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ONE


I


On the evening of the day of Saint Rose of Lima the revolution began. The conspirators met, ostensibly for coffee, in the family patio of General Jorge Alvarez Asturias’ house in Tenango, second city of the Republic. The selection of Saint Rose’s day, the 30th of August, was the General’s inspiration; he had once been cured of an acute sinus condition by the relics of the Rose, patron saint of Spanish America and the Indies.


Of the conspirators, Peter Nelson, who lived in the house, was the first to arrive. He sat in the patio quite alone for some time, waiting for the others. Superficially the day had been auspicious, clear and bright; the rainy season was ending and the dusty dry days of fall and winter, warm glittering days, had begun: time for tourists, time for revolution. All in all a perfect season to contemplate great deeds, to plot the ruin of the Republic’s present government, which had ended some years before and in the name of liberty, the benevolent nineteen years’ administration of General Alvarez. Brooding upon the day and its significance, Peter enjoyed the cool, dry weather, a characteristic of the high plateau where Tenango is situated, a mile above the two great oceans which break upon the bejungled and malarial beaches of the Republic, strips of hot banana country framing, on two sides, the plateau where most of the people live and work, producing coffee and sticky-eyed children, thus ensuring the future production of both, presumably forever.


The General’s house was at one end of Tenango at the foot of what looked to Peter to be the largest volcano in the world (inactive for a century, he had been assured). On the other side of the house was the cup of the jungle-ringed town of Tenango, the residence of some twelve thousand citizens and several hundred thousand ghosts of citizens deceased in earthquake, flood and eruption, for Tenango had been a city since the sixteenth century and a capital for two hundred years; a city in ancient days of seventy thousand rich and industrious people who built cathedrals, large monasteries and convents, government buildings, palaces, and other useful structures for the spiritual and temporal guidance of a million or so Indians: a quiet, docile race of stocky brown men and slim little women with necks thick from carrying baskets on their heads. The Indians had accepted the Conquistadores without undue fuss, becoming Catholic and ascribing to the Christian symbols all the faults and virtues of their tribal gods, thereby slighting neither faith and impressing all observers with their piety. Over the years there had been a good deal of miscegenation and now the people were somewhat paler than they had been before the sixteenth-century invasion; many drank Coca Cola and all took enormous quantities of aspirin. Before the Spanish they had no music, no art, no literature, and they still have no music, no art, no literature, and here, thought Peter, sitting down on the edge of the fish pool at the center of the patio, I am.


He put one hand in the water thoughtfully, half wondering if it was possible to catch a goldfish. Several brushed his hand in the cool dirty brown water, gold glimmering in the black beneath green, floating bulb-rooted plants.


“Once,” said José, “When I was a kid, I caught a fish in there. But only once. You see the town today?”


Peter nodded and dried his hand on his khaki trousers. “Explored the ruins. They had good engineers in those days.”


Careful to avoid all talk of revolution, they spoke of colonial architecture as though it mattered, and José made unpleasant noises with the water, squeezing it in the hollow of his hand. Peter wondered whether or not he should ask him. Unwilling to betray anxiety, he had already waited several days. As far as he knew, the General had been told nothing of his court-martial and discharge from the American army. José knew, of course, and he had chosen to ignore everything except their friendship when, two weeks earlier in New York, he had invited Peter to join the army of the revolution. Peter had agreed. It was not as if he had a future.


Unable to bear the waiting any longer, he asked, “Have you told him?” Peter examined the pale gray sky overhead; the evening star shone brightly. From the large front patio could be heard the noise of servants talking and, far away, punctuating the timid soft sound of their voices, the dull regular thud of oxen drawing carts over cobbled streets.


José turned to him; he was younger than Peter, who was twenty-six. José had been a junior officer in Peter’s company during the recent war. Ironic and occasionally eloquent, José was in all ways Peter’s opposite and, so, his friend.


José shook his head, touched the water plants with short, square-tipped fingers. “No, I didn’t tell him. I don’t see any reason why he should know. What you did has nothing to do, as far as I can see, with your usefulness to Father. He needs good officers.”


“But if he does find out?”


“Why should he?” The subject seemed not to interest José. He changed it. “We’ll be leaving for the north soon. It’s not safe here.”


“I thought this was the General’s town?”


“The people prefer us to the government, but the army is against us and the Civil Guard hates Father.”


“How much does the government know about your father’s . . . business?”


“Everything, I should think. This is a country of spies . . .”


“No night like a tropical one! Good evening, young men. The moon is rising, just to the left of the volcano. You can see it from the street but not from here. I’ll never get used to Spanish ways. They are quite indifferent to nature, to views and to a cultivated landscape. Look at this patio! A dreary concrete fountain, bits of dirty tile, tubs of ugly plants . . . . What could be more depressing? Now you can see it.” Properly introduced, the moon, all white and round, stood balanced on the roof of the house.


Charles de Cluny was a Parisian, a man of letters, a novelist during that decade which closed just before the second of the great wars, a war which drove him from France to the Republic where, finding that the end of his youth coincided with the end of his talent, he became secretary and speechwriter to General Alvarez, the dictator. He had followed the General into exile, first in New Orleans and now in Tenango; he advised him on life and politics and the importance of the adverb. He spoke Spanish fluently and English correctly. He spoke English now since Peter’s Spanish was not good.


“The nights are cooler than I thought they’d be.” Peter commented indirectly on the moon’s rise, politely demonstrating an appreciation of de Cluny’s remarks about gardens and the moon.


José had no time for either. “Why was the meeting set so late? And where’s Father Miguel?”


The Frenchman sat down in a wicker armchair and crossed his long legs. “The meeting was delayed because Father Miguel and Colonel Aranha couldn’t get here any earlier. The Colonel has been down to the Pacific Coast and Father Miguel has been doing whatever it is he does all day in the capital, a sinister prelate, mad with ambition.” Peter had been warned that de Cluny was a freethinker, and if his thinking was not always as free as he thought it was, at least he was consistently irreverent except when the General was concerned; that great man demanded reverence and got it.


De Cluny took a cigarette from a crested case of stained silver (he was reputed to be titled), and carefully arranged the cigarette in a long metal holder. A flash of yellow light emphasized the deepening darkness. In the square patch of sky above the patio, a design of stars was clear. Moonlight made dull silver on the round roof tiles.


Four giant wax candles in silver candlesticks were brought by barefoot, thick-chested, thick-necked Indian boys wearing native costume: a striped tunic and short trousers decorated with the colors of their village and tribe. They set the candles in each of the four corners of the patio and withdrew.


De Cluny began to hum the Republican national anthem, keeping time with his cigarette holder. Peter found him amusing if not convincing; he was thankful, however, that the Frenchman knew nothing about him. Malice was not an unamiable quality when turned upon others but to be the target for this man’s malice would have been extraordinarily unpleasant. De Cluny was, he had soon observed, uninhibitedly malicious; the victim of a quick mind which was forever issuing phrases that never seemed, when first conceived, quite so devastating as they proved to be once uttered.


“Father Miguel is a loyal man and, I presume, a good priest.” José sounded like his father.


“Oh, he’s loyal!” De Cluny skipped the last few bars of the national anthem. “We all know that, and I suppose before he’s through he’ll have the whole Church on our side, except for the Archbishop. But as for his being a good priest . . . well, that’s like saying a good ‘bad’.”


De Cluny went on talking, even though neither of the young men was listening. But as he had observed early on to Peter, he often talked simply for his own amusement since talk now took for him the place of writing. He had ceased to write because, he said, he had gone through too much during and since the war ever to organize experience again in the old deliberate way, launching the solemn procession of words across paper. When he was young it had been an easy matter to describe a world that had been reasonably predictable and easily scored. But the century’s long crisis had made all writing trivial; since 1939, it was gratuitous to attack a shattered world. And so now he talked and talked, covering thousands of imaginary manuscript pages with conversation. Sometimes people listened, dipped into his conversation the way one does a book. But most often, as he was sadly aware, they shut the book as people will when the text bores. As he was about to trace what he announced was the ideal relationship between Church and State, Church and State, in the symbolic persons of Father Miguel and Colonel Aranha, entered the patio together, and everyone rose to greet them.


Father Miguel wore a black cassock and a fresh white starched clerical collar. He was short and stout with smooth cheeks blue with fast-growing beard. Beneath a large nose, pitted with blackheads, a small mouth drooped from the plump weight of jowls.


Colonel Aranha was pure-blood Indian. Short, heavy, with square shoulders, small hands, a round, smiling face, he wore the green uniform of an officer in the army of the Republic, without ribbons or decorations.


“It’s a great pleasure to receive you, Colonel, Father. The General will join us shortly. Did you make the trip together?” De Cluny.


“I’ll tell my father you’re here. Sit down, Colonel.” José.


“How do you do?” Peter in Spanish.


“The dust is already terrible on the roads.” Father Miguel.


“But the roads are as hard as iron, hard as iron, and that’s good, that’s good.” The Colonel.


“I thought I’d choke to death. I have asthma, you know.” Father Miguel.


“Preferable, however, to the wet season, when everyone in your country has a running nose and a low fever; I think . . ..” De Cluny.


“Rain’s stopped early this year, which is a good sign. We’ll begin before we planned, before they think we will.” The Colonel.


“Yes, I speak a little Spanish, Father. I’m learning every day.” Peter.


“Have you seen the President lately?” De Cluny.


The Colonel nodded. “Yesterday.” He grinned, showing silver-capped teeth. “He asked me if I’d like to be ambassador to Argentina. He wants me out of the country. Oh, we were very cordial. Naturally, he knows everything we’re doing but he must wait for us to make the first move. He told me to give his compliments to the General.”


Father Miguel pursued his own conversational tack. “What I need is a thorough medical checkup. I had a spot on my left lung as a child and I wouldn’t be surprised if all this dust hasn’t aggravated it.”


“Do you ever spit blood?” asked de Cluny politely.


But before the priest could answer, General Alvarez entered the patio, smiling, arms outstretched to greet the conspirators who rose respectfully.


“Welcome, welcome!” The General embraced first Colonel Aranha, then Father Miguel. “I was sorry you couldn’t come earlier. Now it’s too late for coffee. Of course, we can always have something else.” He smiled, a teacher suggesting an hour’s recess to a class of good children.


Servant boys, bare feet scuffing softly upon tiles, brought trays of glasses and bottles with them. Arbitrarily, the General made dry martinis although Peter, for one, hated gin and Father Miguel did not, he murmured, drink. But each accepted, without demur, a glass from the General who then sat down, the cue for the others to arrange themselves in a semi-circle before him.


The General said, “The rains are over and we are ready to move.” He paused for them to meditate a moment upon the significance of his words. He was history. Then, gravely, he resumed, making a case for posterity.


“As you know, after two years of exile, I was allowed to return last year only because the government felt secure enough to defend itself against me. And, of course, they had my promise that I would remain outside politics and confine myself to Tenango. Naturally, I don’t regard any promise made to an illegal government as binding. I was overthrown by college students who were backed by the coffee growers. I am still the legitimate President of the Republic, since my term does not expire until the first of January, four months from now. Before then I hope my position will be clarified.” He paused.


Peter watched him, fascinated and a bit puzzled. The General was neither tall nor short, neither fat nor thin. Like many public men, he tended to be more general than particular: the reflection of many people’s opinion of him. But though the personality was enigmatic, the manner was rational, even modest, despite the enormous gold and topaz on his left forefinger, a totem worshipped by the Indians who believed that its touch would cure conjunctivitis. According to José, there had been considerable trouble with the Archbishop about this ring; in fact, there were those who believed that the ring was the origin of the Archbishop’s quarrel with the General which led to the prelate’s imprisonment for seven months, during which time the Archbishop lost not only thirty pounds but, very nearly, his diocese since the General had seen fit to report, in pious detail, all of the churchman’s business arrangements since installation, losing for him all hope of the Hat. As a result, the man of God had participated energetically and enthusiastically in the Revolution of March 12 which had sent the General hurrying to New Orleans with no baggage other than a large rolled-up map of the Republic. Fortunately he had many holdings and investments in America. But money could not console him. He had a destiny to fulfill, a nation to save, a social revolution to undo, for the new government, headed by a mathematics professor named Ospina had actually tried a land-reform scheme, to the delight of the poor. Worse, Ospina had even promised them free elections and it was thought by many that those elections might actually take place some time after the first of the New Year.


“But by then we shall have returned. The last three years have not been wasted. We have organized groups in each of the states and in every town. Presumably the government knows what we’re doing but since we have had, until now, no arms to speak of and little visible support from the army, they suppose us harmless. At this moment there are spies in the house.” He lowered his voice. “And so all I can tell you now is that today we begin the final military struggle to regain the government Ospina usurped.”


“Essentially this is a conflict between two attitudes, two philosophies of government which are antagonistic and irreconcilable. Ospina represents an alien and unrepublican philosophy of state control and state planning, whereas I . . . we represent the individual. We respect the rights of property and the process of the law. Admittedly my administration was not as democratic as a European or North American republic. But we know why that is, though it is often hard to explain such things to a North American.” He gestured at Peter who solemnly accepted his rôle as the United States, well-intentioned but naïve.


“With a population which is eighty per cent pure Indian and illiterate, direct popular representation would destroy the fabric of the State and leave anarchy in its wake, making us a perfect prize for our avaricious neighbor to the south. I could govern the Indian because he regarded me as a father, knew that I was dedicated to his true welfare, unlike Ospina who means to destroy him with an alien philosophy.” The General paused, as if for applause, but the conspirators said nothing, each bemused with his own thoughts, lulled by an often-heard speech.


The General employed the silence to take a long swallow of martini. Then, deliberately, he removed the onion from the bottom of the glass and ate it slowly, looking about the patio, from man to man, before resuming his address before the bar of history. “Ospina,” he intoned the name in much the same way a churchman says “Evil.” “Ospina is, basically, a Bolshevik dictator.” That was to be the line. Peter was not surprised, what else in a Catholic country? “Last year he changed those agrarian laws which obliged—quite sensibly—the Indian to give in work what he owes the landowners for the free living provided him during the season he doesn’t work. Now I am as liberal as the next man, but I see no point in a state subsidy of the Indian during the period he doesn’t work which is exactly what the new law amounts to. Our government has always operated at a deficit made up by the Company. By this sort of irresponsible rabble-rousing Ospina has reduced the Company’s profits to such a point that, I may as well say it right now, the Company may be forced to leave the Republic altogether.”


There was surprise at this. The World Banana Company, a North American firm, almost entirely supported the Republic since the only other important source of national income was coffee, and the coffee plantations were owned by a dozen families who never, on principle, paid taxes. Now, through Ospina, these finceros governed the country. In order to avoid taxation they wanted to drive the Company out of the Republic. Revenues from the coast plantations would, they believed, finance Ospina’s projects while, leaving them in peace. But apparently the Company had no immediate plan to depart.


“I talked with Mr. Green yesterday and he’s alarmed, highly alarmed at the present course the Ospina government is taking.” The General lowered his voice, “I have Mr. Green’s assurance that the Company will support us.”


There was a murmur. Father Miguel touched his brow, as if he could already feel a mitre’s weight. Colonel Aranha made a clucking noise while de Cluny, the Central American Talleyrand, declared, “We have won, General!”


“Ingratitude will be remembered and disloyalty punished.” The General was ominous. “I forget neither my friends nor my enemies. Ospina and his so-called intellectuals are in serious danger, as they will realize soon, very soon.


“I have believed in certain things all through my life, and now that I am no longer young, certain things about myself have become clear to me. For instance, what often seemed to me to be merely expediency and nothing more now appears to me, in retrospect, to be part of a distinct pattern, an individual philosophy of government. For instance, I was called a dictator and in a sense I was one. Only a strong man can rule a country like this. Yet what is leadership but the anticipation of the people’s needs? This I have always done. I tolerated the finceros just as the people did because the harm they did was less than the harm their absence would have done. Yet I see now that the government must eventually take over the coffee plantations, for as long as these men have any influence they are a serious menace to a truly popular government. The world is moving to the Left, my friends. I move with the world, just as the Republic must. One must accept change and tolerate what at first may appear to be alien practices. Therefore, I propose that we socialize the plantations, putting them directly under state control and operate them for the benefit of the people. I know this is a radical move but it’s not an unpopular one; the socialist sentiment is already strong in our country. However, to allay the fears of our conservative friends, we shall limit nationalization to the coffee plantations. Free enterprise will reign elsewhere. And for those who think of Socialists as being godless, I propose that we call our new movement, and it is a movement, the Catholic Socialist Party.”


This had an effect.


“I’m not sure,” said Colonel Aranha, “that the army will like this. They dislike change. Hate Reds.”


“They will like us.” The General was confident. “When the time comes to announce our party (tomorrow morning, to be precise), you will send the word through the army and also the civil guard that our intention is to appropriate only the coffee fincas. All other private property including, of course, the Company’s, will be respected.”


Father Miguel frowned. “You’re announcing this tomorrow? But I should have been warned. Really, you should have told me. The clergy, Heavens knows, is conservative. If you’d only wait another week . . .”


“My dear Father Miguel, if you have done your work they will be prepared to follow us even if we were to call ourselves Methodist Bolsheviks. The reason for the announcement is the coming elections. We need some legal organization to explain our activity in the country, and since I am essentially a liberal statesman, yet a devout Catholic, I think Catholic Socialist is the logical name for us.”


“Perhaps Christian Socialist would be better,” said de Cluny, foe of dogma.


“What did you say?”


“I said . . .”


“Politically it’s a good plan, General,” said Aranha slowly, well into a second thought. “It has appeal and except for those officers who belong to fincero families, I think it may be popular in the army. Certainly the civil guard will approve. They’re all Indian, all poor.” Aranha looked down on civil guard officers. He was Indian but rich and in the Republic, more and more, money had come to represent the nicest line of demarcation between the classes.


“At the end of the week, on Saturday, Peter Nelson (who will assist in training troops), José, de Cluny and I will go north to our headquarters.” The General looked about him, seeing spies on the roof, at the windows. “Today will be remembered, I think, as an important day in the history of the Republic! For on this day, sacred to Saint Rose of Lima, the Catholic Socialist Party was born!”


II


Peter lay full length in the huge bathtub. The hot-water system had broken down and, after much confusion, several small boys had appeared carrying buckets of hot water: they had filled the tub and then stood around, smiling shyly, until Peter pushed them out of the door. Now he relaxed in the hot water.


Through a window directly above the bathtub, he could hear people passing in the street: shouts of children, cry of a woman selling food, noise of carts. Yet did they truly exist? Or did he imagine them? A profound question, suitable to his present state. Certainly they could not imagine him. Warmed, relaxed, past and future momentarily banished by a comforting present set in green-tile.


The court-martial did not matter, nor did the uneasy future of a revolutionary distress him. Nothing mattered except the fact that the water was beginning to cool and he must soon make an extraordinary effort of will and get up, face sudden cold, dress and resume a life outside this tub, this warmth, and this room. Thought of a change in temperature brought the world back to him. He thought of the night before and frowned, shutting armpits against the rapidly cooling water. Distress had begun.


Because the General had talked for several hours, dinner was not brought them until midnight: ten courses, each one a dubious adventure for a North American. There had been fried bananas stuffed with black beans, green grasses and onions boiled together, as well as unidentifiable parts of unidentified animals stewed in chocolate. Course succeeded course while a bad native white wine gushed rather than flowed, the produce of the General’s own vineyards. At the memory, Peter’s stomach made a sound. He caressed it tenderly. Then he looked up and saw a girl standing in the open doorway.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, not moving. “I didn’t know anybody was here.”


He sat up in the tub, pushing the washrag into place, maintaining his modesty. “I’ll be right out.”


“You must be Peter Nelson.”


“Yes.” He wondered if he should get up and shake hands; no, that might be misinterpreted. “How do you do.” After the first excitement, he was getting cold. He wished she would go.


“I’m Elena Alvarez,” she said. “I’ve just arrived. My brother’s told me all about you.”


“Well, that’s nice.” Then he repeated, “I’ll be right out,” and splashed a little water with one hand, demonstrating a willingness to take immediate action.


“That’s all right. I’ll use the other bathroom. You’re going to work with Father, aren’t you?”


She was quite pretty, with black eyes and hair, thin Roman nose, full mouth. She turned to go. I’ll be in the family patio.” She smiled. He smiled. She left.


Peter jumped out of the tub on to the tile floor and rubbed himself until he was bright pink. Then he stood in front of the gold framed mirror and posed as a boxer, a discus thrower, a sprinter. His skin was tight and there was no suggestion yet of anything more than an ordinary muscular curve below his chest. Most of his contemporaries were already soft; such a pity, he thought smugly. Then, remembering Elena, he locked the door, and quickly put on his American army uniform without insignia.


Elena was sitting in the family patio, a magazine on her lap. Two servants mopped the tiles while an enormous chartreuse parrot sat in a ring and shrieked from time to time, a chilling sound.


They shook hands formally and he sat down beside her. Sunlight filled the patio, made glitter green leaves, made burn the purple flowers of the bougainvillea.


“Do you think you’ll like Tenango?”


“Oh, I think so. Wonderful climate. Are you in school now?”


She shook her head. “No, I’m finished. I went to school in the States, in Connecticut. I’ve just been visiting friends on a finca, a plantation.” She asked him if he had ever visited a coffee plantation and he said no he had not but that he would like to.


“They’re quite beautiful. The trees are very tall . . . they have to be to protect the coffee bushes . . . and there are these long, strange avenues where . . .”


The parrot gave a ghastly shriek; the servants paused in their mopping and looked at it gratefully.


“But these friends of yours who own a plantation, won’t your father take away their land when he’s President?”


“Of course not.”


“But isn’t he going to nationalize the plantations?”


“Oh, that . . . .” She was vague. “I don’t think he’ll do anything to them. After all, they’re old friends of the family.” She smiled suddenly. “You’re so much larger than the people here. I always forget how big North Americans are after I’ve been home for a while. They look so solid and awkward compared to our people. Not that I mean you look awkward, but you know what I mean.”


Peter changed the subject. “Have you seen your father yet?”


“He’s still having breakfast. Charles is with him. Did you ever read any of his books?”


“De Cluny’s? No.”


“I read one, just to practice my French. Dull, I thought. He was going to have them all translated into Spanish and published by the government’s publishing house, but when Father left that ended that.”


De Cluny joined them. He wore brown tweed. Picking the small burnt end of a cigarette from a metal holder, he said, “You’ve met. What a pity! I wanted to be the one to introduce you.”


While De Cluny and Elena chatted, Peter mentally rearranged the concrete-rimmed flower beds of the patio. He pushed them all towards the center of the patio, creating a single rectangular shape. Establishing order was a most satisfying thing to do. Fortunately the flower beds were shapes that fitted together. The patio arranged, he studied Elena, with an eye to possible changes. Long, well-shaped legs, slim ankles, narrow waist, small bones. But would she avoid in maturity obesity, the fate of most Latin women? As if it would make any difference to him. What mattered was now, and now she was nineteen. He began to straighten her nose, careful not to take too much from the bridge for fear of spoiling the face’s symmetry.


“Don’t you?” The question waited upon the air. Two faces turned to him, requesting a response.


“Yes,” he said. “Yes.” People usually want statements confirmed.


“You see?” Elena turned to de Cluny. “He agrees with me.”


“Well, that’s because the young are always in league against the old.”


“No, I think Father would agree, too. Peter (may I call you that?), would you like me to show you the town?”


“Very much.” He would never know what it was he had agreed to, in league with youth against age. “But I don’t know whether the General expects me to stay here . . .”


“Go ahead.” De Cluny was like a Parisian pimp, thought Peter, and wondered why. “He won’t be able to see you until after lunch, at the very earliest. You’ve a full morning.”


Bright yellow upon its parabola, the sun stood almost at the center of the blue brilliant day. No clouds, no wind, yet the air was cool and clear, and for miles around all things were distinct, even the trees on the slopes of those volcanoes which, like the prongs of a crown, encircled the city.


Blinking in the brilliant light, they walked along the shaded side of the street, a U-shaped cobbled gulley with a narrow spine of stone down its center. To left and right there were shops, small caves where fly-covered segments of meat hung, where avocados, pineapples and papayas were piled, filling the air with the odor of green papaya and old blood.


The houses were painted pale blue, pale yellow, pale pink; no vivid colors. The Indian’s love of brightness and the Spaniard’s austerity had diplomatically combined to make pastel.
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