, and wondered whether the principal would believe again the same bizarre excuse of a body in the garden. He sat with his back to the trunk of the tree and irritated the vulture by tossing stones at it until Ramon arrived with another officer. They put on yellow kitchen gloves as they came through the gate.

‘Hola,’ said Ramon, ‘another fine start to a perfect day.’

Dionisio smiled at this old classmate who had made the incomprehensible choice of becoming a policeman despite the horror of his friends. They all called him ‘cochinillo’ to his face, but he took the tease in the spirit in which it was meant, and usually gave as good as he got. ‘How is my little Socrates?’ he asked.

‘I am a little tired of all these Colombian cravates,’ replied Dionisio, smiling weakly. ‘Why do they always dump them in my garden, and not someone else’s?’

‘Either,’ said Ramon, ‘they think that you need a little excitement, and are very charitably providing it, or else they are giving you a little warning. I favour the latter hypothesis myself.’

‘A warning?’ echoed Dionisio.

‘Don’t be disingenuous, Dionisio. You know I am talking about the letters.’

‘The letters are hardly a big thing,’ said Dionisio. ‘Anyway, how do you know about them?’

‘Everybody does, including me, because despite being a cochinillo I read an intelligent newspaper like La Prensa. Believe me, there are narcoticos who read it as well. Your letters have made you a local celebrity, because no one else from around here gets letters published regularly in important newspapers. There are plenty of people who want you to shut up and mind your own business.’ The policeman raised one eyebrow and tapped one side of his nose. ‘That is my advice as well, cabron, or you will end up like our little amigo here, with your tongue pulled through a pretty little hole in your neck.’

‘Do you know who he is?’ asked Dionisio.

‘Yes I do, and I can assure you that there will be no mourners at his funeral. As far as I am concerned, these canallas can kill each other as much as they like. To lock them up would be a criminal misappropriation of public funds.’

Ramon stroked his stubble thoughtfully, tipped back his cap to a jaunty angle, and spat onto the ground next to the body. ‘Come on,’ he said to his companion, ‘let us do our duty.’ They slung the body into the back of the van, and Dionisio came around to the driver’s door to shake the hand of his friend. ‘I will buy you a drink,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’

The policeman winked. ‘Let us waste no time,’ he said, ‘in bringing perfection to this world.’ He drove away leaving Dionisio wondering whether that was a learned quotation or whether he had just made it up.


3 Ramon’s Letter


Dear Sirs,

I write as police officer of Ipasueño, and as a lifelong acquaintance and friend of Dionisio Vivo. I wish to make a public reply to his comments upon the unreliability of the law-enforcement agencies.

As he rightly states, the choice presented to us is ‘plata o plomo’. Either we participate in the profits or be tortured to death. However, we would have little fear of the latter fate if there were more of us, better trained, and better armed. We are pitifully few; the country is vast, with great tracts of it unexplored, let alone mapped. In fact there is even doubt as to where the borders lie, especially in the Amazonas region, and this has caused a great many pointless and disreputable wars with our neighbours in the past. It is physically impossible to police such a country as ours, and regrettably many of our police are so demoralised by the perpetual struggle to perform the impossible that they have given up altogether.

Secondly, it is a well-known psychological fact (at least Dionisio Vivo tells me that it is) that anyone can be bribed by being offered a sum amounting to ten times their annual salary. The annual income of a policeman is considerably less than that received by an unemployed single person on social security in the United States. Is anyone really surprised then that the police seem to be so corruptible? I do not know any policemen who do not have to take second jobs in off-duty hours merely to stay alive. I myself have a herd of goats.

Lastly, I would like to say to Dionisio Vivo that in my professional opinion his life is endangered, and I also want to ask him a question. Does he know that in this country crimes of passion outnumber coca killings by three to one? Is he contemplating an epistolary crusade against that too?

Ramon ‘Cochinillo’ Dario,

Police Officer,

Ipasueño.




4 Dionisio Renounces Whores Out of Love For Anica

IPASUEÑO LAY ACROSS a plain and mountainside on the western reaches of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Margarita. The whitewashed houses rose up above each other glistening in the sun like the snows high above them, and the inclined streets were raucous with the sound of mule-trains, the crashing of the gears of ancient lorries, and the cries of streethawkers selling arepas and pineapple juice. The streets were narrow and the light restricted because of the overhanging balconies draped with washing. It was a small town, which made it easy to call in on one’s friends and to spread rumours, and it was very self-contained. Food was mostly bought from the Acahuatec Indians who farmed on terraces in the Sierra, and from the inhabitants of Cochadebajo de los Gatos in the east. The town was famous for producing the finest Supremo coffee-beans, and for the quality of its cocaine, manufactured by the sulphuric acid and petroleum process. The town was not, however, so famous that outsiders ever wanted to go there, nor so dull that the inhabitants ever wanted to leave. This meant that the population had not changed in its basic nature since the sixteenth century, when it was founded by the Conde Pompeyo Xavier de Estremadura, who was later to perish with eight hundred and fifty souls in an avalanche of snow during an expedition of 1533 to locate the legendary Inca city of Vilcabamba. This is the same aristocrat who was eventually brought back to life by Aurelio the Sorcerer, and who became resident in Cochadebajo de los Gatos, where he met and cohabited with Remedios, the communist guerrilla leader.

Seven years, six months and thirty-three days after the illusory war of La Isla de los Puercos (after which President Veracruz was re-elected on the ‘victory vote’) Dionisio Vivo, professor of philosophy, was twenty-eight years old, and was celebrating his birthday in the serpentine embrace of Velvet Luisa in Madame Rosa’s Famous Casa de Putas in the Calle Santa Maria Virgen. Downstairs Jerez was being sick into the lap of the whore known as The Biggest Boa in the World, and Juanito was using his good looks and his powers of persuasion to induce Rosalita to do it for nothing. The Biggest Boa in the World was shrieking with dismay and was about to waste a bottle of Aguila by breaking it over Jerez’ head, and Rosalita was being coy because she was in love with Juanito and was hoping to leave whoring in order to marry him. Jerez and Juanito shared a house with Dionisio and were helping him to enjoy his birthday in the brothel, by enjoying themselves, and thus affirming their solidarity and their brotherhood.

Madame Rosa’s whorehouse was remarkable not only for the fact that the girls were pretty and clean, but for its genial atmosphere. Madame Rosa got the girls checked every week at the clinic, and was always genuinely happy when one of the girls married one of the clients, drifting away to a new life of children and domesticity. She was already resigned to the fact that in a little while she would lose the most popular whore she had ever had.

Velvet Luisa had a twin sister who was at university. At the age of seventeen they had tossed a coin as to which of them would go to university first while the other supported them both, and Luisa had lost. She had taken to whoring with verve and vivacity, knowing that she was condemned to it for only three years, and positive that in retrospect it would prove to have been a character-forming and constructive experience. She slept only with clients that she genuinely had an eye for, and brooked no nonsense or violence from anyone, which was why she had a pistol under her pillow and an electric bell for summoning Madame Rosa’s husband in the event of a contingency.

Madame Rosa’s husband was a formidably huge negro of gentle disposition, who was as fond of the whores as he was of his own daughters and his horse. He had met Madame Rosa in Venezuela, whither she had fled from her previous husband in Costa Rica. This gentleman had himself been an insatiable whoremaster with a vile temper and a habit of drunkenness. Madame Rosa was in truth a bigamist, but she considered that if the Holy Father had known that her first husband used to fire his revolver at huge imaginary spiders at all hours of the day and night, he would undoubtedly have annulled that marriage without hesitation. She had great faith in the Holy Father, and considered that she ran a truly Catholic brothel, with a crucifix on the wall of every room, and days off for the girls on their Saint’s day.

Dionisio was stroking Velvet Luisa’s perfect black thighs, and was teasing her by just drawing back with his ticklings when he reached the portals of the Gates of Heavenly Bliss. He was saying, ‘This has got to be something for me to be nostalgic about, because after today I don’t think I will be coming back. I’ve fallen in love, Luisa, and I think it’s going to be a big one, and when I am like this I don’t want to make love to anyone else.’

Luisa sat up, looking a little alarmed, and said, ‘Don’t do that; all the girls here will commit suicide. We all think that with you it is more like making love.’

Dionisio thought about it, and replied, ‘That’s because I love women more than anything else in the world. I have the suspicion that most men hate them, and that is why they treat them so badly. I think there are a lot of macho types out there who probably would really rather do it with a donkey or a little boy.’

In appearance Dionisio Vivo was stocky enough to reveal some of the Indian blood in his veins, but he had startlingly blue eyes. This was, curiously enough, the direct result of one of the Conde Pompeyo Xavier de Estremadura’s exploits in the sixteenth century. Dionisio had a full and sensuous mouth, olive skin, a black moustache, and the kind of luxuriant sideburns that are still common in that country. He was in general quite hairy about the body, and was still well-muscled as a consequence of a narcissistic obsession with his torso during his teenage years. Characteristically he would dress in blue, and it was true that all the girls in the whorehouse thought that he was wonderful both in and out of bed. Velvet Luisa was both jealous and curious. ‘Is it true that it is Anica Moreno that you have fallen in love with? Everyone is saying that.’ She gave him a searching look and toyed with one of his nipples so that he took in his breath sharply. ‘Yes, it is Anica,’ he said, ‘and tomorrow we are going to sleep together for the first time. It is all agreed between us.’

Anica Moreno was at that time only just twenty years old, and was governed chiefly by her sense of beauty. She had had very few experiences of a romantic nature, the first being at the age of thirteen, when she had masturbated a young man in the front of a Russian-made jeep while on the way to Cochadebajo de los Gatos to see the temple and the statues of the cats. At eighteen she had given her virginity to a married man who had pretended to be in love with her. This man worked for the Catholic Mission to Single-Parent Families, and he disowned her completely when she fell pregnant. She miscarried at three months, leaving no one any the wiser, and became a little inhibited sexually. Thus one could say that she had had her share of sorrows, especially as at the same time her beloved mother had died at an early age of an intractable cancer. This had affected her extraordinarily deeply, as indeed it had affected her father, a very mild and reticent man, conspicuously religious and humane, who had made a fortune in arms dealing.

Anica had some artistic talent which she expressed with refreshing naivety and simplicity in her drawings, preferring zig-zag patterns in bold colours. She was possessed with the absolute conviction that one day she would become renowned as a great artist, and although she was a soft and sentimental person who would not wish harm to her worst enemy, there was a determined portion at the core of her which got her into trouble as a child, and which was a mixed blessing in the time of her adulthood.

These two first met when artistic ambitions induced an interest in photography in Anica. She was slightly acquainted with one of the men with whom Dionisio shared his house. This man was Jerez, a character so worthless and irredeemable that no one ever thought of trying to reform him; they just accepted him as he was (with the exception of the Biggest Boa in the World, who hated to be puked up on). Consequently he had always led an equable and happy life, a fact which intimates how little justice there is in the world. He divided his time and his somewhat minimal energy between a very great many lonely and (to other men) undesirable women of indeterminate age and worn-out appearance. He scratched a living by taking photographs for the two local newspapers, and fancied himself as an artist in his craft. One of his less attractive foibles was to gatecrash private fiestas, and it was at one of these that he had met Anica and impressed her with the fact that he was a photographer. He had invited her to come and see him if her artistic interests should lead her in the direction of photography, though there is no doubt whatsoever as to his real hopes and intentions.

It so happened that she lived almost directly opposite to Dionisio and Jerez, and it was miraculous that hitherto none of them had met before. One day the thought came into her head that she might as well drop in on Jerez so that he could explain the more subtle mysteries of her new camera, which was the gift of her father on her twentieth birthday.

Dionisio was still in his work-clothes, and had his feet up on Jerez’ home-made coffee-table, whose top was attached to its base by no other force than gravity, when Anica knocked at the outer shutters of the hallway. Jerez answered the door and let her in.

When she came into the living-room Dionisio thought that she was the most striking woman he had ever seen. Some of the verses of the Song of Solomon sprang unbidden into his mind. She brought with her such an air of humour, self-confidence and gentleness that the house was lit up with her presence as though with a lamp. She put Dionisio instantaneously into such a fine mood that she was given a first impression of him that he was both handsome and jovial, when in fact he was very ordinary-looking and distinctly prone to periods of moroseness.

Anica Moreno was one hundred and eighty-four centimetres tall, and this alone would have made her striking. On this day she was dressed in dungarees of that emerald green which, curiously enough, astrologers associate with Venus. She wore a green and white striped tee-shirt, and old lilac espadrilles, with a spot of green sock showing through where the toes were worn away. This waifish touch alone would have melted the heart of any man. Her hair was strawberry blonde, a rare thing in those parts; it was short and spiky, an effect designed to reveal her artistic nature, and she had a high forehead above grey eyes the colour of a winter sea. Dionisio noticed that she had a very small mouth, but that when she grinned she revealed marvellous shiny white teeth that looked as though they would have spoiled her face if they had been only a fraction bigger. She wore a very large green plastic earring in one ear in the shape of an isosceles triangle.

He could tell that she was quite thin by her arms, whose forearm seemed thicker than the upper part, but he was struck by her gracefulness as she stood with her shoulders back, standing with all her weight on one leg, with the other bent at the knee in such a way that her toe was posed casually on the ground. He was reminded of a little girl at a confirmation. She was big-breasted, but she gave the impression of being embarrassed about this fact, since her breasts were always concealed beneath the shapelessness of her clothing. In fact it was true that she was embarrassed about them, not because of their volume, but because one of them was very slightly larger than the other, a fact indiscernable without close inspection.

Dionisio having been captivated by her charm and vivacity to such an extent that he began to ask himself whether he might have any luck with her, and Anica Moreno having had a woman’s thoughts about him, she left the house and did not reappear in it for three months.

After she had gone Jerez had said, ‘Lovely body,’ and Dionisio had grunted. The best thing about Jerez was that everything that he believed or said was either so crass or so gross that it made one feel either intellectual or virtuous by comparison.

‘I tried to seduce her once,’ said Jerez, ‘but she ran kilometres.’

How surprising, Dionisio had thought.

‘I am surprised,’ said Luisa, when Dionisio had confessed that it was indeed Anica that he was in love with. ‘She is so tall, and blonde hair on a mulatta looks strange to me. I am surprised that you have fallen in love with someone so . . . unusual.’

‘I would have fallen in love with you, but . . .’

‘I am a whore?’

Dionisio was embarrassed, but Luisa just smiled, and said, ‘I have no illusions.’ She leaned over him so that her pointed breasts that reminded him of missiles (he called them ‘Cupid’s Warheads’) caressed his chest deliciously. She whispered, ‘Make love to me for the last time, then, and make it slow, and make it last.’

He looked into her face and saw her expression. He stroked her cheek. ‘You are beautiful, Luisa. Please do not cry. Nobody knows the future.’


5 The General’s Letter


Dear Sirs,

I have in recent months read with great interest the letters from my son, Dionisio Vivo, in your newspaper, concerning the trade in coca and its undesirable effects.

I have in the past often feared that my son would turn out to be the kind of degenerate who not only abuses coca but trades in it; he certainly showed every sign of it in his teenage years. It is therefore a matter of great pride and relief to me that I am able to find myself in complete agreement with the general tenor of his remarks. As most people know, I have in my own department used the armed forces under my command to wipe out this trade almost entirely.

However, I wish to remonstrate with my son over his remarks in his last letter about the armed forces, when, in recommending the use of the armed forces in combating the coca trade, he says ‘. . . this would give them something to do other than sit around in idleness plotting coups.’ As he well knows, no such plots have come to light ever since the time of Fleta, Ramirez, and Sanchis. Since those best-forgotten days the armed forces have been co-operating upon the well-nigh impossible task of wiping out the dozen or so left- and right-wing guerrillero groups which are so seriously impeding the construction of a decent civilisation in our country. Who would have believed that in this day and age there would still be Maoists and Stalinists? But there are, and the armed forces have sustained terrible losses in the struggle against them. My son owes us an apology.

General Hernando Montes Sosa,

Military Governor (elected) of Cesar, Valledupar.




6 Ramon Leaves A Warning Note


Diogenes,

Your father has foolishly revealed your true identity in a letter to La Prensa. Now that they know that you are not only a pain in the ass, but also the son of the governor of Cesar, they will want to get you even more. Climb out of your barrel, and leave town as soon as possible.

Ramon.



Dionisio read it through twice, and said aloud to himself, ‘Very funny, Ramon.’


7 Dionisio Is Given A Hand

DIONISIO WAS AWOKEN by a bizarre tumult outside. He lay in bed waking up as slowly as possible, blinking his eyes and fighting off the urgent pressure in his bladder. He speculated drowsily as to what the noise could possibly be; there were furious croaks, screeches, flutterings, and a series of single knocks on the door that sounded like someone tapping very hard with their bunched fingernails.

He pulled the covers over his head to block it all out, but was forced to give up. He threw the cover aside, lay still for a moment, and then got out of bed and went to the window. He leaned out, but the racket was just outside his line of view, concealed by the creepers. He leaned out as far as he could, and saw to his astonishment that just in front of the door were two large vultures who appeared to be jumping up and down and knocking at the door, in between taking jabs at each other. He watched them with puzzlement, and then shouted ‘Shut up’ at them. They stopped jumping up and down for a minute and looked at him with an expression that looked like contempt, and then recommenced. ‘For God’s sake,’ he thought, and went downstairs.

When he opened the door the two birds were momentarily very surprised, and craned their necks to inspect him. They hopped backwards and croaked in protest, and he waved an arm at them and said, ‘Go on, go away. Let’s have some peace around here.’

At that point he discovered the cause of the fracas. He glanced sideways and discovered that there was a hand nailed to the door at chest height. At first he thought it was a model hand, because it seemed waxy and the bloodstains on it somehow did not seem to be the correct colour for blood. He was wondering who would play such a bizarre joke on him, and he touched the object. He took his hand away quickly because he immediately realised that it was not a model.

He looked at it closely. It was an olive-complexioned hand, plainly belonging to a man. It had ragged fingernails, and there was a scar, probably from a knife, across the back of it. Dionisio had the inconsequential thought that a man with fingers as long as that would have made a good pianist. The hand was covered with marks where the vultures had succeeded in pecking it, and between the thumb and forefinger a pen was held in place with rubber bands.

He went upstairs to telephone Ramon, and then telephoned the college to say that he would be late again. The Principal said, ‘Vale, this makes a change from dead bodies, only to get a bit of one. I will start off your class, and you get here as soon as possible. What are you doing with them?’

The Principle of Sufficient Reason,’ replied Dionisio. ‘Tell them to look it up in all the books and work out in what ways Leibniz’ version is different from Schopenhauer’s, OK?’

He went downstairs again because the vultures were once more leaping up and down and fighting with each other. Ramon shortly arrived in a car with the same young policeman as before. Ramon got out, stroking his stubble as usual, and stopped a moment to give Dionisio an ironic weary look. ‘Agustin,’ he said to the other policeman, ‘since we are likely to come here repeatedly, let me introduce you to Dionisio properly, except that I am going to start calling him Empedocles, who misguidedly threw himself into a volcano in order to prove that he was a god. I find that analogy very apt.’

Dionisio smiled wryly, and shook Agustin’s hand. He caught Ramon’s eye, and pointed wordlessly at the hand nailed to the door.

‘Ay,’ exclaimed the policeman, ‘so that is where it got to.’

Dionisio said, ‘Were you looking for it, then?’

‘Not exactly, Empedocles. Its owner turned up without it on the municipal dump this morning. You will be pleased to know that this is the hand of a gentleman who refused to loan his daughter to El Jerarca and his band of upright followers. They took the girl anyway, and both of them are at this very moment being loaded into a van at the dump in order to be restored to a wife who now has only four children to support without a husband.’

Ramon went up to the door and inspected the hand carefully. ‘This is a nail of the type that is used on haciendas in order to nail together a corral. The pen is a very ordinary and common one, and the hand was severed with one blow of a machete. Yes, indeed, this an agricultural murder, and we all know who owns a big hacienda outside town.’ Ramon paused, and wiggled the nail until it came out of the door. Still holding it, he stuck the hand in front of Dionisio’s face, and said, ‘You are the semiologist. You tell me what it signifies.’

Dionisio backed away from it and replied, ‘It means that they want me to stop writing the letters to La Prensa.’

Ramon looked at him for a moment and laughed without humour. ‘You attribute too much subtlety to them, Empedocles. It means that before they kill you they will cut off your hands. I suspect that they may deliver them to the police station, which will save me from having to look for them, eh my friend? They will cut off your hands that wrote the letters, and then maybe they will torture you a little bit more than they have already, and then maybe they will make you a little cravate and let you bleed to death in peace.’

The two friends looked at each other in silence, and Ramon raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Do you see this pen? On it there will be the fingerprints of the man who put it there. That is how much confidence they have, cabron, they don’t care that we know who did this.’

‘Are you going to arrest him?’

Ramon gave him a glance that would have been patronising if it had not been accompanied by his usual ironic smile. ‘Arrest him? No, we will shoot him as soon as possible, without formality.’

Dionisio was shocked, and it showed in his face. Ramon put his arm around his shoulder and walked a few paces with him. ‘Let me tell you, my friend, if we arrest such a man there will be those rich enough to bribe a thousand judges and a thousand policemen to let him go on a technicality. In order to avoid becoming corrupted, we just shoot them.’ Dionisio was about to protest when Ramon suddenly became serious. ‘This is now officially our unofficial policy, Dionisio. It is a civil war where the rules are different. Don’t get caught up in it unless martyrdom particularly appeals to you. I will tell you a secret, OK? The police and the navy are the only relatively uncorrupted forces in the nation. From now on all the battles will be fought not by the army, but by the police. The police are not only the police now, but also the army, so don’t give me extra work to do by becoming another pointless victim. Just pack your guitar and a couple of books, and leave.’

‘No, Ramon,’ replied Dionisio, ‘I am obstinate, and I am angry, and I have to do what I can, even if it is only writing letters.’

‘Get a gun, then, my friend, and carry it with you all the time.’

Just before the car departed, Ramon wound down the passenger window and pointed at the vultures. ‘Tell those two to go and wait down at the dump. Also, do you know the only thing that was left after Empedocles jumped into the volcano?’

Dionisio looked at Ramon spinning the hand on its transfixing nail and said, ‘His sandals.’

As the car started to move, Ramon winked and said, ‘Goodbye, Empedocles.’


8 How El Jerarca’s Helicopter Turned Into A Deepfreeze

SPANIARDS WHO TRAVEL in South America sometimes have difficulty in buying butter. They ask for ‘mantequilla’, and receive only a puzzled look. When they explain that it is for spreading on bread, the proprietor of the shop says, ‘Oh, you want “manteca”,’ and the Spaniard thinks he is being offered lard and says, ‘No, that is not what I want.’ The conversation continues and the confusion becomes more confounding until the proprietor produces some butter and says, ‘This is manteca, we spread it on bread around here.’ The Spaniard looks at it dubiously; it is whitish, and really it looks more like lard than butter, but it has the texture and consistency of butter. It is really very puzzling. He buys it and spreads it tentatively on his bread, to find that it is not too bad, and tastes half-way between lard and butter.

The Spaniard has become a victim of the social history of a word. In past times there were no dairy herds to speak of, and so one spread lard upon one’s bread. And then slowly as herds increased and improved it became possible to market butter. But by now two things had happened; firstly, the word ‘mantequilla’ had been forgotten, and what went upon one’s bread would always be ‘manteca’, and secondly, people had got to like the taste of lard on bread, and so the butter was made in such a way that it tasted somewhat like lard.

Odd things have happened also
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