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‘My position, as will easily be understood, was one of the greatest difficulty, owing not only to the overwhelming responsibility of the case itself, but to what I may call its external complications.’

SIR MORELL MACKENZIE

The Fatal Illness of Frederick The Noble





‘Nothing works against the success of a conspiracy so much as the wish to make it wholly secure and certain to succeed. Such an attempt requires many men, much time and very favourable conditions. And all these in turn heighten the risk of being discovered. You see, therefore, how dangerous conspiracies are!’

FRANCESCO GUICCIARDINI

Ricordi (1528–1530)





‘You refused to believe it would ever come to this. You see you were wrong.’

THE EMPEROR MAXIMILIAN OF MEXICO

Words said before his execution by firing squad at
Queretaro in 1867. They were addressed to his
Hungarian cook.







PART ONE



THE PATIENT


HÔPITAL CIVIL
FORT LOUIS
ST PAUL-LES-ALIZÉS
Antilles Françaises



THURSDAY 15 MAY

The new night Sister from Guadeloupe appears to be intelligent and to know her job.

A relief.

There is one thing to be said for a tour of night duty at the hospital. The food one is expected to eat may be disgusting and the bed on which one is supposed to rest may be too near the main air-conditioning compressor; but, unless there is an unusually messy traffic accident or the night Sister in charge is inadequate, there is privacy and time for thought.

The duty man also has a desk and a supply of hospital stationery. So I shall make what use I can of these two nights to do something I should have done before: that is, put my side of this Villegas business down on paper so that in case of need I can later produce it, signed and dated, as evidence of my good intentions – if not of my good sense.

Naturally, I hope that the need will not arise. However, during the past twenty-four hours, I have had reason to suspect that there is more going on than I at present understand. So, I shall take no chances.

I will begin by recalling the circumstances of my father’s assassination.


Already needlessly interrupted by new Sister with request I authorize pheno-barb for cardiac patient in Ward B. Onchecking found she had not consulted night staff instructions which clearly authorize her use own discretion and prescribe drug to be administered this case. So much for appearances of efficiency! Challenged, she declared procedure in Pointe-à-Pitre different.




An absurd lie, and any of the French doctors here, white or black, créole or from metropolitan France, would have told her so bluntly. I could only be excessively polite. She countered by speaking in patois. When she realized that I understood perfectly what she was saying, and could answer her too, she flounced out. Her nurses have doubtless warned her that young Dr Castillo is a béké-espagnol with an unpleasant disposition. Now she has seen for herself. Good. Perhaps she will think twice before she again comes asking questions.



About the assassination of my father, Clemente Castillo Borja.

As those obliged to interest themselves in the political and economic affairs of Central America will know, an aura of mystery still surrounds some aspects of the case. From time to time journalists claiming special knowledge of the country and inside information have written articles purporting to reveal all; but none of them has ever produced any new facts and the ‘alls’ revealed have been no more enlightening than the guesswork and speculation of which everyone else has long since grown tired.

The two gunmen who actually did the killing that night on the steps of the Hotel Nuevo Mundo were, of course, identified immediately. The scene was flood-lit and there were dozens of witnesses. What has never been established beyond doubt, however, is the identity of those who hired and paid the killers. All we know is that they had the forethought to booby-trap the getaway car in advance of the operation. It was expertly done. The gunmen were blown to pieces long before there was even a chance of their being caught and questioned. Police records had both men down as ‘Wanted for armed robbery. No known political connections.’

The most widely held, you could almost say the ‘official’, view has always been that the assassination was ordered by the military junta immediately after their October coup, and carried out under the direction of a Special Security Forces action squad.

That could be the truth.

There are those, on the other hand, who still insist that, although the junta had every reason to want my father dead and were quite capable of organizing his destruction, the last thing they would want was to risk making a martyr of him. These more devious thinkers contend that both the assassination and the booby-trap murders were engineered by a left-wing, and violently anticlerical, faction within my father’s own Democratic Socialist Party. So, the thing was done partly to discredit the junta before it could stabilize the post-coup situation, and partly because this left-wing faction knew that my father had secretly committed the party to a coalition in the Assembly with the Christian Democrats.

This could also be true – just.

Until her own death in Florida last year, my mother thought that it was; though for no clear reasons that I could ever discover. A highly emotional, deeply feminine woman – the self-willed kind who is nevertheless at sea without a husband to dominate her – she became the centre of a woollyminded, self-dramatizing bunch of compatriot exiles. As doyenne of such a group she doubtless preferred the more exotic theory, with its byzantine trappings of conspiracy and betrayal, to the mundane alternative. At all events, she never ceased urging me to seek out the traitors and to exact an only son’s proper revenge – blood for blood.

In that, as in other ways, I was a disappointment to her. My only defence – and in this I was sometimes backed by my sisters and their husbands – was to insist that I foundthe betrayal theory totally incredible. This annoyed her, of course, because these unknown traitors she postulated were the only objects of my filial vengeance who could conceivably be accessible to it. Not even my mother could expect me to mount a one-man punitive expedition against the junta and the SSF on their own ground. After the ’68 upheaval the vengeance situation became even more confused. Under the Oligarchy, backed by its so-called ‘patriotic militia’, the casualty rate among former members of the junta was high, and by the following year those senior officers who weren’t serving time in subordinate diplomatic posts abroad, were either ailing or dead.

What then did I really believe about the Castillo assassination plot?

A few days ago I would have answered that I had long ceased to care much who was the mastermind, if indeed there was one, or which cabal was responsible.

If that sounds callous or unfilial, let it. Twelve years have elapsed since my father’s death, and when he was killed I was an insecure nineteen-year-old just entering a French medical school an ocean away from home. What I remember most vividly now about that time is not the grief and confusion, not even the funeral in the pouring rain with armed troops crowding the mourners and police taking names at the graveside. What I remember are the blinding flashlights of the press photographers at Orly airport as I left to fly home, and the reporters bawling inane questions at me. There was a man there from our Paris embassy who was supposed to be helping me through, but he could do nothing. The newsmen elbowed him aside and one thrust his face right up to mine. He was sweating and out of breath and sprayed saliva over me as he shouted in Spanish above the din. ‘What were your feelings,’ he demanded, ‘when you heard that your father had been assassinated? You must have known how much he was hated. Were you surprised?’

I drew back my fist to hit him, but the embassy man clutched my arm. Then the airport police moved in surrounding me and I was hustled away.

Today I am wiser; I know now that my feelings about my father were mixed and that even then I had begun to understand the kind of man he was. Now I can accept with equanimity propositions that once would have been unacceptable: the self-evident truth, for example, that even had he lived and come to power, Clemente Castillo would have served the people of my native land no better than the inept junta or the civilian obligarchy which now manipulates a figurehead president. A Castillo administration might have presented a better appearance, a more liberal image, to the outside world, but that would have been the whole extent of its accomplishment. My country’s difficulties, like those of other coffee republics which were once colonies of Spain, are rooted in history and they will not be solved by images of government, however glossy; nor by lightweight oportunists with simplistic programmes of reform.

I am aware that most of my colleagues in this hospital dislike me. In supermarket French the word frigo is used to mean not only refrigerator or freezer but also, a shade contemptuously, frozen meat. ‘Dr Frigo’ is the nickname by which I am usually known here. Of course I am always careful to treat it as a joke; but on re-reading the above paragraph I can see why, in a parochial little society such as ours, it has gained currency.

Lightweight opportunist? Is that the best the loyal son can say of the murdered father? Why then, if he were so negligible a person, was he assassinated? Other politicians have made enemies and lived. And why, if the pompous young Dr Frigo has really ceased to care about the circumstances of his father’s death, does he now start scratching at those well-healed wounds?

Fair questions. I must try to answer at least some of them.

As a young boy I both loved and respected my father; no doubt about that; ours was a happy family. But as I grew up, though I still loved him, my respect became qualified.

He was a lawyer before he became a political leader and it is as a lawyer that I remember him best. When he practised in the courts it was his habit, over the evening meal and after, to regale us with an account of his day’s work. It was generally a tale of triumph, of course, of dangerous opponents out-manoeuvred and of the discomfiture of fools – all most enjoyable. And even when a defeat or setback had to be reported, the reasons for it were presented with so much wry humour and apparent moderation that the villain of the piece would seem more worthy of our commiseration than of hatred or contempt. While my father clearly enjoyed the sun of our uncritical admiration he was at the same time exercising and developing the rhetorical skills to be deployed later before larger audiences.

Most of his practice was concerned with defending persons accused of petty criminal offences and of cases involving debt. Over the years we children acquired, just through hearing so often about such things, some knowledge of court-room tactics, of the seamier aspects of pretrial investigation and of the rules of evidence. Though I doubt if my sisters retained much of it – for them my father’s tales of legal derring-do were only entertainments – I did and still do. Indeed it was that smattering of knowledge so gained that fostered my prejudice (doubtless ill-founded) against the law as a profession and encouraged me to hold the belief (no less erroneous, as I have since found, but shared then by my high-school biology teacher) that medicine is an exact science.

My father accepted my declaration of intent philosophically, and when later he agreed to pay for my studies in Paris he became his usual businesslike self. ‘I’m glad you didn’t press to go to the United States,’ he said, ‘that would have been even more expensive. Anyway, I have no doubt that you will work hard and make the most of your opportunities.’ And then he added thoughtfully: ‘Some medical doctors have done quite well in politics. They seem – God knows why – to be trusted.’

But if those lessons, learned, so to speak, at my father’s knee, did not predispose me to the law as a career, they did instil in me an awareness of some of the accepted ways of avoiding legal pitfalls.

The subject of written evidence was one of which he never tired.

‘Beware the policeman with his dog-eared notebook,’ he would say. ‘The man may be, indeed probably is, unable to write more than his own name and only just able to read. But when he gets into court, what is down in that notebook, no matter when or by whom it was put there, will be treated as if it were Holy Writ.’

And he would wag his finger at us. ‘So remember, children,’ he would say after some horrendous account of justice mocked or perverted, ‘and remember carefully. If ever you should commit a crime, which God forbid, or if ever you have reason to suppose that you may be falsely accused of some misdemeanour or indiscretion, keep a written record of all your actions and thoughts at the relevant time. Keep it in your own handwriting, date it and never make subsequent alterations in it which can be seen unless you have a creditable and convincing explanation for them.’

This is one of his injunctions that I have not forgotten. From time to time I have kept written records of the kind suggested and often found them useful later. Not, I may add, that I have been or have expected to be accused of a crime, but because, while most foreign nationals obliged to have dealings with French bureaucracy must expect to suffer minor inconvenience, a foreign doctor so placed, even if he has qualified in France itself, is at a more serious disadvantage. When he is Dr Frigo working in the state-subsidized medical service of an overseas department of France, he is peculiarly vulnerable.


Again interrupted, though this time not without cause. Terminal uræmia in Ward C extremely restless and demanding that he go home to die. Sister had taken care check instructions. Paraldehyde 5 cc given as prescribed but without desired effect.




Saw patient with her. Cane-cutter in fifties. Listened and humoured as best I could, but explaining need for continuing treatment to dying man was, as it always is, depressing. Authorized chloral hydrate 0.5 gm. Sister raised eyebrows – slightly – but made no verbal comment.




Revised my opinion of her. Very good with patient – sensible, kind, firm. Really rather handsome woman. Almost black, but with delicate features of chabine. Good complexion spoiled by apparent thread wart on neck below left ear. Electrodesiccation could easily remove, why has no one suggested this to her?



At the moment it seems to me that the extent of my vulnerability has been suddenly and considerably increased.

Hence this written record. I should have begun it three days ago.

Now, while my actions and thoughts at what may prove to be the relevant periods are still fresh in my mind, I must make up for lost time.

MONDAY 12 MAY / MORNING

Only three days ago? It seems longer.

I was in the hospital mortuary assisting Dr Brissac at an autopsy when the summons came from the Préfecture.

The male cadaver on which we were working was that of a middle-aged Belgian who had been with a package-tour party staying at the Hotel Ajoupa. He had collapsed while listening to the steel band there and had been dead on arrival at the hospital. The apparent cause of death was an aortic aneurysm, but the man’s widow had made a strong statement to the police. She had said that he had died of food poisoning and accused the hotel. Although no one else in the group had suffered anything worse than the indigestion and ill-temper which are the normal after-effects of an Ajoupa barbecue – charred island beef is virtually inedible – the examining magistrate had ordered a full autopsy and we were following strictly the prescribed procedures.

Dr Brissac is our medical superintendent as well as senior surgeon of the hospital, and if it should be thought surprising that he had not delegated so menial a task, I can only say that nowadays Dr Brissac always insists on doing the autopsies himself. Why? I can only guess. Some of my colleagues consider that as a surgeon he is inclined to undue timidity, that many interesting surgical cases which could and should have been dealt with here have been cravenly flown to Fort de France. They say that he ought to make way for a younger man. If those judgements are valid it may well be that Dr Brissac, inhibited by memories of occasional mistakes with live patients, now prefers to exercise his skills on the dead. I must say that he does display a certain gusto at the mortuary table. His work there is invariably swift, sure and a pleasure to watch.

He had just made the abdominal incision. I was pulling on the ascending colon so that he could snip away the peritoneal reflections, when the mortuary attendant came in to say that I was wanted on the telephone.

I told him to take a message. He said that it was someone from the Préfecture on behalf of a Commissaire Gillon and that the matter was urgent.

Dr Brissac stopped cutting and waved his scissors impatiently. ‘Tell the Préfecture from me that Dr Castillo is too busy to speak,’ he said. ‘Tell them that he has a man’s entrails in his hands and that he will call back.’

The attendant went away grinning and we worked on. Dr Brissac grunts a good deal as he works but does not usually talk much. However, when we got to the transverse colon he glanced up at me.

‘Do you know Commissaire Gillon?’

‘Very slightly, Doctor. A week or two ago his youngest boy gashed a leg swimming by a reef. The Commissaire brought him in to have the wound attended to. I happened to be on duty.’

Dr Brissac pursed his lips. ‘He did not tell me about that.’ After a bit he went on. ‘He was at my house for bridge the other evening and was making enquiries about you. Not about your professional qualifications – he would have all that information in your dossier – but about your personal interests, your character.’

‘Oh.’

‘What did you do with your spare time apart from bedding your girl friend and that amateur photography of yours? When you were in charge of the mobile clinic last year what had been my impressions of your work? Were you self-reliant or are you the type who always has to have his hand held?’

‘Interesting questions.’ I tried to sound as if I didn’t much care how he had answered them.

He didn’t tell me anyway; he was cutting his way into the splenic flexure. When he spoke again he said: ‘I take it you don’t know who Commissaire Gillon is or what precisely he does here?’

‘I assumed that he was a policeman. I didn’t know that police worked in the Préfecture.’

‘He is a policeman, but not an ordinary one. He commands the DST antenna in this department. At least “antenna” is what he calls it. Officially the unit is a brigade, I believe, but perhaps he thinks that antenna sounds more mysterious and important. These political types …’ He broke off as if aware suddenly that he had been straying on to dangerous ground. ‘It’s as well to be polite to them,’ he added.

I got no more out of him. It was clear that he knew more about the telephone call and the reason for it than he was prepared to tell me.

When we had finished with the cadaver, I typed out the preliminary report for his signature and had the various specimens we had taken sent to the laboratory for examination. By then it was ten o’clock. I was due in the out-patients’ department, but there was little privacy there and I did not want to be overheard talking to the Preéecture about personal matters. In spite of Dr Brissac’s hints about Gillon’s interest in my character the only reason that I could think of for my having attracted the attention of the DST was that I was an alien in government service and therefore in some way suspect.

I was put through to a secretary. She was brusque. Dr Brissac’s little joke about entrails had evidently not gone down well. Commissaire Gillon wished to see me in his office at eleven-thirty. Not at twelve, not a quarter to twelve, but at eleven-thirty please. Yes, it was understood that I had my duties at the hospital, but no doubt I could arrange with a colleague for those to be attended to in my absence if necessary. Eleven-thirty in Commissaire Gillon’s office then, on the second floor of the annexe. Thank you, Doctor.

In the out-patients’, as it happened, there were only a few persons for me to see that day; but one of them was an old fisherman with diabetes whose case I had come across when I had been out covering the smaller islands with the mobile clinic. The local dispensary now took care of his insulin requirements but every three months he came in for me to look him over. His wife always came with him. She could never quite understand the nature of the disease – or remember what I had told her about it last time – and, asI had difficulty translating my over-simplified explanations into patois, patience on both sides was necessary. It was eleven-fifteen before I could get away. Then I had trouble starting my moto and had to pedal up to the main road. That made me very hot as well as nervous, so the fast ride down the hill into the town was not as refreshing as usual.

The island of St Paul-les-Alizés was first sighted by Columbus on his second voyage to the Indies and named San Pablo de la Montanas. The ‘mountains’ then visible were twin peaks of the volcano now called Mont Velu, the two craters of which became joined during the eruptions of 1785. San Pablo was never colonized by Spain. The idigen-ous Caribs were a ferocious lot and three Dominican missions sent to convert them to the Faith were all in the end massacred. It was not until a French trading company took possession a century and a half later that the Caribs of St Paul were, by better armed savages from Europe, themselves massacred. Aside from a temporary occupation by the British during the Napoleonic wars, St Paul has been French territory ever since.

Although, like Martinique, Guadeloupe and other islands of the French Antilles, it is fast being ‘developed’, few of St Paul’s recent acquisitions – the Plan Five light industry complex and commercial centre, the municipal low-cost housing estate, the new elementary school, the Alizés supermarket and the Hotel Ajoupa – have yet impinged on the old port of Fort Louis and the streets above it. Within the amphitheatre bounded by the Vaubanesque ramparts on the headland, the Môle du Bassin and the foothills of the Grand Mamelon, the place still looks much as it did in the nineteenth century. True, there are now microwave dishes mounted on the roof of the citadel beside the flagstaff, jumbo jets from the lengthened airport runway now thunder overhead, and out across the bay the concrete pylons of the new Club Nautique can be seen sprouting like toadstools on the green slopes of La Pointe de Christophe; but the town of Fort Louis itself is little changed. It is still ugly, overcrowded, ramshackle, noisy and, for the most part, squalid.

The Préfecture occupies one side of the Place Lamartine halfway up the hill.

The claim, made in the guidebook put out by the Bureau de Tourisme, that the old quarter of the town is ‘a picturesque evocation of the colonial past’, though not completely false, is certainly misleading. A few years back the balconied façades of a street of early limestone and maçonne-du-bon-dieu houses near the old church were restored. That is all; and, for those of us who actually live in the houses, it was not enough. Nothing was done about our plumbing. This continues to evoke the colonial past in ways which can sometimes surprise even the hard-faced men of the Service Sanitaire. The money that should have been spent on it was used instead to install an air-conditioning system in the Préfecture. The bureaucratic tricks employed to legalize that bare-faced swindle are still resented.

Built in 1920 to replace a wooden predecessor destroyed by fire, the Préfecture looks like a mairie of the period transported from some industrial town in north-east France and then whitewashed. It stares brazenly across the Place at the statue of Lamartine, the poet who as a statesman sought to make men free and who was so little corrupt that he became penniless.

The black policeman under the drooping tricolour eyed me curiously when I asked for Commissaire Gillon’s office and then directed me to the annex.

I know the main building and its creaking parquet well enough – the Bureau des Etrangers is on the entresol – but I had never before penetrated as far as the annexe. This was put up after the ‘assimilation’ of 1946 and occupies most of what was once the Préfet’s garden. It is approached, I found, by a narrow bridge-of-sighs leading from the second floor. A signboard with a pointing hand told me that it housed among other things the divisional offices of the Ministère de l’Intérieur and the Direction de la Surveillance du Territoire.

The DST is sometimes described by North American news magazines as the French FBI, but although this may be a convenient shorthand explanation it is not strictly valid. The FBI exists to combat a number of federal crimes within the United States, one of which happens to be espionage by foreign powers. The DST deals only with counter-intelligence and related matters on French territory, and, although it is a branch of the Sûreté Nationale, it more or less confines itself to crimes against internal security. There are other differences. Films and television programmes depicting ‘G men’ as heroes may not be popular any more but at least they exist. If even one film depicting a DST agent in a sympathetic light exists I should be very surprised. Certainly I have never seen it. While an ordinary citizen of the United States invited to talk to FBI representatives could conceivably feel flattered, most Frenchmen, who distrust all policemen anyway, would accept a similar invitation from the DST with extreme reluctance and the deepest misgivings. I may not be a Frenchman born but France is my adopted country. Going to keep my appointment with Commissaire Gillon I was very much on the defensive.

My reception in his outer office did nothing to reassure me. The secretary, an imperious brown woman with a lot of gold inlays on her teeth, tapped the face of her watch accusingly to remind me that I was late and then motioned me to a wooden bench saying that I would now have to wait. To underline her displeasure she slapped some dossiers about her desk and then lit a cigarette. A telex machine chattered quietly in one corner of the office. There was a young white man operating it and every now and then he would groan aloud, though whether in boredom or disgust it was hard to tell. Some sort of argument seemed to be going on through the machine. The white man’s groans began to intrigue the secretary. A carefully thought-out joke was on her lips when the intercom buzzed on her desk. With an impatient wave she told me to go in.

The Commissaire Gillon I had seen at the hospital had been a concerned, sweating father in a beach shirt with an injured and querulous small boy. The Gillon I now faced was a composed senior official in an air-conditioned office. He is stocky and well muscled, in his forties. That day he was wearing a grey suit. He has steel-framed half-glasses, a pale healthy tan, short fair hair and good teeth. A handsome man with a retroussé nose and heavily lidded but lively eyes. He speaks Parisian French. He contrived to shake my hand and steer me into the chair facing him with a single economical arm movement.

‘Good of you to come at such short notice, Doctor.’ He was leaning back in his own desk chair by now. ‘Dr Brissac made no difficulties?’

‘None. I hope your son’s leg healed all right.’

‘Perfectly. Dr Massot changed the dressing for us. He’s our family doctor, you understand. I didn’t want to trouble you people again unnecessarily. You know Massot?’

He was talking about the private practitioner who looks after most of the white establishment in Fort Louis and is the owner of the expensive Clinique Massot.

‘Slightly. He sometimes makes use of the hospital services.’

Gillon’s faint smile suggested that my reply, though guarded, had insufficiently disguised my true feelings on the subject of Dr M. Through a gross error of judgement on the part of the hospital administration, Dr M had been appointed an honorary orthopaedic consultant. The fact that the post was unpaid had been taken by Dr M to mean that when he wanted to make use of our X-ray and Institut Pasteur facilities for any purpose in connection with his private patients or clinic he was always entitled to claim priority. He is often a nuisance.

The next question, though, was a little puzzling. ‘Has Massot ever spoken to you in any language other than French?’

‘Once or twice, yes.’ Dr M has smatterings of several languages and likes to air them. He is said to make a good thing out of the Hotel Ajoupa where he is on call during the tourist season.

‘How is his Spanish?’

No professional etiquette required me to be guarded about that. ‘I found his German easier to understand, Commissaire. But then I don’t speak German myself.’

He grinned, picked up a green dossier from his desk and showed me the front cover with my name on it – CASTILLO Reye, Ernesto. The idle chit-chat – or what I had taken to be idle chit-chat – was over. Now I would find out why I was there.

His expression had become formal. ‘You understand, Doctor, that in our business the status and activities of foreigners in our midst must always be of interest and concern, even when they are valued medical men.’

‘Yes.’

‘But, of course, we can never be omniscient. We may observe what the subject does, how he behaves or misbehaves, who his friends and associates are, et cetera, et cetera. And from such information we can deduct much. But, unless we are dealing with those whom experience enables us easily to classify – crooks, prostitutes, petty adventurers – we cannot always know how a subject thinks, what he truly believes. In certain areas such knowledge may become important. Doctors, I imagine, sometimes have the same problem when it comes to diagnosis. Symptoms do not always tell you the truth.’

‘Neither do patients.’

He looked surprised. ‘They actually lie to you?’

‘Sometimes, though not often consciously. Mostly they lie to themselves. The doctor is merely invited to join the conspiracy. What was it you wanted to know about me, Commissaire?’

He gave me a wry look. ‘Quite right, Doctor. Laymen should not attempt to use medical analogies. A few questions then. Two years ago you became eligible for French citizenship and could have begun the process of naturalization. This you evidently knew because you consulted a lawyer, Maître Bussy, about procedure. Indeed you went further. You prepared and supplied him with the necessary curriculum vitae. Then, only a month later, you informed him that you did not wish to proceed with the application. Why?’

‘My mother objected.’

‘Your mother! On what grounds?’

‘Perhaps objected is not the right word. She appealed to me as a good son not to abandon the country for which my father had died a martyr’s death.’

‘And you accepted that … that view?’

‘No. But she was in failing health and beginning to suffer physical pain. I had no wish to add emotional stress to the rest of her troubles.’

‘But your three sisters had already changed their national status.’ He was referring to the dossier. ‘Two are American by marriage, the third Mexican, also by marriage. Did your mother not appeal to them in the same terms?’

‘With women of my mother’s generation and upbringing it was always the sons who were counted upon. And in the case of an only son …’

‘But counted upon to do what? Return one day to his native land and avenge his father’s martyrdom?’

I thought for a moment before I answered that. On some subjects it is inadvisable to speak plainly, even to an intelligent and apparently unsentimental man like Gillon.

The truth is that, except to my mother and perhaps a few of his more starry-eyed associates, my father was never, in any real sense of the term, a martyr. He was no Martin Luther King, no Kennedy, not even a Lumumba. Oh yes, he could stir a crowd with his eloquence, he could even move some of them to tears; but there was nothing romantic, no underlying love in their regard for him. They might believe that he could better their lot, that he was committed to them and wholly their friend; they might applaud him and shout their encouragement; but when he went in among them they would never press forward to touch him. In a crowd he was the one for whom both men and women would respectfully make way. He lacked the true demagogue’s essential quality, the ability to forget, and in doing so make others forget, that he was at heart a politician. The assassination of such a man may be a sensational event; but it is rarely the inauguration of a martyrdom.

However, I know that good sons are not supposed to speak in that way of dead fathers. Gillon might be a DST chef de brigade, but he was also, as I had reason to know, a devoted father and family man. There was no sense in antagonizing him needlessly, so I evaded his question.

‘My mother drew comfort over the years from the belief that my father’s death could, should and eventually would be avenged. It was never a belief that I shared.’

‘Did you ever tell her that?’

‘Whenever possible I avoided the subject. You might say I cheated. When I agreed two years ago not to renounce my patrial citizenship I’m sure she assumed that, in bowing to her wishes then, I was also accepting her vision of the political future. And I have no doubt that she was encouraged by those in her immediate circle to make this assumption.’

‘By her “immediate circle”, you mean, I take it, those members of your father’s party, the Democratic Socialists, living in exile?’

‘I mean those members of it – cranks, crooks and former place-seekers mostly – who had managed to hole up in southern Florida.’

‘Do you now have any contact with them?’

‘As little as possible, virtually none.’

‘No correspondence?’

‘From time to time they have sent me a rubbishy news letter they publish. I also have occasional requests for money. Those, too, I ignore.’

‘Your mother supported members of the circle with substantial sums.’

‘She did indeed. As you may know, the junta found it politically expedient to deal generously with my father’s estate. Exchange controls were relaxed in my mother’s favour when she settled in Florida. The exiles there battened on her for years. When her medical expenses became heavy, though, my brothers-in-law and I had to pay the bills. Her money had all been frittered away or just stolen. After she died the treasurer of a Cuban Committee there was kind enough to do a free audit. He advised us to take the result to the police and prosecute in certain cases.’

‘But you didn’t.’

‘No, we only threatened. Unfortunately, we couldn’t afford to add legal expenses to the medical ones already incurred.’

‘The American FBI and ourselves exchange information on an unofficial basis. Would it surprise you to learn that, according to a report received recently, you are the person designated by the Florida group as heir to the Party leadership and potential head of a provisional government?’

‘My sister Isabella wrote telling me of that, Commissaire. In fact the news coincided with a number of those requests for money that I mentioned. No, it didn’t surprise me. No nonsense put out by the Florida branch of the Party could do that. It saddened me, however, because I had to assume that my mother had given permission for the use of the Castillo name. But by that time she was dying and our name was all that she had left to give.’

‘You personally then have no belief in the future of your father’s Democratic Socialist Party, Doctor? You see no prospect of the present government’s eventual overthrow?’

‘Not if it’s left to that Florida gang. Whether they are in any way characteristic of the whole opposition in exile is another matter.’

‘What is your opinion?’

‘Commissaire, I don’t know enough to have an opinion. I read the same news items about the other factions as everyone else. The one based in Cuba seems to be more or less what one would expect, that is Marxist. As for the Villegas group …’

I hesitated and he prompted me. ‘Well, what do you think of the Villegas Group?’

‘They’re based in Mexico as you know. According to my sister Isabella, and I have no other source of information there I can assure you, the Villegas group has strong ties with the urban guerrilla movement in the capital, the young militants who have been giving the Oligarchy so much trouble. That’s pure hearsay of course. The Florida lot doesn’t like the Mexico lot because they don’t seem to be short of money. There was some talk of Villegas being subsidized by the CIA. Again only talk. But that’s more or less standard, isn’t it? In Central America any political action group that isn’t begging its bread must be subsidized by the CIA. As far as the political spectrum is concerned, I gather, again from my sister, that the Villegas lot is left of centre.’

‘Not too far from where your father would have been in fact.’

‘I suppose not. Though I can’t see my father leading a band of devoted followers in exile from any position in the spectrum.’

‘You can’t, Doctor? He was after all a politician.’

‘My father liked political power, yes. But he also liked money. Accused of being a political opportunist he laughed and took it as a kind of compliment. If he had been driven into exile instead of murdered he would have gone back to practising law, or, if that had not been possible, into some profitable business. He had no stomach for long-drawn-out battles even when the banners waved for social justice. The ends he would fight for had always to be foreseeably attainable.’

He looked at me oddly for a moment, as if he couldn’t quite believe his ears; then he shrugged. ‘I have been told that you had a great affection for your father, Doctor. What you are saying now doesn’t sound very affectionate.’

Having now fallen into the trap I had successfully avoided earlier, I did my best to talk my way out.

‘My mother once used the very same words, Commissaire, when she was urging me yet again to avenge his murder.’

The ploy succeeded. His face stiffened. He did not like being identified, however remotely, with my mother.

‘From what I know of your countrymen,’ he remarked, ‘few of them would need urging in such a matter. Isn’t there something called machismo, a pride in manhood?’

‘Not only in my country, Commissaire. All over Latin America. But I agree. A lot of senseless murders are committed by men who believe that killing someone who has offended you somehow proves virility. I happen to believe that it doesn’t. The demoralizing effect of a French education perhaps.’

‘Perhaps.’ He paused, apparently considering that heresy. ‘Or is it,’ he went on, ‘that you have never succeeded in finding the guilty man, or men? The ones who planned the assassination, I mean.’

‘Would I sink still further in your estimation, Commissaire, if I told you that I have never really tried to find them?’

‘Lack of curiosity, Doctor?’

‘No. Whatever you may have been told, I am not that cold a fish. But I happen to have a respect for evidence. None that has ever come to light has been worth a sou. I think you must know that. Perhaps I should have looked harder for the truth, but I am not a trained policeman, nor am I an amateur detective with time on his hands.’

‘Do you think that real evidence still exists?’

‘It is possible that somewhere in the Defence Ministry, within sight of the very steps on which my father was killed, there are documents still preserved which positively identify those responsible. Especially if they were members of my father’s own Party, of course. And even if they were Special Security Forces men acting on the junta’s orders there could still be documents to prove it. Bureaucrats are cautious men, reluctant to destroy records even when ordered to do so. No one can ever quite be sure that they will not one day prove valuable.’

‘I understand. The documents may exist but nobody is going to produce them out of the blue for you to see. And even if you knew where they were you would still have to know which bureaucrat had charge of them and what sort of bribe would be required. Am I right?’

‘There is also a yearly ritual, Commissaire, designed to shield me from any revival of the temptation to satisfy my curiosity. When I visit the consul at Fort de France to have my passport renewed, I am always reminded firmly that its use is limited. It is valid for travel everywhere except to my own country.’

‘Well, your mother has been dead for six months now. Do you intend to go on respecting her sentimental wishes about your national status for ever?’

‘With her people the customary mourning period was at least one year. I shall respect that. I have no doubt, though, that if I were ever to produce a French passport at the Fort de France consulate and ask for a visa, my request would be refused. The regrets would be differently phrased, that is all.’

‘Yes, I see. Well, one final question, Doctor. The present régime – the Oligarchy as it is called – is known to be far from stable. If a revolutionary coup backed by the armed forces were to result in the establishment of a government headed by Democratic Socialists or by a coalition disposed to remove these restrictions you speak of, would you then wish to return there from exile?’

‘For a brief visit perhaps. Not permanently. My work is here and I enjoy doing it.’

‘As the son of your father you might even be offered a post in the new government – as Minister of Health perhaps.’ He said it with a smile, but he was far from joking.

‘I would certainly refuse it. My childhood immunized me against political ambition, Commissaire. I am a doctor and the only advancement I look for is in my profession.’


Apropos my profession, it is 02.00 hrs. Sister brought me a glass of freshly made tea. Clearly a peace offering. Emboldened, I decided to broach delicately the subject of her wart. A crass error on my part from all points of view. It is not a wart but a pigmented naevus. She deeply offended. My apologies profuse. Her acceptance of them theoretical only, as pressed lips and inward look made clear. In future must mind own business. After rounds should try sleep, but feel must finish Gillon account first. To hell with pigmented naevi. To hell with Gillon.



He had said that it was his final question and I assumed that with my answers to it the interview would be at an end. My failure to proceed with the application for French papers had been explained; the suspicion that I might have been dabbling in émigré politics had been, I presumed, satisfactorily allayed. So, to save him the trouble of dismissing me I got up to leave.

He responded irritably. ‘I am afraid we haven’t finished, Doctor. Sit down please.’

I obeyed. ‘You said that you had questions. I’ve answered them.’

‘And now you will kindly listen to my reasons for asking them.’

I said nothing and probably looked arrogant. I am told this is Dr Frigo’s usual reaction when he is in any way put out.

Gillon’s response was to lean forward with narrowed eyes. ‘In the matter of your eventual application for papers, Doctor, you may as well know that all such applications by foreigners are normally referred to us for approval and comment.’ He pointed a finger at me. ‘We can say yes or no. You may like to think about that before refusing your co-operation.’

‘I haven’t refused anything.’

‘Good. Then we can proceed.’ On his desk there was a second dossier, one with a yellow cover. With a forefinger he turned it round so that I could read the name lettered on the front.

VILLEGAS Lopez, Manuel.

‘How much do you know about him?’ he asked.

‘Apart from the fact that he leads the Mexico group, not a great deal. For the past ten years he has worked as a lecturer in the Cuidad Universitario. He must be about fifty now, I suppose. As a student he went to the United States. I’m not sure which university there, but it was for training in architecture I believe.’

‘Civil engineering, and that is what he has been teaching in Mexico City. He has been an Associate Professor at the university.’

‘When he was elected to the central committee of the Party he was working with a firm of architectural consultants, I know. It could have been as an engineer, I suppose. I was studying for my baccalauréat at the time. That would be sixteen or seventeen years ago. I remember my father saying that Villegas was the sort of new blood the committee needed – young but not too young and trained in a profession, a socialist who had been able to shed most of the doctrinaire cant without compromising his convictions.’

‘You sound as if you’re quoting. Were those the exact words your father used to describe Villegas?’

‘Yes, but I mustn’t mislead you, Commissaire. It’s not because of Villegas that I remember them. Those were the words my father always used to describe an up-and-coming Party member who had earned his approval. They meant that the man in question had become enough of a pragmatist to see eye-to-eye with him, or that my father thought he had. He wasn’t always right of course. When he was wrong the man who didn’t see eye-to-eye after all was said to have gone wild again.’

‘Did Villegas ever go wild again?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What else did your father say about him?’

‘Nothing that I recall. I wasn’t very interested anyway. Villegas was just a new boy on the committee. The leaders there were all of my father’s generation, men like Calman, Acosta and Hermanos.’

‘What about Segura Rojas?’

‘Uncle Paco, you mean?’

‘Uncle Paco?’

‘That’s what we called him as children. Segura used to come to our house a lot at one time. Because he often brought us expensive presents he became an honorary uncle.’

‘Villegas now refers to him as his Minister of Foreign Affairs. They’re very close, it seems. You didn’t know that?’

‘I knew that Segura was in Mexico. The last I heard of him was that he had bought a house in Cuernavaca. Uncle Paco was always one of the rich socialists. He had family money from land holdings in Venezuela. He must be very old now.’

‘Sixty-eight, if you call that old. I suppose that at your age you do. But you still think of him as Uncle Paco, eh?’

‘I hadn’t thought of him for years until you mentioned his name just now, Commissaire.’

‘Well, you will probably be seeing him soon. You referred, Doctor, to Villegas as being based in Mexico. That is no longer true. For the last two months he has been based here. Segura is with him.’

I stared at him in disbelief, but he was suddenly busy tidying his desk, stacking Villegas’ dossier with several others in a neat pile.

‘Here, Commissaire! In heaven’s name why?’

Commissaire Gillon finished with the dossiers, folded his arms across his chest and then looked up.

‘He applied for permission to reside here temporarily for the purposes of vacation and on health grounds and permission was granted. The decision to grant permission was made in Paris. Why it was made is none of my business and certainly none of yours. I would strongly advise you not to speculate about or discuss it. My task is to see that the stay here of Monsieur Villegas, his family and his entourage, of which your Uncle Paco is a member, remains uneventful, protected and, as far as possible, unpublicized. It is also my responsibility to see that he remains in good health. That responsibility, Doctor, I am now delegating to you. You will become Monsieur Villegas’ regular medical attendant, and I can tell you now before you ask that Dr Brissac has been consulted and given his consent to the arrangement.’

I said the first thing that came into my head. ‘And what about Monsieur Villegas? Has he given his consent?’

‘When he was given permission to reside here it was made clear that all arrangements for his security and welfare would be in the hands of this office.’

‘But where a doctor is concerned he is surely entitled to some freedom of choice.’

‘Certainly, and he has already exercised it by dismissing Dr Massot.’

‘On what grounds?’

‘Lack of communication. You said yourself that Massot’s Spanish left something to be desired. So does Villegas’ French. A certain amount of ill-feeling was generated between them, I gather.’

‘You say that Villegas came here, at any rate partly, on health grounds. Is there anything in particular the matter with him?’

‘According to Dr Massot, the man is a hypochondriac and perhaps also a secret drinker. I have the Massot
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