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   To the real and elusive Otto

  
   
   This book takes diabolical liberties with the real life of the Venezuelan revolutionary, scholar and sociologist Oswaldo Barreto
     Miliani, codename Otto. It does so with his full permission and it is dedicated to him and his extraordinary life.
   

  
   
PART 1


  
   
   CHAPTER I

   
   Cancer is a wonderful thing. It is like the bogeyman, el Coco: the one your mother threatened you with when you were a baby.
     It’s the one who lay under your bed waiting to get you if you went for a pee, the one you wet your bed for and got told off
     for over and over again, because el Coco was so unspeakably frightening you had to do anything and everything to keep out
     of his clutches.
   

   
   El Coco is the one you never see. You’ve caught glimpses of his shadow, felt him hiding in the bushes, heard his breathing
     and his stealthy steps. But you never see him. Then you grow up and you realise there is no Coco, except to scare your younger
     brothers and sisters with. You laugh about it. And el Coco fades at about the same time that you begin to be aware of cancer.
     It does what el Coco never actually did: it steals friends and neighbours, kidnaps aunts, and sends them back thinner, silent
     and scared. Even after the victims return, it sneaks back and takes them away. El Coco was named to you in your cradle, but
     cancer is a word that is rarely said. It is identified by a nod and a knowing look. It dusts its victims with ash. You begin
     to recognise its hallmark in the open coffins as you grow up and stop seeing wakes and funerals merely as chances to play
     with your cousins and drink oily hot chocolate and eat ginger nuts. You grow into your awkward age and you begin to fear cancer,
     to dread its facelessness and that sallow grey. You distinguish its smell: a smothering, lingering smell. It is no respecter
     of age or state. In the arc of a year, it swept away Don Alfonso Linares and the boy who mucked out his stables.
   

   
   When someone has it, it becomes nameless. It is skirted around in euphemisms. It plays tag round the town and every time someone
     is ‘it’, a few of your more tactful relations censor all mention of death from their gossip. Mostly, though, such tact is
     too exacting. Without death, what can be said of life in a place where people die like flies? So dying gets carved into little
     pieces of swapped talk, and the listener with cancer, and the one who will miss him most, wince and shudder. Cancer is coming
     for them in the night, at breakfast, in the shower or at the market. It will come, any time, anywhere: nothing is more ready
     and willing. No Grim Reaper was ever better prepared. So cancer becomes synonymous with dread – more so than anything else,
     more than death itself.
   

   
   At least, that’s how it was for me: the ultimate fear. And I tell you, very few kids can have been quite as pathologically
     afraid as me. I have a Ph.D. in infant terror, but it was nothing by comparison.
   

   
   Of course, there were other, later things that used fear as a trademark. And I’d be lying if I didn’t add torture to that
     list. Torture is a good one. It stays with you. It’s not like a ‘will I get it up?’ That is more fleeting. A limp dick is
     a gutter fear reserved for those moments when you forget to look at the stars, and you start chucking up your tripe. Impotence
     is an occasional worry; torture is a more lasting threat. You’d think pain would be the main factor. The funny thing about
     it, though, is that it isn’t: it’s shame. Because if you haven’t had it yet, you cannot conceive of such pain; and if you’ve
     been through it, you have to forget it to survive. You have to. The fear of torture is the fear of breaking, of cowardice
     perceived; of a lack of manliness, of letting others down. It is a fear of shame.
   

   
   Later, of course, you realise that under torture you have to talk. Wire enough electrodes up to enough parts of the human
     body for long enough, and every man in the world will sing like a canary. After the first time, you know that; you know it’s
     what you say that counts, not if you say it. Keeping back a name or two takes you to beyond the call of duty. Familiarity with torture doesn’t breed contempt,
     but it does take the edge off it. Once you’ve been tortured and survived, healed, and learnt how to live with the nightmares, it gets so you don’t even fear it much. You get
     almost blasé. Then, out on the Fear Front, there’s just the Big C.
   

   
   Despite what the papers say, I am far from demonic. Against all the odds, I have survived. I’ve had the luck of the devil.
     I think that’s fair to say. I survived birth, infancy, illness, boyhood, war and peace. As to revolution: I’m a goddamned
     hamster! I’ve turned on that wheel for over fifty years: Venezuela, Hungary, Uruguay, Paraguay, Peru, Cuba, El Salvador, Algeria,
     Chile, Paris, Italy, Iran and China. I’ve been in more revolutions than it is really seemly to have taken part in, and, as
     I say, against all the odds survived.
   

   
   Allegations that the millions from my bank robberies are stashed away in offshore banks are nonsense. I live in a rented room,
     and apart from a couple of trunks of books, I have nothing: not a bean. When they called me to Paris in ’92 to join a think
     tank of strategy for the French Ministry of Defence, I couldn’t believe my luck. For a few heady months, I became a top civil
     servant with all the kowtowing and the perks that that entailed. I was in Paris and not clandestine any more: not hiding,
     not even on false papers for Christ’s sake! I had a top government pass and my own driver. It was all hush-hush, but doormen
     who had always despised me were giving me sidelong glances of respect, despite my looking like an Arab. It isn’t such a good
     thing to look like an Arab in France. But it’s OK when you have a hush-hush government pass and (for the first time in my
     life) a big salary.
   

   
   I rented a little apartment in the Latin Quarter and I frequented the same cafés and bistros that I’d used before. I bought
     a token new jacket and a decent pair of shoes, and a tie for really fancy occasions, and I bought dozens and dozens of books
     and also some good wine and truffles for my breakfasts. Other than that, there were no signs that my sudden fortune had gone
     to my head, until, that is, I began to feel an annoying tickle at the back of my throat. Were I the silent type, months might
     have gone by without my doing more than upgrading the strength of the honey and glycerine lozenges to which I have long been
     addicted. But I am an inveterate talker, and Paris is a city conducive to chatter. You sit in bars for hours on end in the
     grip of heated discussions about everything and nothing. And the more I talked, the more I felt the tickle.
   

   
   Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t see a doctor for a tickle. Illness is something we dislike in Venezuela. You don’t
     get any sympathy for being ill. Doctors are an expensive drain, and a funeral (with all its trappings and the catering costs
     of the wake) has driven many a family to ruin. Then there is the more basic fear of contagion. Standard procedure back home
     when someone feels ill is for him or her to get a grip and shut up about it. But I wasn’t at home: I was the cosseted guest
     of the French government, and had not only a driver, but a fully comprehensive medical insurance. I decided to indulge myself
     like my rich aunts in Valera who wallowed in their minor ailments, lavishing care on in-grown toenails, warts and miniscule
     scars, sharing the gory details of their lavish treatments with their friends and neighbours as they turned pinpricks into
     major surgery. For some of these aunts, hypochondria was a hobby. And it was a game their husbands and servants played: it
     kept potential busybodies busy in an innocuous, if expensive, way. But it was always a game of trivia. The rules were very
     clear: so long as the drama was about blemishes and spots, scratches and little, containable things, everyone played along.
     That meanwhile real tropical diseases cut their swathe through the town was beside the point: you didn’t talk about that.
   

   
   In Paris, given my new cosseted state, my wealth and elevated position, I decided to act like my spoilt aunts and indulge
     myself. So I sneaked off to a private hospital and saw an ear, nose and throat consultant in what looked like a five-star
     hotel. He took a look and a swab and told me to come back later.
   

   
   I did as he told me, and when I went back for the results, he suggested I sit down.

   
   Why?, I thought. What an absurd suggestion that was, and how charged with irony! Sit down? I was just playing a spoilt-game.
     I wasn’t actually one of my aunts. For the first time in my life, I was looking after the little things on my body, but, man
     to man, I didn’t need them to be turned into a drama. There had been times when for want of any medical attention I had spent
     nights in agony; and yet now, for a mere tickle, a top Parisian doctor was inviting me to waste his (and my) time. I smiled to let him know that I saw through his ploy: I was no wealthy hypochondriac
     needing to be guided through a sea of imaginary ailments. I resisted sitting down: I was due to attend a meeting at the Ministry
     of Defence and the traffic was, as ever, dreadful in the city.
   

   
   In the curt way of the Parisian upper crust, the doctor gestured to me to sit down. Having peremptorily flashed his command,
     he then stared at a diploma on the wall beside his desk. I followed his eyes: he was a graduate of the Sorbonne with a second
     medical diploma from Bologna. A cluster of other certificates held his gaze. He dismissed my initiative to lighten the session,
     and continued to point to a maroon leather chair, ordering me to sit in it. His manner exuded power, and much of it was the
     innate authority that doctors have: they are tyrants of knowledge. He spoke again, even more curtly now, implying that I stop
     wasting his precious time and insisting that I sit. He seemed to have ordered time into suspension until I obeyed his command.
     His manner was a curious mixture of doctor-knows-best, veiled military authority and a barely restrained jollity. His suppressed
     smile had stretched into a grimace and made him resemble a predatory reptile. More than a smiling crocodile, though, he reminded
     me of Maurice Chevalier. And like the 1940s star, he gave the impression that he was about to burst into song.
   

   
   The potentially sinister, jagged jaw, fused into his urbane manner, helped bridge the enormous distance between his firm but
     jovial manner and the words that actually came out of his mouth. Although, when he spoke, it was as if what he had to say
     was of less interest than his minor victory of having subjugated me into sitting down. It was as though the interesting part
     of my visit ended once he had flexed his power muscle and tamed whatever lingering lion there was in me into a lamb. After
     I sat down, he did not wait for me to get comfortable. He was brisk: I was not sitting for comfort but through medical precaution.
     He stopped perusing his Bolognese diploma and focused his gaze on something just beyond and behind me. Then he said,
   

   
   ‘You’re going to die.’

   
   Was he joking? Was he singing? Was he serious? I looked up at him and saw from his refusal to meet my eye that he was serious. His announcement had come without frills, but so what? I’m
     not afraid to die and I wasn’t then. I found his manner a little pompous for someone who was reinventing the wheel. I had
     never thought myself immortal: we were all going to die. Even the doctor himself would have to go one day to that big clinic
     in the sky. He repeated his sentence, adding my name. Then I stared at him and he stared at something beyond my head. His
     silence was smothering. I prepared to stand up, and as I did so, my mind raced on to the ministry meeting ahead – another
     heated debate about the pros and cons of supersonic planes – and my throat registered its tickle.
   

   
   I felt embarrassed for the doctor. He had got stuck in a conversation he could not end. He needed help. I stood up, feeling
     a bit cheated on details but just wanting to leave. This doctor would not have done for my aunts, I thought. They demanded
     long medical explanations. I would ask him to send me a report, I would make some pleasantry about Bologna and then I would
     leave him to stare at whatever it was that had rendered him speechless. I was half out of the chair when he hit me with it.
   

   
   ‘You’ve got cancer.’

   
   For the first and only time in my life, I had nothing to say. I made a supreme effort, one of the biggest yet, not to shit
     in my pants. Cancer makes el Coco look like Mickey Mouse. It had got me, like a Nazi hunting a Jew. It had come, shown its
     face and marked my throat with a cross. With one word my entire life was rendered pointless and it would end summarily.
   

   
   Or not …

   
   Once the word was out, the secret was spoken, and the unnameable had been named, the doctor became my saviour. He brought
     the full force of the French medical system to bear on my tickle/tumour.
   

   
   Needless to say, the private hospital in Paris was a tad more effective than the old ‘Guillotine’ back in Valera.

   
   I had cancer. I have had cancer – but now it has gone. My throat is my own. I am cured. I am thin and sallow and weak and
     my hair is very thin, but the grey wash and the smother have left me. I am cured, and the wonderful thing about it is that my life – that endless and absurd muddle behind me – demands I make some
     sense of it. Without the cancer, I would never have looked at my life as a whole and tried to understand it, nor would I have
     bothered to try to put the record straight.
   

   
   I think I’ve been afraid all my life. I’m not afraid any more.

   
   I have never done anything I set out to do. Everything has been by chance. For once, I’m choosing. I shall put together the
     way it was. I have to, and not through vanity, as it will emerge. In all things, I am far less remarkable than the myth has
     made me. What I know, and will now make clear, is that all my life has been a comedy of errors. I need to see what they all
     mean, if they mean anything. Or maybe someone born long after me will find some purpose in my life.
   

   
   Since this is an exercise in truth, I must tell and deny. I must relate what actually happened against a backdrop of what
     is said to have happened. It is my word against that of many others. But it is my life. I may not be qualified to know what
     other people’s lives are about. My understanding there is something for others to decide and for time to judge. The one thing
     I am sure I can do better than anyone else is to tell my own story and separate the truth from the miasma of lies. That is
     my objective and this is my story.
   

   
   My mother was not a common prostitute on Vargas Street in Valera, and I am not the fruit of a failed back-street abortion.
     I was not found in a corn sack in a pile of dung, nor am I the illegitimate son of the village idiot of Jajó; nor do I have
     hoof marks anywhere on my body. It is true that I was born exceptionally hairy, but not that Zara the Madwoman was paid two
     bolivars to have sex with an orang-utang in San Cristobal de Torondoy and that I am the result of the experiment. Some stories
     are so firmly rooted by the government and press, be it my origins, my armies, my campaigns and designs, that it will be hard
     for many to believe my version.
   

   
   So before I begin, let me say once again: the following is the way it was. It is who I am. I have seen the light, the light
     of day, each day that I wake up alive, cured of cancer. My throat and tongue have been cleansed by chemotherapy. My secrets didn’t die. All my life has been a mixture of chance and need, where
     I could have made more of chance. Whatever else I do, I now need to tell my story.
   

  
   
   CHAPTER II

   
   I am seventy years old. My children have all had the generosity to forgive my absences, my lapses and neglect, and to accept
     the love I feel for them. They see me as an old man. I refuse to see myself as that. I refuse to be old at seventy, or eighty,
     or ninety for that matter! If old age is equated by our proximity to death, then I was old at fifteen and I have been old
     all my life. Death and I have a very domestic relationship. We have stuck with each other through thick and thin. We have
     never chosen prolonged absences, nor have we ever neglected each other. My body may look old and wasted on the outside now,
     but it has been old and wasted on the inside since I was in my twenties. Thanks to the high-tech methods taught by CIA instructors
     worldwide, every inch of my flesh has been tampered with and prematurely aged.
   

   
   I have accepted so many things, so many indignities, and put up with so many worse names and labels than ‘old’, but I shy
     away from age. In part, it is vanity: I want to look my best and continue to be a seducer of women. God knows I was never
     the most successful lover in my prime! But that doesn’t matter. I learnt how to manage, how to chase and pull; and I want
     to believe I can keep doing that until the day I fall off my perch like an ancient parrot. In part, though, I shy away from
     old age through fear. I cannot bear the idea of losing my memory and my ability to think logically and clearly.
   

   
   When we were boys, we used to laugh behind old people’s backs – woe betide to their faces! – about how they repeated themselves and lived swamped in a morass of half-saved memories,
     and how they moved their mouths unconsciously as though they were chewing water. Well, I am getting there! My hair is a white
     shock. I like to think of it as leonine-cum-mad-professor-ish. On a good day (when drink has not beaten me half to death the
     night before) I look a bit like a dwarf Einstein; and I like that! And I have the wrinkles: lots of wrinkles, which no amount
     of Johnson’s Baby Cream can disguise. But the worst trait so far is that chewing water thing, which I catch myself doing while
     I am shaving. While I am assessing my cellular deterioration, I may as well say that my sexual desire is unabated. Alas (and
     also in direct relationship to the amount of alcohol I consume), my performance is no longer what it was.
   

   
   Perhaps, though, the most noticeable change that I perceive as my years increase is an absolute horror of anyone wasting my
     time. That is my greatest intolerance. I am brutal about it. My children tell me that I overreact; and maybe I do. All I know
     is that every moment of my life has been precious and every moment that I have left is precious too. I have to make a mark
     before I go: I have to leave my cut in a baobab or my scratch on a stone. I have spent so many years trying to understand
     and now I have to make myself understood. Or, at least, I have to try to, and I have not a moment’s patience left either to
     waste or be wasted.
   

   
   In short, my fabled ferocity, that invented entity, now exists for real. Ticket vendors and traffic wardens, telephone-switchboard
     personnel and airport staff, menopausal shopkeepers and embittered newspaper vendors, sloppy thinkers and pretentious intellectuals
     bear the brunt of it. But it is an especially potent response that rears up and snarls out as suddenly as, although less violently
     than, one of my old friend Rusián’s fabled blips of rage. Each time, after a time-waste snap, I ask myself: how come such
     a small thing can enrage me, when months of being systematically baited under interrogation could never enrage me before?
   

   
   Such random thoughts come in the small hours. I forgot to add onto my geriatric list the fact that I cannot sleep well any
     more. I lie awake from before dawn every day and churn my memories.
   

   
   *

   
   To begin at the beginning: I wasn’t born in a gutter, and my mother wasn’t a whore. I was born in 1934, in the little lost
     village of San Cristobal, near Mérida, south of Lake Maracaibo, where my father arrived, fleeing from a persecution that was
     part political and part personal. He had had to break away from Jajó, from where his parents, grandparents and great-grandparents
     came. My mother, Camila Araujo Miliani, also came from Jajó.
   

   
   I was born on 18 September, but the precise moment when I was born is not important, which is why I’m going to talk about my origins or, rather, who my family were, and how I was born. This is what I’ve always heard; everyone close to it has always told me the same story, even the people of San
     Cristobal who were neighbours from that time.
   

   
   My mother lived in the big house of a hacienda that my father administered. They had two daughters in rapid succession, and
     then there was a gap in the production line. My father very much wanted a son. Then, in 1933, a son was born and he satisfied
     my father’s greatest desire. My father came from a much humbler family than my mother. Camila came from grandeur: she was
     an Araujo Miliani and she never forgot it; nor did my father. The Araujos were grandees of pure Spanish descent; they were
     landowners with an illustrious past. But my father came from a mestizo family with a marked mix of Mayan Indian blood, which,
     particularly in the Andes, is a social stigma. It was my father’s dream to have a white-skinned, blue-eyed son. The dream
     came true when my older brother was born with an alabaster skin and cornflower-blue eyes.
   

   
   My father had an obsessive nature, which manifested itself in strange ways. He invented minor laws and then clung to them
     for dear life, never deigning to explain what they were about. For instance, he decided that all his sons had to bear the
     initials O.A. or O.O. So he named his first-born son Ostilio Alfonso. And Ostilio was the pride of my father. His two daughters
     had already linked his own bloodline to that of the Spanish elite, but Ostilio, with his Aryan looks, was visible proof of
     this link.
   

   
   It wasn’t so long before that people fought duels and killed each other at the mere hint of racial mixture. White was good,
     Indian wasn’t. Beauty was perceived in shades of cream. It didn’t matter if a girl was fat and ugly and had volcanic acne: if she was white, she was a beauty. Light-coloured eyes were the top of
     the chart. Daughters were nice, and they helped run the house, but really they were just fancy chattels. In a macho world,
     sons were what counted: so a boy with blue eyes was practically a god.
   

   
   For Camila’s family, marriage to my father was a tremendous misalliance. Socially, that may have remained the case, but racially,
     my beautiful blue-eyed brother made my father worthy in his own eyes and in the eyes of the world.
   

   
   I was born eleven months after my brother Ostilio: not three months or four months later, as so many gossips make out. I was
     born eleven months later, and my birth was registered in the archives of San Cristobal de Torondoy. My father, following his
     own mysterious O.A. design, named me Oswaldo Antonio.
   

   
   The rest is true – the rest of the gossip about my birth, that is. Unlike my older brother, who was astonishingly handsome,
     I was astonishingly ugly. I was covered in black hair from head to foot like some kind of monkey. For reasons no one seems
     to know (but my father did not try to kill me in my cradle) my eardrums burst within days of my birth.
   

   
   The local doctor, Doctor Cesare, told my mother, ‘This little boy is not going to live, and if he does, he’s going to be deformed
     or half-witted with those ears of his. But anyway, he’s going to die, which is a blessing really.’
   

   
   My mother had a streak of defiance in her. She had defied her parents by marrying my father. She defied the malice of her
     neighbours, the growing indifference of her husband and the paltry yield of our little farms. Her second son (me) might have
     looked like a hairy spider in a crib, but I was her hairy spider and she didn’t like being told what to do or made to believe what would happen. When Doctor Cesare pronounced
     my callous death sentence, my mother determined to defy both him and it.
   

   
   It was no easy task. To make matters worse, immediately after my birth, my elder brother got ill, really ill. Each day that
     my own infant condition worsened, my beautiful brother, still a baby himself, also grew more and more sick; until my mother
     (not yet risen from her forty days of quarantine from child bed) was about to lose both of her sons. Against all the hopes
     of everyone else in the family, and against all the odds (because Ostilio was older and stronger), it was my brother who died, and I who survived.
   

   
   I began to grow, and during my early years I gave every sign of fulfilling our family doctor’s prophecy by becoming both deformed
     and half-witted. My mother coaxed me through my infancy, more through maternal reflex, habit and her innate stubbornness than
     anything else. She protected me, as though to say: Since this runt is all that is left to me, I may as well protect him. But
     she grieved for the loss of the fair Ostilio. She grieved long and hard. She would go on to bring up nine children, but her
     real love was the one who died, the one she lost. Later, some of my other brothers and sisters would go some way towards easing
     that pain.
   

   
   My own role was clear: I was the living reminder of her favourite’s death, the sand in her cut. I was Nature’s joke. For Camila,
     left mostly alone, I must have been a distillation of all that was low and wrong in her marriage. I think it is to her great
     credit that she never once voiced in front of me what she must have sometimes wondered alone. Having fought so hard to save
     my infant life, to the best of my knowledge, she never once voiced the question why.
   

   
   Despite that, neither I nor any of her subsequent babies ever wore the dead Ostilio’s clothes or played with his things. They
     were kept like offerings at a shrine, together with his photographs (most of which were taken after death and almost scared
     the life out of me). I grew up with more photographs of the dead Ostilio around me than of anyone else.
   

   
   Despite such a bad start, I began to give signs not only of staying alive and growing into a reasonably normal shape, but
     also of actually being quite bright. By the age of three, I had the vocabulary of an adult. What was not normal was the way
     I clung to my mother. She moved around with a scrawny tarantula clinging to her skirts. That was me. I couldn’t let her out
     of my sight. It was generally assumed (outside of our immediate family) that I was backward and deaf. I didn’t want anyone
     to touch me: which was fine, because nobody wanted to. My mother and her female friends talked as though I wasn’t there. They
     dissected the town verbally. They tore into sex and scandal, love and death. They sifted each other’s exaggerations and untruths in front of me. I learnt about disasters and disappointments, about feuds and lovers’ quarrels,
     about domestic wars of attrition, and about the aches and pains of a woman’s body. I absorbed all the long words around me,
     like a hairy sponge, and gradually I began to lisp them back, talking to myself, to my mother, and very occasionally to someone
     else who might take the trouble to stoop to my height and listen for long enough to decipher my eccentric speech. I swallowed
     certain letters in the middle of words, particularly ‘d’ and ‘r’, and I couldn’t pronounce them until I was ten years old,
     at least.
   

   
   My early years were consciously made up of two things: words and fear. I was afraid: terribly, massively afraid of everything.
     I was afraid of my own shadow, of whatever there was. I was afraid of rain, of citrus fruits, of geckos, of grass tassels
     waving in a breeze. I was afraid of the print on my mother’s dress. She thought it was because I was undersized and weak,
     but my fear was more than cowardice. It was not that I flinched at certain challenges, great or small. I flinched at life
     itself.
   

   
   When it rained in San Cristobal de Torondoy, the downpours were torrential: almost biblical. It seemed as though they would
     never stop. It rained for six months of every year, day after day until the whole world was mouldy. The mud in the streets
     was ankle-deep and every stream was a torrent. I look back, and it seems that it rained continually, but there must have been
     times when it didn’t. There is the background and there are the details. I am trying to balance both. So, in those early years,
     among the sepulchral remains of my perfect brother and my own blatant inadequacy, there were flashes of something else.
   

   
   My eldest sister, Graciela, says that a lady came to our house one day when I was still a little boy. Finding me alone on
     the porch, she paused and talked to me, and for some reason I didn’t run away screaming, as was my wont, but felt safe and
     at my ease enough with her to talk. After we’d stopped, joined by my family, the lady is said to have said, ‘What an exciting
     mind this child has!’
   

   
   I have to cling to the raft of that ‘exciting mind’, praised by a stranger, to sustain me through the torrents of memories
     of my early childhood. It may sound fairly insignificant to you – a mere sentence spoken in passing – but for me it was a flicker of hope, and hope is a weed that can take root anywhere. Someone
     saw something worthwhile in me, and I often tried to push aside the morass of my faults and see myself through that stranger’s
     lens.
   

   
   As a toddler, clutching at Camila’s skirts, I learnt how I had disappointed my parents: grieved and shamed them by being born
     at all, then doubled the offence by surviving, tripled and quadrupled it by my loathsome appearance. Hearing all this as a
     kid made me yet more afraid and insecure. The story went on and on: it still does. I can’t tell you how many times I have
     heard, and how many times I’ve been told, what a pathetic, cowering, stunted thing I was.
   

   
   ‘Do you remember how scared you were of this, or that? How you cried?’

   
   How could I forget? Or my blue-eyed brother, how could I forget him? The beautiful Ostilio, the big bonny boy whose place
     I stole. The Andean version of the Aryan dream come true was taken away so unfairly, and as though to add insult to injury,
     fate played a joke and snubbed my father’s pride. It rubbed his face in his low origins. Ostilio was replaced by a shrivelled,
     hairy, puny thing; born to heap shame on his family. In the racially competitive hierarchy of Andean society, fate did not
     spare them. From birth, I was fuel to the gossips. Nor were feelings spared in my family. My mother grew to love me, of that
     I have no doubt; yet she never tired of reminding me of my brother who died. At every turn, she brought up the dead Ostilio
     who, she had no doubt, would never have feared the night, the moon, cats, dogs, insects, birds, hot and cold water, visitors
     or, indeed, anything at all. Camila was certain my brother would not have wet his bed or cried like a girl or clung to her
     skirts as I did. And Ostilio wouldn’t have been the one thing my father most despised: a coward. As Camila brushed my coarse
     black hair into some kind of order, ignoring my protestations and screams of fear (a comb, with all those teeth, often came
     for me in the night), she would recall Ostilio’s blond, silken curls, weeping at the injustice of motherhood.
   

   
   Out in the Sierra once, many years later on one of those interminable nights during the armed struggle when our combat group was lost in the jungle with nothing to eat or drink and
     nothing to do but keep our weapons clean and at the ready, and to talk, this whole business about my dead brother resurfaced
     as the group exchanged first memories in the dark. A woman in my group had been a psychiatrist before joining the revolution.
     She grabbed hold of my story as though I had thrown her a hot dog and fries with all the trimmings on that hungry night.
   

   
   For days afterwards, every time we entered a zone where it was safe to speak, she came hammering after me, whispering about
     my having an inferiority complex and about my secretly feeling second best, and having the need to compete. I tried to tell
     her there, but it didn’t get through. No woman is at her most receptive to ideas when she is struggling through the jungle
     with a full-sized army pack on her back, being chewed by mosquitoes and burrowing grubs, battling with the heat, fatigue,
     hunger and the frustration of not knowing where she is going, and with the added anxiety of maybe being shot by a sniper from
     one moment to the next. In our particular group, there was also the anxiety of being shot by one of the guys behind us. These
     were our own guys, but alas they were trigger-happy loons who’d joined the movement for some action, and if they didn’t get
     it soon in the shape of a confrontation with the National Guard or the army were probably going to settle for the less challenging
     option of picking off their comrades on our long march to glory. It was a tricky moment for Comrade Psychiatrist to lose any
     more points. So there was no way she was going to give an inch on the interpretation of her textbooks. She was a hardliner;
     a great girl, and a great marksman, and also, for the record, she had a great arse.
   

   
   Walking behind her, day after day, fighting intense fatigue and boredom myself, I was able to study her arse in great detail.
     The cheeks were like two grapefruits: round, firm, pointed and pitted. The cheeks of her bum even had a pinky-red flush to
     them like grapefruits can. Under her khaki twill trousers, I used to picture those cheeks, pitted with what must have been
     very severe cellulite. The dimples were so regular, so uniform, as to be curiously attractive. I used to spy on her while
     she was bathing (we all did). There’s a big gap between the idea of saving the world and the blisters and bickering of the everyday reality while you trudge through thick undergrowth to do it. You have to have something
     to do, something to take your mind off your feet and the mental instability of the guy behind you with a grenade in his pocket
     and a Kalashnikov pointing very near the small of your back.
   

   
   I’m not saying I wanted a therapeutic rapport with Comrade Psychiatrist, or that I hoped for a professional doctor–patient
     relationship. I just wanted her to understand that there was never any question of ‘second place’ or ‘second best’ about Ostilio
     and me. My blue-eyed brother had been born so beautiful, and I was born so ugly. He was so strong, and I so weak. He was so
     fair, and I so dark. I was a non-starter. I was such a non-starter there was never any question of my trying to compete. Those
     were the rules, and they were drummed into me so young, I must have been the least competitive boy in the state of Trujillo.
     What would have been the point? You can’t compete in a race you can’t enter. I was different, so noticeably different that
     I was allowed to excel in it. I couldn’t be like other boys, and, for years, no other boys wanted to be like me.
   

   
   I learnt to read when I was three. When I was four, my mother tried to send me to school. I couldn’t bear school. Just being
     there terrified me. And getting there was a nightmare. Sometimes my mother and sometimes my older sister used to literally
     drag me there. The road to school was the road to hell. I only felt safe on one path away from home. It was the short garden
     path from our house to our next-door neighbour’s, an old lady called Genti. The long path to school was another matter. The
     threat of el Coco, which had been working for generations to keep little kids toeing the line, had worked too well with me.
     The country lane, which led into the urban street and the schoolhouse, was far too fraught with hiding places for the cunning
     and ubiquitous bogeyman for me to ever willingly walk along it.
   

   
   Genti’s house was a different matter. Her garden spilt into our own. The little path between them lay on open ground. After
     our mango tree, there was nothing flanking where I walked from which even the longest arm could have reached out to grab me.
     I’d been up and down the path every day, practically from the time I could walk. Hiding behind my mother, gripping her hand, I knew every hummock of grass and every dip of earth. La Genti did
     most of her chores on her front porch. There were other people in her house, a gaggle of women, but they lurked in the kitchen
     and didn’t bother to come out for a visitor as insignificant as myself. Even when my mother visited la Genti, the gaggle of
     other women was somehow relegated to the house. They listened to the gossip through the window, but they weren’t allowed out.
     Just the thought of having to say hello to more than one person made me wet my pants. But I was safe at Genti’s, it was just
     her on her porch. I could see our house from there, and see her house from ours.
   

   
   From the age of four, the one chore I was capable of was to run down to la Genti’s and pick chilli peppers. La Genti had a
     wonderful chilli bush. It was the biggest in the neighbourhood, and my mother often used to send me down to get chillies.
     La Genti told me I could pick as many chillies as I could count. For two years, I never got past seven, because I could only
     count up to seven. I must have made dozens of trips to pick chillies like that, when la Genti said to me one day, ‘Can you
     believe it? Camila needs so many chillies, and you come down and all you take are seven, because that’s all you can count
     up to! What is wrong with you?’
   

   
   I was used to being chided for my ugliness, for my wetness and for my uselessness, but going to Genti’s was the one useful
     thing I did. When she said that, it got to me. I felt so humiliated that I decided to do something about it. So I came up
     with the first of a lifetime of plans for my self-improvement.
   

   
   Some local kids came to our house on errands or to play with my sisters, or just to hang around. We had a lot of fruit trees
     in our yard: mangoes, oranges, pawpaws, soursop and avocados. We always had more fruit than we needed. We also had a patch
     of plantain palms and a thriving herb garden. So boys used to be sent by their mothers from the village to ask for fruit.
   

   
   One of these boys was in the third grade. I particularly noticed him because everyone said he was the most intelligent boy
     in town. I’d seen him lots of times, hovering outside with his frayed sack, sent out for fruit or a handful of feverfew. I
     could tell that, unlike the other boys, he was a bit shy. He used to stash the sack in a patch of cannas on the edge of our porch so he could wander in and appear to be there just to say, ‘Hello, can I see
     your newborn chickens,’ or ‘Can I play on the swing with Graciela?’ I used to watch him cranking himself up, nervously, to
     ask for whatever his mother had sent him to beg. Although I’d watched him often, we had never spoken. After la Genti belittled
     my intelligence, I plucked up the courage to ask this super brain if he could count.
   

   
   ‘Of course I can,’ he said. ‘I can count everything.’

   
   ‘How do you count everything? Can you teach me?’

   
   He sat me down then and there, with a patience that told me I was not so much his pupil as a future fruit ally. While he taught
     me my numbers, I think he was adding up the chances of getting me to give him the avocados, lemons and hands of plantains
     when Camila was out sometimes. While he guided me through hundreds and thousands and hundreds of thousands, he was fractioning
     the embarrassment he felt at having to wheedle at his mother’s behest.
   

   
   A few days later, my mother called me. I said, ‘Coming.’

   
   ‘Son, can you go to the end of the garden and get me some chillies from Genti?’

   
   I set off with a small sack, and I picked the miraculous chilli bush completely clean, counting as I picked. La Genti’s house
     was full of women as usual, battened away inside. There were never any men there. Genti must have called the women out while
     I was chilli-picking, because by the end they were all watching me: the seven-chilli runt counting into the hundreds. They
     were amazed and began shouting to each other while I left to run back home with my bag of plunder. Then the women came running
     and flapping after me. I was so frightened of those women. They dressed in black, and with their scraggy necks they looked
     like vultures. Black birds were the messengers of the devil. Black birds spied on you to catch you out in misdemeanours. Then
     they flew back with the news to Satan, their master, and he would come in the night and claim you as a new recruit for his
     evil army.
   

   
   They ran after me in a formation of flapping black, croaking and cawing. They weren’t supposed to be let out of their cage.
     Genti was the only one I could deal with. I had seen the others through the window on many occasions: they had cracks around
     their mouths and their teeth were full of grey marks and gaps. I used to watch them from the corner of my eye as I picked chillies, and their greedy raisin eyes filled me with dread. Through
     the bars of Genti’s window, they used to gawp and grin at me. I had never greeted them. I was afraid to acknowledge them –
     to do so, I thought, might release them from their cage. While they were locked away, I could just tolerate them. But my habitual
     fear was compounded that day when Genti let them out and they came running after me.
   

   
   I had a head start, but they were gaining ground. I had never really run before and it felt as though my lungs were exploding.
     When I got back, I hid behind a huge scrubbing board in our kitchen and pleaded with my mother, ‘Don’t let the women see me.
     Don’t let them come in!’
   

   
   They were right behind me, though, and the fat women in black came pounding in, panting and shrieking. Given the dozens of
     crises I went through every day, I see with hindsight that my mother could not have known that this was a terror to end all
     terrors. At the time, it felt like bare-faced treachery as she let them in. She let them get me; she betrayed me to those
     hideous women. They had pursued me to give me kisses because I was so clever. My panic was such that my mother was forced
     to sedate me in the end. For years afterwards, those women hunted me in my dreams, personifying half my fears. And they marked
     me for life with a streak of anxiety about women pursuing me, attracted by my intelligence. I have a fear of women chasing
     me.
   

   
   I have to pause here, because I can visualise too many smirks over my last remark. At this point in my story, I was five or
     six years old, and the incident marked me. I am not trying to deny that I have been a dog when it comes to the fair sex. I
     admit that I have dedicated more time and energy than most intellectuals to love, lust and sex (not necessarily in that order).
     I know I’m like a goat and I have been since I was an adolescent. But I am a goat on my own terms. So it isn’t true that I
     have as many bastard children as there are days in the year. I have four children: two sons and two daughters. And in an inadequate
     way, I have done my best to be a good father to them. I have been led astray a few times, and I have often gone to extraordinary
     lengths to seduce (or more often to try to seduce) women whom chance has thrown my way.
   

   
   However, I did not personally deflower every woman and child in the east of Venezuela. Nor as a guerrilla fighter did I ever
     liberate villages by extorting the virginity of their pubescent girls. Contrary to the popular press (the most inconsistent
     source of information imaginable – one minute I am supposedly raping nuns, the next I am a mincing faggot), I am not a homosexual.
     Within the guerrilla movement, scholarship was despised. So an intellectual like myself was automatically queer. I have never
     owned, run or worked in a brothel, although some of my friends are, or have been, prostitutes. Also, I don’t screw corpses,
     and I never have. While I am clarifying my sexual feelings, I’d like to say that I’ve always been a bit squeamish about touching
     animals at all, and that I have never had sex with one. So that story that went around Caracas in the 1960s, that I was cohabitating
     with a donkey with full carnal knowledge, is yet another lie.
   

   
   Back in my childhood, I was afraid of the fat women in black chasing after me. I was afraid of their insistence on kissing
     me, and of their power to do so. I remember being hauled out screaming from behind the scrubbing board while my mother looked
     on, laughing. I remember being pulled and hugged and forcibly kissed, and of having brought that onslaught of slobber on myself
     by counting: by learning. To this day, I am afraid of predatory women. Perhaps because of this episode, I am enchanted by
     the chase – by me doing the chasing after endlessly unsuitable (and usually, unobtainable) women.
   

  
   
   CHAPTER III

   
   Somehow or other, my mother eventually got me to attend school. In the moments when I wasn’t crying and I managed to think
     about myself, I felt like a bug in a jar. I was so frail and afraid of everything. I became aware that other kids weren’t
     like that. I’d only really spent time with my sisters and brothers (there were more babies in our family by then). It had
     been a lot easier to get away with being so weak and scared at home. If the teacher left me on my own for a moment, I’d run
     back home to my mother.
   

   
   By most standards, ours was a tiny school in a tiny village, but everyone called the village a town. To my eyes, this ‘town’
     was a place of no safety, an urban gauntlet I was forced to run. Being so physically and emotionally different from everyone
     else, I found even the slightest change in my person unbearable. The smallest bruise, splinter or spot caused me days of concern
     and tears. My mother and I were the only safe areas in my life. My mother’s body had already swollen and distorted several
     times in the most alarming way, which meant that there was really only me, my own hairy skin and bones, left to rely on. In
     school, on constant alert, I spent a lot of time examining myself for reassurance.
   

   
   One day, I was looking at my hands in class when I noticed that a bone in my wrist was sticking out in a funny way. I looked
     around at all the other children’s wrists, and they weren’t like mine. Faced with this sudden, new deformity, I ran out of
     the classroom, bawling my head off. As I ran home, the disgust I felt at my mutated hands grew with every step.
   

   
   I hurled myself onto the porch and told my mother, ‘Look, look, I’m deformed! Look at this bone!’

   
   Camila was used to my running home, and more than used to my being a cry-baby, but this time I was convulsed by sobs. So she
     looked at her own wrists and found they were not like mine. She did her best to reassure me, but I was having none of it.
     I was deformed. Unable to either quieten or console me, she eventually took me round the town to find a wrist like mine. Nobody
     had one. The trip, designed to reassure me, was making things worse. Eventually, she exhausted the shops and houses and went
     into the school to do a wrist survey there. It confirmed what I already knew: none of the children had lumpy wrists like mine.
     Then she came up with my teacher, Ruben. He had lumps like mine. I felt a huge relief: I was deformed, but so was Ruben. We
     were two like beings sharing our difference. I was so grateful to him for having bony wrists that I worshipped them and, by
     association, him, and so felt a lot better at school from then on.
   

   
   When I was about six, in 1940, my teacher Ruben became intrigued by the contradiction in me. He saw in me a child terrified
     by so much, but who was also brighter than most of his other pupils. It was also around then that I consciously realised that
     I was a boy who was different from other boys: an imperfect being who had replaced a perfect one. I had always known it subconsciously,
     but being able to articulate it to myself had a settling effect on me.
   

   
   I began to spend less time worrying about myself and more time studying. As I have said, I was not competitive, but I enjoyed
     learning. It was my teacher who pushed me to stand out. There was a festival in our town and the schoolchildren put on a sort
     of play. We all had to recite poems and give speeches. The best speech at the festival was mine. Naturally, my teacher, Ruben,
     had written it, but I delivered it. Then the best poetry recited was also mine. It was a poem about a tree:
   

   
   
     The yawning tomb

     
     Asked the basking rose,

     
     Whither your glory
     

     
     This morning …

     
   

   
   I have never been able to find out what poem that was. But that apparently insignificant verse was significant to me. From
     that time, I have given my life to poetry, and literature, and to giving speeches. My first speech was given (lisped) there
     in San Cristobal de Torondoy. And yes, the audience was entranced; and no, I didn’t hypnotise the town, causing the death
     of a woman of eighty who never came out of the trance.
   

   
   Over the next four years, I managed, gradually, to adapt, to become more normal and less afraid. I managed to integrate into
     our little town. Until then, I had been a self-made victim inventing my fears. From then on, real problems began to line up
     on the outside because my parents decided to move to Valera. I had just reached the point where I felt safe in my surroundings
     of San Cristobal de Torondoy when we moved to a real city. Valera was the biggest metropolis I could imagine. It was bigger
     to my eyes than Paris itself. The jump from our jumped-up village to a city was a huge shock, but so was the journey there.
     We travelled to the port of Bobures. It was a fairly sleepy little port on the edge of Lake Maracaibo, yet to me it seemed
     immense and infernally busy.
   

   
   Until then, I had never been in a town where there was any form of transport other than animals. I had never seen a car. Up
     until then, there were only beasts of burden, and these could be good or bad, wild or docile, horses, donkeys, mules or oxen,
     but they were always four-legged. When we arrived by boat to Bobures, I was astonished by the sight of cars, lorries, trucks,
     trains, and the hundreds of people. So Bobures counted for more than any great ports I came to see later in my life. It has
     always remained more impressive to my eye than Marseilles, or Hamburg, Algiers or Rotterdam. As I had never even seen or heard
     a car, imagine my reaction to a steam train! In twenty-four hours, we not only left the safety of our mountain village and
     the comforts of our known house, neighbours and friends, we children were thrown into the twentieth century, confronted with
     technology, and relocated in what seemed like a completely alien environment. For any boy, such a move would have been a shock. Given my propensity for fear, the shock was so great it took
     me some years to recover.
   

   
   I was amazed by Bobures, but the sheer size of Valera filled me with awe. It was actually quite a big city: the biggest in
     the state of Trujillo. When we moved there, it must have had about thirty thousand inhabitants. My home town, San Cristobal,
     had sixteen houses. There were a few scattered shacks as well, but in the ‘town’, beside the shops, there were sixteen houses
     and two frayed ribbons of mud shacks and a total population of about a hundred and thirty souls. I knew every one of the families
     who lived there, and everyone knew me. By the time we left it, I was the most prominent child of San Cristobal. I had grown
     up a lot and I even fought with the other boys. But more than that, I was their leader. I decided what we did out of school,
     and in school I was an ace student and renowned for it. I also wrote songs for the little kids, and I gave speeches. I was
     a big boy there.
   

   
   Then I arrived in Valera as a nobody: the cousin from the country. My parents had grown up in Valera, so there were family
     links and memories on both sides. (Jajó, where they were born, is a stone’s throw from Valera.) I had loads of cousins on
     my mother’s side. Through her, we were kin to all the Pacheco Araujos. These two patrician clans virtually ruled the town.
     As their cousin, I should have had allies – but they were all rich, and by comparison we were poor, so they shunned me more,
     if anything, than a stranger. Being part of the grand and illustrious Araujo tribe worked as a handicap in those early years.
     The sons of the chiefs resented my clothes being threadbare, and our living in the wrong part of town. If my mother imagined
     her cousins would help her children, she was wrong. We studied together, and I got by because I was a good student; but I
     was alone. I had to fight all the boys: the poorer ones for my puny size and snobby heritage, and the richer ones because
     my shabbiness let their side down. The two bullying factions didn’t mix socially either, but they were, at least, united in
     seeing the need to punish me for being an outsider, a hick, and a bumpkin with the wrong accent and the wrong attitude.
   

   
   In Venezuela, as in most macho societies, not only do boys take precedence over girls, the male presence defines a household. More than any other time in my life, I missed the father I hardly
     knew. I missed his presence as a stabilising factor, as a passport to fitting in, and as a guide through that baffling new
     world. I had to combat my loneliness alone, though, because my father was never home. He didn’t live with us because he worked
     far away in another town. On top of everything else, the unusualness of this situation was thrown in my face as a daily taunt.
     ‘Bastard, bastard, where’s your dad?’ set to the tune of an old Mexican ranchero, was sung, chanted and sometimes merely hummed.
     A few bars were enough. I knew the cruel lyrics the town kids had made up. They didn’t have to sing them for me to hear them
     in my head. And it hurt more than any of the other taunts because it was true: my father couldn’t bear the sight of me.
   

   
   My father’s disappearance from our family life didn’t stem from our move to Valera: he hadn’t lived with us in San Cristobal
     either. Even though he administered the hacienda there, it was a smallholding, and never produced enough for our needs. He
     had put a foreman in, and then checked the place out from time to time in person. So my father would spend a few days with
     us, get my mother pregnant and then return to Bobures, where he worked in personnel administration for the great sugar factory.
     He was a trader, although ‘trader’ is too pretty a word: he trafficked in people. He’d get people to leave their towns and
     villages and come to work in the factory. In the latter years in San Cristobal, he worked in the same field for the petrol
     companies of Guachaquero, displacing peasants. In many ways, it was a dead-end job. I think it must have been almost as much
     of a disappointment to him as it was for my mother, but he had little choice. The ruling family in San Cristobal, the Schulers,
     were never going to give him a break with his hacienda, and while its returns diminished, prices rose sharply. There was no
     other work in or around San Cristobal and he had bills to pay and mouths to feed. As the family grew and coffee prices fell,
     we began to sink back into the peasant status he had fought so hard to escape.
   

  
   
   CHAPTER IV

   
   We moved to Valera because my father decided to start over and work in Trujillo. We had family there and he had high hopes
     of doing well through the connection. The most reactionary right-wing part of our family was in Trujillo. One of our close
     relations, Atilio Araujo, was governor of the state of Jaracuy, but other members of my family were also big in Valera. They
     were powerful people with good jobs in their gift.
   

   
   We arrived in Valera in April 1946. My father was sure that his family would give him a good job. He had once been the chief
     bodyguard of Juan Batista Araujo, and as such my father was owed favours. He had practically been Juan Batista Araujo’s right-hand
     man, and Juan Batista Araujo, who was my mother’s uncle, had practically been a god. My father never spoke of those years,
     but later I heard from others that there had been several occasions when Juan Batista owed him his life. That had to be worth
     a job! It undoubtedly would have been if fate had not rudely intervened.
   

   
   Just five months after we arrived, Acción Democratica (the Democratic Action Party), the opposition party, carried out a coup
     d’état. It happened a month after my eleventh birthday. The coup was seen in my house as a super-tragedy. It gave all the
     people who’d been kept down by the Araujos a chance to get their own back and to rise up. It was the day of the enemies of
     the Araujos, who were the enemies of my parents by proxy.
   

   
   Supporters of Acción Democratica are called Adecos, and the Adecos began to rule Venezuela. Venezuelan politics are like a
     merry-go-round: every time a different government gets in, everything changes. Every single job is given to its supporters.
     The whole fabric of the country, right down to the postal service, changes. The Adecos (who, under a liberal, almost leftist
     façade, are today about as left-wing as Senator McCarthy) appointed a whole bunch of semi-literate peasants to rule the country.
     For instance, the guy who sold paraffin from door to door, who’d sold us paraffin for the last five months, was the number
     one candidate for chief municipal councillor. And Ippolito Peña, a labourer on the hacienda of Cesar Terán, became the governor
     of Valera. Ippolito Peña had been in charge of a work gang on the hacienda, but he was still an illiterate peasant labourer,
     a peón. Before they moved him into Government House, he’d lived in a mud shack and shat in the bushes. He had to have his
     shoes specially made for him because he’d never worn any before he became governor and his feet had splayed, the way bare
     feet do. Maybe this sounds like snobbery and sour grapes, but that is not the case.
   

   
   I would be one of the first to admit that some of the finest minds come from the foulest backgrounds. I am no snob, but for
     such changes to work, power must be placed in the hands of those who are in some way prepared for it. I don’t give a toss
     about ancestry when it comes to who rules whom, but education is important, and ability is crucial: to ignore both is absurd.
     There were many absurd aspects to the coup. Looking back, I can laugh, but at the time, it wasn’t funny.
   

   
   The coup was a catastrophe for my family. All our relations in power lost that power. My father had to go and work in Bachaquero,
     in a construction company. Together with our little hacienda in San Cristobal, this allowed him to scrape by to maintain his
     family. By 1946, he and my mother had nine children. We lived in Valera in very precarious circumstances, but my father always
     worked. Compared to our grand cousins, we were really poor. There were thousands of other kids poorer than us, but they weren’t
     Miliani Araujos.
   

   
   Despite our relative poverty and the fact that there were nine of us, I went to school every day and so did my brothers and
     sisters. We did not, as one so-called journalist proclaimed, ‘spend the months after the Coup of ’46 begging for food and
     small coins in the Plaza Bolivar, desecrating the memory of our glorious Liberator, led by the boy who should have been strangled
     at birth, whose dubious gift for oratory was dedicated, in his youth, to haranguing the good people of Valera to feed his
     starving siblings’.
   

   
   We fell on hard times, and everyone knew it. The gossip redoubled. My sisters had to start thinking about training for work
     (which was a shameful thing for a girl from a ‘good family’ to do in those days). Meanwhile, I began to study for my baccalaureate.
   

   
   In the third year of my baccalaureate, the left-wing Adeco government fell, and the Right took over again. The Araujos celebrated
     fit to burst as they stepped back into power. Three Valeranos drank themselves to death at the parties they threw. This return
     to the Right opened up my father’s prospects. He returned from Bachaquero and he was appointed administrator of the hacienda
     Las Cenizas, which was a government-run cooperative of small farmers. It was a model hacienda. The Cenizas project was actually
     Atilio Araujo’s baby, together with another local bigwig. Atilio Araujo was my mother’s first cousin twice over and a friend
     and drinking companion of my father’s. He shared his post with my father by putting him there in situ. In effect, he created
     a job for him to help him out.
   

   
   I only know about my father by piecing together fragments of what other people knew about him and collating them. He was a
     reticent man who never, ever talked about himself. He was born in Jajó, and he came from a family of small farmers. His name
     was Felipe (Felipito). His surnames were Barreto Briceño. He was one of the youngest sons of his parents. At some point, as
     a child, he moved to Valera. He stood out as a boy for his courage; he was proud and he was a fighter.
   

   
   I know that while still a boy he had to flee back to Jajó. And when he was twelve he was shot for the first time. I know this
     because my father tried to send me on an errand, on my own, from Valera all the way back to San Cristobal to collect some
     money for him. My mother (who hardly ever stood up to him or intervened on our behalf) was horrified by the idea of any twelve-year-old,
     let alone her own weakling son, making that arduous journey through the hills alone. She said, ‘How can you think of such a thing? He’s still a child.’
   

   
   And my father said, ‘He’s not a child, he’s nearly thirteen. When I was twelve, I already had a bullet wound in my leg.’

   
   This information thrilled me but did little to calm her fears. They had one of their rare arguments and, to my relief, she
     saved me, and I didn’t have to go. I never learnt how or why my father was shot in the leg, but for years afterwards, I had
     nightmares in which I was sent out alone into the hills of Jajó to be riddled with bullets. And even in my dreams I was a
     coward.
   

   
   If you saw Jajó, you’d think it was just another sleepy little Andean town with its houses washed in blue and its balconies
     leaning over empty, cobbled streets. But Jajó was the cradle of the Araujos. It was a place lost to the world in the days
     before there were roads. Long after my father left it, it was to be the only place in Venezuela that would offer armed resistance
     to the Adecos when that party carried out its coup. Jajó was home to General Batista Araujo, son of the Lion of the Andes
     and the supreme commander of all the resistance of all the extreme Right in the state of Trujillo.
   

   
   This General Araujo was my mother’s grandfather. Almost everyone was a general in those days, but Batista Araujo was a famous
     one. And all three of his children (with Camila Briceño, his wife) each married one of the three children of an Italian family,
     which was fleeing the liberal Garibaldi’s republic. The three Araujos in question were Juan, Victor and Rosa. Imagine that
     mix: the most reactionary people in the state of Trujillo marry three of the most rabidly reactionary children of Italy! My
     maternal bloodline is an impeccable pedigree of the extreme Right. The Italians came from the island of Elba. They were the
     Miliani Balestrini family, and they settled in Jajó as coffee planters. Rosa Araujo married my grandfather, José Miliani.
     It was from that marriage that my mother was born.
   

   
   As you can see already from all the names, Andean society is like a less benign version of the Scottish clan system. Family
     is everything and everyone knows every name within the family. A man exists in places like Valera and Jajó not for who he is or what he has done, but by his ancestors and who they were. This is a very Latin thing, common to all Latin countries. It is just that it is accentuated in the Venezuelan Andes to the point where one
     could say: ‘I am related to so-and-so and so-and-so, therefore I am.’
   

   
   When my father fled back to Jajó (from whatever trouble had lodged that bullet in his leg when he was a twelve-year-old boy),
     he became one of the bodyguards of Juan Batista Araujo (who was my mother’s uncle twice over). A bodyguard then had very little
     social standing. A bodyguard was just a courageous peasant. Bit by bit, though, my father became his master’s man of confidence.
   

   
   My father began to court my mother in Jajó. He was warned off by her family. Despite the esteem his master held him in, by
     blood line my father was, and always would be, a peasant; so it would have been too unequal a match. It was unthinkable that
     a daughter of José and Rosa, a Miliani Araujo (who was also the prettiest girl in town), could marry a man like Felipe, whose
     only claim to fame was his bravery. People who do not come from tribal societies can never really understand the power of
     family ties and the taboos that rule them. The Venezuelan Andes are both tribal and feudal. Within the hierarchy, there was
     only a handful of ruling tribes. Each had its own territory. The Araujos had Jajó. They spread over to Valera and Trujillo
     and fanned out across the hills, but within their citadel, they owned everything and everyone. To say that my father was ambitious
     when he decided to marry my mother would be a gross understatement. It was more like a cocktail of ambition, recklessness,
     courage and a big shot of sheer madness. And yet, that was exactly what he set out to do. To get closer to his future wife,
     he became very friendly with two of her cousins twice over: Atilio Araujo and Miliano Miliani. This Miliano was the most valiant
     of all the cousins.
   

   
   From birth, I may have drawn out and distilled much of my father’s racial mix, but that would be one of the few ways in which
     I would ever resemble him. He was a daredevil; I was a coward. He was a macho man par excellence, while I was a puny wimp.
     From my adolescence onwards, I constantly walked into trouble, but as I shall explain, it was almost always by chance (‘almost’
     because there are two notable early exceptions). Felipe, on the other hand, walked into trouble over and over again, but he courted it, flirted with it and invited it into his life.
   

   
   In his early twenties, Felipe started going out with a local girl whom he took to live with him. Unless a girl was a whore
     or a peasant, you just didn’t do that in those days. If a man from Felipe’s station in life was prepared to flaunt taboo to
     the extent of setting his cap at Camila Miliani, he just wasn’t going to care about such things. Again, not to care was tantamount
     to madness. When the girl’s father and brother went to remonstrate with him about the dishonour he had done them, they arrived
     armed. The story goes that my father seriously wounded them both. The girl in question was neither a whore nor a peasant,
     and the wounded men also had connections. So the matter could not end there. Felipe was Juan Araujo’s right hand but, despite
     all the power the Araujos wielded, my father would have been sent to prison or gunned down. Before the incident, he had been
     involved in so many others that it just wasn’t possible to protect him any more. So Atilio Araujo smuggled Felipe out of Jajó.
   

   
   He fled to a hidden place in the hills of Mérida, which had the reputation of being the area where people went if they were
     fleeing justice. The place was San Cristobal. Another family, of Italians, had also been drawn to that distant redoubt, but
     they were coffee planters, and all the land around San Cristobal was ideal for coffee. Within a few years, some more Italians
     joined them, coffee planters all. So there were, on the one hand, the planters, and on the other, fugitives from the law.
     My father was a brave and hardworking fugitive who quickly fell on his feet. He became the sharecropper on the most important
     hacienda in San Cristobal, Los Limones. With the money he made, he bought two little farms called El Charal and Romero. In
     San Cristobal, my father was able to alter his social position. He jumped from peasant labourer to landowner, and thus became
     a man with prospects.
   

   
   Despite being so tiny, San Cristobal was cosmopolitan. It not only had its Italian enclave, it also attracted some Germans.
     I don’t know exactly when they arrived. I know it was before my father, and I think it was just after the First World War,
     in 1919. They settled in that lost place and built a coffee-processing factory.
   

   
   To get to San Cristobal in those days, you had to take a boat to Bobures, then a train to the Central de Venezuela, then a lorry to Santa Cruz, and then ride into the hills for at least ten
     hours by mule. It was because it was so inaccessible that it became a haven for outlaws. It just wasn’t the sort of place
     strangers could find. Yet the Germans had heard tell of the fine coffee grown there and they set out to find it. Of course,
     they not only found it, but within a few years they had taken it over. Before they came, the most that the local farmers had
     been able to do was find a cylinder to wash their coffee in. Perhaps because the Germans had lost their war in Europe, they
     were determined not to lose any more battles, including this battle with nature. They took one look at the coffee cylinder
     and then set about building the most modern factory in the whole of Venezuela. Every single piece of that factory, every nut
     and bolt, had to complete the arduous journey through the hills.
   

   
   On a traditional coffee plantation, you’ve got two choices: either to dry the whole coffee beans (with their two beans inside
     each small pod) on a dirt floor, or to dry them on a concrete floor. Either way, you have to wait for them to dry. Then you
     grind them in a mill. Traditionally, this mill has a big grinding stone on top, which is turned either by mules or oxen. Once
     the coffee is ground, it has to be threshed, picked over and packaged. It always took from one and a half to two months from
     the time when you picked the coffee to the time you could sell it. You couldn’t always count on the sun because its drying
     power varied from day to day, and the beans were sold all mixed up, with only the rotten ones taken out.
   

   
   The Germans changed all that. They arrived and built their factory and then, in eight days from their harvest, their coffee
     was packaged and ready to sell. It was also classified into four categories: first, second, third and shell. All the local
     coffee planters, big and small, sold their coffee to middlemen. The Germans took one look at that arrangement and then cut
     it out, taking their coffee themselves to Maracay, whence they shipped it straight to Hamburg. They cannot have been poor
     when they arrived because the factory couldn’t have been cheap. Needless to say, though, they grew very rich with their coffee.
   

   
   The Germans were called Schuler – Juan and Rodolfo Schuler. Bit by bit, they took over the entire town. I don’t know how or why (I have never been able to find out), but my father was
     an enemy of Juan Schuler’s. In San Cristobal there really wasn’t a worse enemy to make, but caution was not a word in my father’s
     lexicon. Thanks to his feud with Juan Schuler, my family could never truly prosper there. Thanks also to the same feud we
     were never able to have electric light in our house. The Schulers owned the electrical plant and they refused to allow us
     light. Until we moved to Valera, I lived by paraffin lamps and candlelight.
   

  
   
   CHAPTER V

   
   There are flickers of light in the myths that surround me, flickers of truth. Slander cannot work without a grain of truth.
     Something has to click in the memory of the listener. A man who tries to unravel calumny will often find a grain of truth
     like a milepost on a road, then he finds another, then the search tends to stop en route, with the searcher shocked but satisfied,
     converted to the apparent truth of a lie.
   

   
   Take the Germans of San Cristobal, for instance. They were there, and they did arrive after losing the war in Europe. But
     they were not ‘Nazis so evil that even Hitler baulked at their methods and exiled them to the end of the world’. They arrived
     long before the Gestapo was invented. They arrived after the First World War, not the Second. Their presence had nothing sinister
     about it: they were coffee planters. This was not a front. The Schulers grew coffee and their factory was proof of their almost
     complete dedication to coffee. The handful of locals left from my ten years in San Cristobal may well remember my name linked
     to the Germans because I am Felipe and Camila’s son, and the feud between our two families must have been the source of much
     speculation and gossip. Those Germans did not ‘indoctrinate me with their philosophy of destruction and world domination’.
     By example, they showed our entire country a philosophy of progress and enlightenment; socially and economically, they dominated
     our small town as a decent and upstanding family.
   

   
   Yes, I was the brightest boy in San Cristobal when I left there at the age of ten. And yes, I knew who the Schulers were;
     everyone did. But there was a feud with my father. Such things are taken seriously in the Andes; so I never even spoke to
     the Schulers. So I could not have been ‘their chosen pupil, coached from earliest youth in the demonic methods of human torture’,
     nor was I ‘turned against nature to despise and abhor the Venezuelan race’, as a syndicated profile of me gloatingly declared.
     The mixed heritage of Spanish and Indian blood coursed through my veins like almost everyone else’s. Where the hell did my
     dark skin and hairiness come from, if not from a strange turn in that mix?
   

   
   Not once was any venture of mine financed with German money ‘thinly disguised under a veneer of coffee dust, but cruelly plundered
     (as we all know) from the melted-down gold fillings of our European forefathers’.
   

   
   Forget the part about me. It is blatant nonsense, and there’s a limit to how much one man can deny. But take the palpable
     idiocy of the ‘gold fillings’. Venezuela never gave a shit about the Second World War. Then ‘our European forefathers’ – since
     when was Venezuela Jewish? There are only about eleven Jews in the entire Venezuelan Andes. We never let them in! And as to
     there being any Jews in San Cristobal, or any pure Europeans other than the Schulers themselves and the three founding families
     of Italians – the idea is absurd. No immigrants could have found it; it was a miracle that the Schulers had. San Cristobal
     was a lost place behind God’s back.
   

   
   The old racial obsessions are skin-deep in Venezuela. The patrician families pride themselves on the purity of their Spanish
     blood. But, state by state, at some time, every family has screwed every other family. And now we are all Indians somewhere
     along the line.
   

   
   It doesn’t matter how far some families will go to defend their supposedly Aryan pedigrees, it is all bullshit. The pattern
     of mixing was set from the start. When Cortés arrived in Mexico, it was the Indian girl he took to his bed who helped him
     enslave the Aztecs. On the one hand, there was Montezuma, who had it all; on the other, there was Cortés with his concubine
     and his little band of desperados. The Spaniards were outnumbered by tens of thousands to one, and yet they won. Chance was on their side the
     whole way and to such a degree that, with hindsight, it seems absurd. In a book or film, no one would swallow such a piece
     of luck being added to the plot. Yet, Cortés arrived in the very year that an Aztec prophecy announced a god would return
     from the sea with a ‘chalky face’ and reclaim Mexico from Montezuma. Guns, beards and horses (which were all unknown quantities
     to the Aztecs) lent credence to Cortés being that god. The Indian girl translated his wishes and needs, and the rest is history.
   

   
   The five strands of that conquest are five elements forever present in Latin American society: greed, lust, cruelty, truth
     and poetry. The Conquistadores were driven by greed: a greed for gold that was obsessive. They were fuelled by lust, time
     and again defeating the Indians by seducing their girls and turning them traitor. The cruelty was there at every turn, imported
     from Spain, and left to rampage in the heat of the tropics. Truth and poetry mingled then, and continue to do so today. They
     coat the unpalatable with something acceptable, and transform the stuff of every day into something miraculous. Cortés wanted
     gold; it was really all he wanted. The Aztecs, thinking him probably a god (but not quite sure), played on the safe side and
     brought him great quantities of it. The sight of gold set off the Conquistadores’ insatiable greed: they wanted a lot more
     of it to ship back to Spain. If Cortés had then displayed that greed, the Aztecs might well have seen through him. Just as
     if he had withheld the truth they must have seen through him. But Cortés said to Montezuma, ‘My men and I suffer from a disease
     of the heart, which can only be cured by gold.’
   

   
   With that one sentence, the Aztecs were touched and doomed. Las Casas records how appalled the Spaniards were at the temple
     of human sacrifice in Mexico City. Catholicism was then forcibly introduced, and, in its name, whole tribes and nations were
     sacrificed. The Ten Commandments crossed the Atlantic, and were preached throughout the Americas. It seems they got seasick
     on the voyage, however, and threw up little bits of themselves. ‘Thou shalt not kill’, for instance, lost its ‘not’. The same
     thing happened to stealing, coveting thy neighbour’s wife and blaspheming. The word ‘not’ just did not travel.
   

   
   Five hundred years later, our society is still driven by insatiable greed. It is standard procedure, upon obtaining power,
     for governments to steal hand over fist. It is built into our society to screw (or at least try to screw) every female you
     meet. Cruelty is so much a part of every day that many Latinos do not even perceive it as such. Ours is a violent, harsh world
     in which the ability to inflict and to endure pain is seen as an asset. The truth, and its hundred and one versions, is woven
     into the fabric of every day, made poetic by that process which comes so naturally to every Latino but which is perceived
     as a literary invention elsewhere. Magic realism isn’t about books, it’s about life; it’s about that disease of the heart
     that can only be cured by gold and soothed by sex. It has a cultural, racial blend. It is a double-bladed knife: it makes
     the horrible poignant, and the poignant, horrible.
   

   
   Even the Conquistadores found the gold scarce in places. There are archives full of complaints about the paucity of gold.
     I don’t recall a sentence anywhere about the lack of sex. The two things almost equate: if you can’t get rich, you can always
     get laid and sow your own seed and thereby harvest a kind of wealth. Look at my father: ten children in thirteen years, and
     the guy was hardly ever there! Then, draped over everything like an afterthought, an aesthetic touch, is the token Spanish
     mantilla. It is a veil of ‘racial purity’. It’s a coy statement, a lacy façade concealing a cauldron of deceit. It would be
     hard to find anywhere more miscegenated or more racist than Latin America. We are all so full of bullshit. I see it in myself.
     And that shit has to be taken into account. In Valera, when we talk about really knowing someone, we say, ‘You have to weigh
     them with all the shit inside.’
   

   
   Growing up in a society as racially confused as ours, you have to sift some of that shit to understand what is going on. I
     have done a good deal of sifting, helped, no doubt, by my darker self replacing the fair Ostilio. Where others have sifted
     through my story, the grain of truth and the poetic licence have linked me to the Schulers, who were German, and Germany did
     invent the Final Solution. And I did visit Nueva Germania in Paraguay, but it was not to find Dr Mengele, the notorious Nazi
     who supposedly hid there for years after the war. I was looking for Fatty Gomez and the group. God knows I’m no saint, but I’m no Nazi either. Just look at me! If I’d been around in Germany during the war,
     they’d have pushed a whole bunch of kids back in the queue to shove me into one of their ovens first. With my face, I could
     have been on one of those propaganda posters about the Untermensch. Mathematics is not everybody’s strongpoint, but this is
     an easy sum. Hitler came to power in ’33. I was born in ’34. The war ended in 1945 when I was eleven years old. Even in the
     Andes, surely that makes me too young to be a Nazi!
   

   
   Since some people make such a meal of this supposed German link, I will add that I have read Nietzsche (who was no Nazi either,
     but that is another story), and I have also read most of the German philosophers. And my last German connection in Latin America
     I stumbled on thanks to my complete lack of any sense of direction. I was supposed to rendezvous with a guerrilla unit fifteen
     kilometres south of a town called Elizabethville in Paraguay on a particular day in the spring of 1966. I was on a special
     mission for Fidel Castro. Instead, I got completely lost and found myself wandering around a malarial swamp for over a week
     with very little food and a heavy bag full of Cuban dollars. When I eventually found a way out, thanks to the charity of a
     half-blind Indian with a donkey, I found myself in a former German colony called Nueva Germania.
   

   
   I was particularly struck by the irony of this forgotten Fatherland in Paraguay. Three generations after it was founded by
     the philosopher’s sister, Elizabeth Nietzsche, and her Jew-hating husband, the supposedly racially superior colonists had
     degenerated into a gang of emaciated peasants starving in the jungle.
   

   
   Brutality has been the trademark of Latin American history, and its despotic leaders have vied to surpass each other in their
     eccentricity and cruelty. But the history of Paraguay is particularly bizarre and particularly brutal. For instance, by going
     to war with all three of its neighbours simultaneously, Paraguay’s rulers sacrificed almost the entire male population of
     the country. Meanwhile, Eliza Lynch, a former Irish prostitute who became the president’s mistress and then the country’s
     virtual dictator, enslaved the ruined nation’s children to build palaces as sumptuous as Versailles.
   

   
   In 1886, Nietzsche’s sister (a female Führer) lured some pure Aryan settlers out to a malarial swamp in Paraguay, which she sold to them in lots as both prime farmland
     and the site of New Germany’s racial salvation. Twenty-seven families of rabid anti-Semites bought the barren lots, sight unseen.
     They followed Elizabeth and her loony husband to what she christened Nueva Germania. Then in a grotesque parody of Eliza Lynch’s
     despotic behaviour half a century earlier, she practically enslaved her colonists, while insisting from the comfort of her
     own luxurious villa that she ‘loved them to death’. True to her word in that only, an early death was what greeted most of
     her followers.
   

   
   Towards the end of the nineteenth century, she either ran away, or was chased away, leaving her starving colony in the lurch.

   
   By the time I met the remains of this ‘super race’, they’d chosen to mix genes with some very stunted Indians. The ones who
     hadn’t were too weak to scratch a crop into the ground. As an experiment, the results were pretty clear. The blue-eyed guys
     were so weak with tertiary malaria they didn’t look as though they could get it up, even with a winch. So the results of the
     experiment came through too late to help them mend their ways. For all that, when I stumbled into their patch, they made it
     quite clear that I didn’t come up to their incredibly low racial standards. I was not invited to dig in.
   

   
   As I said, I merely wandered into Nueva Germania. It was not that I wanted to become a malaria-monger with a gaggle of blue-eyed
     inbreeds. I was lost as hell and looking for the guerrilla unit that Fidel was subsidising. As I have said, we were supposed
     to rendezvous about fifteen kilometres south of Elizabethville. I arrived ten days late and there wasn’t an insurgent in sight.
     I gave my Paraguayan comrades two weeks, but when the time was up only Fatty Gomez and his sidekick Fernando had shown up.
     I had a hefty cash delivery to make, but I also had to return to Cuba, so I handed my bag of dollars over to Fatty and then
     buggered off. To this day, I don’t know what happened to the rest of that unit. The jungle has a habit of swallowing people
     up without a trace.
   

   
   As a young man, I lived in Germany, because some of the leading philosophers were there, and I needed to learn German so that
     I could read everything there was published in that language. It had nothing to do with the Schulers and nothing to do with
     the Nazis.
   

   
   And, finally, here’s a footnote. Some years ago, in Paris, I bumped into Fatty Gomez on the Champs Elysées. He looked pretty
     different in a pinstriped suit, and without his red bandanna and his jungle fatigues, and the knife he always insisted on
     carrying between his teeth. But that scar across his forehead, where he smashed into a girder when we were pissed one night
     in Montevideo, and his mammoth gut made it unmistakably him. He was with a gorgeous young girl – mistress or daughter, I shall
     never know, because he took one look at me, staring open-mouthed to greet him, and then he looked right through me, pulled
     the girl closer (as though to drag her out of reach of my potentially poisonous breath) and marched away without so much as
     a hello.
   

   
   Fatty Gomez: my friend, my lieutenant, my fellow dreamer in the forest. He was no Nazi either.

   
   What next?

  
   
   CHAPTER VI

   
   My father was a landowner, and he could have been a coffee planter and well off. It was what he wanted; but because of his
     feud with the Schulers, he wasn’t able to expand enough to do that. In the end, he made it up with Rodolfo Schuler, but Juan,
     the other one, was ultimately in command, and my father was never able, or never wanted, to mend the quarrel with him. That
     was why he always had to go away and work somewhere else to earn his living.
   

   
   My father had bought two haciendas, but he was left with only one. The other was either sold to or taken by a local landowner,
     and I think that was at the core of his hatred for Juan Schuler. There must have been some fast manoeuvre, some trickery or
     something in which my father got the worst of it and never forgave the slight. God knows, Felipe was a proud man, but his
     rancour at the Schulers was not all pride. The remaining hacienda just did not yield enough to support us. It was something
     I saw with my own eyes: ends did not meet, and that was why I grew up without a man in the house.
   

   
   When the Adecos fell from grace and the right-wing junta of Perez Jimenez came to power, my father did well out of it, like
     I said, because the administration of the Cenizas cooperative fell into his lap. That was from 1948. Those were the years
     when I became Valeran. I started to live Valera. Something important happened to me then.
   

   
   *

   
   Until I sat down to remember all these things, I would have said that mine was a life that should have been about words but
     which has actually been about action. When I piece it together, though, I see that words have played a crucial role in everything
     I have done. For instance, my early training as a public speaker has probably had a greater effect on the course of my life
     than any other single factor. I became an orator, but that oratory began with me as a reciter of doggerel. It all began in
     San Cristobal de Torondoy when I had learnt to recite. I don’t mean that I learnt to read poetry aloud, I mean something else
     altogether: a funny and dramatic way of reciting, which nobody uses now. Once upon a time, the myth and history of the Andes
     were recited in rhyming couplets, peddled from village to village, altered, learnt by heart, and occasionally updated. This
     archaic delivery was full of ups and downs, sighs and dramatic pauses. It is a lilting theatrical singsong long fallen into
     disuse. It was my first of many ways of dominating a crowd.
   

   
   In San Cristobal, in school, we learnt verses by Julio Flores, that master of staged atmosphere. Sometimes we were taught
     better poets, like the Colombian, José Asunción Silva, but they were still built around heavily rhyming line-endings, full
     of rhythm and drama. Andeans loved them and flocked to the recitals. And I loved the power and fame reciting gave me, and
     so perfected both my delivery and my repertoire.
   

   
   When I was twelve, I spent a year away from my mother, in Mendoza Fría, a hill village about twelve miles outside Valera.
     My mother’s eyes were not ‘finally opened to the hybrid monster she had reared’. I had a bit of asthma as a boy, and the cooler
     climate of Mendoza Fría was better for my chest. Valera was suffocatingly hot and dusty. My oldest sister, Graciela, had married
     (aged sixteen) a schoolmaster (many years her senior) called Guillermo, and they lived up in Mendoza. Reluctantly, on doctor’s
     orders, I went to stay with them. Guillermo was the director of the Padre Rosario school there. Up in Mendoza, I learnt yet
     another repertoire of awful poems and thus had the most extensive repertoire of anyone in the state of Trujillo. To this day,
     I could run on for hours in that plodding doggerel.
   

   
   Under my brother-in-law, Guillermo, I studied with all the sons of the big landowners: the Valeros and the Briceños as well as the village kids. My own father’s name was Barreto Briceño,
     but he wasn’t one of the Briceños. He got the name the way slaves got theirs – by working for rather than being one of a grand landowning family.
     But I was the one who knew the most. I found it surprisingly easy to get along with the local boys, but Guillermo himself
     loathed me. He couldn’t stand how little effort I made to study, and yet how far ahead I was of his other pupils. I was younger
     than all the boys in my class, a lot younger. Guillermo saw me for the show-off I undoubtedly was. He saw me as boastful,
     and he loathed my refusal to fall under his rule, coming into class with all my exotic knowledge. I am sure he loathed the
     fact that I was there at all, disrupting both his house and his school. Graciela, my sister, was a feisty young woman with
     a formidable temper which had simply overruled her husband’s over my extended visit. Then, to add insult to injury, although
     I lived with them, I spent my evenings at his neighbour’s house, reading her encyclopedia. So I knew about things that were
     not on his curriculum and that it niggled him to have me know about at all. I was supposed to learn by his dictates at his
     pace. I was not supposed to know about foreign things like the crusades and Richard the Lionheart, or the life of Federico
     Barbarossa, or Mad King Ludwig of Bavaria. What bugged Guillermo most was that I was such a braggart and know-all when he
     knew I hardly opened my schoolbooks, his schoolbooks. It was as though all the facts I knew were stolen rather than learnt.
   

   
   The ensuing domestic battle was my first guerrilla campaign. Played out in the micro-world of Mendoza Fría, it lasted for
     a year, during which time I sabotaged my brother-in-law’s peace of mind with my usurped knowledge. Once I realised how much
     he hated my learning forays, I did learn things just to spite him, and I never missed a chance to show off these nuggets in
     class. To make matters worse, in his own house his wife saw no harm in her little brother climbing up the tree of knowledge
     by an unorthodox ladder, and rather than turn on me for it, she turned on him and (as I know from their screaming rows) teased
     him about his bigotry when they were in bed. By the end of the school year, the atmosphere chez Guillermo was poisonous.
   

   
   To get his own back, Guillermo decided to fail me. He persuaded my other teacher to join forces with him and give me fifteen
     out of twenty as my mark for the year. If Guillermo had had his way, I would have had to leave school and get a job as a shop
     assistant or an under-clerk.
   

   
   At breakfast, traditionally a big meal in the Andes but one that passed in stony silence in Guillermo’s household, my dour
     martinet of a brother-in-law would glower at me with venom distilled in his insomniac nights into pure hatred. For a couple
     of heady days, however, when he thought he could fail me and ruin my life, he gazed at me with a smile, which turned his moustache
     into a writhing ferret. Ever the man of habit, he could not bring himself to talk to me socially, as it were, so he talked
     to himself, chuckling as he listed the shops and warehouses where the losers in his class might profitably apply for jobs.
     He tried hard to draw his wife into his glee, but she was having none of it. (Some years later, she got up one morning and
     walked out and left him. I like to think his petty spite to me was a contributory factor, but it may have just been that there
     is only so much a woman can take of a boring, pontificating fart.)
   

   
   When my game with him backfired into my failing the school year, I was in a state of clinical shock. It had never occurred
     to me that such a thing could happen and the consequences were too terrible for me to take in. At thirteen, I was no more
     ready to give up school and embark on a lifetime of menial work than I had been to brave the hills and bullets of San Cristobal
     at the age of twelve. Everyone in the school and village was talking about me, and I knew that within a few days the news
     would travel to Valera and the circle of my shame would be complete. I hid in my room or at the neighbour’s house and cried
     while contemplating suicide. At mealtimes (which are unmissable in the Andes) Guillermo rubbed salt into my wounds. His cruelty
     made the food turn to ashes in my mouth.
   

   
   Once again, fate played a role in my life. The newly ruling Adecos, by governmental decree, lowered the yearly school pass
     mark to fifteen. So anyone with fifteen points or over was now eligible to study for the baccalaureate. And I had fifteen
     points. Guillermo was so pissed off he raged around the house, cursing the Adecos and trying to take it out on my sister. Although thwarted by the government ruling, he did not give up. He managed
     to persuade my other teacher to lower my points for the year to fourteen. (With hindsight, it would have been better if I
     hadn’t boasted quite so blatantly about my reprieve.) With fourteen points, I was once again mixed in with the chaff, and
     would have to leave school and get a job.
   

   
   Guillermo, in his turn, gloated insufferably. On the rare occasions when he got drunk, he used to play a little four-stringed
     guitar. In the Andes, when a man really gloats, he pretends to strum an imaginary guitar. Well, Guillermo nearly wore his
     fingers to the bone playing those invisible strings. I hated him so much I thought my veins would burst. The mere sight of
     him in that week of my shame and failure made my blood pump so alarmingly that my sister packed my things and I prepared to
     return to Valera. I bade farewell to my school friends with the ‘da da da da DA!’ of my brother-in-law rattling in my head.
   

   
   I was still very religious at the time. I remember I went to the church and prayed for Guillermo to be struck down, and I
     prayed for me to be struck down and for his strumming fingers to drop off, or for some kind of miracle to save me from the
     humiliation that lay ahead of me. His fat, sweaty fingers remained intact, and neither he nor I was struck down, but a huge
     stroke of luck did come my way. The timing was such that it really seemed like a miracle.
   

   
   The Adecos were chucked out of power and Perez Jimenez and his junta took over the country. The junta decided that anyone
     with a grade of ten points or over was to be promoted. They saved me. Can you imagine my delight now? In church, kneeling
     on the damp stone floor, I had promised to crawl to the Virgin of Santa Clara on my knees if I ever gloated again in the ridiculous
     way that I had after my first reprieve. When my second, even more unlikely salvation came along, I should have behaved with
     grace, but I’m afraid I was incapable of it. Guillermo took to his bed and I took to the cobbled street, whooping like a demented
     Red Indian brave.
   

   
   The new low pass mark wasn’t as good for the country as a whole as it was for me. You had to be as thick as two planks to
     get only ten points. The ruling saved my academic career, but it gave away many others into the hands of the inept and the unqualified.
     Every time I go the dentist, and the dentist is roughly my age, I think about that. The guy with his hand in my mouth, about
     to switch on a potentially deadly electric drill, must have got his degree under Perez Jimenez, and still might not be able
     to read. It has made me very wary of dentists: I hardly ever go. So I owe all my own degrees and Ph.D.s to the dictator, Perez
     Jimenez, but I owe my bad teeth to him too.
   

   
   Back in Valera, when I registered for my first year of baccalaureate, I was very noticeably poorer than the other kids. Only
     rich kids went to high school. Poor ones worked. I wasn’t a part of any of the gangs, and I still didn’t really know the kids
     in Valera. Mendoza Fría was only twelve miles away, but it was like another continent. When I was there, I was there. The
     journey between the two was by the old road and all its curves, riding a donkey or being jolted around in a horse-drawn cart.
     Mendoza is 500 metres higher up. My ears always ached like anything on that road, and I got sick from all the winding. The
     only straight place in the entire journey was the one people call Jaime’s Straight in front of the big house on the hacienda
     of Don Cesar Terán. The rest was one bend after another for over an hour.
   

   
   Although I returned to Valera victorious in my battle with Guillermo, and the hero of all his school, I was like an exile
     in the big town. As I was lonely and broke, the only place in town where I could go to was the library. It was called the
     Carmen Sanchez de Jelandi library (between the Calle Urdaneta and Avenida Sucre) and it opened at six in the evening. A few
     high-school kids and I went there from six till nine. What began as an escape for marginalised kids became a brotherhood of
     curious and serious minds. We knew exactly when the library was going to open by our mothers’ radios.
   

   
   Obviously, there was no television yet in Venezuela. It was 1947, and the radio was like a hydrating drip. Everyone listened
     to it. You could hear the same programme blaring out of Bakelite wireless sets all along our road. At exactly a quarter to
     six every evening, we heard Panchita Duarte’s music programme come on air. It always began like this: ‘We now present Panchita Duarte, “the Trujillan Skylark”.’
   

   
   And she always sang, ‘El malvado cardinillo, Que la flor se marchitó … ’

   
   When she finished that song, we knew that the library was about to open and we’d dash out to get there. We’d sit down and
     read Emilio Salgari, Jules Verne, adventure stories and some lovely encyclopedias called The Key of Knowledge and The Pictorial World. We hardly ever opened our textbooks. Being there wasn’t about school, it was about culture and being together.
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