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			Robert was born in London (England), but was brought-up in Lima (Peru), studying at Markham College. He went to Aston University (England) and City University of London, where he earned a Master degree.

			Aged eleven he won a short story competition, but his career was not in writing but in business and finance in England, Japan and Spain; owner of an educational business in Spain, leading a team of sixty people; and head of a department with over 100 teachers at a Middle Eastern university. 

			He began writing full time after following an Oxford University creative writing programme.

			His study of Peruvian and world history led to his historical thriller, The Titans of the Pacific – set in one of the most dramatic periods in human history, when the ‘Titans’ did anything necessary to hold on to power. The sequel novel, Blessed Assassination, ends with the murder of President Sánchez-Cerro, which took place across the street from where Robert lived in Lima. 

			Robert’s novels are based on exciting real historical events in the countries where he has lived in Latin America, Europe, the Far East and the Middle East.

			He enjoys learning languages and speaks English, Spanish, Italian, French, Japanese and some Arabic.

			He is divorced, but has two marvellous daughters.
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			Flores, Luis Alberto (1899-1969) – Peruvian politician and lawyer; government minister under President Sánchez-Cerro; co-founder of the Unión Revolucionaria political party, modelled on Mussolini’s Italian fascism.

			Haya de la Torre, Víctor Raúl (1895-1979) – Peruvian political leader; founded the APRA political party; exiled by President Leguía and imprisoned by President Sánchez-Cerro. 

			Hitler, Adolf (1889-1945) – chancellor (prime minister) and head of state of Germany 1933-1945; founded the National Socialist (Nazi) political party.

			Holguín, Mariano (1860-1945) – acting Catholic archbishop of Lima (Peru) 1930-1933; president of Peru for only a few hours on 1st March1931.

			Hoover, Herbert (1874-1964) – USA president 1929-1933, succeeding Calvin Coolidge and followed by Franklin Roosevelt.

			Hoover, J Edgar (1895-1972) – USA director of the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) 1924-1972.

			Jiménez, Gustavo (lieutenant colonel) (1886-1933) – Peruvian army officer; minister in the provisional governments of Presidents Sánchez-Cerro (1930) and Samanez (1931); briefly named interim president (1931).

			Kemmerer, Dr Edwin (1875-1945) – USA professor of economics at Cornell and Princeton universities; advisor on economic and banking reform to various foreign governments, including Peru. 

			Leguía, Augusto B. (1863-1932) – Peruvian politician and landowner; prime minister (1904-1907) and president of Peru (1908-1912 and 1919-1930) until deposed by Sánchez-Cerro’s military coup.

			Leguía, Juan (1899-1951) – President Leguía’s son; Peruvian air-force officer; accused of receiving bribes brokering government foreign loans.

			Lomasney, Martin (1859-1933) – Irish immigrant to the USA; boss of Boston’s Ward 8 in the West End. Regularly won local elections, taking care of his Irish community. 

			Medelius, Óscar – devoted supporter of Sánchez-Cerro and the Unión Revolucionaria political party; accused of leading the fascist militia of black-shirts, under Luis Flores.

			Mussolini, Benito (1883-1945) – Italian prime minister 1922-1945 and founder of the National Fascist political party.

			Piérola, Nicolás Fernández de (1839-1913) – Peruvian politician; founded the Civilista political party (replacing military governments); finance minister 1868-1871 and president of Peru 1879-1881 (during the war with Chile) and 1895-1899. 

			Roosevelt, Franklin D. (1882-1945) – USA president 1933-1945, succeeding Herbert Hoover and followed by Harry Truman. 

			Samanez, David (1866-1947) – Peruvian politician and landowner; supported Piérola; president of the interim government that drafted the new constitution and held presidential elections in 1931.

			Sánchez Cerro, Luis Miguel (general) (1892-1933) – Peruvian army officer and politician; president of Peru 1930-1931 (after deposing President Leguía in a military coup) and again from 1932; founder of the Unión Revolucionaria political party.

			Sandino, Augusto César – Nicaraguan army officer and communist leader; forced USA troops out of Nicaragua in 1929; assassinated in 1934 by Anastasio Somoza, who became dictator until his own assassination in 1956. 

			Stalin (Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili) (1879-1953) – Russian revolutionary leader in 1917 who, after Lenin’s death in 1924, became Communist dictatorial leader of the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) until his death.

			Stimson, Henry (1867-1950) – USA secretary of state (foreign minister) 1929-1933.

			Trujillo, Rafael L. – Dominican Republic army officer and dictatorial president 1930-1961; assassinated in 1961.

			 

			 

			The Titans of the Pacific is a work of fiction. With the exception of the above-named persons, names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

			Prologue

			In 1930, the world was hurtling towards one of the most terrible periods in human history.

			Yet, the 20th century started well for that emerging world power, the United States of America (USA). The USA accumulated great wealth whilst the European imperial powers (Great Britain, Germany, France, Russia, Austria-Hungary and Turkey) were locked in a futile war of attrition – the Great War (later called World War I) – with horrendous human and economic destruction.

			While the USA partied through the 1920s, storm clouds gathered on the other side of the Atlantic. Struggling to recover from the Great War’s devastation, Europe held its breath. First, the Communist revolution erupted in Russia, sweeping the Tsar from power after centuries ruling a vast feudal empire from Europe to the Far East. 

			Then, a charismatic leader called Mussolini came to power in Italy, vowing to restore the nation to the greatness of the Roman Empire, invading weaker countries. In Germany, destroyed and demoralised by defeat in the Great War, a former army corporal named Hitler drew large crowds to meetings espousing restoration of German pride by challenging the nations that had defeated them. Pessimists even predicted a second Great War. 

			In the prosperous USA, bankers were delighted to lend money to almost any company and family. Folk bought new houses, cars, and latest domestic electrical appliances. Many owed money to the bank, but it wasn’t a problem – people earned enough to pay the bank every month. Life had never been so good. And many poor Europeans, with their continent ravaged by war, crossed the Atlantic in search of a better future – to share in the American dream. 

			And the New York Stock Exchange was a real cash machine. Share prices went up and up, defying gravity. Even the stock value of loss-making companies rose. Nobody wasted time trying to understand why.

			Until one day, Black Tuesday arrived: 29th October 1929. Hardly anyone saw it coming. Only days before, President Hoover and business leaders had predicted continued prosperity. But a dramatic downward spiral in share prices began, ruining investors, businesses, and millions of citizens who were to lose their jobs. 

			President Hoover pleaded for calm – things would return to normal. But what came after Black Tuesday was even worse. Banks stopped lending money. People no longer had money to spend. Factories had no buyers for their products and had to sack workers. Banks couldn’t get sacked workers or loss-making companies to repay their loans. Banks didn’t have enough cash to pay depositors who rushed to withdraw their savings. American banks cut lending to European and Latin American borrowers. These borrowers then couldn’t buy goods from American companies. Countries raised import tariffs to protect their national industry, which caused an international trade war. Families, companies and banks went bankrupt. 

			And so, the world became engulfed in a whirlwind towards ruin – The Great Depression, which developed into a hurricane, striking far parts of the world, and sweeping away many governments.

			The new Communist regime in Russia, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics or USSR, was seen by many as a solution to the crises suffered by capitalism and the major democratic countries as a result of the Great Depression.

			 

			*

			 

			In South America, Peru had been ruled mostly by military strongmen since independence from Spain in 1821 – three hundred years after Spain conquered the Inca Empire and most of the American continent – but a period of stable civilian government finally arrived in 1919 under President Augusto Leguía. 

			After losing a disastrous war against Chile in 1883, Peru was ruled by the army. But the big landowners and exporters, who controlled the Peruvian economy, formed the Civilista political party to defend their business interests and wrest power from the army. 

			Leguía, married into a landowning family, joined the Civilista party and was first elected president of Peru in 1908. He didn’t care much for democracy and held on to power for more than fifteen years by whatever means necessary: rigging elections, bribery, intimidation, and imprisoning or deporting opponents. 

			Leguía wanted to modernise his country and was popular with the Peruvian elite and foreign business. His regime built roads, hospitals, urban sewerage, and irrigation for agriculture, mostly paid for by borrowing from foreign banks. 

			 

			*

			 

			But did President Leguía believe his regime would last forever?

			Rumours of military coups against Leguía came to nothing. Restless army officers included Lieutenant Colonel Luis Miguel Sánchez-Cerro, born into a poor provincial family. Life wasn’t easy: war, military coups, imprisonment and deportation hardened him. He was even expelled from the army by Leguía for plotting against him. A humbled Sánchez-Cerro begged Leguía to allow him back into the army. Leguía magnanimously agreed – a grateful Sánchez-Cerro would surely owe him loyalty. 

			Despite Leguía’s repression, radicals supported the Peruvian Communist party, which controlled the main workers’ trade union, the CGTP. But the Communist party only represented a minority on the left of the political spectrum. The socialist APRA (Americas Popular Revolutionary Alliance) had a stronger influence over intellectuals, students and workers. 

			APRA was founded by Víctor Raúl Haya-de-la-Torre, who came from a landowning family that had hit hard times. Leguía soon marked Haya as a dangerous opponent and exiled him abroad. In Central America, Haya saw how American business exerted direct control over governments. In Mexico, he witnessed the long and bloody civil war between the local haves and have-nots. In the USA he became familiar with the new imperial power. In England he studied at Oxford University and was impressed by the tradition of parliamentary debate. In Russia he experienced the Communist party’s so-called dictatorship of the proletariat, which he dismissed as inapplicable in Latin America.

			 

			*

			 

			But our story begins with one John Fitzgerald in Boston, Massachusetts, USA.

			 

			Part 1 

			Leaving port

			Chapter 1

			John’s father buried his head in his hands and wept when he was told. John had been arrested at a drunken brawl in a speakeasy bar, ending in manslaughter, and thrown into Charles Street jail. Everyone knew what happened if you ended up in that terrible place.

			If you were picked up by the police and delivered to the jail, the guards smiled like kids with a new Christmas toy. Their unfortunate guests were not princes at a luxury hotel. Innocent until proved guilty? Yes, but if you were taken to Charles Street jail, you deserved whatever happened to you there.

			When Desmond Fitzgerald first arrived in Boston, penniless, from his native Ireland, he soon learned the Irish immigrant ghetto in West End, Boston, was the opposite of the West End of London, playground of the British Empire’s ruling class.

			Desmond couldn’t stop shaking his head. John had always been a good student: top of his class every year at Saint Joseph’s school and then on to Harvard University.

			John liked to go out for a furtive drink with his friends who, reared in a tough place like West End, were unlikely to grow up to be angels. But manslaughter? Hadn’t those priests at Saint Joseph’s school whipped the boys into God-fearing men?

			Desmond wondered if it was his fault. Had he failed as a father, despite trying his best? Perhaps he’d worked too long hours to become a lecturer at Harvard University, instead of spending more time with his son. West End’s immigrants admired his success, but now everyone would be aghast: his own son had also ended up at Charles Street jail.

			Old Desmond felt relieved his wife wasn’t alive to face this ordeal. He cursed himself for this thought and pleaded for God’s forgiveness. Many fellow Irish immigrants in the area were jobless, destitute and desperate. Many ended up in drunken brawls; but, not his Johnny. What was going on?

			 

			Earlier that evening, John had also wondered what was going on when he was bundled through the gates of Charles Street jail. He’d gone past its damp, grimy walls many times and heard gruesome stories about what went on inside. The iron gates whined and slammed closed behind him. With his arms handcuffed behind his back, a shiver rushed down his spine. Now he was on the inside of those dreaded walls. He looked back at the gate, with a knot in his throat. For the first time in his life, he was trapped.

			The priests at Saint Joseph’s school had assured the boys they’d end up in hell if they sinned. On that dark and drizzly night, Charles Street jail seemed what they’d meant.

			John was well built, with light brown hair and lively green eyes, lighting up in conversation. A ready smile distracted from a scar under his chin, lacerated by an unfriendly blade. Acquaintances remarked on his polite tongue – uncommon on the rough streets of West End – and willingness to help anyone in need. He was usually seen in an old but well pressed suit, clean white shirt and ageing but smart college tie. Recently graduated in history from Harvard University, he was the image of a young man with a bright future. Yet, that night, he looked a real mess.

			Without a word, the jail guards shoved him into a cold and dreary office. A guard pressed down on his shoulders, forcing him into a chair. In front of him, an officer yawned as he filled in the standard form with their new inmate’s details. A shadow tugged at John’s feet. He heard the clicking of chains and looked down to see his legs in shackles.

			His heart pounded in his chest and he struggled to breathe. He looked up at the guard, begging for mercy in silence. An icy cold grin was all he got in return.

			He turned towards the doorway: another guard smirked and gently patted his truncheon – a wolf circling its prey. As the guard patted his truncheon harder and faster, John read the look on his face: I’ll be in charge when the paperwork is over, and then I’ll have some fun, you little worm.

			John screamed as he was wrenched to his feet – did the damn guard want to rip his ear out of his head? A truncheon slamming into his back was the reward for his swearing. He fell and smashed his head. The officer at the table looked up and just shook his head. John’s lips felt moist and salty, as blood trickled from his forehead into his mouth.

			“Who the hell do you think you are, kid? No swearing. The sooner you learn our rules, the better for you,” said the guard, pressing his face against John’s. The sickly warmth of the guard’s breath filled his ear.

			“Now, get your ass down that hall!” shouted the guard, pointing left outside the office. With his arms and legs in shackles, John struggled to move forward as the guard shoved him. Moving down the dark hallway, the light in the office became dimmer and dimmer behind him. He tripped and fell again. Struggling back to his feet, he pleaded: sweet Jesus, help me, help me.

			It was some time since he’d last been to Mass, and even longer since last confession. Did God hold this against him? He’d been taught the Lord never abandoned his flock, but John’s face creased up and his eyes swelled with tears.

			Blood continued to trickle from his forehead as he wrestled on into the darkness; his shackles clinking on the floor. The image of Jesus came before him, struggling to carry the cross on his way to be crucified on Calvary and wearing a crown of thorns on his bloodied forehead. Would he end up like Jesus?

			“Dear God, please forgive me,” wailed John. The guard laughed and struck him again with his truncheon.

			“Shut up – God can’t hear you here. Charles Street jail is hell on earth, boy, and God doesn’t listen to anyone condemned to hell,” said the guard, chuckling at the ingenuity of his own remark. The job of a good jail guard was to crush new inmates into submission; enjoying their horror as they descended into hopelessness.

			In the dark, he heard voices, crying with fear or pain. A small iron door creaked open into a tenebrous cavern. Click, click – his shackles were unlocked. Your new home, sniggered the guard as he pushed him inside, slammed the cell door and double locked it.

			John’s face hit the floor – it felt rough, damp and slimy. Urine, vomit, maybe blood too – the stench of a dark alley outside a speakeasy, where drunkards relieve themselves before staggering home. In a corner he heard rustling little paws – rats. He struggled to his feet. He’d seen rats gnaw the face of a baby, as its mother begged in the street. His hand felt a bench, bed or whatever the creaking wooden surface he found to sit on in the dark was supposed to be. The little bastards wouldn’t bite him there.

			With the guard gone, fear dissipated. He wiped the slime trickling down his face – whatever scum on the floor had smeared him. He rubbed his sore wrists and ankles, relieved to be freed from the irons. He felt heavy between his legs – he needed to relieve himself. In the dark, he found his way to a corner and heard his urine trickling over the floor. He staggered back to the bench. His body ached but his head soon hit the bench and he closed his eyes. He heard the little feet rustling over the floor again and lifted his legs on to the bench for safety.

			Suddenly, he opened his eyes. Mick – what the hell had happened to Mick? As inebriation subsided, he recalled that Mick had been there in the speakeasy with him. Too much drinking; men tottering and shouting; the barman threatening to kick them out; glass smashing on the floor; swearing and pushing; punches flying; men falling over; Mick grabbing him by the arm and shouting in his ear; John not hearing much; only feeling a gush of warm breath of stale whiskey on his face. Next, he was sitting on the floor, engulfed in a cloud of drunken stupor.

			Two big men in uniforms pulled him to his feet. Yes, now he remembered – then, click, click, and his arms were fastened behind his back. Outside, the damp, cold air helped to lift the haze from his brain. Moments later he was looking up at those grey walls of Charles Street jail but, wait a minute, what was he doing there?

			Exhausted, he just couldn’t keep his eyes open.

			 

			John only had vague memories of his mother, like random photographs stuffed in an envelope – yellowing pictures of a smiling Irish mother with her baby in arms. What would she have been like? She’d died of pneumonia when he was just a baby.

			Mrs O’Reilly, in the apartment opposite, had told John how his father hadn’t moved from his wife’s bedside as she shivered with fever, struggled to breathe and lapsed into stillness. Her frail fingers clenched her rosary beads and refused to let go, of the beads and of life. But, finally, the angel of death took her away, leaving Desmond murmuring thanks to God for having given her to him for those years, and entrusting her into the Lord’s care from then onwards.

			His father couldn’t afford the medicine his wife needed to stay alive and a decent Catholic funeral was only possible thanks to the generosity of fellow Irishmen in West End.

			During childhood, John often sighed, seeing other children hand-in-hand with their mothers. Mothers who washed, dried and combed them; shouted at them when they were naughty, for sure, but also tucked them away in bed at night with a kiss. Perhaps with a bedtime story to help them sleep, on those long winter nights when many poor immigrant children went to bed cold and hungry.

			He’d heard his mother had had a big heart. A heart that stopped beating one day, after weeks of coughing blood and pus, until she stopped spluttering and John began to feel that deep solitude that was to stay with him throughout his childhood.

			At least he was lucky to have a good father. Before coming to America with his wife, Desmond Fitzgerald had been a good student in his native Ireland. The village priest had made sure the bright boy got through school and even helped him into a Catholic university, where he’d graduated in literature.

			In West End – Boston, kids gathered on the street steps of the decrepit building where the Fitzgeralds lived with other poor immigrants, to hear Desmond’s stories of Irish fairies and leprechauns. Even the most fidgety of kids listened in mesmerised silence. The adults listened with pride to his stories of how the Irish had fought their way to independence from the British Empire.

			One day, one of his regular listeners introduced Desmond to his boss, a Mr Randall, to whom he was chauffeur. Randall was apparently an important businessman and some sort of philanthropist – his Foundation for the Freedom of the Americas, or FFA, was involved in Latin American, a part of the world that John and his father came to love.

			Mr Randall took a liking to Desmond and got him an office job at Harvard University in nearby Cambridge, across the Charles River from West End. Once inside, he worked hard to earn his doctorate, funded by Mr Randall’s foundation, and became an academic. His salary afforded a home for himself and his son, and they no longer shared an apartment with other immigrant families, kept awake at night by children crying endlessly. Yes, the Fitzgeralds were grateful to Mr Randall.

			Desmond didn’t beat John like other fathers did, venting out on their children their frustrations from poverty and despair, belting the first child that crossed them on their way back from the speakeasy, half drunk, half aware of what they were doing.

			The 1920s West End streets were unsafe and John’s father was relieved he had two good friends, fellow Irish schoolmates, living in the same building. Mick Faughnan lived at the top of the building, just above the Fitzgeralds. Mick was a quiet boy, the son of a heavy drinker unable to hold down a job for long. West End buildings had no elevator, and Mick’s father could be heard most nights, struggling up the stairs after leaving the speakeasy nearby.

			Tired of her abusive husband, Mick’s mother left home when Mick was young. An aunt came now and again to clean the apartment, kick Mick’s father out of bed and give them a hot meal. When needing to escape from his drunken father’s aimless punches, Mick sought refuge in the Fitzgeralds’ apartment, and John helped him with his homework.

			Mick had long black hair, bright dark eyes, and usually looked scruffy, unless his aunt had time to iron his shirts and give him a haircut. Time to shave – you could look like a nice young man, if you wanted, she’d say. He was skinny and pale but, behind his sickly appearance, there was a steely determination to survive and not yield to his brutal father. It was Mick who enticed John and Gerry to join the local boxing club, where he strove to become robust and gain respect on the street.

			Gerry Murray was not as clever as John, but was bullied into doing his homework by his father, who worked all hours of the day at the grocery store down the street. He’d come to America to find a future and was determined his children would never face the poverty he’d known back in Ireland. He admired Dr Desmond Fitzgerald for working his way into Harvard University. John was a good friend for Gerry to have.

			Gerry was confident, affable and always willing to please his father. From a young age he was popular with the girls, who fell for the tall, handsome and silky-tongued lad who resembled Gary Cooper.

			Mick and Gerry saw less of John when he went to Harvard. He was eternally in the university library. He’d always been a bookworm, but now there was something else – that stupid smile on his face, not listening to their jokes when they were having a drink in the speakeasy and rarely turning up for boxing practice with them. And that whiff about him – cologne, it was.

			“Hey, Johnny, you smell like a damn pansy,” said Gerry.

			“Guys, she’s not like you – she’s got class; she appreciates me taking care of myself,” said John.

			Gerry smiled as he nudged Mick, “You see, Mick: there’s nothing wrong with him – Johnny’s in love,” and they both broke out laughing as they grabbed John by the neck.

			To get to the History section in the university library, John had to walk past Law – how boring he thought but, then, he saw her. She looked up from her desk and smiled as he walked by. Their eyes locked. He continued down the aisle, turning his head to keep eye contact with her. Then… damn it, sorry, as he bumped into Jones, the librarian, and books flew out of his arms. She was giggling when he looked up at her as he knelt, helping an irritated Jones to pick up the books. He shrugged and smiled back at her.

			“Man, you should have been there the first time I saw Lisa. I swear those grey winter clouds disappeared and sunshine lit up her auburn hair. And those deep blue eyes and her skin – the softest pink you’ve ever seen. She beats Greta Garbo any day,” said John, daydreaming. Gerry and Mick had never heard their friend so soppy and resorted to horseplay to wake him up as they walked into the boxing gym.

			Lisa Barrett was determined to succeed in the male-dominated Harvard Law School. Her father was a lesser-known but ambitious lawyer in New York who expected his daughter to follow him into his firm. She didn’t want to disappoint him – perhaps out of respect or fear; probably not love. He’d been a concerned but distant father; always away at important meetings and business trips. She felt closer to her warmer but submissive mother – with her husband it had always been: Yes, dear; of course; you’re right. She nudged Lisa to do likewise: Don’t make your father angry; just do what he says and let’s have some peace.

			Studying law was okay but Lisa was bored of all those preppies, showing off their wealthy backgrounds and connections. She was surprised when John stopped by her desk in the library one day.

			“Hi… umm, you look tired digesting that thick book – maybe you could do with a break. How about joining me for a coffee?” said John. She was open-mouthed at first, but then nodded.

			As they chatted, she found it refreshing speaking to a relaxed and friendly young man, who didn’t talk about money and being a winner. She told her girlfriends his suit wasn’t, well, from the best tailor in New York or Boston, but he looked smart enough and was definitely handsome. He loved studying history; wanting to know why the world had come to be as it was and anticipating future events. She was spellbound when he talked about the rights of mankind or centuries of oppression in distant lands. He spoke fluent Spanish, loved Latin America, and his dream was to explore that mysterious part of the world.

			“So, do you like studying law?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I think so… but it’s really what my father wants me to study,” she replied.

			Eyes widening into a frown, John looked at this intelligent and attractive girl and couldn’t help asking,

			“But, with all your life ahead of you – why on earth don’t you study something you’re passionate about?”

			“Well… what I really love is painting.”

			“Great, I’d love to see your paintings.”

			She giggled, “My paintings are nothing special. Anyway, they’re all at my home in New York.”

			“I’ve never been to New York, but I’d go just to see your paintings,” he said.

			She laughed, “Are you kidding? Never been to New York… and you’d go just to see my paintings?” As John nodded, she couldn’t tell him there was no way he could go to see her in New York. She imagined her father’s frosty reaction. He expected her to attract someone, let’s say, with better pedigree.

			One day, John did get to New York – a Saturday, when Lisa’s parents were out for the day. She pulled out the paintings of which she was proudest. John studied them in silence. Bright colours, sunshine, lush green nature, happy families strolling in New York’s Central Park, mothers with children in arms, and smiling faces. John could almost hear the people laughing in Lisa’s paintings. Was this it? What Lisa dreamed of… was she painting scenes missing in her own life?

			“Well, aren’t you going to say anything?” she said, after never ending minutes without a word from him.

			He looked at her – she really cared, and worried, about what he thought – and his serious expression broke into a smile, “Lisa, they’re great. In fact, they’re fantastic – you’ve got real talent.”

			“Oh… you’re only saying that to keep me happy,” she said.

			“No, seriously – I think they’re great. They say so much about you…” he said; immediately regretting his words – would she think he was being patronising or intruding into her life… seeing through her?

			John was relieved when she smiled and said, “Come on, it’s a beautiful day. Let’s go for a walk in Central Park and I’ll show you my favourite spots – the ones I’ve painted.”

			The Barretts lived just opposite Central Park, on the grand Fifth Avenue – but a bit too close to Harlem, away from the wealthier end of the city. Their apartment was large but furnished frugally, in one of those new, nondescript blocks replacing the old mansions. John didn’t care if the Barretts were trying to climb the social ladder.

			She took him on a whirlwind tour of New York and, by the evening, exhausted, they rested in a cafeteria beside an art museum. They smiled – how similar their tastes in art were, and John was surprised how much Lisa knew about history through her love of art.

			“Lisa, why don’t you switch from law to art? I’m sure you’d be happier,” said John.

			“Are you crazy? No way could I face my father if I dropped law for art at Harvard,” she said scowling.

			He laughed, took her hand, stroked it softly and then leaned over and kissed her cheek. She blushed, but then her scowl melted into a smile.

			Time went by and John and Lisa saw more and more of each other. One day, John looked at her, open-mouthed, when she told him about a confrontation with her father, after telling her parents about him.

			“I told them I didn’t want to hurt them but my life was my own to live. You’re not like all those Harvard law preppies. I told them I love you and, if we want to, we’ll get married,” she said, grinning before she continued, “huh… I’ve never seen a graver expression on my father’s face.”

			John smiled, but they hadn’t talked about marriage before.

			Lisa continued, “I know it’s tough finding a job, everyone’s worried about the economic crisis, but I’m sure you could find a job in a library or somewhere. I could do legal or secretarial work, and we could rent a little apartment.” Yes, anything to break away from your father’s grasp, thought John. He loved Lisa, but maybe things were going too fast.

			And, so, John took refuge in his dreams as he festered away in his dark hole inside Charles Street jail.

			Meanwhile, Dr Fitzgerald swallowed his pride and sought help from old Martin Lomasney, a fellow Irishman who’d become the powerful boss of West End ward. Lomasney enjoyed helping fellow citizens – he’d been doing so for fifty years – but sighed when he heard that now even Dr Fitzgerald’s son had ended up at Charles Street jail.

			Visits to new jail inmates weren’t allowed, but Lomasney made a telephone call and arranged to go with Dr Fitzgerald.

			Dr Fitzgerald put on his best coat, rushed downstairs and joined the bustle in the street, jostling his way towards the jail nearby. John had already spent two days in Charles Street jail and his father worried in what state he’d find him.

			“Nobody can visit a new inmate without an order,” was the curt official line they got from the officer in charge.

			Lomasney produced a letter. The officer stared at the text and his expression changed from bureaucratic indifference to annoyance – he didn’t like being challenged. Then, he looked up at Lomasney, pursed his lips and finally nodded in the face of the letter from Mayor James Crowley, stating that Mr John Fitzgerald was to be released on bail under court order.

			Crowley, another fellow Irishman, wouldn’t have been re-elected Mayor of Boston without Lomasney’s support. Crowley owed him a favour, just like Lomasney owed Dr Fitzgerald a favour for getting his godson into Harvard University. The link was completed by the judge, who granted John bail, owing Crowley some favour. That’s how things worked.

			“We want to see John Fitzgerald immediately,” said Lomasney.

			“Uh… not possible,” said the jail officer.

			“Why not?”

			“Because he’s not ready.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Amm… we have procedures to follow… okay, I’ll be back in a moment…” said the officer before he disappeared.

			Lomasney smiled at Dr Fitzgerald, “Don’t worry, Des, this is normal: they just need time to get John looking like nothing happened to him since he arrived. You know: clean any cuts, freshen him up, un-ruffle his clothes – that sort of thing.” Dr Fitzgerald shuddered.

			John woke up and gulped as the key turned in his cell’s lock. They were coming for him. What would they do to him now? Jesus picked himself up, with that enormous wooden cross astride his shoulder and struggled up Calvary, stumbling towards his fate.

			The door sighed open and a painful ray of light rushed in, piercing John’s eyes, used to darkness. They tipped over his bench and he rolled on to the filthy floor. His empty stomach stung with pain when the guard’s boot ordered him to get up. Spluttering, he struggled to his feet and his arms were pulled behind his back; click, click, he was in shackles again.

			“Come on, get up, they’ve come to collect you,” John heard the disappointed voice and sullen face of the guard confronting him. “You’re a lucky boy, this time.”

			When John was ready, the guard confronted him, “Now, listen: even outside jail you won’t get away from us. If you say anything that happened inside, you’ll live to regret it. Do you understand you little worm? Yes? And, one final thing: smile when you see your father. Good boy.” The guard patted John’s cheek.

			Chapter 2

			John gulped – besides his father and Martin Lomasney, there was scowling Father Joseph, his old school master. Without a word spoken, Father Joseph marched up to John and smacked him, once and then twice. After muttering something John was too feeble to understand, the priest stormed out. John was left with his cheek burning and his soul frozen.

			On their way home from Charles Street jail, satisfied that John hadn’t suffered any serious injury, Dr Fitzgerald started:

			“I can’t believe it, Johnny. All those poor kids in the neighbourhood, pickpocketing… stealing in shops… I can understand them ending up at Charles Street jail. But my own son? For sweet Jesus, you’ve made it through Harvard, everyone’s proud of you in West End; our friends won’t believe it. And I don’t want to imagine what Lisa’s father will say when he hears.”

			John could only nod, as his head drooped lower and lower. He wanted to get away, to disappear, but he couldn’t, “You’re right, dad, you’re absolutely right, but please stop.”

			Back home, after a thorough scrub, a desperately needed change of clothes and a warm meal, John sought refuge in his bedroom. Lying on his bed, nursing his bruises, gaping up at the ceiling, with its paint peeling like watery eyes, tears arrived. What the hell was he doing with his life? He was a Harvard University graduate, he had a loving girlfriend, a marvellous father and all his life ahead of him. But something was missing.

			 

			His father had specialised in Hispanic literature at Harvard University and, for as long as he could remember, John had listened to marvellous stories told by an exotic array of visitors from Latin America. Let’s see, there were university lecturers, journalists, lawyers and politicians – yes, many exiled politicians. Some of their accents were difficult to understand, but John doggedly improved his Spanish. The Peruvians were his favourites. Could it be the books he’d read, the country’s history, amazing geography – long desert coast, snow-capped Andes mountains and tropical jungle – or its tasty, spicy food… his mouth watered. Lying on his bed, he smiled. Magical, he sighed.

			One day, John accompanied his father to a special dinner in Boston with Peruvian acquaintances. There must have been at least twenty people at the table and the honourable host was Juan Leguía, son of mighty President Leguía and visiting the USA. Only in his thirties, fair-skinned, dark eyes and clean shaven, his black hair was fashionably combed backwards and plastered down with hair gel, showing the lines of the comb running through. Juan was impeccably dressed, of course, in an expensive suit – looking like any successful Wall Street financier. Still, his real passion was flying aeroplanes: it was said he’d flown with the British in the Great War and his papa’s regime made him Air Force Colonel.

			Juan Leguía treated his guests to a glorious parade of lavish dishes and continuous flow of champagne.

			Despite the magnificent cuisine, John’s stomach turned as pandering guests clapped when Juan Leguía extolled the virtues of his father’s regime, ‘Patria Nueva’ – the New Fatherland – they called it. John squirmed when Juan smiled as one of his guests called his father ‘The Titan of the Pacific’, echoing an American diplomat, and another toasted to the Leguía regime’s next ten, no, twenty years.

			President Leguía resolved entrenched border disputes with neighbouring countries. Foreigners were enticed to invest in Peru. New roads linking remote corners of Peru to the capital, railways to export minerals and agricultural produce, irrigation projects magically turning desert into arable land, new housing estates for the growing middle-class – marvellous, absolutely marvellous, agreed the enthusiastic guests.

			Marvellous? John had heard otherwise. His friend Gerry worked on Wall Street and had told him Juan Leguía demanded so-called ‘arrangement fees’ for himself from bankers for increasing Peruvian government borrowing to finance his father’s spending spree. Government ministers showed off their new houses and latest cars. But, funnily enough, the Peruvian government was unable to pay teachers’ salaries. Well, they did pay them, eventually – this was how it worked: teachers were given IOUs promising payment at a later date, but provincial politicians offered to cash them for the poor teachers, with the regime thieves – yes, that’s what they were – keeping up to 25% for themselves.

			John had also heard stories of Peruvian Indians coughing out their contaminated lungs in American-owned mines high up in the Andes for miserable salaries and living in freezing tin shacks. Sugar cane croppers toiling from dawn to dusk, far from their families and indebted to agents who brought them from the Andes as cheap labour for the coastal haciendas. Anyone disagreeing with the regime was locked up or sent into exile, like some of Dr Fitzgerald’s friends.

			No, John couldn’t find it in him to clap at the marvellous achievements rolled-out by Juan Leguía about his father. Meanwhile, the champagne flowed and the parade of dishes continued. But all parties do end.

			John had grown up in a USA that enjoyed ever growing prosperity. And the New York Stock Exchange? It was the latest wonder of the world, with share prices rising towards heaven. Until, one day, Black Tuesday arrived. It was 29th October 1929. That day, hardly anyone went to class at Harvard. Everyone had their ears glued to the radio.

			Even Charlie, the Arts faculty building janitor, spent all day in his cubby hole, with his head in his hands, sulking he’d lost everything. How could a poor janitor have lost everything on the stock exchange, for Christ’s sake?

			With share values rocketing, Charlie wasn’t going to miss out. Instead of borrowing to buy a house he’d borrowed to buy shares, of course, like everyone else.

			When share prices plummeted on Black Tuesday, nobody understood why. Investors bleated and, like a flock of sheep, rushed to sell. Poor Charlie’s shares became worthless, but his bank demanded repayment of the loan he’d taken out to buy the shares in the first place. How on earth was he going to repay the damn bank?

			The week after Black Tuesday, Charlie didn’t turn up to work. He just sat on his bed, in his dingy little apartment, shaking his head and mumbling to himself. He was nearly sixty years old. He’d been working since he was a kid, twelve hours a day, often seven days a week. He’d never got married, his alcoholic brother had died years ago and he hadn’t heard from his sister for thirty years. He was alone, barely able to pay his rent, his life savings gone and, now, hopelessly in debt. He looked up at the window as dirty dark clouds gathered. Trembling, he picked up the weapon and felt the cold metal on his forehead.

			For days, the neighbours complained of a terrible smell. They found Charlie lying on his bed, with the right side of his head blown out, his brains scattered all over the pillow and a rusty gun on the floor. Only John attended the funeral. Nobody else cared about poor old Charlie.

			John noticed those proud leaders of industry, who’d boasted about delivering prosperity throughout America and the world, stopped featuring on the front pages of newspapers or on radio interviews. They simply disappeared.

			President Hoover begged for calm; things would return to normal. Nobody believed him. Who could American citizens look to for leadership? Who could they trust? Americans felt as if they were aboard the Titanic, sinking fast.

			Banks didn’t have enough cash to pay depositors rushing to withdraw their savings. Many banks simply ran out of cash and went bankrupt. Following an insider tip from his patron, Mr Randall, Dr Fitzgerald withdrew his savings the day before his bank closed, never to reopen.

			Everyone became engulfed in the downward spiral towards ruin. The Great Depression had only just begun.

			And John Fitzgerald longed to travel and see the world. But, which world? The one he’d dreamed about or that almighty mess the world was becoming, very, very fast.

			Chapter 3

			In his Boston boxing club, Mick Faughnan punched the bag harder and harder. That bastard, Mr Kelly, owner of the grocery store where Mick had worked since he’d left school, hadn’t even bothered to listen to him – he’d just sacked him. What would his customers think of his establishment employing a drunken brawler suspected of manslaughter? No, Mick had to go – his apron was snatched from his waist and he found himself on the street, like a stray dog.

			But Mick was the only breadwinner at home. He didn’t want his little brother to drop out of school to work and his father, well, better forget about him – he was rarely sober enough to get out of bed, let alone work.

			As the hideous face of Mr Kelly fused into the punch bag in front of him, Mick kicked it with all his might – take that, you son-of-a-bitch. Then, two big arms appeared behind the punch bag, grabbed it and a towel landed on Mick’s head.

			“Hey, what the hell are you doing, boy? I don’t want anyone in my gym who ain’t serious about training. You’d better come back another day. Besides, that guy over there wants to speak to you,” said his boxing trainer pointing.

			Out of the corner of his eye, Mick saw a balding man in a smart suit and silver tie smiling at him. Not again – that damn vulture, he thought. They always scented when someone was available to do their dirty work: collect money, deliver an unpleasant message or even rough someone up. It was easy money to be made – a lot if you took a contract to stick a knife into some poor guy.

			“Hi Mick, I heard you’ve had some trouble with that swine Kelly. What are you going to do now? How’s your dad going to pay the rent?”

			“I’ll think of something,” said Mick, wiping his sweaty face. But they both knew that ‘something’ wouldn’t come around; not for all the pleading to sweet Jesus. No, when you most needed him, it seemed Jesus didn’t listen. Perhaps it was Mick’s fault. Father Joseph had told the boys it was no good turning to God only when they were in trouble – they couldn’t expect anything if they didn’t follow the teachings of Christ every day.

			“Well, you know where to find me,” said the smiling vulture, as he walked out. Then, he stopped, “Hey, Mick, want to come outside to see my new car?” Mick just looked down and shook his head.

			Father Joseph had warned the boys to have nothing to do with the Irish mob. Once you were in their clutches, there was no escape – you were enslaved to them or ended up in prison, or even dead.

			Mick cursed at the thought of his family being evicted for not paying the rent. Damn it, he’d have to borrow money from his friend Gerry.

			After leaving school, Gerry had joined an investment bank in New York – Seligman, or some such name – as a runner on the Wall Street Stock Exchange floor. Somehow, he’d become well-off making complicated financial deals with borrowed money. Now, he’d even bought his own apartment and moved out of West End, into the centre of Boston. He’d got married and now had two kids. Mick couldn’t even dream of affording to get married. Gerry also had an apartment in New York, where he stayed on work days, coming back to Boston in his brand new car to spend the weekend with his family.

			Not again – Gerry shook his head as he fumbled for his wallet in his fashionable suit. He couldn’t let his friend down, but they both knew that Mick would never be able to repay him. They sat, sipped Gerry’s champagne and enquired about each other’s families. An awkward silence followed. They’d shared a classroom bench at school and mischief in the run-down building where they’d been brought up but, now, Gerry lived on another planet.

			When the money borrowed from Gerry ran out, Mick only had one way out. As he walked down the street, he looked up at the top floor of the newest building in the neighbourhood. When he arrived at the door, he raised his clenched fist to knock, then froze, cursed and, finally, knocked.

			The smiling vulture opened and, engulfed in a cloud of aromatic cigar smoke, and a pat on the shoulder, Mick was invited in. Mick saw a shadowy figure, with a gun protruding from his waistcoat, locking the door behind him. Yes, today he would like to see the friendly vulture’s new car.

			 

			Meanwhile, Lisa hugged John when she heard the news – he’d just been offered a job in Harvard University’s library. He’d start putting books on shelves, helping old Jonesy – that glum, expressionless being labouring in the library reception.

			“Isn’t it great? In a few years you’ll get through your doctorate and I’m sure your dad will find you a teaching position at the university, somehow,” said Lisa, smiling from ear to ear.

			“Yeah, somehow,” said John, groaning.

			“Isn’t it marvellous?” said Lisa; but her smile melted when John sighed – what was wrong with him?

			Anyway, Lisa pondered how best to explain to her parents that John had a job – their condition to agreeing to her marrying him. It wouldn’t exactly be the job Mr Barrett considered appropriate for a young man to sustain his beloved daughter to the standard of living she was used to, and… yes, papa would find another objection, another line of defence against giving his consent… but she was determined. She fell asleep, dreaming about how she’d decorate their apartment. It would be small, of course, as they couldn’t afford more than a one-bedroom apartment, but it didn’t matter – she’d turn it into a happy home, welcoming their offspring’s pattering little feet. She smiled at the thought of a little grandchild thawing her father’s resistance. Could her dreams come true?

			 

			The following evening, John joined his father and an excited group of Peruvian exiles for a drink.

			“Dr Fitzgerald, my friend, have you heard the news?” said an ecstatic deported journalist.

			“No. What’s happened?” asked Dr Fitzgerald.

			Smiles all around: after eleven long years, President Leguía’s authoritarian regime was over.

			News was sketchy – a coup d’etat had been staged, by an army officer called Sánchez-Cerro.

			“Who?”

			“Has anyone heard of him?”

			“Yeah, he’s not a senior officer but he’s been a troublemaker for years, hasn’t he… but toppling President Leguía… who could have imagined him doing that?”

			“So, what will happen now?”

			“Now is the chance,” said an exiled politician, “it’s time for Víctor-Raúl Haya and his APRA party.” Heads nodded.

			When the almighty storm unleashed by the Great Crash of the New York Stock Exchange developed into the global cyclone that was the Great Depression, many governments, like that of Leguía in Peru, collapsed. One day panderers and idolaters bowed to mighty President Leguía, the next he was imprisoned, his house ransacked by an angry mob, and his supporters nowhere to be seen – the proverbial rats escaping the sinking ship. Peru was plunged into uncertainty.

			As days went by, John listened avidly to the Peruvian exiles in Boston and, as news trickled through about Leguía’s last moments in power, a picture emerged of how events must have unfolded.

			Surely, Leguía must have known he couldn’t hold on eternally. Yet in 1929, he had himself re-elected president once again. Still, he couldn’t have known the worst global economic crisis was just around the corner. And that was too much even for mighty, perennial old Leguía.

			Another plot – who was it this time, Leguía would have thought: Lieutenant Colonel Sánchez-Cerro – hadn’t he promoted him just a few months earlier? Leguía had survived plots before, but this time he didn’t smile. He knew Sánchez-Cerro, his dogged ambition and his appeal to the plebeians.

			Leguía telephoned Sánchez-Cerro: time to negotiate. Negotiate? With a junior officer whom, not many years ago, he’d quite rightly dismissed from the army for plotting against him? Later, Leguía allowed him back into the army, assuming a grateful Sánchez-Cerro would owe him loyalty. He twisted his elegant moustache – how wrong he’d been.

			Sánchez-Cerro smiled when he was told President Leguía was on the telephone. Yesterday he’d have rushed to pick up the receiver and, with military discipline, carried out his president’s orders. But now, things were different. He was now in charge in Peru – or soon hoped to be – and he now had Leguía under his thumb. He clenched his right fist: the old man would now have to pay for past humiliations.

			Sánchez-Cerro’s smile turned sardonic remembering how Leguía had been called ‘The Titan of the Pacific’ by some flattering foreign diplomat – how stupid. He swore that Peru would soon learn what a real titan looked like.

			Leguía put the telephone down, after suffering the little soldier’s arrogance with as much dignity as he could muster. He stroked his shapely white moustache, considering his options. Not civil war – he couldn’t trust enough army officers to support him. There was no point in a futile massacre. And his family wouldn’t have enough time to escape. Who could he call? He bit his lip – none of his close aides or friends, who for years had lined their pockets with his patronage, would come to his side in time of need. He shook his head. He looked up from his desk and sighed – he was alone in his magnificent presidential office.

			Leguía called a meeting of his cabinet ministers. They listened aghast as Leguía announced his intention not to resist Sánchez-Cerro’s rebellion, avoid a bloodbath and resign the presidency before Congress. The ministers stared at each other and then, one by one, left silently. Leguía was again alone with his thoughts.

			All was lost but Leguía kept a stiff upper lip and, that same afternoon, donned his smartest attire and followed his scheduled visit to his beloved Santa Beatriz racecourse. Two of his own horses won their races – he smiled and gracefully waved his top hat to lukewarm applause. On his way back to the presidential palace, he heard shouting and even shots in the distance.

			In the early hours of the following morning, Leguía was woken up by a large group of soldiers, assembled outside the palace, demanding his resignation.

			Leguía got dressed, surveyed his regal surroundings for the last time and left the presidential palace unseen, through a back door, heading for the port of Callao. Yesterday, he’d been lord and master of Peru – The Titan of the Pacific. Today, he was creeping away before the crack of dawn, like a burglar after breaking into a bank overnight. Day and night. Power and impotence. Heights and depths of a distinguished life in a matter of hours.

			Hastily, he embarked on a battle cruiser – destination: Panama. He smiled sadly: none of his ministers, collaborators or so-called friends came to bid farewell as he went into exile.

			Sánchez-Cerro hadn’t arrived in Lima yet but ordered Leguía’s ship be prevented from leaving port. Old Leguía’s health started deteriorating but, still, he was confined in a navy jail on the island of San Lorenzo. Sánchez-Cerro showed no mercy and vowed that Leguia would remain in prison for the rest of his days.

			Two weeks later, Leguía was transferred from his island prison to Lima’s Central Penitentiary, together with his son Juan – his days of champagne-drenched banquets in New York now long forgotten.

			John had no sympathy for autocrats like Leguía, but couldn’t help reflecting on the fate of fallen titans, as he imagined what must have been going through the old man’s head.

			Alone in his dungeon, as he slowly lost consciousness, Leguía sighed, wondering why they hated him so much. He’d done everything he could to transform Peru from a backward to a modern country. He loved his country but despaired of his compatriots – they never deserved him. They bowed to the mighty but trampled on them when they fell. Now they called him a tyrant – only because he’d imposed order for so long. And there was no news from his foreign friends. Not a word from the USA embassy – after everything he’d done for those demanding diplomats and greedy American businessmen and bankers.

			Sensing the twilight of his life, the great little man recalled a remarkable career, for someone who was not born into the Peruvian ruling class.

			A child ran along a sunny beach in a town in northern Peru and stumbled, gasping with bronchitis. He grew up and worked as an accountant and in insurance, but entered a dark tunnel when he volunteered to fight in the futile defence of Lima during the disastrous war with Chile.

			He basked in bright sunlight again when he married the daughter of Henry Swayne, wealthy British immigrant owner of some of Peru’s best sugar plantations. His marriage unlocked the doors to the Peruvian ruling class and to their Civilista party, which had wrested political power from the army. The Civilista president made him Minister of Finance and, later, became the party’s successful candidate to president of Peru.

			When his first term as president ended after four years, he was deported by his political enemies. But when he returned to Peru and became president again in 1919, he was determined not to give up power. That is, until Lieutenant Colonel Sánchez-Cerro rebelled against him in 1930.

			As darkness closed in, Leguía smiled as he looked back. Peru had never had a president like him, ruling for as long as fifteen years. Throughout the country, statues of him had been erected and avenues named after him. Yesterday, everyone had feted him. Now, looking forward into obscurity, he was alone.

			 

			In Boston, John’s father told him to be at his Harvard office at 3pm, sharp. He wanted to introduce him to none other than his patron, Mr James W. Randall III.

			Randall’s father had made a fortune importing bananas with his International Food Company, or IFC. Childhood had been comfortable, but his father soon drew him into his business. The boy wouldn’t be softened by home comforts. He soon learned that nothing in life was free, that although bananas grew on trees, money didn’t.

			Randall was a big man in his fifties, with a shiny bald head, and impeccably dressed – his suit would cost Dr Fitzgerald a year’s salary. He sported the prosperous belly of a sedentary businessman, whose only physical exertion was strolling around exclusive golf courses, closing deals. You couldn’t help noticing those keen eyes scrutinising you, but with an expression of stifled disinterest. Whenever he made the effort he could be a charming conversationalist, but with a short temper.

			After barging into Dr Fitzgerald’s university office, puffing an enormous cigar and showering him with ash, Randall bellowed about his pet topic:

			“For 400 years those damn European colonialists plundered Latin America and took their wealth back to Europe. That’s over. Now American companies will invest in Latin America to create wealth, jobs, and—”

			“… create a neo-colonial dependence where the new plunderer is the United States?” Dr Fitzgerald was an aging academic, with untidy white hair and thick rimmed glasses, and physically shrivelled by decades of poverty, but intellectually superior to Mr Randall and enjoyed challenging him.

			“Huh… Fitzgerald, if I didn’t know you I’d think you were one of those damn communists.”

			“But it’s not me saying it, Mr Randall, it was former United States president, Bill Taft, who said: The whole American hemisphere will be ours due to the superiority of our race.”

			“Listen, hard work, free enterprise, and the pursuit of profit – that’s what’s made our nation great. But now those communists.… they’re contaminating stupid little presidents all over Latin America with their evil ideas,” said Randall.

			“But—” said Dr Fitzgerald, as Randall ignored him and continued,

			“That man in Peru, Haya, is the greatest menace to business and prosperity in our continent. They kicked him out of Peru and he ended up in Moscow, listening to those damn communists. Now he’s travelling around Latin America preaching subversion against us. The name of his sect says it all: APRA – Alliance for a Popular Revolution in the Americas.”

			“Mr Randall, I know Víctor-Raúl Haya. I assure you he’s intelligent, devoted to his country and certainly not a communist. APRA is no sect. It’s a political movement with clear ideas about how to develop Latin America, distribute wealth more fairly and—”

			“Look, Fitzgerald, I admire you as an academic, you know a lot about literature, but you are… floating in the clouds at this university, far from reality. First it’s necessary to create wealth before it can be distributed. Those miserable countries only have poverty to distribute. Our foundation will help American businesses invest in Latin America and—”

			John marched into his father’s office, trying to look smart in his worn-out suit, and managed to catch the end of their conversation.

			“Is this your boy, Fitzgerald?” said Randall, puffing his cigar, as he turned to meet John’s smiling face.

			“So, young man, I hear you want to be a university lecturer like your father.” John nodded. “But first you need a doctorate, which you can’t afford.” John gulped in agreement. “And you have a pretty girl you want to marry, but first you need a job.” Randall seemed to know everything. “I might be able to help you” said Randall, as he engulfed John in a cloud of cigar smoke.

			“Here’s the deal: we want to invest in Peru, but we need to know if we can trust their new government. Will they stand firm against those socialists and communists? For years we had a man we could trust, a businessman: that President Leguía. But the idiot has thrown it all away and been kicked out by that soldier, Sánchez-Cerro. He’s not even a general for God’s sake, only a lieutenant colonel. How long will he last? And to make matters worse, people are going crazy about that man Haya. He’s a damn communist, in my opinion, although your father doesn’t agree.”

			John briefly switched eye contact to his father, who could only shrug, as Randall continued:

			“Our foundation is sending a mission of university professors and financiers to Peru to advise the government. Kemmerer’s an eminent man but can do with a Spanish-speaking assistant like you. He could help you get your doctorate,” said Randall, pausing to allow the proposal to sink into John and before launching into what most interested him:

			“What I will need from you is information about the decision makers in the new government and what is needed to get, how can I put it, favourable treatment for our investments. You’ll have help from our contact at our embassy in Peru: Peter Bush.”

			John’s chest was bursting with excitement at the opportunity to work with none other than Professor Edwin Kemmerer – the world-renowned ‘money doctor’ – economic advisor to governments. But, why choose him?

			“Young man, your father will explain the details. But, Fitzgerald, don’t fill the boy’s head with your fantasies. It’s business we’re after, not dreams.”

			John turned to his father once Randall had left, “Dad, sounds fantastic, but what’s really the deal?”

			“Come on son, let’s go for a drink. There’s a lot you need to know.”

			It was 1930 and ‘Prohibition’ ruled – the production and consumption of alcoholic drinks was illegal in the USA. However, Dr Fitzgerald had his favourite speakeasy bar where he could get a drink without much risk of a police raid.

			They looked around – no police in sight. A smart Italian-American opened the door, smiled at Dr Fitzgerald, and hurriedly locked the door behind them. They walked into a large hall and sat down at a quiet table. A waiter opened the first bottle and filled their glasses.

			“So, Dad, you were going to tell me what this Foundation is all about.”

			Dr Fitzgerald took a long drink, smiled and looked around, “This place – this speakeasy: it’s illegal sale of liquor. It’s run by the mob. Everyone knows it. The president of the United States knows it. He probably buys liquor himself, for Christ’s sake. But why does he allow his own laws to be broken?” John shrugged. “Business, John – its business. We live in the land of freedom and opportunity, but nothing will get in the way of business.”

			“Okay, but what’s it got to do with Mr Randall’s foundation?”

			“If big business does what it likes under our noses, what do you think they do abroad, in desperately poor countries where they can buy a whole government to, let’s say, cooperate with their business interests?”

			Dr Fitzgerald took another long drink, whilst John just stared at him, and then continued, “John, we love Latin America, its culture, its people, but for these businessmen it’s only money. They think it’s like our old Wild West was: steal land and cattle, kill Indians with impunity, sheriffs that turn a blind eye, laws that aren’t enforced.”

			Dr Fitzgerald looked around again and lowered his voice:

			“You know, John, Randall’s family have been in business for many years. His father first shipped bananas from Central America. Then bought bananas himself, to squeeze prices and cut out competing shippers. After that he bought banana plantations. And so, once Randall became a monopolist, he could coerce those banana republic governments to do what he wanted.”

			John learned that Randall’s businesses helped fund USA presidential campaigns – all for the benefit of ordinary folk eating good, cheap bananas. Randall wanted to be more successful than his father. Politicians owed him support and partners served his interests.

			“Randall demands his friends in Congress get the president to send in American marines to protect his business in Central America. He says Washington politicians plead for his money to help them win elections, and he expects a return on his investment in Capitol Hill.”

			“Umm… but what’s he got going in Peru?” said John.

			“Now he’s not only interested in bananas but also sugar – he’s talking of sending ships to Peru,” said Dr Fitzgerald.

			Once in Peru and in control of sugar, why not also control supplies of oil and minerals? During the prosperous 1920s, the USA had guzzled more and more oil for its growing number of factories and cars, and more copper for its increasing demand for electric cabling.

			“But the Foundation for the Freedom of the Americas is much more than Randall – oil, mining, banking, shipping… they’re the real backbone of the FFA. The big boys are happy for Randall to enjoy the limelight,” said Dr Fitzgerald.

			“So, is this foundation only about business?” said John.

			“No. For sure, the Foundation does much good philanthropic work but, clearly, its members are corporations driven by profit,” said Dr Fitzgerald.

			High on enthusiasm following Randall’s offer, John nodded, “Sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?”

			After another long drink, it was time for Dr Fitzgerald’s final advice:

			“John, I can’t deny Randall’s been good to me: I’d never have got where I am without his help. But with him it’s black or white: you’re either with him, all the way, or against him.”

			“Okay Dad, I’ve got it. Wow, work with Professor Kemmerer in Peru. Get my doctorate. Become a university lecturer, like you. This is the train I’ve been waiting for and I’m going to get on it.”

			Dr Fitzgerald hadn’t seen John so happy for a long time. He sipped his beer and changed the subject.

			The following day, John broke the news to Lisa:

			“Honey, isn’t it great? I couldn’t have dreamed of a better opportunity. I can start researching for my doctorate immediately and won’t need to take that boring library job. I’ll only be away for a year or so.”

			But instead of the warm smile and congratulatory kiss he expected, she stared at him and tears started rolling down her cheeks. What was wrong with her?

			“A year or so…? But we’re supposed to get married. We’ve been looking for a nice apartment we can afford… I’ve got my mother on our side and I’m going to work on my father as soon as we have a place of our own,” she said, and turned away, bursting into tears.

			As John struggled to think what to say, her tears dried up and she confronted him,

			“I should have known better: you never wanted that job at the library. It wasn’t good enough for you, was it? You always wanted to go off travelling around Latin America,” she said, whilst John could only shake his head, open-mouthed and gulped. Then, she pushed him away.

			“John, I can see it clearly now: you didn’t want to marry me… at least not now. And what do you expect me to do? Just wait until you decide to come back? And, if you don’t come back?”

			As she turned to walk away he grabbed her arm, with every conceivable thought going through his mind – he couldn’t bare losing Lisa. He agonised to find the words that would make her stay. He pulled her towards him, embraced her and stroked her hair.

			“Okay, okay… it’s not like that. I love you and I do want to marry you… I’ll tell Mr Randall I can’t go to Peru. Perhaps I can help him from Boston or something.” Lisa stopped struggling to get away from him but continued sniffling and said nothing.

			He held her at arms’ length from her shoulders and looked into her eyes, but she looked down. Christ, she doesn’t believe me, he thought, so he tried again:

			“Lisa, look at me. I’ll go to the library on Monday and take the job. And this weekend we’ll go back to see that apartment you liked. The one on the top floor – although you said it would be a struggle carrying a baby all the way up those stairs. It won’t be a problem. I’ll take care of it…” he bleated.

			Now, she looked up at him. “John Fitzgerald, are you sure? You’re not kidding me, are you?”

			John looked at her, shook his head and she managed a smile. He kissed her and then kept her in a strong embrace, swinging her gently, for what seemed like an eternity.

			He sighed with relief – he’d done it. What the heck – he’d never meet another girl like Lisa. Only a fool would let her go. Yes, of course he wanted to marry her. As for the job in the library, well, it probably wouldn’t be that bad.

			Chapter 4

			In the days following Black Tuesday, when the New York Stock Exchange crashed, the radio told stories of investors who, having lost everything and suddenly finding themselves bankrupt, now faced disgrace, destitution and even prison.

			In the offices of investment bank J.W. Seligman & Company, in one of New York’s tallest skyscrapers, a cleaner mopped the floor and scowled, sensing doomsday.

			He looked up and saw a young executive – maybe Gene or Gerry – staring at a report on his desk, holding his head in his hands and groaning something like, “Christ, how could this have ever happened? What on earth can I do?”

			The cleaner shook his head and continued with his toil. He didn’t notice the young man looked faint and needed air. He didn’t see him stumble towards the window and open it. Far below him, a crowd gathered, like a swarm of ants, in front of the New York Stock Exchange.

			The young man gasped, unable to comprehend what was going on. He looked around – his large office, always buzzing with excited brokers, bragging about their latest deal or buttering up a wealthy client on the telephone, was now empty. Even that latest machine, the telex, continuously spewing out reams of paper with market prices, was dead. His boss had left town. His colleague on the desk beside him had rushed to the bank, to rescue his savings.

			As he held the window wide open, the cold air on his face gave him a chilling sense of impending liberation. He shuddered and thought of his lovely wife and two small kids. He started sobbing but knew there was no other way out. He didn’t turn around when the cleaner screamed, “Don’t do it!”

			The NYPD policeman patted the old cleaner on the shoulder once he’d finished his terrible tale, and kept the newspaper reporters at bay.

			 

			In Boston, John came home to find his apartment building in commotion. His father met him on the stairs and the old man’s face crumbled – John had never seen him in tears before. Gerry Murray was dead.

			What the hell happened? Everyone admired how Gerry pulled himself out of poverty. Nobody really fathomed how he’d done it – an investment bank clerk living it up. Now it emerged those financial deals he’d dabbled in had gone sour and his investments had become worthless when the stock market crashed. His father sobbed: Gerry had become bankrupt almost overnight – unable to repay his large loan. And who had he borrowed from? The Irish mob.

			Gerry would have known the mob would come after him and the only way out for him was to kill himself.

			His father poured him a furtive glass of whiskey and John dried his tears. At least Mick Faughnan wouldn’t have to harass his childhood friend Gerry for repayment, he thought.

			Mick had done well for himself since joining the Irish mob. A new suit or two, a gold watch and that voluptuous, blonde girlfriend, Sally – always willing to help Mick spend his money – impressed his new friends but worried his family. His father’s landlord loved him but not so his old boss, Mr Kelly – Mick visited him monthly and smirked at the look of disgust on Kelly’s face as he handed over the protection money.

			Protection from what… from whom? Those hoodlums, of course; nobody dared say who they were, but they enjoyed smashing shop windows and looting. The police just shrugged when Kelly implored help.

			The following day, John summoned the strength to break the tragic news about Gerry at the boxing club. Best to go early in the morning, before the funeral, he thought, so he could also see Mick, who trained hard every day, building his body and sharpening the tools of his trade, as he put it.

			They’d already heard the news at the boxing club, but Mick wasn’t there.

			“Haven’t you heard? He’s back at Charles Street jail,” said the club receptionist.

			“What the hell happened?” said John, wailing.

			The boxing gym trainer took John aside, “Do you remember that night in the speakeasy when a man fell and died after the brawl?” How could John have forgotten: he’d also ended up in jail that night. “Well, the prosecutor needed to find someone to charge for manslaughter and a witness – a guy called Kelly – swore Mick was to blame.”

			But the Irish mob would wade in to defend one of their own, wouldn’t they? Well, apparently, Mayor Crowley needed to show he was cleaning up his town – a deal had been struck, with a mobster to be sacrificed.

			The trainer gave John a hug, “See you later at Gerry’s funeral.”

			Back home, John embraced his father and they stood in silence. What the hell was going on? First they’d lost Gerry and now Mick was in danger. It had always been like that – success was a mirage for the poor. In reality, they either sought a patron like Mr Randall, played high stakes games like Gerry or flouted legality like Mick.

			John swallowed hard: the only way for him was to get that doctorate and secure an academic job like his father. He sighed as the smiling faces of Gerry and Mick tormented him.

			John craved consolation. At least he was seeing Lisa this weekend. He needed to share some good news. So, better get down to the library to see when that job started.

			Sure enough, there was Jones, looking as sullen as he’d been for the past ten years.

			“Hi Jonesy, how’s it going?” said John. Jones looked up and his index finger found his lips – silence. Good, at least we’ve established contact, thought John.

			“I just came to see when I can start work,” said John, smiling.

			Jones appeared surprised but, eventually, his face managed a smile. Something’s up: Jonesy’s never been seen smiling, mused John. After what felt like an eternity, Jones spoke,

			“Ah, yes, the job… bad news, I’m afraid… err, John, is it?”

			Although it was a struggle, John managed to extract the news from Jones, “The university has cut the library’s budget. There’s a shortfall in funds from usual benefactors. You know… the economic crisis. So they can’t employ another person in the library.”

			“Oh no… when do you think there’ll be a job?” said John.

			“Umm… maybe next year, maybe never,” was the best Jones could offer.

			In the past days, hours, John’s life had been turned upside down. First Gerry, then Mick, and now the job he needed to marry Lisa. Jones had hammered the last nail in the coffin. Damn it, where had he gone wrong? Why had Jesus abandoned him?

			 

			At first, Lisa couldn’t find words when he told her. Then, her lips twitched and her eyes moistened. John could almost read what was going through her mind. Gerry, Mick… she knew they were John’s best friends; and now, no job. Her mind processed the facts and reported to her heart – it felt numb; nature’s protection. She couldn’t think, so she said nothing. What had been a few days ago, was no longer. Their little apartment, the simple furniture she’d chosen; struggling upstairs with a small baby – no longer a problem. Simply, no job meant no confrontation with her father, no wedding, no children and no life together. No, don’t think. Cry, just cry and find comfort.

			She turned to John and kissed him. Which of them needed more consolation, her or him? A hurricane had engulfed them and right now they had to seek refuge. Sitting there, in each other’s arms, somehow, they fell asleep. Yes, that was the best way to pull through.

			When they woke, Lisa was still in shock, but John had prepared himself. There was only one way out.

			“Honey, you know I’ve got to take Randall’s offer,” he said.

			“Yes, I know. Perhaps it’s all worked out for the better. You never really wanted that boring job in the library, did you?” she said.

			“Of course I did – I told you I was going to accept it,” he said.

			“No, John, you were suffering when you told me you’d turn down Randall’s offer: it was what you really wanted, wasn’t it?” she said and then sighed, “When will you go to Peru?”

			“Umm… soon.”

			“And when will you return?” He shook his head, “Don’t know.”

			Lisa sighed: instead of marrying and living together, there’d only be letters with stale news; pieces of paper arriving in the post every other week. Would she be able to bear it?

			She did know that continuing to live under her father would be unbearable. She sniffled, then pulled herself together, pursed her lips and nodded. John said nothing – there wasn’t anything he could say.

			 

			I’ll never get another opportunity like Randall’s, thought John. And I’ll get away from here and not end up like poor Gerry and Mick.

			The Santa Clara ship would leave Boston on 3rd November. A long but exciting trip, with stops in New York, Panama and Guayaquil, before arriving at Callao, Peru’s main port, near the capital, Lima.

			Randall summoned John the day before embarkation. For the first time, John saw him smile.

			“Now, listen to me, boy. The sweeter life is… the more sugar we consume. Until this crisis arrived, the American economy grew, year after year, and so did our consumption of candy, soft drinks like Coca Cola and ice cream. So we needed to import more and more sugar.” John nodded – where was Randall leading?

			“This economic crisis won’t last long, so now is the time to secure supplies of sugar. If we can buy Peruvian sugar plantations cheaply now, we can earn bigger profits selling sugar in the USA in the future” said Randall, his eyes shining brighter and… had John noticed him on the verge of drooling?

			“And if we send ships to Peru to load sugar, we can also bring bananas from Ecuador instead of Central America. That son-of-a-bitch Sandino even wants to take over my banana plantations, for God’s sake. If we stopped buying their bananas, you’d see how soon those miserable Central American peasants ditched Sandino and begged us to buy from them again,” said Randall, chuckling as he puffed on his cigar.

			But Randall’s smile swiftly vanished as he waved an arm in the air and fumed, “Sandino, Leguía, Sánchez-Cerro, Haya – why do these stupid Latin American politicians have to interfere with my business?”

			Then, Randall recovered his composure, “Anyway, the Foundation has important business in Peru and you have a role to play. I’ll be waiting for your information. Now, Peter Bush, our man at the embassy in Lima, will explain everything and introduce you to Professor Kemmerer,” said Randall.

			John nodded, “Yes, sir.”

			“By the way, Peter has arranged for you to be met at the port in Peru by a young man called…” Randall checked his papers, “Yes: Pedro Vargas – apparently a law student. He’ll arrange your accommodation and help you find your way around.”

			“Great, sounds really great, sir,” said John as he bid farewell to Randall, recalling his father’s words: “With Randall it’s black or white: you’re either with him, all the way, or against him.” So far, so good, thought John.

			 

			The Santa Clara was a cargo ship with a section to accommodate the crew and a few passengers in cheap cabins. Due to the economic crisis, the ship hold was half empty, but it would return to the USA full of raw materials and foodstuff bought at rock bottom prices in South America.

			The first night on board, John was walking across the deck to join the crew and fellow passengers for dinner when he made out a female silhouette coming towards him out of the darkness.

			Under a lamp, John met a smiling face, framed by short, styled black hair, curled at the ends, under a simple but fashionable hat. Her light cinnamon skin matched the Latin air about her. Her light make-up emphasised smooth cheekbones and warm red lips. He courteously took his hat off.

			“You’re John, right? I’m Yolanda Ramos. A friend from Harvard told me you’d be travelling on this ship,” she said.

			“Hey, what a coincidence,” said John.

			“Yeah, and I’ve heard you’ll be working with Professor Kemmerer’s mission in Peru,” said Yolanda.

			“That’s right,” said John, battling not to frown – why did this lady know so much about him?

			Yolanda was a brilliant young Peruvian student, from a poor family, returning to Peru after a year at Harvard on a scholarship, preparing her doctorate in international law. She’d researched and proposed reforms into Peru’s laws and regulations for foreign investments, monopolies, exchange controls and remittance of profits abroad, customs rules on imports and other factors affecting international business. Her supervisor at Harvard was impressed by her ground-breaking research. But her findings were taking a turn unexpected by her sponsor: foreign investment approval decisions at the whim of corrupt Peruvian politicians, customs officials becoming rich, foreigners monopolising oil and mining resources with little benefit for Peru, or the Peruvian elite keeping their wealth abroad.

			Was she falling under the influence of those damn socialists and communists? Perhaps not but, anyway, Yolanda’s research scholarship wasn’t renewed and she was going home.

			Listening to her, John thought about Professor Kemmerer’s mission advising the Peruvian government – those politicians and officials wouldn’t like to be confronted with the stuff she’d unearthed.

			“Is this your first trip to Peru, John?” she said. John nodded.

			“Did you know there’s a general strike and the new government has declared a state of emergency?”

			John shook his head as Yolanda continued, “Yeah, the new president won’t allow anyone challenging him – he’ll crack down hard on demonstrators.”

			“Sounds bad,” said John.

			“And miners have taken two American engineers hostage. As you’re American you’ll have to be careful,” she said.

			Yolanda was a great conversationalist and John reflected how his father, and even Randall, would enjoy listening to her.

			“So, what part of Peru are you from, Yolanda?”

			“From the north – I was born and grew up on Hacienda Chicama, a large sugar plantation, near the city of Trujillo. You know, much sugar consumed in the USA comes from northern Peru.”

			“Aha… and what’s the hacienda like?”

			“It belongs to a German family, the Schultz. It’s so large they’ve even built a town to house their employees and their own railway to transport sugar cane across the hacienda,” said Yolanda.

			“And what’s the latest news about how things are going on the hacienda?” asked John, assuming the economic crisis was wreaking havoc.

			“Umm… not good. Not good, at all. The problem is the price of sugar is falling on international markets, so many haciendas are making horrendous losses,” said Yolanda, frowning.

			John assented – yes, Peruvian haciendas were dependent on selling to large foreign food companies, like Randall’s.

			“All my family rely on Hacienda Chicama for a living. My father is the train driver, my elder brother works in the sugar mill, and the younger one in the rum distillery, and my mother washes clothes in the Schultz family home. If Hacienda Chicama were to close, I don’t know what would become of us,” said Yolanda with a sigh.

			“And what are the hacienda owners doing?” asked John.

			“The Schultz have reduced salaries and sacked workers. In his last letter, my father told me hacienda workers are affiliating to APRA – you know, the growing socialist political party – they’ve held demonstrations in Chicama and Trujillo, and even threatened to get rid of Schultz and take control of Hacienda Chicama. I have no idea what I’ll find when I get home,” said Yolanda.

			“Let’s pray and hope for the best,” said John.

			“Umm, pray…? I gave up on that a long time ago.”

			“You shouldn’t. Praying may not always work, but it gives you strength… hope…”

			“Hope? They say Schultz may have to sell Hacienda Chicama to a large American company, the International Food Company – the IFC. That may be our only hope,” said Yolanda sighing.

			The IFC? Of course, John remembered it was Randall’s family company – better not reveal to Yolanda what he knew about Randall: the IFC might not be what Hacienda Chicama workers should hope for.

			As John listened to this passionate lady, eyes sparkling and hands waving, he thought of Lisa. How different they were. Lisa was quieter, for sure, but also had a strong character. She was bright, like Yolanda, but her priority was to escape from her overbearing father by getting married and having her own family. John was expected to play a key part in Lisa’s plans but, although he missed her, he was glad to be away, travelling to an exotic new world, far from Boston, far from New York art galleries, far from…

			Anyway, John reflected that, unlike Lisa, Yolanda was absorbed by the changes happening in the world around her and figuring out what role she could play. Still, Yolanda hadn’t talked about her private life. Was she married, had a boyfriend; perhaps, a platonic lover? They’d only just met, but why was he comparing Lisa and Yolanda? Perhaps it was only natural, they were so different.

			The ship had few passengers, so you bumped into the same people throughout the day. Yolanda was always there when John came out of his cabin. Despite a limited wardrobe, she displayed an infinite variety of images throughout the day. In the morning she was bright under the rising sun, like a mermaid with a silver tail coming out of the ocean to greet him. In the middle of the day she sheltered under a large sun hat and all he could see of her face was her bright red lips, shaping into a warm smile when she saw him. By the evening, the bright sunset on her pale copper skin transformed her into a golden statue. And at night, a mysterious, dark silhouette appeared and disappeared as she walked around deck, in and out of the glow of the ship’s lamps. Against the monotony of the same sea, he enjoyed the graceful motion of her contours. Well, she was the only lady on board.

			With not much to do during the long sea voyage, John and Yolanda spent a lot of time walking around the ship deck and talking. John had studied Peruvian history but Yolanda provided a marvellous introduction to present life in Peru and what to expect on arrival in a country on the verge of revolution.

			John had heard from Peruvian exiles in Boston that Sánchez-Cerro believed it was his duty to save his country by overthrowing the corrupt Leguía regime: Peru had been too long in the hands of self-serving politicians and now the masses needed him to rescue them from the misery brought by the Great Depression.

			To fellow army officers, Sánchez-Cerro was arrogant, temperamental and violent, and they soon nicknamed him ‘The Dictator’. Yet, he thought of himself as a defender of the people and, above all, the leader his country needed to impose order amidst growing chaos. He was convinced Peruvians loved him, but he really despised them: they needed a firm hand to control them.

			“When we arrive in Peru, everyone will be talking about APRA and Víctor-Raúl Haya. He’s the first Latin American politician with a real plan to develop his country for everyone’s benefit, and not just for the few, as usual. People know Víctor-Raúl speaks from his heart, like a father, like…” said Yolanda, suddenly contorting the subject:

			“John, did you know Haya is from Trujillo, like me? Many northerners support APRA, so their opponents scare people saying a civil war will start up north. If folk are scared, of course, they’ll prefer any other alternative, and the only one they have at the moment is Sánchez-Cerro.

			“When we arrive at the port of Callao you’ll meet my cousin Manuel. He’s from Callao but was brought up in Trujillo. He’s been with APRA since the party was founded. Manuel would die for Víctor-Raúl,” said Yolanda.

			 

			Winter was arriving to North America and, although the first nights on board the Santa Clara were cold, they were sailing into the warmer Caribbean.

			Seagulls fluttered around the ship and the sailors amused themselves tossing food leftovers into the air, which the hungry birds caught in mid-flight.

			John had never left the northeast of the USA before. Everything seemed new. He befriended a pelican, who settled at the ship’s stern, commanding the best view of the sea below. Its ruffled but immaculate white feathers, constantly moist from the sea spray, with a grey crest resembling a crown. The enormous beak tasted the food John provided and selectively chose its menu. John was soon trained by the pelican what and when to feed it.

			The Santa Clara sailed along the northern coast of Cuba and approached the Windward Passage that separates Cuba from the island of Hispaniola, shared in difficult coexistence by the former French territory of Haiti and once Spanish colony of the Dominican Republic.

			“I wonder how many poor Dominicans have been eaten by sharks?” said Yolanda.

			“What?” said John, jolted abruptly from his daydream.

			“In the Dominican Republic, that despot Leonidas Trujillo enjoys slaughtering opponents and feeding them to the sharks,” said Yolanda.

			“What a bastard,” said John.

			“Yeah, if he dislikes someone, they’re taken out to sea and thrown overboard, to drown or get eaten by the sharks. The police just classify them as missing people. Trujillo rules the Dominican Republic like his private estate. He’s the greatest murderer in Latin America. I hate it that he carries the name of the city I love.”

			Yolanda was giving John a fresh perspective on Latin American history compared to what they taught at Harvard, “You know, the Dominican Republic was occupied by the USA army for years. Before leaving, they trained Trujillo as an army officer and left him as president, to safeguard American business interests. They don’t care about Trujillo’s methods for holding on to power, as long as he keeps communism out.”

			It was said that Herbert Hoover’s electoral campaign to be president of the USA was funded by American corporations, like the IFC. Hoover had to return the favour.

			John had learned that, at the beginning of the century, Panama had been a province of Colombia. The USA wanted to build a canal across the Isthmus of Panama so their ships could cross between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. As the Colombian government wouldn’t cooperate, Panama was declared independent from Colombia, with its independence guaranteed by the USA, and agreed to cede to the USA land to build the canal. The agreement allowed the USA to intervene in Panama in case of any public disorder. American interests were well protected.

			Pointing at a map of Central America, Yolanda continued, “Nicaragua has also been occupied by the American army. They say Nicaragua conspired with European businessmen to build another canal to link the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, in competition with the Americans’ Panama Canal.”

			“Every country welcomes foreign investment, but a country cannot become a private estate for companies like the IFC,” said Yolanda, waving her fan faster and faster to keep herself cool.

			But she hadn’t finished, “Look what you Yanks did to those banana republics in Central America: you sent in your soldiers, murdered peasants and changed governments, imposing your own puppet presidents. And what about the Panama Canal? You stole the land from Colombia to create a new country – Panama – just to build your canal. Imperialism – that’s what it is.”

			John felt a surge of anger as he cut her spiel, “Imperialism? But if you want foreigners to invest in your countries, they need protection. And as far as the Panama Canal is concerned, it’s a great project, benefiting the whole continent.”

			Yolanda’s eyes were ablaze and her mouth wide open. Yes, that’s right, you were asking for it, thought John.

			“You and that Kemmerer mission… exactly what I was saying: you’re coming to Peru to ‘advise’ the new government – better say: instruct them what to do, just like in Central America,” she replied, snapping her fan closed and prodding him with it. Then, she turned around and fumed off to her cabin, leaving John standing there.

			 

			The trip was becoming long and tiresome, so John decided to write to Lisa: Have you passed those exams? Finally got rid of Commercial Law? What have you been painting? I can just imagine you, sitting in front of your canvas, bright colours splashing up and down – yes, you look happier painting than studying law. As for me, the trip has been boring – I’m tired of being at sea, day after day. But at least it’s been interesting talking to Yolanda. You might even know her: she was researching at your Law faculty in Harvard. She’s a mine of information, she’s charming, she’s.…no, better scratch that out or Lisa might get jealous. Next stop is Panama. I’ll write again when I get to Peru. Remember you can write to me at the USA embassy. I love you and I’m thinking of you always.

			Putting Lisa’s letter into its envelope, John felt confused. Lisa’s image regressed in his mind and Yolanda came forward. Obvious, wasn’t it, as they spent all day together. Bad temper aside, Yolanda provided a marvellous brief about what to expect in Peru but, there was something else. He enjoyed her silent moments too – yes, she could be taciturn at times – and just looking at her. Well, she was only making up for the absent female company of Lisa, wasn’t she?

			The crossing of the Panama Canal and its lakes was exciting – the most amazing engineering project of all times, linking the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. John gaped at the enormous steel lock gates – two metres thick – which allowed ships to be raised, and later lowered, no less than twenty-five metres – the height of John’s home building in Boston.

			It was absolutely incredible – but what about the cost? Not only money but, horrifically, in lives of thousands of workers who’d died of tropical diseases – now that the monumental project had been completed, did anyone care?

			As the Santa Clara sailed up the canal towards the lakes, John gazed at the tropical forest surrounding him. Colourful parrots screeched at him as they settled on tree tops, a toucan with a large yellow and black beak flew above his head, and a family of monkeys gathered to greet him in a nearby tree. He’d never seen anything like it. Boston seemed so, so far away – another world.

			Was this what the first Spanish explorers had seen on arrival in the Americas four hundred years earlier? Did they imagine they’d discovered Eden? But how would they have faced this unbearable tropical heat and humidity? John found it hard breathing the thick, hot air and couldn’t stop sweating and slapping his arms and face – mosquitos buzzed around him, hungry for his blood.

			Then, a tug on his shirt sleeve – Yolanda was beside him, mutely offering him a bottle with some liquid.

			“No – don’t drink it,” she said laughing. “It’s for your arms and neck – but don’t put any on your face.” John’s puzzled look invited her to explain, “Mosquito repellent – if they bite you, you could contract a tropical disease.”

			Shit, like those thousands of poor workers who’d died building the canal, thought John, as he gratefully accepted Yolanda’s peace offering, after their argument about the Panama Canal, imperialism and whatever.

			“Thanks, Yolanda… that feels a lot better,” said John, relieved as the mosquitos abandoned him.

			“And you should also use this cream to protect your skin – the sun is much stronger here than in the USA,” she said, handing him a container.

			As he followed her instructions, John learned the hazards of this new world he was entering. Then, the clouds burst – the pouring rain reminded John of Father Joseph’s story about Noah’s Ark. At last, fresh air to breathe.

			When they disembarked in Panama City, John posted his letter to Lisa. Yolanda enticed John to eat some spicy pastries from a street vendor. Then the sailors took them for a glass of rum, then another and, well, a few more.

			But, damn it, the rum didn’t go down well. John found walking difficult. His stomach was bursting. Thank God the sailors got him back to the ship just before diarrhoea set in. What the hell happened afterwards? He must have dozed on the toilet seat and only woke up with the next attack of diarrhoea. Goodbye Panama.

			Finally, he fell asleep. Lisa appeared behind his eyelids – those deep blue eyes looking down at him as he lay in his bunk. He stroked her soft pink cheek and that auburn hair, and she kissed him. Next, a knock on the door – it was Yolanda. She sauntered in: Poor boy, how are you? She stroked his hand and smiled: her light bronze face and red lips leaned down and kissed him. What the hell was Yolanda doing… kissing him in front of Lisa? But when he looked up, Lisa was gone. Yolanda walked towards the cabin door, turned around, smiled and melted away. He was alone.

			When John awoke and clambered out of his cabin, Yolanda informed him they were now in the Pacific Ocean. He eyed her as they looked over the railings. Maybe he’d had fever. Thank God, he’d only been dreaming.

			Days went by – sea and more sea. Far in the distance, the coast of Colombia, then Ecuador, could be seen. They crossed that invisible line called the equator. On arrival in Guayaquil, a handful of passengers, like John, crossing the equator for the first time, were subjected to a tradition the sailors called the baptism. They were drenched, painted and dressed like clowns. Then, forced to drink a disgusting cocktail with mustard and, finally, they were topped up with rum – for John, the only enjoyable part of the ordeal. After that, somehow, he must have got back on board and slept for hours. He woke to hear the next stop would be Callao, Peru.

			Chapter 5

			Pedro Vargas came from the city of Arequipa, in the southern Peruvian Andes. In 1883, his family lost its small mine after the war with Chile – which annexed large parts of Peruvian territory. With the family heirloom gone, Pedro’s father became a career army officer.

			Major Gonzalo Vargas was a muscular man, with jet-black hair and a bushy moustache decorating a harsh face, tanned by years under the sun, from which clear brown eyes shone. The stern gaze of a dedicated officer disguised a warm heart. Although unlikely to make the grade of general, his superiors deemed him hardworking, dependable and honest.

			Gonzalo’s life was tough after his wife was killed by a drunken driver – a rich spoilt brat losing control driving one of the earliest cars to arrive in Arequipa. Then, the boy disappeared – spirited away to Lima by his influential family. The poor army officer just had to swallow his pain and pull through, for the sake of his two young boys.

			Alfredo, the elder son, earned a living working in commerce; but it was Pedro that worried Gonzalo. Pedro wasn’t a bad school student but his day dreaming could exasperate any father. He might end up becoming a writer, an actor or, heaven forbid, even an artist. How on earth would he make a living and entice a girl to marry him? Girls wouldn’t be captivated only by Pedro’s handsome looks, curly black hair and sparkling dark eyes; nor his friendly smile and charm. But, hell, Gonzalo thought, how could anyone not like such a nice kid?

			Arequipa is a beautiful Spanish colonial city, enjoying crisp mountain air, guarded by El Misti, the majestic snow-capped volcano towering above the city. El Misti provides white volcanic stone, used over the centuries to build Arequipa’s churches, monasteries and palaces for the aristocracy.

			Living in one of those palaces was the Piérola family, with roots going back to the colonial period and, more recently, to Don Nicolás de Piérola, president of Peru in the late 19th century.

			Carolina de Piérola enjoyed a comfortable childhood in Arequipa. She was a very good student and, once she’d finished school, her father would want her to join the family business. She was too bright to just get engaged to marry and become a socialite housewife, like most of her friends. She was determined to have a career.

			Young Carolina hated restrictions to local girls venturing out from home, except to school. How boring, walking to Mass with her family every Sunday. Still, at least the girls enjoyed evening strolls in the main square, the Plaza de Armas. She detested being chaperoned by her mother or aunts, intent on keeping her safe from teenage boys bursting with testosterone. Carolina and her friends walked around the large square, dressed in latest fashions from Paris or London, chatting and giggling, until time to go home to a family dinner.

			Not only did the girls walk around the Plaza de Armas. The young men of wealthy, and sometimes not wealthy, families also did their rounds, smartly dressed in suits and ties made by the best tailors in the city. This old ritual allowed young men and women to see and be seen.

			“Hey, what are you doing?”

			“Umm… just breathing in deeply.”

			“Huh… you look like one of those guys who come up from Lima, out of breath here in the Andes.”

			“No. I’m breathing in the fragrance of these beautiful flowers parading around the square.”

			“You mean you’d like to pluck one of those beautiful flowers. Come on: tell us which one.” The young men joked and pushed each other, setting off the girls’ giggles as they watched.

			“And what’s wrong with you, Pedro?” His friend had noticed Pedro’s absent expression.

			After a moment’s silence, Pedro reacted, “I’ve seen an angel.”

			“You never go to church, you heathen, but you say you’ve seen an angel?” They all laughed.

			“Come on guys, leave Pedro alone: he’s in love.”

			“In love? You’re going to tell us who she is.” Pedro’s friends cackled and one pretended to twist his arm.

			“There she is. Don’t you think she’s an angel?” Pedro said pointing at a group of girls, with a sheepish look on his face.

			“Which one?”

			“Carolina.”

			“Carolina? Carolina de Piérola? Forget it, Pedro. You don’t stand a chance: she’s rich and you’re poor. That’s it.”

			“I know, but don’t you think she’s pretty? I’d love to meet her,” continued Pedro.

			“Yeah, last year her face was spotty, but she’s grown up and they’ve gone. She’s in the same class as my sister. They’re good friends.”

			Pedro grabbed his friend’s arm, “Is that true? Your sister must introduce me to Carolina.”

			“Come on, man, no way. Do you see the old witch sitting at the end of the bench? That’s Carolina’s aunt – always keeping an eye on her, to make sure no lecherous guys like you lay a hand on her niece.” They all laughed, except Pedro.

			Pedro sighed, admiring Carolina. She’d turned sixteen and, indeed, was blossoming into a beautiful young lady – a shapely brunette with bright green eyes commanding a rosy face; long, styled hair with blond flashes. Always immaculately turned out, neither family nor friends could influence her attire: American style was more exciting than prevailing European trends.

			Carolina knew her mother and aunts were working hard, scanning the best families in Arequipa for a young man deserving her as a wife. But she wouldn’t allow herself to be a pawn in a high society chess game – she was determined to marry for love.

			Courtship started early in Arequipa and it was unthinkable for girls from good families to have had a history of boyfriends, and become tainted before marriage. Pedro was determined to get to Carolina before someone else did. It wasn’t just love at first sight. You could know a lot about someone in Arequipa society, through friends, family and, well, yes, gossip. Pedro sensed she was a determined, intelligent and brave young lady.

			Days went by. Pedro waited and waited. When he grabbed his friend by the arm he was told:

			“Don’t worry, Pedro, my sister has already spoken to Carolina.”

			Pedro imagined Carolina’s surprise, “Pedro who? Pedro Vargas? Oh, that Pedro. Talk, about what?”

			And her friend tittered, “Uh… isn’t it obvious what a man wants to talk to a young lady about?”

			Pedro knew it wasn’t an easy decision for Carolina. Meeting him, speaking to him – her girlfriends might know even before it happened. ‘Pedro Who’ would be the subject of their gossip, and disapproval, “Carolina, your parents will never allow it.” “Why on earth do you want to meet someone like Pedro Who?” “There are so many eligible young men, from good families.”

			As they strolled around the Plaza de Armas, Pedro imagined he’d spotted Carolina eyeing him when their groups of friends crossed. Had her friends looked at him and giggled? Perhaps her friend hadn’t been able to keep the secret. Carolina may have been showered with comments of disapproval from snootier friends. Still, she’d smiled at him, hadn’t she?

			The next day, Pedro’s friend took him aside, “Okay, Pedro. She’ll talk to you.”

			“She will? Are you sure? Fantastic. When? Where?”

			“She’s not said yet. You know, it’s got to be casual. She doesn’t want anyone suspecting.”

			The following day, Pedro’s friend called him over, “Listen. This is what we’ll do: as they go around the square today, Carolina and my sister will break away from their group of friends. You know, like they’re talking in private. Then, I’ll call my sister, as if I had to tell her something.”

			“And where will I be?” said Pedro, heart beating fast.

			“You’ll be with me, of course, you dummy. Then, I’ll introduce you to my sister and to Carolina. I’ll speak to my sister and you can talk to Carolina.”

			Great – I’m ready, thought Pedro, butterflies fluttering in his stomach. What would he say to Carolina? How long would he have? Perhaps only a minute – he must cause an impression. He couldn’t miss his chance – it could be the only one he’d get. Let’s go.

			“Hey, mama wanted me to tell you something… By the way, this is my friend, Pedro.”

			“Hi, Pedro, nice to meet you. This is my friend Carolina.”

			“So, Pedro, I hear you want to speak to me,” said Carolina when they were alone. Pedro, normally chatty, was speechless: she was so direct and confident.

			“Yeah, well, you know…” said Pedro, trying to control a shiver. Carolina noticed and smiled.

			It wasn’t hot but Pedro felt his mouth going dry and managed to control those butterflies, “I just wanted to talk to you… how about going to drink a Coca Cola or something; it’s very hot, isn’t it?”

			“Carolina, come. Let’s go. We’ll be late for dinner,” said her aunt, stirring from her bench. The hag knew from experience her niece was being accosted. Who was she talking to? She’d never seen him before. Not the son of any of her friends – he couldn’t be from a good family. She was smiling at him. Must drag Carolina away or her mother would never forgive her, thought the aunt.

			“Alright auntie, I’m coming… Okay, Pedro, let’s meet for a drink tomorrow, say, at five in the afternoon – at that Japanese corner shop at the end of my road. I go there often with my maid to buy things. My mother won’t suspect and she’ll allow me to go with the maid. You know the store – your elder brother is courting the owner’s daughter, isn’t he?” said Carolina, smiling mischievously. Pedro gaped – she knew everything. She was no meek little thing. He shouldn’t have been surprised – she was every bit the character he’d expected.

			“Okay, Carolina, yeah, see you tomorrow, at five,” whispered Pedro.

			Then, Carolina and Pedro returned to their respective groups of friends. Their brisk encounter unnoticed to most – what luck.

			Next day, Pedro was at the Japanese corner shop by 4:45pm. Apart from a small general store, the corner shop was a place where young people met for a soft drink and a chat – only adults went to bars. He ordered a Cola and steadied himself. Looking at his watch, it was 5:00pm. No sign of Carolina – damn it, had she changed her mind?

			5:15pm – Carolina walked in, chatting to her maid, and Pedro sighed as those butterflies stirred in his stomach.

			As they chatted about their circle of friends, Pedro soon forgot about the butterflies. Although gossip was an obvious ice-breaker, they soon got bored with that.

			“Umm… what things do you like to do?” said Pedro, desperate to liven up their conversation.

			Carolina sighed, “Oh… there are so many things parents don’t allow girls to do… but I like dancing, reading, the movies…”

			“The movies? So do I – in fact, you remind me of Mary Pickford,” said Pedro.

			“Mary Pickford? You’re joking: I don’t have her curly hair,” said Carolina laughing.

			“But your eyes, your mouth, your nose… yes, I see Mary Pickford” said Pedro, but worried she’d suspect false flattery, comparing her to a pretty Hollywood actress.

			Carolina giggled, “And you, let’s see, you remind me of… Rodolfo Valentino.”

			Pedro pretended to grimace, “I don’t like that.”

			“Why not?” said Carolina.

			“Because he’s dead,” said Pedro, and both laughed loudly but, instinctively, looked around: was anyone staring at them?

			“Do you like studying, Pedro?” she asked.

			“Umm… I’m not really a good student. But I like reading: history, politics, current affairs… if I went to university I’d study law,” he said and, after a deep sigh, “but it’s unlikely I’ll ever go to university.”

			“Why not?” said Carolina.

			Pedro bit his lip and explained how his family had lost their mine during the war with Chile, so he’d have to find a job to subsist. Damn it, had he been too honest? Would Carolina despise him for being poor? Was the gulf between them too great, as his friend had said?

			But, instead of the frown he’d feared, she smiled and, seeing him sad, kept their conversation flowing:

			“I’d like to go to university too… but my father won’t let me,” she said.

			“Why? Because he thinks you should marry and have children, so you don’t need to go to university?” said Pedro. She nodded and sighed.

			“If I went to university, I’d also study law. But my mother says nobody would want to marry me – a wife cannot have an education and a career that challenges a man’s status and confidence,” she said with a wry smile, before continuing, “my parents’ marriage was arranged for them and they think that’s a good thing… but they don’t realise times are changing. I won’t marry unless I fall in love with someone.”

			Carolina suddenly looked at her watch and gasped, “I must go – my mother will get suspicious,” she said. Her trips to the corner shop never lasted more than a few minutes.

			He hated her going – he had to see her again. Same time tomorrow – they agreed.

			Once alone, Pedro sipped his Cola and smiled. She was as bright and intelligent as he’d expected. She was also romantic and spirited defending her ideals. She had strong opinions about many things and, so far, he agreed with most of them. And the ones he didn’t agree with amused him.

			Walking back home with her maid, Carolina felt confused. She’d agreed to meet Pedro out of curiosity – or perhaps amusement – but she’d enjoyed chatting to him. He was easy and open, without being presumptuous and trying to impress her. She was surprised how comfortable she’d been with him. Yes, why not, she’d like to meet him again.

			And they met again, and again – at the corner shop, sometimes very briefly in the square, but where else? Carolina’s maid was sworn to secrecy, but her mother or her aunt might suspect – why did she go to the corner shop so often? Her maid would be bursting to share the secret with other maids. Soon, everyone would know. Her friends wondered why she’d started biting her nice long nails.

			Carolina then had a great idea. One of her best friends was Carmen Forga, the daughter of a wealthy Spanish immigrant. Forga built a magnificent mansion on the coast, 100 kilometres from Arequipa, popularly known as ‘the Forga castle’.

			Two storeys high and crowned by a tower, it was built in the style of a European neo-gothic palace with its laced balustrades and tall pointed windows. Sitting on top of a small cliff, overlooking the Pacific Ocean, its brightly colourful walls could be seen for miles down the coast. It resembled a gigantic egg yolk cake covered with marzipan icing sugar. Inside, it had intricately carved stained oak furniture imported from Europe and white-painted ornamental cornices and architraves framing every room. On the ground floor, a large dining room and dance floor lined with velvet-upholstered chairs under a gold gilded chandelier with sparkling Czech crystals, enough space for an orchestra and adjacent to soft sun-lit coffee rooms overlooking the sea. Above: equally well-appointed bedrooms and bathrooms for the hosts and guests. Outside: more modest accommodation for staff, servants and musicians, and store rooms for food, crockery and linen, plus a laundry and a huge fully equipped, always-buzzing kitchen.

			The Forga castle, close to a village of wooden shacks, was known to the local mestizo fishermen as ‘The White House’ due to the skin colour of the guests and the magnificent parties held there, gathering Arequipa’s upper class. Sometimes guests came from Lima, including government ministers and ambassadors, and even the daughters of mighty President Leguía, who arrived by sea to the nearby port of Mollendo. On occasions, music bands and even meals were brought all the way from Lima’s splendid Hotel Bolivar.

			Carolina knew her parents wouldn’t be surprised if she wanted to enjoy breaks at Forga castle. They’d even hope she’d meet the sons of those ministers and ambassadors. She didn’t need to be chaperoned – Forga castle would be safe enough.

			But Carolina and Pedro had different ideas – long walks along the beach hand-in-hand, lunching at a little fishing village, and Pedro even getting in to some of the amazing parties at Forga castle. He pretended to be a friend of Carmen Forga’s brother – both were sworn to secrecy about their friends’ illicit affair.

			Carolina worried that any Forga castle guests might recognise her – if they did, Pedro moved away, so nobody saw them together. They changed dinner tables and dancing partners – the French ambassador’s son; that arrogant young American businessman; even the nephew of President Leguía. Pedro burned inside and repressed his jealousy when Carolina accepted other invitations to dance – she was so pretty, all the young men surely wanted to conquer her. But she always came back to him and, only then, did the fire inside him die down.

			And another great party came. Pedro and Carolina danced until they were so thirsty they took a break and he went to get them some drinks. Carolina gasped – the Charleston was their favourite dance but was exhausting.

			At that moment, a lady in her fifties approached her.

			“Good evening, my dear. I thought I’d seen you before, in Arequipa. You’re a Piérola, aren’t you?” said the woman, enjoying the surprised look on Carolina’s face.

			“Err… yes, madam…”

			“You dance beautifully… and such a handsome dance partner too. Your fiancé, I presume…”

			“Umm… no… no, just a friend. Yes… you see, he’s a friend of Miguel Forga… and his sister Carmen is my friend… and so…”

			“Relax, my dear. No need to explain – I used to be young once, you know,” said the lady, as she departed with a sardonic smile. She’d been getting bored that evening but, now, she’d stumbled on some social gossip.

			“Who was that lady you were talking to?” said Pedro, when he rejoined her with their drinks.

			“Oh… nobody… just a lady who was bored and wanted a chat.”

			“She seemed to know you…” said Pedro.

			“No, she doesn’t” said Carolina, growling.

			“Okay, okay, don’t get angry… I was just asking…” said Pedro, putting his arm around her waist. But, when she pulled his arm away, he felt something was wrong.

			The following morning, after breakfast, Pedro and Carolina went for their habitual stroll along the beach, far from prying eyes of Forga castle guests. But this time, their usually lively, free, affectionate chatter was missing – Carolina was demure.

			Pedro looked into her eyes, “Okay, let’s have it… what’s up?”

			“What do you mean? No… nothing…” she said.

			“Carolina… I know you… was it that lady you were speaking to last night?”

			She sighed, and then nodded, “She… she’d seen me in Arequipa… she knew I was a Piérola.�She saw us dancing and… asked if you were my fiancé…”

			Pedro pursed his lips, “Shit… do you think she’ll tattle?”

			“I don’t know. She might know one of my aunts… or even my mother… Pedro, I’m scared,” she said.

			Pedro held her tight and kissed her forehead, “There’s no use worrying about it, my love. It’s out of our hands. We always knew the dangers, didn’t we?”

			But time went by and Pedro and Carolina continued enjoying their illicit affair: another party, another dance, another walk along the beach, and more brief encounters in the corner shop near Carolina’s house. They relished every meal or drink together, every stroke on the cheek, every kiss or just a look of love. As Pedro had said, there was no use worrying, so they didn’t.

			And more time went by until, one day, Carolina’s father stormed into her bedroom, his hair bristling like a wild animal.

			“Is it true? You’ve been seen with a young man called Pedro, Pedro something? What on earth do you think you’re doing? You’ve betrayed the family’s trust. Don’t you know what people will say if they find out? Nobody will want to marry you. It must stop: now.”

			Confronted by her father’s onslaught, Carolina held an impassive look, but then caved in, “Father, I love Pedro.”

			He exploded, shaking her shoulders, with his voice rising to an ear-throbbing shriek, whilst she found the strength to stare at him defiantly.

			She wouldn’t yield, so he played his final card, “If you don’t stop seeing this Pedro, something bad, very bad, will happen to him.”

			Carolina gasped – she was trapped. Sensing she’d given in, at last, he decided to give in a bit too. He loved his daughter and only wanted the best for her.

			“Carolina, my dear, nothing will happen to that boy. But he must go away. I’ll speak to his father. I’m told he’s an army officer. He’ll understand. The boy will want to study, to go to university. I’ll help him,” her father said.

			It sounded too good – Carolina knew there was something wrong.

			“But I won’t allow him to stay in Arequipa. The boy must go to study in Lima. I’ll pay him but he must never come back to Arequipa… and you must never see him again.”

			Carolina turned away from her father and burst into tears. She heard the bedroom door close as he left.

			“I’ve done my job – I’ve resolved the issue,” said Mr Piérola to his wife. She gave a deep sigh of relief, looked down and returned to her knitting. But he wasn’t going to let his wife get away so easily,

			“Why on earth didn’t you keep a closer eye on Carolina? How could she have an affair with this Pedro, this nobody, without her own mother, her aunt or even the servants knowing?… The servants – that’s it: they must have known… but Carolina told them to say nothing. By God, I’ll find out who’s to blame, I’ll sack them and send them back to their miserable village in the mountains. That’s the least they deserve. For Christ’s sake, aren’t there enough eligible young men from good families in Arequipa?”

			Mr Piérola didn’t need to lower himself speaking to Pedro. The matter would be resolved family to family. The Piérola with the, what were they called, Vargas? So, Mr Piérola summoned Major Gonzalo Vargas.

			“Your son had no right meeting, let alone courting, a young lady from the Piérola family. How did your boy even think of doing that? Who the hell does he think he is?” said Mr Piérola.

			Gonzalo Vargas kept a stony face as Mr Piérola informed him of his proposal, “I’ll pay for Pedro’s university studies in Lima and pay him a living allowance. Quite generous, don’t you think?… But Pedro mustn’t come back to Arequipa and must never see my daughter again.”

			Vargas listened in silence, looking at Piérola in the eye. Who did this snooty son-of-a-bitch think he was, telling him what his son should do and talking down to him like this? Yes, he was wealthy and his uncle had been president of Peru, but this didn’t mean he could order anyone what to do. A man shouldn’t be judged by what he had or by what his forefathers did, but by his honour. Yes, honour – did Piérola know what that meant? Hadn’t he learned that from his uncle? Vargas knew he couldn’t say all this, so he bit his lip instead.

			“Major, you haven’t said anything. Do we have an agreement?” asked Mr Piérola.

			“What if we don’t?” said Major Vargas, knowing full well what the answer was, but pressing Mr Piérola to spell it out.

			With his face turning from smirk to scowl, Mr Piérola walked to the window and then turned around to confront Major Vargas, “Listen, Vargas—”

			“… Major Vargas, please.”

			“Major Vargas… this isn’t the damn army, but you know I give the orders here, and you obey them.”

			Major Vargas just stood there, still biting his lip, fixing an increasingly defiant look on Mr Piérola.

			Piérola continued, “Your son can have a future, or maybe not. You can have a career in the army, or maybe not. You may be able to feed your family, or maybe… not. Is this clearer to you now, Major Vargas?”

			Major Vargas nodded, said, “Mr Piérola, have a good day,” and walked out.

			Gonzalo Vargas had to speak to Pedro as soon as possible. Bowing to Piérola’s orders was nauseating, but that’s how the world worked. It was odious his sons had to face these realities of life so young. Yes, life was tough. It wasn’t what they dreamed it would be. Pedro dreamed of being with Carolina but it was only that, a dream. Pedro would have to understand they had to do what the Pierola wanted. He meditated telling Pedro he’d soon get over it, he’d find another girl… no, hell, why shouldn’t Pedro and Carolina have each other if they wanted?

			Gonzalo was surprised when, without him needing much explanation, Pedro said, “Papa, I understand what Mr Piérola wants. If the heads of the Piérola and Vargas families have agreed, so be it.”

			Yet, Pedro didn’t tell his father that every couple of lovers must decide their own future – nobody else should decide for them. Not any more – the world was changing.

			And so, Pedro went to Lima, started studying law at the venerable Universidad de San Marcos and shared a modest ‘hostal’, or residence, in the centre of Lima with other students. And Carolina stayed in Arequipa.

			Time went by and the Piérola thought no more of the issue. Pedro didn’t return to Arequipa – they’d have soon found out. And Carolina had a busy social life with her friends: she was young, from a very good family, and wasn’t yet married. But Carolina was determined to live her own life whilst keeping her family happy, or ignorant.

			Chapter 6

			Nursing a headache, John was still recovering from the drinking in Guayaquil when Yolanda called him to come out of his cabin. In the distance, there was a thick column of black smoke and explosions.

			“We’re already in Peru. Look, that’s Talara…”

			“Shit,” said John, as he gazed at the smoke towering onshore in the distance. “Holy shit.”

			“That’s where the IPC, has its oil wells. You know, the International Petroleum Company.”

			“What the hell’s going on?”

			“The captain’s heard on the radio the oil workers are on strike. They’ve blown up an oil tank. But that’s not all. Up in the Andes, the miners are threatening to kill their American hostages.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“Not only that, in Lima the communists are calling for a revolution. They say in some cities people are breaking into shops, looking for weapons and food.”

			John stared, open mouthed.

			“So the government has declared a state of emergency. The USA has offered to send their marines. Anything could happen,” said Yolanda.

			“And where’s the president?” asked John – in the USA, in times of crisis, the president spoke to the nation by radio to appeal for calm. Yet, Sánchez-Cerro wasn’t a president given to dialogue or compromise.

			Next day, approaching the port of Callao, what on earth could John expect: riots; soldiers shooting demonstrators; corpses lying in the streets? Would the revolution have started? On the ship, nobody spoke. Dry throats gulped, but nobody wanted to share their worries. Just keep calm. In the worst event, stay on board. Someone’s stomach purred. Quiet.

			John knew Callao was a large port, but there weren’t many ships now – much international trade had ceased with the Great Depression.

			Callao was about twelve kilometres from Lima. Smoke was rising behind the first buildings on the shoreline, but not as thick and black as in Talara. What was that rumbling in the distance? Explosions? Shots? In Callao or further away in Lima? It was difficult to tell.

			John scratched his chin as the ship’s crew rushed to their positions, ready for docking. Passengers gathered their belongings. Would rioters come aboard to plunder the ship? Better rush ashore to safety? But, on the streets, police might confuse passengers with rioters and shoot them.

			As the Santa Clara approached port, John pondered if Yolanda’s cousin would be waiting for them? Perhaps Pedro Vargas would have stayed at home in Lima. The American embassy would be too far away to seek refuge. But if the communist revolution had started, they might have sacked the American embassy, as the ‘leading representation of international capitalism’. Being an American, the revolutionaries might kidnap him like the miners had done with the American engineers. Damn it – stay on board or disembark?

			When John came out of his cabin again, Yolanda was waving at someone on the quayside.

			“There he is: the big guy with the bushy beard. That’s my cousin, Manuel. I hope he’s come with his truck, so he can take us to Lima. Trams and buses won’t be running,” said Yolanda.

			John was looking forward to meeting this guy Manuel: would APRA supporters be a sect of fanatical communists, as Mr Randall believed?

			John relaxed as Yolanda smiled. She was back in her beloved Peru – the country John too had learned to love, but was visiting for the first time. He breathed deeply. At last, he was here.

			The southern hemisphere summer was beginning and a cool breeze off the sea kept the temperature pleasant.

			As they docked, John saw two islands off the coast from Callao: his map told him the largest was San Lorenzo, home to a naval base, and the smaller one was El Frontón, that lugubrious prison island he’d heard Peruvians in Boston mention with dread, if not horror.

			As they bid goodbye to the crew, some barefoot, ragged kids came on board and grabbed their luggage. Once ashore, the kids smiled, gazing at those strange foreign coins that landed in their hands – open palms immediately closed into fists, protecting their reward from marauders.

			Passengers lined up for customs and police control. Police were everywhere – heavily armed, tense and watchful; guns randomly pointed menacingly. A youth tried to get on board, but shrieked with pain when the butt of a policeman’s rifle cracked down on his head and he left, bleeding.

			“Documents – show me your documents,” ordered a tall, grumpy, senior policeman. Every passenger’s passport and luggage were checked thoroughly before allowing them ashore – anyone could be an undesirable alien. The process was so slow.

			Without any explanation, two Peruvian passengers were led away at gun point by the police following a nod from their superior.

			“Communist scum,” said the senior policeman under his breath. Nobody dared speak. John gulped and the knot in his throat only dissolved when the policeman nodded him through.

			On the quayside, utter chaos – a sea of people engulfed them, selling anything and everything, offering transport, lodging or whatever. John’s eyes darted around him, clutching his suitcases – beware of pickpockets, he’d been told. A barefoot kid tugged at his suitcases, “Sir, sir, I will help you.” John shook his head and wrestled his suitcases back. Then, a man jostled towards him, thrusting a piece of paper and announced, “Best hotel in Callao, clean sheets, young girls. You like nice girls, sir?” “No, no girls, thank you,” replied John. What next? A handful of small, cold packages poked in his face – probably ice cream lollies; and a lady waving skewers with pieces of spicy meat, smelling delicious. His arms occupied with his suitcases, John shook his head repeatedly, warding off all miscellaneous offers. He breathed a sigh of relief when they accosted other passengers.

			Ahead of John, Yolanda embraced her cousin Manuel – tall, built like a wrestler, with untidy hair, desperately needing a trim, a thick brown beard, fiery eyes and dressed carelessly. His loud voice and broad smile were overpowering but endearing. It was clear why he was nicknamed ‘Buffalo’.

			“John, this is my cousin Manuel.”

			“Who is this little gringo you’ve picked up, Yoly? Welcome to Peru, man,” said Buffalo, squashing – not shaking – John’s hand, smiling from ear to ear. “Hey, you look scared – take it easy. And you, Yoly, you’ve not changed a bit. Are you guys hungry?”

			“Starving… and I could do with some giggle juice too,” said John.

			“Uh… some… what…?” said Buffalo.

			“He means a drink… a stiff drink,” said Yolanda.

			“Oh yeah… let’s go to eat some fish nearby at my aunt’s place,” said Buffalo.

			At that moment, they were approached by a clean shaven, slim young man with black hair, combed backwards and set with abundant hair gel.

			“Hi, are you John Fitzgerald? I’m Pedro Vargas.” He couldn’t have missed John – the only foreign-looking passenger coming ashore from the Santa Clara.

			“Hi Pedro, thanks for coming. Mr Randall told me I’d be meeting you,” said John.

			“Randall? I don’t know any Randall but the USA embassy asked me to come. I’ll take you to my residence in Lima and help you with whatever you need. It’s your first time in Lima, right?” said Pedro.

			“Yeah, but fortunately I’ve met these great people,” said John, introducing Pedro to Yolanda and Buffalo.

			Pedro joined them for lunch at Buffalo’s aunt’s house. With his glass of giggle juice, John relaxed – no communist rebels, revolutionary kidnappers nor corpses on the streets.

			Aunt Eugenia sold fish in a street market and marinated the fish she’d been unable to sell, to prepare ceviche in her house. Her ground floor became an improvised restaurant. They were the only ones eating, along with two policemen. With the economic crisis, few could afford to eat out. The policemen ate for free – Aunt Eugenia was grateful they didn’t close down her little business.

			Buffalo’s name was Manuel Barreto. He’d never known his father and, as a teenager, went to work in an uncle’s restaurant in the city of Trujillo, 500 kilometres north of Lima. The uncle was rarely sober and frequently beat young Manuel, until the boy grew up and returned the beatings, almost sending the old man straight to his grave. Buffalo left to earn a living as a shoeshine boy. Now he was a lorry driver and took every opportunity to drive to Lima to see his mother.

			A tough life and the injustices he’d experienced led Buffalo to attend anarchist meetings in Trujillo, where he soon raised his voice in defence of the poor and the weak.

			“What are you up to in Trujillo, Manuel? Your mother is so worried about you. She doesn’t like you mixed up in politics, with those APRA people,” said Aunt Eugenia, lowering her voice so the policemen wouldn’t hear her.

			“No, Aunt, there’s nothing to worry about,” said Manuel, smiling and shaking his head once his aunt was on her way back to the kitchen.

			“Damn it, Pedro, you eat as hungrily as a political prisoner,” Buffalo joked on seeing Pedro gobble his food. Pedro had got up at the crack of dawn and, without time for breakfast, walked more than ten kilometres from Lima to Callao. The friend who was supposed to take him on his bicycle got cold feet on seeing demonstrators and police clashing on the streets. No public transport was running. A general strike had been called by the communist CGTP (Central General de Trabajadores del Perú – the General Workers Union of Peru).

			“Hey, officer, can I get to Lima with my truck?” Buffalo asked the policemen, who’d finished eating and were leaving.

			“Uh… a truck? Are you crazy, man? The police control Callao and the centre of Lima, but there are communists on strike blocking roads and burning vehicles. Wait until tomorrow. By then the army will have cleared the roads of that communist trash.” Buffalo smiled – nobody would stop him driving his truck into Lima.

			They finished eating, bid farewell to Buffalo’s aunt and left to find his truck. The president had decreed a curfew – if they arrived in Lima after dusk they’d be shot at by soldiers. The president wouldn’t allow anyone to defy him. The soldiers were young, nervous and had little training with their new rifles. Officers probably had machine guns – great tools to mow down a crowd in seconds. Instructions: shoot at the slightest provocation. A vehicle coming towards you: friend or foe? You don’t know. You don’t care. Don’t take any risks. Just shoot. Kill. Job done.

			President Sánchez-Cerro trusted his soldiers – the police were too weak when provoked by the CGTP strikers. Up in the Andes mountains, the police couldn’t prevent striking miners taking the two American engineers hostage. The police only freed the hostages in exchange for releasing some CGTP officials from prison. Useless; weaklings, Sánchez-Cerro had thundered. The army had to finish the job. Twenty striking miners killed. That taught them a lesson.

			After the CGTP declared the general strike, the communists paraded through the streets of Lima calling for a revolution and workers, peasants and soldiers to rebel against the government. But the president didn’t waver – how dare they confront him. His troops soon filled the streets and aimed their guns. The communists soon dispersed, not wanting to end up like those poor miners.

			Nevertheless, except for CGTP and APRA supporters, Sánchez-Cerro was popular in Lima. Many people in Peru had lost their jobs when the worldwide economic crisis arrived, but blamed former president Leguía and thought Sánchez-Cerro brought salvation. The president reacted to the general strike by distributing free food to the unemployed in Lima. People loved him.

			After his coup in Arequipa, Sánchez-Cerro had flown to Lima to a hero’s welcome by a third of Lima’s population. They’d lined the streets on his way to the presidential palace. When crowds had gathered, Sánchez-Cerro had relished appearing on the presidential palace balcony, waving as his people cheered.

			As Callao’s streets emptied, Buffalo’s truck headed towards Lima. John and Yolanda sat in the truck’s cabin, beside Buffalo. Two kids hitched a lift and climbed on the back with Pedro.

			Buffalo drove slowly, in case anyone shot to force them to stop. Half way to Lima, a group of men blocked the road with burning oil barrels filling the air with thick black smoke that clogged your lungs. Who the hell were they? Some were armed – rifles clicked, ready to shoot. Buffalo stopped his truck but didn’t get out.

			“Where the hell are you going? There’s a general strike – nobody is allowed into Lima. Go back to Callao or we’ll burn your damn truck,” said the strike picket leader.

			Nobody moved. Then, a striker pushed his rifle’s muzzle through the truck window and pressed it against Buffalo’s chest. Yolanda shrieked. John gasped. Buffalo just frowned.

			Then, a man in the crowd shouted, “Look, it’s Buffalo. He’s a comrade from APRA.”

			“Are you an Aprista?” Buffalo demanded to the man who’d recognised him. “What are you doing here? This strike has been called by the CGTP and our leader hasn’t instructed APRA to participate. All Apristas must go home,” ordered Buffalo, pushing away the rifle muzzle pointed at him, getting out of his truck and towering over the picketers.

			“Sorry, Buffalo, there are only a couple of us here who are Apristas. We just came to have a look. I swear.”

			Who wanted to confront Buffalo? The pickets pushed a burning barrel aside. Buffalo got back into his truck and continued the journey towards Lima. John and Yolanda exchanged relieved glances.

			On the outskirts of Lima, another road block. This time they were soldiers, armed to the teeth.

			“Where are you coming from?” said an angry army officer. “How did you get through? Wasn’t the road blocked?”

			“I’m coming from Callao with passengers from a ship that’s arrived from the USA. There’s no other transport so we’ve come in my truck,” said Buffalo.

			“Good. That’s what I like to see. Those communist bastards aren’t going to paralyse Peru. Go on. You’ll find Lima nice and quiet.”

			Surprisingly, they did find Lima quiet. Hardly anyone in sight, except policemen and soldiers – a good job done, clearing the streets of strikers, stone-throwing students and, indeed, citizens or vehicles of any kind.

			They drove into the city, passing Plaza San Martín, one of the two largest squares, under the stern statue of The Liberator, General José de San Martín, who’d declared Peru independent from Spain in 1821. Pedro directed Buffalo towards the street called Gallinazos – or ‘big hens’ as limeños called the ugly brown vultures scavenging around their city – where John would share lodgings with Pedro and other university students.

			Buffalo cursed: another police barrier – half a dozen rifles pointed at them. A police officer fired a shot in the air – shit, it whizzed just over John’s head above the truck. Keep your damn head down, he thought. When demanded, pull your passport out…very slowly – the police might think you’re drawing a gun. That would be the end.

			Although that first evening Lima was more like a ghost town, once he’d steadied his nerves John liked what he saw. Only about 350,000 limeños lived in the old Spanish colonial capital – less than half the size of John’s home city, Boston. Streets were fairly wide and most buildings had two or three storeys. Ground floors had diverse shops, restaurants and bars, with housing above – wooden balconies allowed residents to overlook the street. John imagined old ladies dropping their knitting to look down from their balconies to spy anything happening and fuel gossip.

			At first sight, John fell in love with those beautiful colonial buildings with impressive stone or marble façades and richly carved wooden balconies, to let passers-by know the status and wealth of the family inside. Some squares had gurgling fountains or splendid colonial churches.

			John longed to see one of those magnificent condors, which he’d heard glided down from the Andes to survey Lima.

			On an ordinary morning, a condor will open his eyes and flap his wings. As the dawn mist clears, he looks down from the barren foothills of the Andes, spreads his wings and majestically flies down towards the sea. Any ‘gallinazos’ bow out of the condor’s way.

			As the condor soars high above the banks of the rumbling, ‘talking river’, as natives call river Rímac, running through Lima, the Andes mountains give way to an urban sprawl. The city of Lima lies below him. On the right bank of the river he flies over the enormous, perfect circle of the 200-year old bullring, towering over its surroundings. Usually quiet, but bustling with excitement on bullfighting days, packed with the city’s gentry.

			The condor crosses the river and flies over the railway station. A train arrives from distant Andean valleys and mining towns, after crossing a snowy mountain pass at 5,000 metres above sea level – higher than the peaks of Mount Rainier in the USA or Mont Blanc in Europe.

			Colourfully dressed Indian peasants emerge from the station carrying enormous bags on their backs, full of clothes made from llama wool, to sell in the local market.

			Outside the station, a lady fries ‘picarones’ – rings of soft dough, she’ll serve with honey and syrup. The sweet, scented smoke rising from the frying pans surprises the condor – a delicious breakfast for the travellers, but not for the condor.

			After a short walk from the station, the peasants mingle with local creoles and arrive in the main square – the Plaza de Armas, the heart of the colonial city. The cobbled streets lead to a lovely, tall fountain in the centre of the square. The lively chatter of the fountain’s water is drowned by the noise of peasants, jostling with police, who move them on and not sell their wares in the magnificent square.

			No, the Plaza de Armas cannot become a vulgar market for peasants. Soon it will be busy with priests and friars, heading to the archbishop’s palace, a tall building with enormous and beautifully carved wooden balconies, covering one side of the square, beside the magnificent cathedral, built 400 years ago by Spanish conqueror Francisco Pizarro. The peasants look up, cross themselves and walk on.

			On the opposite side of the grand square, men in smart suits and elegant, cinnamon-skinned ladies in long skirts and fashionable hats hurry about their business to the city hall. Its wooden balconies are almost as impressive as those of the archbishop’s palace across the square.

			Everyone in the square suddenly stops. Peasants, priests, smart officials, elegant ladies, policemen, all look up in awe at the magnificent, black and white condor circling overhead. Of course, the condor ignores them. It decides to settle on another large building that fully occupies one side of the square. The building is designed to look impressive, but it’s really as grey and dull as a winter sky. The condor has found a building appropriate to its majesty – the presidential palace.

			On John’s first day, the Plaza de Armas was quiet and deserted. As Buffalo’s truck rumbled through the streets, residents peeped out from their balconies, anxious for latest news of confrontation between strikers and soldiers. They had to be extremely careful. The day before, a girl who’d ventured out on to her balcony was injured by a stray bullet bouncing off the stone pavement and up through the balcony woodwork.

			Finally, they arrived at Hostal Zapata. Pedro had explained to John the lodgings had a bar and restaurant on the ground floor and rooms in the floors above: affordable accommodation for university students from outside Lima. Like many other modest buildings in the city, with their plain walls and simple moldings, Hostal Zapata still possessed that distinct vivacious Peruvian character with its bright coloured paint and detailed colonial touches on the protruding balconies.

			John and Pedro got out of the truck and bid a hasty farewell to Buffalo and Yolanda, as the night curfew was about to begin and they had to continue on their long trip north to Trujillo.

			John was sorry to see Yolanda go. She’d been a great travel companion on the long sea voyage. They agreed to write and meet again. As she got back into the truck, smiled and waved goodbye, John thought he saw a sparkle in her eyes.

			Anyway, as they walked into the hostal, they bumped into a smiling, lanky, dark figure.

			“Hello, Mr Yon… it’s a pleasure to make your equation. My name is Tony.” Tony Guzmán put his hand on Pedro’s shoulder and whispered, “Pedro, was that okay? Is that the polite way to greet Americans?”

			“Yes, yes, Tony. But you mean to say ‘acquaintance’ not ‘equation’. An equation is the maths you’re learning at night school, remember?” said Pedro giving Tony a friendly punch in the stomach.

			Tony Guzmán, of mixed African and native Andean Indian heritage, short hair and budding beard, was the waiter at Hostal Zapata. Well, waiter, bell boy, kitchen help – and cook, to anyone stomaching his concoctions – cleaner and whatever other jobs Mr Zapata could find for him.

			Tony had arrived on a truck from the south and a relative introduced him to Mr Zapata. He didn’t earn much but was allowed to sleep in the restaurant store room and not pay rent.

			“I have good news for you, Pedro. The president has just suspended the eviction laws for the unemployed and for students. So, if you’re behind with your rent, Mr Zapata can’t kick you out of your room and make you sleep in the store room with me,” said Tony, laughing loudly.

			“As usual, a lot of laughter but not much work – Guzmán, what do I pay you for? Go and clean that filthy kitchen… Ah, our new American guest?” Nicolás Zapata changed his tone on seeing a foreigner. Zapata imagined this must be John. Good, he could do with tenants who could actually pay rent, unlike poor students like Pedro, always paying late. If Pedro was going to work with this foreigner, as he said, maybe John could pay Pedro’s arrears.

			Zapata was a short, stern-looking man in his fifties. Clean shaven, with thinning grey hair brushed across his head to conceal looming baldness. John thought he looked as exotic as Tony. Later, curiosity got the better of John and he whispered in Pedro’s ear.

			Pedro scratched his head and replied, “When he can’t hear us we call him ‘El Chino Zapata’. You see, he’s part Chinese. We’re quite mixed here in Peru. I guess Zapata is mixed native Andean Indian and Chinese.”

			John nodded. He knew it was common to give people a nickname in Peru, often related to racial or physical traits. Yolanda had warned him to get used to being called ‘El Gringo’, referring to North Americans or fair haired people.

			Zapata had come to Lima from a village in the south and was soon introduced to the local Chinese community, always willing to help each other. Zapata had started out as a street vendor and then had run a roadside eatery, before opening the restaurant in Hostal Zapata with two partners he later bought out. Zapata hadn’t stopped there and eventually took over the whole building.

			As Tony prepared the tables for dinner, a man with a conceited smile came in, dressed in a fashionable cream coloured suit, matching tie and elegant straw hat with a ribbon. He was in his late twenties, fair-skinned, dark eyes and clean shaven. As fashion dictated, his dense brown hair was combed backwards and gelled down. By God, thought John, he looks just like Juan Leguía. Clinging to each of his arms were two giggly young ladies, draped in vogue.

			Zapata rushed to greet him, with an oriental bow, whilst pushing Tony towards the bar, “Quick, bring him his usual drink”.

			“Here’s that idiot Carlos Medelius again,” said Pedro, grimacing, “just because his family hit it rich importing domestic electric appliances, he thinks we should all bow to him.” They’d studied law together at university, but Carlos had finished before Pedro – the creep had probably bribed his way to his degree.

			Carlos soon spotted the newcomer and asked Tony to invite John over to his table – Pedro clearly excluded. John looked at Pedro: it was okay, he had to go and telephone his girlfriend, Carolina.

			After shaking John’s hand and introducing his female companions, Susy and Rosy, prying Carlos shook his head and gave Pedro a dirty look whilst he was on the telephone, “I’ll never understand why such a well-bred and attractive girl as Carolina de Piérola fell for a nobody like Pedro, the son of a poor, provincial army officer.” Susy and Rosy sniggered.

			“My grandfather arrived from Europe last century and my family have been successful businessmen ever since. I also devote time to La Nación, our most important newspaper,” said Carlos, informing John of his social status.

			John surmised the Medelius had benefited from the economic bonanza during Leguía’s presidency, but the international economic crisis had brought harder times. Carlos probably loved being seen in more exclusive establishments, but economic reality condemned him to frequenting modest Hostal Zapata instead.

			Carlos wanted to update John about current life in Lima, “You know, John, Lima is growing fast. It used to be neater, but we’re being invaded by waves of native Indians, arriving from the Andes looking for work. You can hardly set foot outside your doorstep without treading on potatoes or fruit that some damn Indian woman has laid on the sidewalk to sell. It’s intolerable.” The girls nodded.

			Carlos raised his eyebrows admiringly on hearing John would work with Professor Kemmerer’s mission, “Thank God the Americans help bring modern civilisation to Peru. If only there were more North Americans and Europeans in Peru, the country would really develop. The Africans and the Chinese work hard and are cheap to employ, but those Indians from the Andes…” he said, shaking his head, failing to find a suitably derogatory adjective.

			John felt a little hand tugging at his jacket. Turning around he faced a scruffy urchin, black hair and brown skin, with a dirty face and tattered clothes, struggling with a large wooden box – a shoeshine boy. He was probably eight years old, but his body wasn’t more developed than, say, a five-year-old in the USA. He was barefoot and limped.

			“Sir, I’ll clean your shoes. I swear they’ll look like a mirror when I’ve finished,” said the kid smiling. John sighed and shook his head – he’d already cleaned his shoes today. But the boy wouldn’t give up, “Please, sir, I haven’t eaten since yesterday…”

			“Go away kid, don’t bother us, we’ve got nothing for you,” said Carlos.

			Tony rushed to withdraw the boy’s hand from John’s jacket, “Come on, Juanito, don’t bother our customers – if you come back in the morning I’ll have a plate of something for you.”

			“You see, John,” said Carlos, pointing as Juanito left, “there are hundreds of kids like him, stealing and scavenging around Lima. You can see them tipping over restaurants’ rubbish bins, hunting for food. I feel sorry for them.”

			John was dumfounded as Carlos continued, “Did you see him limping? He’ll have polio. These Indian mothers have too many kids – if they can’t even feed them, no way can they keep them healthy. His father probably left his mother after he was born. They treat their kids like animals.”

			“Anyway, John, I’m available to help you. I’m well connected: I know important businessmen and government officials. These are the people you should meet – not this riff-raff,” said Carlos, giving dismissive stares at the likes of Tony Guzmán, Mr Zapata and, of course, Pedro-the-loser, still on the telephone with a blissful expression on his face.

			John had had enough of Carlos’ soliloquy and felt sorry for his two girlfriends, sitting there in silence. Susy and Rosy – daughters of a banker and a landowner respectively – looked very young, but trying to appear grown up.

			“Is one of them your fiancé, Carlos?” whispered John.

			“No,” said Carlos into John’s ear, “in fact, I’m more interested in their fathers – they’re the sort of people who can help you get on in life,” he added smiling.

			John had just arrived in Peru but everyone he’d met was pulling in a different direction. Yolanda wanted a better life for her family and fellow sugar cane workers on the hacienda way up north. Yet, what did she want for herself? Carlos and his family had done well but, with the crisis, wanted to secure their privileged existence, and to hell with fellow Peruvians. Buffalo wanted to sweep away the old world and build something new – but did he know what? Pedro wanted to be with Carolina, but struggled against old fashioned social barriers. And poor Juanito just wanted a daily plate of food.

			But, what about him? Like Pedro, John also wanted to marry his girl, Lisa; although not until he’d found what he wanted in this new world. But, hell, what did he want? He’d accepted Mr Randall’s offer to come and report to him on risks and opportunities of investing in Peru. He’d be working with Professor Kemmerer, advising the Peruvian government. Yet, John was not here for any of that. In his mind, and his heart, he too was being pulled in different directions. Where would he end up?

			Chapter 7

			As soon as it arrived, John tore the envelope open: Lisa’s reply to his first letter, posted from Panama.

			She did remember Yolanda from Harvard – always in the library, behind a pile of books; international law, maybe? She recalled a heated discussion between Yolanda and a professor about foreign companies not respecting local legislation, or something like that. John smiled: yes, sounds like Yolanda. Lisa found her charming and, from the tone of his letter, it seemed John did too.

			John’s smile turned to frown: No, she hadn’t passed Commercial Law – she hated it. She wanted to practise family law but pleaded he stop chastising her about needing to pass Commercial Law – she knew. Anyway, did John remember Jack Saunders from Harvard? That quiet little preppy – son of a Wall Street banker. Well, her father, of all people, had offered him a job in his law firm. No prizes for guessing her father valued Jack’s contacts more than his brains. Anyway, did John know when he was coming home? John sighed as he folded the letter.

			He looked at his watch – he was late. Professor Kemmerer was waiting for him: their first meeting. The Kemmerer Mission had set up headquarters in the Banco de Reserva del Perú, not far from the presidential palace. Kemmerer had advised many governments in Latin America and worldwide. He was treated like a Greek God descending from Olympus to admonish the mortals.

			John waited whilst smartly dressed bankers and government officials came and went from the professor’s office. Finally, he was ushered in. His economic eminence was a short man in his fifties, balding but with untidy white hair and thick, round-rimmed glasses – the typical image of an academic, like John’s own father. However, his light-grey suit was closer in value to Mr Randall’s than Dr Fitzgerald’s, and John surmised he spent more time in plush bank offices than university classrooms.

			Indeed, this academic had come down from his ivory tower to save Peruvian banks from crashing – like many in the USA and recently Peru’s leading bank: Banco del Perú y Londres – sorting out the government budget and, above all, give the Peruvian government his seal of approval to the lifeline of continued borrowing from international banks.

			After explaining the mission’s work, the professor paused and smiled when John gasped – he was beginning to feel like a fish out of the water.

			“Don’t worry, John, nobody expects you to become an economics expert. But you do have a key role to play: many mission members don’t speak Spanish. You’ll attend mission meetings with local bankers and officials as an interpreter, and help our people prepare and understand Spanish documents,” said Kemmerer, before ending, finger raised to emphasise the point, “You will not discuss with anyone outside this office, any mission documents or meetings.” John assented.

			The professor’s smile was warm and his demeanour approachable, but time was money. Short and to the point, the meeting ended when Kemmerer introduced Walter Van Heusen, who led John away, leaving the professor to deal with another batch of visitors.

			“Welcome aboard, John. I’m going to need your help: my Spanish is less than non-existent. Now, I’m the banking superintendent. Do you know what that is?” said Walter. John shook his head.

			“In plain speak, I’m the guy who inspects banks to check if they’re about to go bankrupt and confirms depositors’ money is safe. We don’t want any more messes like Banco del Perú y Londres, do we?” said Walter. John nodded – these guys were: yes or no, black or white; no room for academic debate.

			Kemmerer was a tough taskmaster. Mission members were at work by 8:00am and nobody left before 8:00pm. Often without a lunch break – dry sandwiches and strong, black coffee were delivered to their desks.

			Kemmerer had wagged his finger at his colleagues during a meeting: austerity, discretion and no press interviews. Carlos pleaded for news from John about the mission’s work: you know, something to publish in La Nación. No way, man – Kemmerer will kill me, replied John.

			Discretion? But gossip was rife amongst mission members, “Did you know the Peruvian government will pay the mission a hundred grand?… Yes, a flat fee of US$ 100,000.…That’s why the old man works everyone to death – the sooner we finish the job, the more money saved… If he gets paid that much by the Peruvian government, there’s no way he’s going to advise international banks not to lend to Peru… And everyone knows Dillon Read – the Wall Street investment bank – pay Kemmerer an annual retainer of US$ 3,000. You can bet he spills the beans to them… but listen, the professor will nail you if any of this gets out”. So much for discretion and independent advice, thought John.

			With all that tattle, John wondered what he could really believe. So, the eminent professor was no saint. Of course not – saints belonged in heaven, not on earth. In the end, it was only money that counted. Probity, reputation, image – reality and appearance blurred. And those Wall Street bankers – glorified buccaneers; just out to make a quick profit, like everyone else. And to think Gerry Murray had died for that.

			For sure Randall knew the score with the banks. He’d have used them to his benefit often. And now, his telegrams demanded news from John. In his daily work with Walter, John must have seen information concerning bank loans to companies, like Hacienda Chicama, and its owners, the Schultz family. No sir, nothing. You’re not looking hard enough, boy – you’ve got access to documents about that Banco del Perú y Londres fiasco. Okay, sir, I’ll see what I can find. Good boy, I’m waiting for your information.

			His head about to explode, with legal documents and banking correspondence coming out of his ears, John received Lisa’s next letter. Good – a moment of peace; a break from the harsh Kemmerer regime.

			Didn’t John have anything to write about except Kemmerer, Walter van Heusen, Banco del Perú y Londres, Wall Street bankers – how boring. What about life in Lima? Well, Lisa, I don’t really have much of a life: from Hostal Zapata to the bank and back to the hostal; dinner and a chat with Pedro, Tony and the other guys. No, honey, I’ve not seen Yolanda again. Why do you ask? I have exchanged letters with Yolanda – but better not tell Lisa, she might get jealous. And, hell, you don’t stop writing about work too. I thought you’d sworn never to work with your father – but, okay, I understand they’re no other jobs around. Not only that, but he’s got you working with Jack Saunders on commercial law cases – not what you wanted. But good to know Jack isn’t the boring creep you made him out to be. Walter’s calling me over to help him with some documents – back to work.

			Good, thought John, Walter’s happy with that translation. Now, let’s see, Randall’s request. Yes, everyone in the team is wading through those damn documents about the bankruptcy of Banco del Perú y Londres. Let’s see: Chicama… Schultz… nothing. Shit; Randall won’t take ‘No’ for an answer. And, if any useful information is found, what can be disclosed to Randall? Who’s the boss, anyway: Kemmerer or Randall?

			An envelope landed on John’s desk – a letter from Yolanda: coming to Lima next week on Schultz business. She wants to meet up. Great – it will be good to see her again.

			No, nothing else to write about to Lisa but work, but at least there is some prattle that can be shared. Two guys from the mission didn’t turn up to work yesterday. Old Kemmerer went bananas. They said they were taking a day off to play golf as Kemmerer had made everyone work on Sunday. Can you believe it? And, what’s more, the prof gave in: no more working on Sundays and an hour for lunch break. Now, better not tell Lisa that Yolanda’s coming to Lima – she might take it funny.

			Forgot to say they’ve got this great cocktail in Lima – it’s called Pisco Sour. Really, it’s not sour at all. Can’t stop drinking it – great aperitif, or after a meal, well, great at any time. Its Pedro’s fault: he gets Tony to prepare them for us at the hostal.

			Now, here it is, moaned John: what Randall wanted to know – Banco del Perú y Londres’ debtors’ list. All the major landowners are there. ‘Delay’ – ‘Unpaid’ – ‘Next month’ – these loans are all classified as ‘Non-performing’. That means they can’t repay. That’s why the bank is going under. Depositors want their money back, but the bank can’t because these landowners, haciendas and manufacturers are up the creek. And look who’s on the list: Hacienda Chicama – old Schultz. And that’s a large amount of money he owes. Randall will love this. But can it be disclosed to him? Damn it, he’ll go crazy if he’s not told.

			Another letter from Lisa landed on John’s desk: her father had invited preppy Jack home to dinner; Barrett had too much to drink; he’d intimated Jack could become a partner in his law firm one day. Lisa didn’t say anything about her studies, her paintings, nothing; and this was the first letter where she didn’t ask when John was coming home.

			Yolanda telephoned Hostal Zapata and left a message saying she’d arrived in Lima. John called back:

			“Let’s meet at Cordano’s restaurant, across the street from the presidential palace and in front of the railway station.”

			“But it’ll be full of politicians, government officials, journalists and guys like that,” said Yolanda.

			“Yeah, but not bankers and it’s far from Hotel Bolivar – I prefer not to bump into Kemmerer mission colleagues,” said John. Yolanda agreed.

			After leaving the office, as he walked past the presidential palace, John wondered what would be going on inside. President Sánchez-Cerro could be screaming at a minister, kicking some clerk or swearing revenge on a journalist who’d written something against him. He was like that. He’d deposed Leguía, calling him a tyrant, but Sánchez-Cerro wasn’t the image of tolerance.

			John recalled Pedro’s account of a university professor visiting President Sánchez-Cerro, who greeted him with the broadest of smiles and embarrassed the astonished professor with exaggerated flattery. Then, Sánchez-Cerro continued:

			“My dear professor, I’m not like Leguía, you’re most welcome to think and say whatever you like.”

			“Thank you, Comandante. I always do,” replied the professor, as Sánchez-Cerro’s smile began to shrink.

			“Professor, I would like to know what your friends think of me, as your president, and why you criticise me in your meetings.”

			“Well, people wonder why you don’t call elections as you promised when you deposed President Leguía.”

			“And why do they think I haven’t called elections?”

			“They say you’re scared that elections—” but the professor was abruptly interrupted by Sánchez-Cerro:

			“Did you say ‘scared’?” demanded the little president, surging to his feet and glaring down on the professor. “Me, scared? Let me tell you professor, if there were a rebellion against me, I’d have a good night’s sleep and, in the morning, if the rebels persisted, I’d smash them to bits,” said Sánchez-Cerro, voice now at deepest pitch, neck muscles trembling, and shattering his coffee cup on the floor.

			Of course, the meeting was over. As the door closed behind him, the professor heard Sánchez-Cerro ranting and kicking his chair around his presidential office. The professor breathed deeply: what would become of his beloved Peru?

			 

			Juanito spotted John and followed him into Cordano’s. John had barely sat down, with Juanito cleaning his shoes, when she walked in. A warm smile lit up her face when she saw him.

			“Hi Yolanda. Great to see you. How’s your family, after your year away?” said John.

			“Yes, everyone is okay… nothing has changed… as if I’d never been away,” said Yolanda, before changing subject abruptly:

			“Listen, John, I was thinking about our conversation on the ship… you know, when we had that argument…”

			“Oh, yeah, I’d forgotten about that…”

			“Good – how about us both forgetting about it… you’ve got your views on international politics and I’ve got mine… so, let’s live with that, shall we?” said Yolanda.

			“Lady, you’ve got a deal,” said John, offering his hand to shake, enacting a peace treaty. They both laughed. For an instant, John felt he didn’t want to let go of her hand – it was warm and soft, but also strong yet welcoming, like Yolanda herself.

			Yes, John was glad Yolanda wanted to clear the air as it felt as if they were resuming a conversation they’d started on the deck of the Santa Clara ship – politics excluded.

			John ruffled Juanito’s hair:

			“Yolanda, meet my little friend, Juanito: nobody in Lima makes shoes shinier.”

			“Nice to meet you, Juanito. I don’t need my shoes cleaned but take this,” she said, giving him a coin and stroking his cheek.

			Juanito grinned from ear to ear and Yolanda sighed at the sight of his gappy teeth – the poor kid was in desperate need of a dentist.

			As they chatted, John remembered the impression Yolanda had made on him during their sea voyage. Even intelligent young ladies weren’t expected to be more than secretaries to powerful men and, of course, should be on the hunt for a husband to take care of them and be thinking how many children they wanted. Not Yolanda. This lady was no decorative figure in Mr Schultz’s entourage. Hacienda Chicama was Yolanda’s life, but John could picture her running her own law firm or, why not, a politician in Peru’s national Congress. She wouldn’t be a push over even for the likes of Sánchez-Cerro; that was for sure.

			“So, how are things up north, on the sugar cane plantation?” asked John. Yolanda’s smile vanished. She looked around and lowered her voice,

			“You’ve probably not heard of the workers killed last week,” she said. John frowned and shook his head. She moaned.

			“Do you know how the plantations recruit sugar cane croppers?” John’s blank expression invited Yolanda to continue, “Landowners’ agents go up into the Andes to entice peasants when their potato harvest is over. The peasants can’t read or write and sign contracts they don’t understand.”

			“But can’t they leave if they don’t like the working conditions?” said John. Yolanda shook her head.

			“The agents advance money to the peasants’ families, with the guarantee of relatives, and the peasants come to the coast to work until they’ve repaid the advance. But the agents cheat them: they deduct commissions from landowners’ payments, they force peasants to pay to live in hovels and then pay peasants with vouchers they can only redeem shopping at the agents’ expensive stores,” said Yolanda.

			“Those agents sound like a bunch of crooks. Can’t the peasants find a way out?” said John.

			“No chance. The agents always entangle peasants in never-ending debt, so they can’t go back home. I’ve gone to court helping peasants, but the judges do nothing. Slavery – that’s what it is” said Yolanda, clenching her fists and about to cry. “But Hacienda Chicama is better than other places, where croppers work from 4:00am to 6:00pm and, if they complain, they’re whipped, chained to stocks or imprisoned.”

			Then, she pulled herself together, “The workers have had enough. Last week, some had too much to drink and rampaged through the stores of the worst agents. They demanded changes in their contracts. The agents refused. They set fire to some agents’ stores.”

			“Yikes,” said John, as Yolanda continued:

			“These stores are on the haciendas, so the landowners called the police. There was no warning. They just arrived and opened fire… Fifteen peasants were shot dead… like dogs,” said Yolanda as she pulled out her handkerchief, blew her nose and looked around, struggling to hold back her tears from the customers surrounding them in the busy Cordano. John took her hand and patted it.

			Juanito had finished cleaning John’s shoes and cursed under his breath – he hadn’t missed a word of their conversation. But Juanito had no tears – he was not treated any better in Lima.

			“We’re trying to collect money to pay for their bodies to be sent back to their villages for burial,” said Yolanda, once she was able to speak again.

			“But I haven’t read about this in the newspapers,” said John, open mouthed. Yolanda twisted her lips and smirked.

			“John, this will never get into the newspapers. The authorities bully the press into filling their pages with more pleasant news, like a minister inaugurating a new building, the wedding of a landowner’s daughter or the latest football match.”

			Yolanda hadn’t finished and, with contained fury, added, “And that’s not all. These peasants… when they come down from the Andes, they often get malaria. They can’t pay for a doctor. And if they survive malaria, they’re too weak to work. But those horrible agents force them to work to repay their debt.”

			John was speechless as Yolanda continued, “And now, the landowners want to send the peasants back up to the Andes and replace them with Chinese and Japanese labourers.”

			John looked at Yolanda dumbfounded. Slavery had been abolished in Peru eighty years earlier, hadn’t it? But what Yolanda explained was almost worse. He thought of the Afro-Americans back home in the USA. Slavery had been formally abolished there too, but many white Americans still treated Africans as if they owned them.

			Yolanda looked at her watch and gasped, “I’ve got to go. I have a meeting at a bank – more problems with Hacienda Chicama’s borrowing.” John nodded, remembering the papers handled by the Kemmerer mission. That must be it.

			So, ask her about her meeting and get some information for Randall, he thought. No, he couldn’t extract information from Yolanda and betray her to Randall. But if he didn’t ask her and pass the revelations to Randall, wasn’t he betraying Randall? Just leave it – better don’t ask. Try to finish the rendezvous with Yolanda on a more pleasant topic. No, it would be stupid to embark on pleasantries after she’d been on the verge of tears, explaining the horrendous ordeal of the sugar cane croppers.

			“I’ll write to you,” she said as they got up and she kissed him on the cheek. Once she’d left, John sat down again and touched his cheek. He looked around. Nobody was staring at him. In the USA, if a lady kissed you in public she could only be your wife. But he wasn’t in the USA. Was Yolanda’s kiss customary in Peru between friends?

			After a round, plying his trade in the Cordano, Juanito was back, grinning, “That señorita is very nice. I think you should marry her.”

			“What do you know about marriage? Go away, you little devil,” said John, laughing as Juanito left to look for more customers – Cordano was a good hunting ground. With luck, he’d be able to afford a meal today and take some money home to his mama.

			Alone at his table, John felt the urge for his favourite giggle juice, “Waiter… a Pisco Sour please… umm… make it a double.” He was shocked and sad – he’d been looking forward to seeing Yolanda again. For sure their reunion should have been pleasant. But no, of course Yolanda couldn’t be anything but bitter after what she’d lived through in the past days, or during her life for that matter.

			Instead of savouring his Pisco Sour, he gulped it down – he needed it. That was better.

			 

			Back at the office, another telegram from Randall landed on his desk, demanding more information about Schultz’s bank loans, copy documents, and opinions about Schultz’s capacity to repay his loans. John looked around: would anyone have read Randall’s telegram? It had been delivered to him sealed, but it wasn’t at all discreet of Randall putting such inappropriate requests in a telegram. Walter van Heusen was busy with his papers as usual. John sucked his teeth; Randall was too impatient to write letters. Would Randall be sending more telegrams like this one? Anyone could read and leak them in the delivery chain from arrival at the Post Office to final receipt by John. If Kemmerer found out, John would surely face legal action for breach of confidentiality.

			 

			John did his best, to no avail. Kemmerer regretted he couldn’t spare him. John cursed as he faced a blank air mail letter. How could he explain to Lisa? His last letter had promised he’d do his best to trek to New York for her birthday party and celebration of her graduation from Harvard. The most important day of her life – he just couldn’t miss it. He imagined Lisa in tears reading his letter. Damn it.

			And a few days later, a letter from Yolanda. She’d arrived back in Chicama and was happy to have seen John again. She regretted their lunch at the Cordano hadn’t been pleasant, talking about the massacre of the sugar cane croppers. Things had calmed down, but no sign of any enquiry into police behaviour. Nobody cared about the lives of fifteen poor Andean Indian natives. However, the letter ended with an invitation to visit Trujillo and Chicama…whenever John could break away from his busy social life and the girls in Lima. And she’s cheeky too, thought John.

			 

			Then, Lisa’s next letter arrived. It was the longest lapse she’d gone without writing. John sighed. The news couldn’t be good. He’d pictured Lisa crying with anger when she’d heard Kemmerer hadn’t granted John leave to travel to the USA for her celebration. A little voice inside his head said: Buddy, be brave, open the damn envelope and get it over with. Let’s see what she says.

			Old Barrett had spared no expense: his daughter’s graduation was a once-in-a-lifetime occasion. All the family had been there, the law firm’s staff, some Harvard academics and preppies, and her father’s closest business acquaintances – everyone, except John.

			The letter was long and winding – unusual for Lisa – rambling on endlessly about her graduation party. Why was she spinning this yarn? Where was Lisa leading?

			She’d felt overwhelmed. She hadn’t expected such a fuss about her graduation. Her father had even bought new living room furniture – yeah, to impress his guests, thought John, squirming. The beautiful flowers, the marvellous catering, the best champagne… John glowered as he noticed how often Lisa described everything as ‘marvellous’.

			Mr Barrett had introduced Jack Saunders to all his business contacts present. The Harvard lecturers had all spent time with Jack, patting him on the shoulder. And amongst the guests were Jack’s parents – she’d met Mr and Mrs Saunders before but, on this occasion, they were especially warm and friendly. Mr Barrett had treated investment banker Mr Saunders like a long-lost friend. And Jack had even given Lisa a lovely necklace as a special graduation present.

			Mr Barrett had given a long speech, extolling Lisa’s academic and personal achievements, and her strength of character – would those present infer she’d inherited her virtues from her father? So, it wasn’t really a tender and fatherly speech, but as moving as could be expected from him. And even – wait for it – her father had kissed her on the cheek. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that. Her mother had nearly fainted at the sight. Could the cold lawyer be mellowing with age?

			Anyway, Lisa had felt as if she was floating in a cloud – it had been the happiest day of her life. But not a word about John having been missed.

			Then, the bombshell: Jack had asked Lisa to marry him. He’d spoken to Lisa’s father, and her parents had congratulated her. What the hell…? Congratulated her for what? She hadn’t even had a chance to give it a thought, had she?

			Jack’s parents would buy them an elegant apartment in Manhattan, with an elevator, and that exclusive new shop, Webb’s, would furnish it. Jack’s parents had given him one of those new Ford cars as a birthday present and he promised to drive her down to their seaside retreat at weekends.

			She was confused. She wondered if John didn’t really want to return to the USA. Maybe he’d never go back. She was under pressure. She had to think – what was she going to do with her life?

			Alone in his bedroom at Hostal Zapata, John screwed up the letter and threw the crumpled piece of paper against the wall. Think – what the hell did she mean; or had she already decided? Just tell me, straight – don’t tell me you’re thinking.

			But he knew the truth: he was too far away; he could do nothing; he was losing the only girl he’d ever loved. Everything they’d dreamed about their perfect life together was just that: a dream. Perhaps Lisa was right: he hadn’t wanted to return home. Could he blame her?

			He sat down, trembling, and buried his face in his hands, as if to hide his tears from no one there. He fumbled to light a cigarette but dropped it. He lay on his bed, gazing up at the ceiling, as if it could give him an answer. But the ceiling just looked down at him, blankly – nobody could give him an answer. He just had to work it out for himself. A headache surged until he became numb. He turned his red eyes away from the unhelpful ceiling and sobbed himself to sleep.

			Chapter 8

			John awoke to a new life, without Lisa. He’d started a new life when he’d left Boston and come to Peru. This had been his dream, hadn’t it? Yet he’d also wanted to be with Lisa. Him in Peru, Lisa in the USA – no, of course that couldn’t work. And Lisa wanted to get married. Yes, he wanted to marry her too; she was the girl of his dreams; but not get married until he’d lived his adventure in Peru. That didn’t work either. Not for Lisa. He wanted Peru and he wanted Lisa. But he couldn’t have both. Was there anything he could do to win her back? Damn it – he hammered on the wall.

			Shit, late for work. Yes, better get back into Kemmerer’s world so there’s no time to think about Lisa. Okay, finish that long and boring draft legal document about the supervision of banks by the new Peruvian central bank, the summit of Walter’s contribution to the mission; enough to keep anyone’s mind busy.

			“Good morning,” said Walter, looking at his watch and glancing over his shoulder – had Kemmerer noticed John coming in late?

			“I know I’m late, Walter… I’m sorry,” said John.

			“John, err… the minister wants the draft this morning.”

			“Okay, I promise you’ll have it before lunchtime, Walter.” Lisa, why have you done this to me my love; you’ve gone and broken my heart. You know it, don’t you? Hell, get to the bathroom – the mission guys will snigger if they see you crying. A stiff drink – could do with that.

			 

			John arrived back at Hostal Zapata to find a little friend sitting on the doorstep. What was Juanito doing there? He was usually around Plaza de Armas, tugging his enormous shoeshine box and plying his trade on any corner where there was no policeman to kick him away – a little Indian shoeshine boy was a nuisance in the magnificent square, home to the presidential palace.

			Juanito always looked out for John, as he knew the gringo would give him a good tip. And, although John didn’t need his shoes cleaned that often, he enjoyed chatting to Juanito, who was a mine for gossip, which often turned out to be true. In fact, he felt better informed listening to Juanito than reading Carlos’ La Nación newspaper, with its official news line. What did Peruvians think of Sánchez-Cerro, Haya, Kemmerer, Mussolini, Stalin, Hitler, or even the damn stock exchange and foreign currency markets? By listening to his customers chatting, an illiterate street kid like Juanito seemed to know it all. But, do you know who Hitler is, Juanito? Yeah, some weird foreign gringo; always angry, always shouting; but I like his little moustache – when I grow up, I want a moustache like his.

			Still, Juanito wasn’t worried about Hitler. He was worried about Paulina, his mother, who’d been abandoned by her husband soon after they’d arrived in Lima from their Andean village, leaving her alone caring for three children. Well, two now, because the baby had died a few months ago – vomiting daily and constant diarrhoea. Why had Paulina given the baby dirty water to drink, neighbours asked; because she had no milk and there was nothing else to drink in the sprawling shanty town on the mountain side overlooking Lima, was there?

			John was heartbroken thinking about Lisa, but Juanito’s stoical outlook on life was an inspiration to anyone. But, today, his little friend was close to tears.

			“Juanito, what’s happened?”

			“Mister John, it’s my mother.” Well, it wasn’t only his mother, also his elder brother, Fortunato – forlornly named hoping he’d bring good fortune.

			As usual, Paulina had gone to sell in the market, struggling with her enormous bundle of vegetables. This man, a neighbour in the shanty town, knew Paulina no longer had a husband. Come with me, he told her. No, she replied. You will come with me because I say so, the man ordered, grabbing her arm. No, she insisted. The man pushed her to the ground, punched her, and lifted her skirt. She screamed. Fortunato came and kicked the man. He walloped the kid.

			Fortunato went back to their shack, and returned with a knife; a big kitchen knife. Once, twice, three times he stuck the knife into the man’s back as he lay on top of Paulina. Then, Paulina pushed the man off and he lay on his back, groaning, with a trickle of blood making its way down the hillside.

			A neighbour screamed. Fortunato ran away. A policeman arrived. Paulina was taken in. Soon, a group of policemen with rifles came, looking for Fortunato. And Juanito burst into tears, as John hugged him.

			“You must help me, Mister John. My brother is a good boy. He only defended my mother. But nobody will believe us. Only you can help us. You know many gringos – the police will listen to you.”

			“Okay, Juanito, okay. Don’t cry. I’ll help you. Now, you must be brave. Go find Fortunato, tell him to hide and I’ll see what I can do.” Juanito sniffled and nodded. Jesus Christ, please don’t let the police find Fortunato – they’ll say he was trying to escape and shoot him. Why bother taking him before a judge? He was only another little Indian emigrated from the Andes, left his village, came to the big city, made trouble and got what he deserved.

			John watched as Juanito walked up the street and out of sight. After that, Lisa just couldn’t return to his immediate thoughts.

			 

			Meanwhile, across town, Sánchez-Cerro was settled in comfortably at the presidential palace. He enjoyed his luxurious surroundings. He’d always dreamed of being president of Peru. Now his dream had come true and he was in no hurry to wake up.

			Many had supported Sánchez-Cerro when he ended Leguía’s authoritarian regime because he’d promised to call elections, in which he would not be a candidate. But now, flatterers surrounded him and whispered in his ear, “The people love you – nobody better to lead the nation in such difficult times… What – leave power in the hands of another oligarch to rule for the benefit of his friends? Elude your patriotic duty and be judged harshly by posterity? Abandon your people? No, sir, the nation needs you.”

			Days later, on a warm summer morning, Pedro and Carolina came into Hostal Zapata for a coffee. Carolina had arrived in Lima on a secret trip as, despite her father’s threats, she refused to give up her affair with Pedro.

			Tony Guzmán rushed in from the kitchen with the news.

			“Hey, have you heard the radio? Sánchez-Cerro has called elections,” said Tony.

			“Yeah, it’s about time, too. Now the army will go back to their barracks and we can elect a civilian president,” said Carolina.

			“But Sánchez-Cerro is presenting himself as a candidate for president,” said Tony.

			After shocked silence, Carolina was first to react, “You’re kidding? So, he’s not going to let go of the presidency – another soldier who enjoys power too much. He’s cheated us all.”

			“But isn’t it okay for him to be a candidate? And if people elect him…” said John. Carolina shook her head,

			“John, in Peru, when a president calls an election, he makes sure he wins,” said Carolina.

			“Yeah, but the army won’t let him,” said Pedro. “There are generals who won’t accept a junior like Sánchez-Cerro bossing them.”

			 

			In the following days, the rumbling volcano erupted.

			“Oh my God… don’t go to university today, Pedro. There’s trouble – big trouble,” said Tony, shaking and gasping, when he returned from the market.

			“What’s up?” asked Pedro.

			“When I went past the university, there were many students in the courtyard, shouting against Sánchez-Cerro – something about him not wanting to leave the presidential palace. Then, police appeared from nowhere. The students kept on yelling and came out on to the street. I heard a police officer order his men to get ready to shoot, but the stupid students just wouldn’t disperse.”

			“Shit, man, what happened then?” said Pedro.

			“Then… it was terrible… there was a roar, like thunder, and I saw students lying on the floor, groaning; holding their chests, arms, legs; bleeding. Horrible. The rest of the students rushed for cover in the courtyard archways; some just dived to ground. And people shouted at the police: ‘Don’t shoot, don’t shoot’, but the officer didn’t care. He ordered his men to prepare to shoot again,” said Tony.

			“Christ… was anyone killed?” said Pedro.

			“Thank God they didn’t fire again: most students had vanished. Man, there must have been a dozen bodies, raked with bullets. And I saw more guys crawling away, bleeding.”

			“And what did you do?” said John.

			“I was so scared. I just dropped my vegetables and got away. And then… I slipped on something dark and sticky: it was blood – the street was covered in blood,” said Tony, as his voice broke.

			Tony switched on the radio – more bad news: at the port of Callao, a few miles away, the garrison of Civil Guards – the militarised police force – at the ancient Real Felipe fortress had rebelled under the orders of General Martínez. Hundreds of Civil Guards were rushing to Real Felipe to join their general.

			Real Felipe was an enormous pentagonal fortress – named after the king of Spain, it was the largest built by the Spanish in the Americas – with a perimeter one mile long, walls four metres high and bastions at each of its vertices. It had been built two hundred years earlier to protect the port of Callao from pirates.

			One of the regular clients rushed into Hostal Zapata, panting,

			“I’ve just come from the Plaza de Armas. They say President Sánchez-Cerro is mounted on a horse, in military uniform, and getting ready to lead his troops to attack the Real Felipe.”

			“But why have the Civil Guards rebelled?” said John.

			“You know, they say Sánchez-Cerro wants to dissolve the Civil Guards – he doesn’t trust them. He says they still support Leguía and refuse to submit to his authority. He wants to crush them – once and for all.”

			Then, the telephone rang.

			“John – it’s for you: a lady called Yolanda.”

			John raised his eyebrows and rushed to pick up the receiver:

			“Hi, Yolanda… what’s up?”

			“John, my Aunt Eugenia telephoned from Callao. She lives near Real Felipe… she’s terrified.”

			“Yikes… what’s she said?”

			“Err… aeroplanes are bombing the Real Felipe… it’s surrounded by hundreds of soldiers with artillery… she’s heard the Civil Guards inside only have rifles and guns… and they’re running out of ammunition… there’s going to be a massacre.”

			“Holy shit…”

			“John, what’s going on in Lima?”

			“We’ve just heard Sánchez-Cerro is on his way to Callao, but there’ve been demonstrations in the streets… and people have been shot… but we’re waiting for more news.”

			“Oh no… anyway, I’ve got to go, John. Let’s hope Aunt Eugenia will be okay.”

			“Yeah, tell her to lock herself indoors… I’ll pray for her… not much more we can do at the moment. Bye, Yolanda.”

			 

			They heard that, elsewhere, armed opposition to Sánchez-Cerro was growing. In the south, his former army comrades in Arequipa – who’d supported him overthrowing Leguía – had also mutinied against him for breaking his promise to not present himself as a candidate at presidential elections.

			At Hostal Zapata, they stayed glued to the radio, biting their nails and holding their breath. More reports of street demonstrations and counter demonstrations. Speculation was rife; facts scarce; uncertainty everywhere.

			How many people had been killed? Who supported the mutiny in Arequipa? Were the communists calling for a revolution? And where the hell was Sánchez-Cerro?

			The army mutineers in Arequipa enlisted the support of David Samanez, an erstwhile follower of former President Nicolás de Piérola.

			Samanez – godfather to none other than Carolina de Piérola – was an old-fashioned landowner from the southern Andes and loyal to the Piérola, who still wielded political influence.

			The telephone rang again at Hostal Zapata. It was Peter Bush from the American embassy: John must take refuge at the embassy, immediately.

			Everyone was waiting for a radio broadcast from the president. What on earth was happening?

			John heard shots outside in the street and decided to stay at Hostal Zapata. Tony locked the main door and secured it with tables and chairs.

			At last, hours later, the firm and martial voice of President Sánchez-Cerro came on the radio:

			“Fellow citizens, the unpatriotic insurrection in Callao has been defeated. General Martínez has been arrested and will face the full power of the law.”

			The radio said the president had also ordered troops to be shipped south to fight the mutineers in Arequipa. Was this civil war?

			John couldn’t help thinking the situation was similar to when Sánchez-Cerro rebelled against former president Leguía. Only that now, ironically, Sánchez-Cerro was playing Leguía’s role. How would it end this time?

			Next day they got fresh news from Abe Mendoza, the cook at Hostal Zapata – his cousin worked as a waiter in the presidential palace.

			“Come on, Abe, what do you know,” said Pedro. Abe, used to people ignoring him, enjoyed the moment of attention.

			“My cousin was there. He saw it all. He says the military police brought General Martínez to the presidential palace. Sánchez-Cerro called him a traitor and a son-of-a-bitch. He said the General deserved the firing squad, but was going to exile him and he’d never come back to Peru. Martínez replied he was a general and who did Sánchez-Cerro, a mere lieutenant colonel, think he was, talking to him like that.”

			“Shit, man… what did Sánchez-Cerro do, Abe?” said Tony.

			“Sánchez-Cerro went crazy and shouted: ‘How dare you challenge me? I’m the president of Peru. You’re a disgrace to your uniform. You don’t understand… I have a patriotic mission. I’m not an army officer lusting for power and lining his pockets with riches. Damn it, Peru needs order and discipline and, by God, I’ll do my duty. Only bad people like you are against me’.”

			“Yikes… so what happened next, Abe?” asked Pedro.

			“Sánchez-Cerro slapped General Martínez, and he challenged the president to a duel – man to man. But they say General Martínez is now on a ship to Panama” said Abe Mendoza.

			President Sánchez-Cerro was an extraordinary character. John could just imagine him now, alone in his palatial office, his elbows on his desk resting his chin. Smiling as he recalled the shock on General Martínez’s face after he’d slapped the bastard. He was now the president of the republic and he could slap or kick a general if he wanted to. But smile would have turned to frown when he thought of those mutineers in Arequipa. How dare they challenge his authority and refuse to obey his orders. He’d teach them a lesson.

			John had heard that ever since graduation from military academy, Sánchez-Cerro had kicked his way around. He’d enjoyed the fear in the eyes of enemies, subordinates and fellow officers alike. But being president was different; now he had to deal with damn politicians, landowners, businessmen, bankers, foreign diplomats. God, how difficult it was to get his way. He had to be cunning and patient. In time, all those people would also learn to fear him, but in a different way: he could decide to give those greedy folk what they wanted, or perhaps not.

			General Martínez had yielded, but the situation got worse in the following days. The news amongst John’s colleagues in the Kemmerer mission was that the soldiers Sánchez-Cerro had ordered to embark and sail south to fight the mutineers in Arequipa never left. The navy refused to transport them, to avoid a bloodbath between different factions of the armed forces, and called for a new provisional government.

			Conflicting news arrived from different parts of the country. In Lima, the key Santa Catalina garrison remained loyal to President Sánchez-Cerro, but the military academy and military aerodrome appeared ready to join the rebels. In the streets of Lima, Carlos’ cousin, Oscar Medelius, led dozens of thugs patrolling the streets, shouting “Viva Sánchez-Cerro,” and beating up anyone who didn’t chant with them. In Callao, with General Martínez now in exile, troops loyal to Sánchez-Cerro prevailed. In the north, APRA’s heartland, Trujillo supported the rebels – what will Yolanda be doing? thought John. But in the old Inca-empire capital of Cuzco and in the Amazon region the army supported Sánchez-Cerro. The main army insurgent stronghold was Arequipa, where the mutineers arrested fellow army officers, including Major Gonzalo Vargas, known to be loyal to Sánchez-Cerro.

			News arrived too slowly if you waited for the newspapers. Depending on which radio station you tuned in to, you heard official government communications or haranguing from all sides, “All members of the armed forces have a patriotic duty to obey the President of the Republic…” “Comrades, the time has come to rise up and free the Peruvian masses from centuries of oppression…” “It’s the duty of the nation’s soldiers to oppose the tyranny of a president who wants to perpetuate his illegitimate rule…” “Only APRA can save Peru…” “Anarchy: is that what our country wants?” “Revolution, now…”

			In Hostal Zapata, as John, Pedro and their friends heatedly discussed the crisis, Mr Zapata slapped a newspaper down on their table and pointed to an official communiqué on the front page. Pedro read it aloud:

			“The government junta, inspired by the highest and purest patriotism and with the desire to avoid bloodshed and harm to the Republic, has decided to invite representatives of all sectors of public opinion to a meeting at the presidential palace at 3:00pm on 1st March, and confirms the junta has suspended all military operations.”

			“Hell, what does this mean?” John asked.

			“Umm… I think you should go to meet the president, Mr Zapata… and you too, Pedro. You represent our public opinion,” said Tony Guzmán.

			“For God’s sake, don’t be stupid Guzmán… and get back to work,” said Mr Zapata, raising his eyes to heaven.

			And so, after welcoming his forty-five selected members of public opinion, President Sánchez-Cerro sat, sinking into his enormous regal chair, with one hand lightly scratching his chin and his eyes fixed in the distance. Around him, buzzing like bees encircling a flower to be pollinated, were government ministers, political leaders, army officers, bankers, major landowners, judges, newspaper owners and even the acting archbishop, Monseigneur Mariano Holguín.

			“Your Excellency, listen to me… Time is of the essence… You must act decisively… The nation’s future is at stake… Those damn communists are the only ones who will benefit… We cannot allow the country to descend into civil war… Now, do it now…” Sánchez-Cerro heard from the bees buzzing around him.

			His Excellency listened in silence as the voices grew louder and louder. Then, he waved his hand and, gradually, the bees stopped buzzing. When they were all silent, Sánchez-Cerro finally spoke,

			“Gentlemen, I must go.” Everyone looked around, aghast, as murmuring grew into a crescendo. Then, His Excellency lifted himself out of his noble chair and walked out of the room.

			And now, what on earth would happen now?

			What happened was that Peru was changing. Government decisions could no longer be taken by a group of ‘representatives of public opinion’ gathered in Lima. And so, the assembly descended from drama into chaos and even farce.

			With Sánchez-Cerro gone, who was president of Peru? Nobody had been named to replace him. But someone had to be president – the position couldn’t remain vacant. Incredibly, the position, coveted by many over the past century, went unwanted. Everyone looked around. Clearly, there were no would-be Titans amongst them.

			Someone said, “You – Monseigneur Holguin. You have the moral authority to be president.”

			Extricating himself from such a preposterous suggestion, the ageing Franciscan clergyman spluttered, “Gentlemen, please… I couldn’t possibly… I’m only versed in spiritual matters – not temporal matters.”

			And so, the honourable representatives of public opinion continued their heated discussion, with Monseigneur Holguín floundering in his attempts to conduct the proceedings and rid himself of the office of president of Peru.

			Finally, someone said, “Doctor Elias, you must form a provisional government. You must be the new president.”

			Who? Elias? Doctor Ricardo Elias – the president of the Supreme Court? He’d be president of the Republic, for how long? Until the elections?

			The honourable representatives looked around, a number of heads nodded and a relieved Monseigneur Holguin congratulated Dr Elias, who offered a lukewarm smile – on waking up that morning, he’d never have imagined that, before the end of the day, he’d be president of Peru.

			When John heard, he pondered how old Shakespeare would have presented these proceedings in one of his plays? And would it be a comedy or a tragedy?

			 

			Down south, in Arequipa, David Samanez and the army rebels refused to accept Dr Elias as president of a new government junta replacing Sánchez-Cerro. The volcano rumbled again and an eruption seemed imminent.

			It was time for Lieutenant Colonel Gustavo Jiménez to come forward. He was a tall man in his forties, with middle-aged spread looming, receding black hair and a toothbrush moustache, like Charlie Chaplin’s.

			Jiménez, hardened by a harsh childhood in a bleak mining town high up in the Andes, travelled to Lima and entered the military academy. After long service, he resigned from the army rather than serve under President Leguía’s increasingly oppressive regime. He plotted to remove Leguía from power but spent eight years in prison and in exile abroad.

			When Lieutenant Colonel Sánchez-Cerro rebelled against Leguía, Jiménez travelled to Arequipa to join Sánchez-Cerro and was rewarded with a brief ministerial post in the new government and re-entered the army.

			Now, President Sánchez-Cerro had ordered Jiménez to board a ship with his army unit and go south to supress the mutineers in Arequipa, but the navy had refused to sail.

			Jiménez’s heavily armed troops were left ashore at Callao. Yet, he wasn’t just going to wait for events to unfold and sweep him to who knows where. He telephoned Sánchez-Cerro – he couldn’t be found. He called Dr Elias – no answer.

			Meanwhile, the communist CGTP trade union called its members out on to the streets of Lima, sensing their time had come. Was Peru on the verge of a communist revolution?

			Then, Jiménez called David Samanez, leader of the southern rebels.

			“We want to call presidential elections, for the country to choose its new legitimate president, accepted by all,” explained Samanez. Well, accepted at least by all Peruvians who counted, in Samanez’s paternalistic mind.

			Samanez continued, “We cannot accept Dr Elias as interim president – to do what? Buckle under and deliver the presidency to whoever exerts most pressure on him?”

			Jiménez had to decide and act, quickly. He knew Elias had no support within the army, political leaders, oligarchs nor anybody really. Samanez was an old hand and commanded strong support in the south – but would he be trusted in Lima, or by APRA supporters in the north, or by the rest of the army? Could he steer the country away from civil war? Jiménez scratched his head – he didn’t have many options.

			Jiménez ordered his troops to board trucks in Callao and headed for the centre of Lima. He placed soldiers at short intervals on the streets leading to the two main squares where people usually gathered, Plaza San Martin and Plaza de Armas – where the presidential palace was. Luckily, no other army units had mobilised.

			Jiménez led his troops up to the presidential palace – the guards, taken by surprise and completely outnumbered, offered no resistance. Jiménez marched into the palace at the head of his soldiers:

			“Where’s Dr Elias?” demanded Jiménez.

			“Who?” replied a guard on duty.

			“The president – Dr Elias.” Nobody seemed to know. But they soon found him, alone in the presidential office, sinking into that enormous regal chair where, not long before, Sánchez-Cerro had sat. Yes, he understood it was futile to offer any resistance, with dozens of soldiers pointing rifles at him. The regal chair, once again, became empty.

			Next, Jiménez telephoned Samanez again, “I’m calling from the presidential palace.”

			“Is Dr Elias still president?” asked Samanez.

			“No, Dr Elias is no longer president.”

			“Who is president now?”

			“Well, nobody.”

			“That’s impossible – someone has to be president. You are in charge at the presidential palace at the moment,” said Samanez.

			“Who? Me? But I don’t want to be president. Mr Samanez, I’ll arrange for an aeroplane to fly you to Lima,” said Jiménez.

			“Umm… but can you guarantee I’ll be able to land?” asked Samanez.

			“Don’t worry. My troops control Lima and I’ll explain to the rest of the armed forces what’s going on,” said Jiménez.

			But, what was going on?

			As they all clustered around the radio at Hostal Zapata, avid for the latest news, John asked, “Where is Sánchez-Cerro? Is this guy, Dr Elias, the new President? But who is Lieutenant Colonel Jiménez? What’s he doing at the presidential palace? Have they said what Mr Samanez is doing?”

			“Yeah, Jiménez is a friend of Sánchez-Cerro. So, Sánchez-Cerro is president again,” said Zapata, smiling.

			“No, he’s not. They’ve just said Jiménez is now president,” replied Pedro.

			“Not Sánchez-Cerro, nor Dr Elias? Jiménez? Can I be president next?” said Tony Guzmán laughing.

			“Shut up Guzmán, and go and wash those damn dishes,” said Zapata.

			The radio kept them abreast. Next, they heard Samanez was met at Lima’s aerodrome by Jiménez and immediately taken to the presidential palace. What was going on? The public must learn their plans, quickly.

			Jiménez, as de facto president after evicting Dr Elias, swore in David Samanez as president of a new and provisional government junta.

			Samanez appointed Jiménez as a government minister, with other cabinet posts distributed to ensure broad support, both within the armed forces and civil society. The junta would rule until elections were held, after approval of a new electoral law. All ministers pledged not to present themselves as presidential candidates. The spectre of civil war receded, for the time being.

			Lieutenant Colonel Jiménez had done it. He’d avoided a bloodbath and exited the main stage. Others would have been tempted to hold on to the presidential seat, but not him. He’d done his duty. The social and political time bomb had been defused. Now, it was time for other actors to leave the stage to avoid the play becoming a tragedy.

			 

			Before leaving for Europe, Sánchez-Cerro stayed at Hotel Bolívar, the best in Lima, not far from the presidential palace. Crowds gathered to chant his name and he waved to them from his hotel balcony. Yes, they still loved him. His destiny was to be reunited with these loving masses, who’d chant his name and plead he become their president again.

			And whilst he was away, Sánchez-Cerro had a trusted lieutenant to take care of things in his absence: Luis-Alberto Flores.

			John had heard from Carlos Medelius that Flores, a little known but aspiring lawyer in his early thirties, was from a small town in the northern Andes mountains, close to the border with Ecuador. They say folk from the Andes are not as sophisticated as those on the coast. Not this man. Flores soon left for Lima, studying law at old San Marcos University. Like many students, he got implicated in politics, but was released from prison when Sánchez-Cerro ended the Leguía regime.

			Sánchez-Cerro wanted to return soon and be elected president of Peru. But, Peruvians needed to know his plans and what he stood for. It was Flores’ job to put ideas on paper and create the infrastructure of a political party – Sánchez-Cerro’s vehicle to carry him back to the presidential palace. Thus, Sánchez-Cerro and Flores developed an unhealthy dependence on each other.

			One day, John actually met Flores, at Carlos’ office at La Nación, and heard about when Flores had visited Europe and, like many, fell under the spell of Italian dictator Benito Mussolini: an inspiring, strong leader for a nation that had suffered centuries of decline since the end of the Roman Empire. Of course, everyone delighted in Italian art and culture, but what was that worth if Italy was occupied and humiliated by foreigners? Now, their humiliation was over, with El Duce, Mussolini, leading them back to greatness.

			Flores had admired the marches: those magnificent young men impeccably dressed in black, parading with un-Latin-like order before El Duce, right-arm stretched out, like ancient Roman conquerors. And, when not parading, they were on the streets mopping up any opposition to their leader – fists, clubs, knives or guns; anything that would intimidate antagonists into submission to the leader. John was horrified.

			And so, when Flores returned to Peru and cast his lot in with Sánchez-Cerro, he set eyes on Oscar Medelius and his young thugs, flaunting around Lima, shouting slogans in support of Sánchez-Cerro and beating up anyone who crossed them. Yes, with training and discipline they too could parade like Mussolini’s black-shirts, in front of Sánchez-Cerro or, why not, Flores himself, and crush that communist scum and keep the unruly Indians subjected. Sánchez-Cerro was the strong man, but Flores was convinced he was the visionary his country needed.

			 

			In Peru, Samanez’s provisional junta was committed to electoral reform, so future governments were elected more democratically and better represented Peruvians.

			When the reforms were presented, John appreciated their limitations, but at least they meant progress. Voting would now be in secret, avoiding the omnipotent local bosses or landowners forcing people to vote for them. The Electoral Commission would be independent from the government, to avoid an incumbent president ensuring his re-election.

			For the first time, all adult men could vote, but excluding the majority of Peruvians who were illiterate. John was disconcerted to hear that women wouldn’t be allowed to vote because, of course, you had to understand women would surely vote as their fathers or husbands told them. Most native Andean Indians were illiterate, so they would scarcely be represented. Everyone knew that, if they weren’t educated, they’d be cheated, wouldn’t they? No, of course they couldn’t participate in important decisions like electing the nation’s government.

			Although the new law expanded the franchise, John estimated only 10% of the population would be allowed to vote. He scowled: this wasn’t the universal suffrage in which he believed – even if Juanito and Fortunato grew up illiterate, shouldn’t they have a right to decide their country’s future? And what about highly educated ladies like Yolanda or Carolina?

			Meanwhile, Sánchez-Cerro was exiled in Europe, but only thinking of his mission. The Peruvian presidential elections were only a few months away. He needed to return to Peru to launch his election campaign, leading the political party Luis Flores had developed for him: the Unión Revolucionaria. Revolutionary? Did Sánchez-Cerro plan a revolution in Peru? No, not much would change, really.

			Sánchez-Cerro only spent four months in Europe but was very busy, visiting France, Italy, England and Spain. He’d already been to France on a study mission in 1927, but the Europe he saw in 1931 had changed. The world economic crisis had taken its toll and pessimism prevailed.

			Still, like his underling Flores, Sánchez-Cerro was impressed by the order and discipline Mussolini’s fascist government had imposed on Italy. In contrast, the American, British and French democracies were weak and without solutions to the economic crisis. As for that new democratic republic in Spain, Sánchez-Cerro only saw feuding and chaos. Yes, Peru needed to control its unruly people with a strong hand, like he’d seen in Italy.

			 

			Samanez was only a transitory president, committed to delivering democratic elections. Afterwards, he’d retire to his hacienda high up in the southern Andes.

			Samanez would be a man of his word. But to deliver his promise, he needed peace between the belligerent opposing factions. If Sánchez-Cerro was allowed to return to Peru before the elections, he might destroy the fragile peace Samanez was nurturing.

			John kept abreast listening to gossip within the Kemmerer mission. Sánchez-Cerro was offered the post of ambassador in Italy. He rejected it. Jiménez sent him letters and telegrams to convince him to delay his return to Peru. No response. The Peruvian embassy in Paris was instructed to be unhelpful with Sánchez-Cerro’s travel documents. It was useless. Sánchez-Cerro wouldn’t allow Samanez to stand in his way.

			As John translated a minister’s response to Walter’s proposals for supervising banks, a clerk delivered a telegram. What now? It was from Randall – he wanted a confidential telephone conversation with John in two days’ time. Randall instructed John to be in Peter Bush’s office at the American embassy to receive the call.

			Whenever he saw Peter, John pictured Randall some twenty-five years younger. His expression was usually dismissive and calculating – any smiles were reserved for big fish like Randall. Shorter and less athletic than John, his fair hair was starting to recede, but was oiled, combed backwards, failing to conceal thin patches. And yes, Peter’s suits were as expensive as Randall’s.

			Peter was older than John and was recruited into the diplomatic service after graduating in law from Harvard University – John imagined Peter leading those arrogant preppies Lisa so disliked. But, due to the Great Depression, there were few opportunities for new lawyers except handling bankruptcies. Peter hadn’t been in Lima very long and wanted to learn about the main players in the Peruvian political, military and business scene. Due to his family connections, he was believed to have a promising political future.

			And, so, John exchanged pleasantries with Peter as they waited for Randall’s call. The telephone rang, Peter picked it up:

			“Good morning… Yes, he’s right here,” said Peter, nodding to John.

			John took the receiver and waited for a moment, looking at Peter. But Peter just sat there, evidently intending to stay during the conversation – so much for confidentiality, thought John.

			“Err… Mr Randall, good morning…” said John, with Peter staring at him, listening to his every word, observing any gesture.

			“Listen, the latest political upheaval means changes in the Peruvian government. We don’t even know who’ll be the next damn president… and how long he’ll last. But foreign investors must know who they’re dealing with – will their projects be approved or will a new peripatetic minister change things?” said Randall.

			“Yes, sir, I realise that,” said John, as Randall continued:

			“Now, all these politicians are the same: greedy and corrupt – just out to make a quick buck… huh… before they lose their job. For years, we knew the right people in President Leguía’s government. They all had a price… everyone has a price,” said Randall.

			“But… Mr Randall… do you mean bribery?” said John, as Peter smirked in front of him.

			“Listen, boy, I know you want to be an academic, like your father, but now you’re in the real world. You can find out from your Kemmerer mission colleagues who are the new government’s decision makers and… err… what their price is… Are you listening to me?” said Randall, annoyed by John’s silence.

			“Yes, sir, I understand. But I don’t think…” said John as Randall interrupted him,

			“Talking about your father, he introduced me to a lawyer named Barrett – the man would love to do business with our Foundation. And, I was surprised to hear you know Barrett’s daughter… Lisa?”

			“Yes, sir, what a coincidence,” said John, gasping.

			“Yes, and I heard, through the grapevine, Lisa is your girlfriend. And Barrett introduced me to someone else you may know: a Jack Saunders – a real wimp. But Barrett said he wants to marry Lisa. Now, I could have Barrett get rid of Saunders… but you must get that information about the new Peruvian government. Are you following me, boy?”

			“Yes, I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if I can do it,” said John, aghast at the proposal.

			“As I said, everyone has a price… I’m relying on you – don’t fail me,” said Randall.

			“No, sir, of course not,” said John with a shaky voice, disgusted with himself.

			“Good. Now, put me back to Peter,” said Randall.

			Peter took the receiver, listened to Randall, said “Very well,” put it down and smiled at John.

			John felt as if his telephone conversation had been three-sided. Peter was fully aware of all that had been said and of Randall’s despicable proposal.

			As he left, John was surprised he wasn’t surprised by Randall – convinced that, indeed, everything and everyone had a price.

			 

			Part 2 

			Storm on the horizon

			Chapter 9

			Tempestuous times arrived when Lieutenant Colonel Sánchez-Cerro toppled the Leguía regime. And in February 1931, whilst Carolina de Piérola was spending another holiday down on the coast with her friends at Forga castle, a new army rebellion shook the country – this time against Sánchez-Cerro.

			When the army garrison in Arequipa spearheaded the revolt, it imposed a curfew – anyone on the streets could be shot.

			Mr Piérola, anxious about Carolina’s safety, telephoned Forga castle, to warn her not to travel back to Arequipa.

			“What? My daughter isn’t at Forga castle? Where is she?… You think she’s in Lima?” bellowed Piérola and slammed the telephone down after terrorising the maid who’d answered his call.

			Mr Piérola then turned on his wife, “Do you know if Carolina is in Lima?” She shook her head vigorously, but wasn’t surprised – she’d have done the same in her daughter’s place.

			Piérola fumed, “She’ll be with that Pedro. She’s broken her promise. And Pedro has broken our agreement – he’ll pay for this.”

			The family honour had been soiled. He’d resolve the matter once and for all. His next telephone call was to the army headquarters in Arequipa.

			When he finally got through, Piérola said, “I must speak to Major Gonzalo Vargas… Why can’t I speak to him?… He’s detained? For security reasons? Yes, yes, I know there’s a revolution going on.”

			Piérola couldn’t insist and, above all, not give his name – they could presume he was associated politically with Major Vargas. Clearly, Vargas was supporting Sánchez-Cerro and against the army rebels in Arequipa. No time for politics right now. It was his daughter he was concerned about.

			After her maid told her about the telephone call from Carolina’s father, Carmen telephoned her in Lima, “Carolina, your father telephoned Forga castle. He knows you’re in Lima.”

			“Okay Carmen, don’t worry, I’ll think of something,” said Carolina. As she put the receiver down, her gasp melted into tears as she broke the news to Pedro.

			Carolina and Pedro shuddered: all hell would break loose when her father arrived from Arequipa.

			Carolina was his dream come true, and Pedro was determined to hold on to his dream. He didn’t care about the threats against him and his father. Nothing was more important than being with Carolina, but he knew Mr Piérola would do anything to keep them apart.

			But, how could they live apart? Pedro and Carolina had been consoled by their friends before: time and distance cures everything. Lies, damn lies – no way could you believe it if you were caught up in the tragedy of forbidden love. It was only what people said to help you face the inevitable. It was impossible such a pain could ever shift from your chest; that it would ever cease and let you get on with your life. What life? Pedro could see no life without Carolina. So, he must fight – yes, that’s what he’d do.

			“Carolina, I’ll not leave you. I’ll speak to your father. I’ll tell him we love each other and want to get married,” said Pedro, as tears rolled down Carolina’s pink cheeks, from those beautiful green eyes, now turning red.

			“What? Are you crazy? How can you even think of speaking to my father? He loves me, but if he sees you he’s capable of anything. He’ll come with armed men. Don’t you understand?” Carolina said, sobbing.

			Pedro knew Carolina was right. He was nobody. How had it even crossed his mind to defy the Piérola?

			And so, they spent the day together, at times talking, sometimes silent, dreading the inevitable to come, and then crying bitterly. They desperately wanted to enjoy those moments, because they could be their last together. But, how stupid, you couldn’t enjoy being together if all you were doing was suffering at the thought of them being your last moments. Drained, bewildered and exhausted, somehow they got some sleep.

			The following day, Pedro arrived early at her hotel but she was gone. His heart sunk. No note, no message – nothing. The receptionist said a very smart gentleman had come, with two tough-looking men. They’d checked Miss Piérola out of the hotel, paid her bills and left. The doorman had heard them order the taxi driver to take them to the aerodrome. It had been sad to see Miss Piérola go – she had been very dignified, but on the verge of crying. Pedro thanked the hotel receptionist and left. He too was on the verge of crying and struggling to remain dignified.

			When Pedro got back to Hostal Zapata, he was followed in by two men – just one look at them and Pedro knew they were up to no good. The shorter goon, the less dishevelled of the two, had a lighter complexion and a hideous look. The other was a tall goofy, dark skinned, with a large scar on his right cheek and a moronic expression.

			It all happened in seconds. Tony Guzmán shouted. Pedro cringed and shot towards the back exit. It was too late – the short man tripped him and he fell. The taller man pulled out a club from who-knows-where.

			Pedro felt a crashing thud as he was wacked on the head, and his body caved in under him, collapsing on the floor. His brain exploded with pain. He wasn’t breathing; his heart wasn’t beating; he only felt pain, carving its way through his head. Was he dead? No, he heard himself groan, only half conscious.

			As Pedro drifted in and out of consciousness, helplessly sliding towards mortality, he dreamed his eyelids had frozen shut. He struggled to open them, but his will to fight vanished and he just lay there, praying the pain in his head would go away.

			He held his breath, as if he had severe toothache. But, suddenly, his body convulsed and the pain shifted from his head to his ribs when the two bastards kicked him in the stomach. Now, everything hurt, as if he’d been savaged by a wild animal.

			“Stop. You’re killing him, birdbrain,” said the shorter man, restraining the big goofy.

			Tony grimaced, unable to take any more, and pounced on them. The thugs wrestled him against the wall and the tall one floored him with a stinging punch.

			Next, Pedro felt a sensation of movement, of his body rising – he hoped he was dying, that his soul was floating to heaven and the pain would, mercifully, go away. No, he was unable to sense it was the goons lifting him.

			But before they picked Pedro up, the shorter man drew a gun and aimed at a cringing Tony as he cowered against the wall:

			“Hey, sambo, if you say anything to the police, we’ll be back and you’ll get a bullet right here,” said the short man, pressing the gun against Tony’s forehead. Tony trembled and felt moisture in his underwear.

			Then, they dragged an unconscious Pedro out of Hostal Zapata. They stopped briefly at the door, checking nobody was walking past on the street – but everyone was home as the curfew was about to begin. Tony heard a car engine start and they were gone, Pedro and all.

			Earlier that day, Mr Piérola had given strict instructions, “Now, listen carefully you two. Just give him a good fright. I don’t want him killed. That’s not what I’m like. Do you understand?”

			The tall man smiled, disconcerted that Mr Piérola didn’t want anyone killed. It was more fun killing someone than just beating them up. So, he insisted, “Umm… sir, if you pay us a bit more, we can get rid of your problem… forever.”

			“I said, no killing.” Mr Piérola wondered where on earth his lawyer had found scum like these two. They’d be former policemen or soldiers, kicked out of the forces for indiscipline, brutality or something worse. For God’s sake, they mustn’t kill Pedro. Carolina would never forgive him.

			Later, when Zapata got back, a terrified Tony told him what had happened. They rushed to the main police station and explained. The policeman looked down a long list.

			“Many people have been shot today. Manuel Vargas? No? Let’s see… Pedro Vargas? Here he is – he was taken to the Hospital Italiano.”

			“Thank God,” said Tony, “but… is he alive?”

			“If he’s reported on the hospital’s list he’ll have gone in alive. Of course, many die in hospital. But if he were dead he’d be on the list of bodies sent to the mortuary. Now, let me see… I don’t have the mortuary list here. My colleague must be updating it. Go to the Hospital Italiano and they’ll give you the latest information.”

			The Hospital Italiano? Was that the one in Callao? No, of course not – it was the one near the university. Not too far – only a few minutes’ walk. They headed straight there.

			At the hospital, nurses rushed around. Mothers cried. Fathers demanded news about their boys. Zapata and Tony joined the crowd assailing a large, sweaty nurse at the reception desk.

			“Pedro Vargas? Let’s see… ladies and gentlemen, please be quiet… What was his name again… Pedro Vargas? Yes, here he is… room 205… but you can’t see him.”

			“Why not?” said Zapata.

			“He’s just come out of surgery. Only a doctor can let you see him.”

			They rushed up to the second floor. 201… 202… over here: 205. The door was locked.

			“Nurse, where’s the doctor?” asked Zapata.

			“He’s operating.”

			“Can we see Pedro Vargas in 205?”

			“No – he’s sleeping. He’s just come out of the operating theatre – he’s still under anaesthetics.”

			“What happened to him?”

			“He suffered terrible injuries – we don’t know if he’ll survive.”

			“At least he’s alive, thank God,” said Tony.

			 

			John shuddered when they told him, “I’ve got to go and see him. Where is he?”

			“He’s at the Hospital Italiano – but you can’t go; he’s got to rest until tomorrow,” said Tony.

			“Okay, okay, nothing we can do until tomorrow – I get it,” said John, quivering and tugging his hair.

			Tony got John to sit down and poured him a glass of whiskey. John’s hand trembled as he swallowed it. How could Carolina’s father have done this? What a bastard. And Carolina, where would the poor girl be now? As soon as he saw Pedro he’d get in touch with her – her father would have dragged her back to Arequipa.

			The following day, John and Tony arrived at Hospital Italiano early. In front of them at the reception desk was a middle-aged uniformed army officer.

			The officer said to the receptionist, “I’m Major Vargas; I’ve come to see Pedro Vargas.”

			“Yes, sir, please come with me,” said a nurse, leading Major Vargas upstairs.

			Having overheard, John nudged Tony; they nodded to each other and followed Major Vargas.

			When the nurse and Major Vargas arrived outside room 205, John and Tony caught up with them.

			“Hi, we’re Pedro’s friends. We overheard you’re Major Vargas. Pedro’s father, I presume,” said John.

			“Yes… and you must be the American, working with Professor Kemmerer’s mission? Pedro told me about you,” replied Major Vargas – he couldn’t imagine Pedro knew any other Americans.

			When they went in, Pedro was unconscious or asleep.

			“Is he… dead?” asked Tony.

			“No, but someone gave him a brutal beating. They nearly killed him,” said the nurse. Then, she read aloud the report hanging at the end of the bed, listing Pedro’s gruesome injuries.

			“It’ll be a couple of weeks before he can leave hospital and a couple of months before he can walk,” concluded the nurse.

			Pedro wasn’t alone. Occupying half a dozen beds in the room were other men, at various stages between life and death. One had his face covered with a sheet. Another looked as grey as his bed sheet.

			Major Vargas bent over his son and kissed him on the forehead. Then, he turned to John and Tony.

			“What do you know about this?” asked Major Vargas.

			John looked at Tony. Tony looked at the floor.

			“Well?” said Vargas.

			“Yes, sir, I saw two men taking Pedro away,” said Tony, explaining how Pedro had been brutally attacked.

			“Did you go to the police and describe these men?” said Vargas.

			“Yeah, we went to the police… me and Mr Zapata, my boss… and they told us Pedro was here at the hospital,” said Tony.

			“I asked you: did you describe those men to the police and report the attack?” said Major Vargas, with a thunderous look.

			“Sir, I… I didn’t know what to do… they put a gun to my head… they said if I spoke to the police they’d come back and kill me… sorry sir, I was scared,” said Tony as his voice cracked.

			“Okay, I understand,” said Major Vargas, patting Tony on the shoulder, “we’ll find them and they’ll pay for this. The important thing is that Pedro’s alive and, hopefully, will mend in the next few weeks,” said Vargas.

			 

			As predicted by the nurse, Pedro was able to leave the hospital a couple of weeks later. The taxi delivered them to the door of Hostal Zapata and John and Tony carried him upstairs to his bed. They allowed him to get some sleep. With his jaw broken, they couldn’t understand what he’d been trying to say with his feeble voice.

			When Pedro woke up he saw John sitting by his bed. “Carolina… where’s Carolina?” were Pedro’s first murmurings. John shook his head.

			At that moment, Major Vargas came in through the door, “Yes, it’s that Piérola girl isn’t? You couldn’t leave her alone. You were warned. This�” Major Vargas pointed with his hand at Pedro’s body, “this is also a warning – a final warning. Why would two guys you didn’t know, just walk in, and do this to you? You haven’t been mixed up in any other problems have you, only the Piérola girl?”

			Pedro shook his head and mustered the strength his broken jaw allowed, “Carolina isn’t a problem, Papa… I love her.”

			Major Vargas bent over Pedro and embraced him, “We’ll talk about that when you get better.”

			Chapter 10

			“Has Carolina come to see me?” asked Pedro. John and Tony shook their heads. “Has she telephoned… written a letter… does she know what happened to me?” They shrugged.

			Nothing; they’d heard nothing from Carolina. John had written her a couple of letters but, still, no news.

			Pedro got better and better, day by day, week by week. The doctor instructed exercises to start walking again. Pedro was a good patient – he wanted to get better, quickly.

			One day, he told John, “Look, I can walk. I’m going to Arequipa.”

			“You’re crazy, didn’t you hear what your father said? The Piérola won’t allow you anywhere near Carolina. They’ll kill you,” said John.

			Pedro nodded sadly and got back into bed. John sighed – Pedro seemed to have understood.

			The following evening, when he came back to Hostal Zapata, John went up to see Pedro. He was gone.

			 

			As soon as his ship arrived at the port of Mollendo, three days after leaving Lima, Pedro caught the first train up to Arequipa, and went to see Carmen Forga: the best person to help him see Carolina. He knocked on the front door of the impressive Forga family residence.

			A maid opened – she looked up and down at Pedro, refusing to let him in:

			“Hi, I need to see Carmen.”

			“Miss Carmen isn’t in, but should be back in about an hour. Would you like to leave a message for her?”

			“No, it’s alright – I’ll come back later,” said Pedro as he left.

			Pedro hobbled to a cafeteria in the main square. An incognito trip: jacket collar raised around the neck and hat lowered to cover his face as much as possible. He walked slowly, so his stumbling around wouldn’t attract attention. Good, the waiter didn’t know him. Christ, he’d been away so long that everyone was new. He ordered hot coffee, to keep him warm. He’d forgotten how Arequipa could be so much colder than Lima. Gazing out of the window, nobody familiar walked past outside in the square.

			But, suddenly, he saw Carolina’s father walking down the street. Heading right past the bar; talking to another man – the bank manager. Mr Piérola looked angry. Would he ever have that sour old bastard for a father-in-law, thought Pedro, turning away from the window. They walked past without looking inside.

			What time was it? More than an hour since leaving Carmen’s house; she’d be back by now. He finished his coffee and paid. Checking again there wasn’t anyone outside who might recognise him, he headed back to Carmen’s house.

			He knocked on the door of the Forga family home. The maid opened.

			“Miss Carmen is back. Please wait in the hallway.”

			Carmen came in and froze when she saw Pedro.

			“Pedro… is that you? Pedro, you’re not dead. Pedro…” said Carmen as she rushed to give him a big hug. “We were told you were dead. That you’d been shot in the disturbances in Lima… Carolina…”

			“Where’s Carolina? I must see her,” said Pedro.

			“Pedro, Carolina is…” said Carmen but, seeing his distraught face, she took him by the hand and led him into the living room.

			They sat down – she had a lot to tell him.

			“We thought you were dead. You can’t imagine. It was horrible…” said Carmen, eyes watering.

			“I know, I know…” said Pedro, as Carmen continued:

			“I took the newspaper to her. She’d not seen it. There was a list of people killed in Lima. Your name was on the list… it must have been a mistake, but we didn’t know,” Carmen said as her voice dried up and she started crying. Pedro gave her a hug and encouraged her to continue.

			“She’d heard nothing from you…”

			“But I wrote to her…” said Pedro, immediately realising Carolina wouldn’t have received his letters. Her father would have torn them up.

			“Then, she changed, she stopped crying… we didn’t understand…” Carmen’s voice cracked again but she summoned strength to continue, “I went to her house one day but the maid told me she was gone. Where? The maid asked me to wait and Carolina’s mother came down. They’d woken up one morning and Carolina was gone. There was only a note. It said she’d gone to Convent of Santa Catalina.”

			Pedro’s face lit up, “Convent of Santa Catalina? I’ll go to see her…”

			“No, you can’t go to see her,” said Carmen.

			“Why not?” said Pedro.

			“Pedro, you know, for centuries the nuns have lived isolated from the rest of the world.”

			“Uh… so what?”

			“When a nun goes in, she has no contact with the outside. I had an aunt who went in and we never heard from her again,” said Carmen.

			“But there must be a way” said Pedro, but even as he spoke he didn’t believe it himself. Carmen was right. He’d heard you couldn’t even deliver a letter to a nun. When they went in, they were dead to the world.

			Pedro buried his head in his hands, “Why? Why did she do it?”

			Carmen put her hand on his shoulder, “When you died… I mean, when we thought you were dead, Carolina’s desire to live must have died too. Her mother said she locked herself in her room and wouldn’t come out. Then, a couple of days later she was gone.”

			“But… hasn’t anyone seen her?”

			“Pedro, even her father hasn’t been allowed to speak to her – there’s nothing we can do.”

			Pedro left Carmen’s house and drifted aimlessly, ending up in the Plaza de Armas again. He didn’t care anymore if someone recognised him. If he bumped into Mr Piérola, he’d punch the bastard. Yes, that’s what he’d do.

			Suddenly, a strong hand grabbed his arm. He turned around.

			“John… John, what the hell are you doing here, man?”

			“Well, you’re still sick, so I figured you needed someone to take care of you. So, here I am,” said John smiling.

			“How did you get here? And… how did you find me?” said Pedro, squeezing his friend’s arm, slowly getting over the surprise.

			“Yeah, you’ve heard of that American pilot, Elmer Faucett. He was flying to Arequipa. Then, I figured if I came to the Plaza de Armas, I’d bump in to you sooner or later. So, Pedro, have you found Carolina?”

			Pedro waved John into a cafeteria. They sat down and ordered coffee. Pedro explained he’d been to see Carmen Forga and what had happened to Carolina.

			“John, I don’t know what to do. In Arequipa, nobody knows what goes on inside the Convent of Santa Catalina. Nobody’s allowed in… and nobody comes out,” said Pedro, shaking his head and biting his lip.

			After a moment’s silence, John said, “Umm… I might be able to help.”

			“Uh… what do you mean?” said Pedro. John was a foreigner. He’d never been to Arequipa. What would he know?

			John explained, “You see, at Harvard, my history degree dissertation was about the Spanish colonial period and the influence of the Catholic church. You know: missionaries, religious education, monasteries; that sort of thing.”

			Pedro stared at him as if to say: so what?

			“So, as I was interested in Peru, I did some research into the Convent of Santa Catalina.”

			The convent was more than 350 years old and like a small town, sealed within thick walls, four metres high. Originally built for women from upper class Spanish families, who paid a large dowry to enter, at one time it had up to 450 people – nuns, servants and slaves – living in seclusion. It was partly built of white and pink volcanic rock from El Misti, the snow-capped volcano towering over Arequipa. Inside, the convent had quaint little cobblestone streets linking squares, cloisters, courtyards with bubbling fountains and neatly trimmed greenery, leading to humble dwellings, simple dim chapels, rustic stone baths, basic kitchens, a laundry and most essential facilities  a town would need. Nuns took a vow of silence and lived completely cut off from the outside world – this was what Carolina would’ve wanted when she thought Pedro was dead.

			“Pedro, I think I know where Carolina is,” said John.

			With Pedro open-mouthed, John went on to explain, “During my research, I saw maps or sketches of Santa Catalina. There’s a courtyard, surrounded by small cells, where novices, new nuns like Carolina, spend their first year. If I can remember well, that should be on the south-western side of the convent. That will be where Carolina is.”

			“Umm… the south-west? You mean, the corner of Bolivar Street and Ugarte Street?” said Pedro.

			“Ah… I don’t know the current names of Arequipa’s streets. I was looking at maps at least two hundred years old. That would be a couple of streets from here, wouldn’t it?” said John. Pedro nodded.

			“John, you’re amazing. You know more about Convent of Santa Catalina than most people in Arequipa. Great, we know where she is. So, what do we do now?” said Pedro.

			“Yeah, the problem is how to get in,” said John, scratching his head.

			How to get in? In more than three centuries nobody had gone in, except new nuns and their servants. When nuns went in, they never came out – they were buried there. If they were sick, they were nursed by fellow nuns, mostly with prayers. Even when slavery was abolished in Peru in 1854, the African slave maids stayed – they’d nowhere else to go. And nobody had ever gone in? Well, workmen would’ve gone in to repair buildings. Tradesmen delivered goods at the convent entrance for servants to take in.

			There was a story about a nun getting pregnant centuries ago – an unlikely miraculous immaculate conception. According to the story, the baby was buried within the convent walls. No – no men were allowed in: strictly forbidden.

			They sat in the cafeteria, silently sipping their coffee, desperate for ideas.

			John noticed a ripple in his coffee. His cup started trembling. Next, a tinkle of bells, or was it glass. Looking up, the chandelier above him was swaying. Then, the whole room started shaking.

			Someone shouted, “Earthquaaaake.”

			“John, let’s get the hell out of here,” shouted Pedro. They rushed out, John dragging Pedro as he hobbled, with windows shattering around them. Pedro grabbed John by the arm and they took cover under an arch of the arcade surrounding most of the Plaza de Armas. With his heart pounding in his chest, John looked across to the cathedral – the tallest building in the square. It was swaying like an oriental dancer but held to its foundations, as it had during other earthquakes over the centuries.

			It only lasted seconds, maybe a minute. By the time they got outside it was nearly over and they got their breath back.

			Folk had flooded out of buildings on to the square, some screaming, others more composed – earthquakes weren’t uncommon in Arequipa.

			Pedro looked around in case anyone on the square knew him. Covering his face again with his hat, he beckoned John back into the cafeteria. A waiter swept up cups fallen off tables and smashed on the floor. John looked up: the chandelier was still hanging above them.

			“Wow… do you think the earthquake will have caused much damage?” asked John, his heart beat returning to normal.

			“Perhaps – it was fairly strong,” said Pedro as he got back to sipping his coffee and trying to reassure John.

			“I wonder if Carolina is okay…” said Pedro, stopping mid-sentence before continuing, “That’s it… come with me, John,” said Pedro.

			With John’s support, Pedro painfully hauled his mending leg and body, to find a policeman friend.

			“Man, I thought you were dead,” said the policeman.

			“No, only injured, but I’m better now. Listen, I need your help,” said Pedro as he went on to explain.

			The policeman sucked his teeth. Pedro pleaded. Then, when the policeman finally nodded, Pedro squeezed his arm and smiled.

			John and Pedro rented a room at a hotel close to the convent and to Carmen Forga’s house. Pedro again made sure nobody knew him at the hotel. They ordered dinner at the hotel and ate in silence.

			 

			The following morning, Pedro wore some old clothes borrowed from Carmen’s chauffeur and went to find the policeman.

			“Sorry, Pedro – I can’t do it. You’re gonna get me into real trouble,” said the policeman.

			“Come on, man, you can’t let me down now,” said Pedro, imploring. The policeman shook his head, waived his arms and protested. John bit his lip. Pedro shook the policeman by the arms. Finally, the policeman nodded slowly and capitulated.

			Out in the street, Pedro again looked right and left, like someone who’s already committed a crime, not like someone who was about to commit one. The convent was a few blocks away, and near the Piérola family home.

			When they arrived, they knocked on the convent door. No reply. The policeman stared at Pedro and turned to walk away. Pedro grabbed him by the arm, nailing him to the spot, “You can’t abandon me now.”

			They knocked harder, and now heard footsteps within. Then, the door opened, a bare inch. A female servant stared at them. Pedro smiled – city folk were used to being assertive with native Andean Indians, especially women.

			“Good morning, the earthquake yesterday… we must check the building for damage… we need to come in…” said the policeman, trying to remember the lines rehearsed with Pedro. John held his breath.

			“Uh… you need to come in? But no men are allowed into the convent, sir. Wait here. I’ll have to ask Mother Superior,” said the servant; her voice trembling.

			“That’s alright, Mother Superior knows already,” said Pedro, lying. The servant tried to close the door but Pedro blocked it with his foot.

			The servant looked at Pedro’s foot, alarmed, unsure what to do. She insisted they wait there, by the door, whilst she found Mother Superior.

			The policeman grabbed Pedro’s arm, “I gotta go. If that servant describes me to the police chief, that’s the end of my career.”

			“Thanks, buddy. You’ve been great,” said Pedro as he closed the door on the policeman, with John waiting just outside.

			Quick – no time to lose. Mother Superior could arrive at any moment and I’ll get thrown out, thought Pedro. So, as soon as the servant was out of sight, he pulled out the ground plan of the convent’s inner streets that John had sketched from memory of his university studies.

			Let’s pray John’s ground plan is reliable enough, Pedro thought, as he limped from the convent entrance along a hallway straight ahead, with the pain in his leg stabbing him at every pace. He found the two doorways on the plan, leading to another hallway, and continued straight. He struggled forth, looking around. Good – nobody in sight. Where would the nuns be? Possibly praying or at breakfast.

			Next, he turned right when he arrived at the building ahead and then straight again along another hallway. The convent was a maze. He fumbled around in his pockets. Damn it, where was John’s ground plan of the convent? It must have dropped out of his pocket. He had to keep a clear head to remember how to retrace his steps to get out of the convent later.

			His heart thumped in his chest; sweat dripped from his brow. The servant must have informed Mother Superior by now. They’d have gone to the main door, and found nobody there. Perhaps they’d assume he’d left. Of course not, they’d check if the man was inside the convent. Any moment now they’d appear, searching for him. Time; he needed time. For God’s sake, Carolina, where are you my love?

			On and on; stumbling around, his leg throbbing with pain, not having been able to fully memorise John’s lost plan; looking up and down hallways; scared to open any door. He must be near now, mustn’t he? Turning left, he came out into a courtyard, with small rooms around its perimeter.

			This must be it. Well done John, he’d got him there – the novices’ courtyard. Now, where was Carolina? There were voices in the distance – the servant must have alerted the nuns. Mother Superior would be storming up the hallway, maybe accompanied by the police, ready to shoot the irreverent intruder. Quick; he had to find Carolina, now.

			Suddenly, nuns started coming out of the little rooms around the courtyard, one behind the other. Hiding behind a column, Pedro spied the nuns walking in silence, head down, arms folded. They were going into a building to his right. He couldn’t see their faces. They all looked the same with their robes and heads covered. Was that last one Carolina? He stepped forward to grab the nun by the arm and gulped: if he got it wrong he’d be discovered and have to escape without Carolina. He hesitated and stumbled.

			Another nun was coming out of her cell. She turned towards him and froze, dumbfounded. He looked into her eyes – Carolina, he’d found her.

			With his leg in agony, he rushed over to her with a finger covering his mouth – be silent. Don’t say a word, my love.

			She wasn’t only silent but also about to faint. Pedro put one hand on her mouth and the other held her as she swooned.

			He turned around – the other novices had walked ahead, without looking back, and hadn’t noticed Carolina wasn’t behind them.

			Struggling to hold Carolina in his arms, he dragged her back into her cell with all the strength his decrepit body could muster. The cell was very plain: a small bed, a desk with a bible, a crucifix on the wall and a chair. Looking up, he saw a small window high above, with iron bars allowing light into the cell. No, there was no way they could get out through there.

			They sat down on the bed. Carolina was pale, open-mouthed and speechless – a ghost: the ghost of Pedro? He smiled as he read her face and her thoughts.

			“No, my love, it is me,” he said. Her lips quivered but words wouldn’t come out. He smiled and kissed her.

			Finally, Carolina whispered, “Pedro… they told me you were dead…”

			“No, I’m not dead. I was nearly killed but someone reported me dead by mistake. Come, quickly. I’ll explain later.”

			“But… Pedro… how did you get in? What are you doing here?” said Carolina, struggling with confusion.

			“I want to get out, with you, now,” said Pedro.

			“But we can’t get out… how? You shouldn’t be here,” said Carolina, still on the verge of fainting. He’d have to carry her – he prayed for Jesus to give him strength.

			Any moment now, the nuns and the police would surely burst in. He’d be caught, even shot on the spot. But Pedro didn’t care. He’d found Carolina, they’d been reunited and, even if it was only those brief moments, it was worthwhile.

			But don’t give up now; you’ve come so far, he thought. You may get caught, but you must try to get away with her.

			He heard voices coming towards them, from the hallway leading into the novices’ courtyard. A group of elderly nuns rushed into the courtyard but turned into the building on the right and past Carolina’s cell. Thank God. They’d be following the novices, to see if they were all there, and if the man was after them. Now; now was his chance.

			Pedro took a deep breath, grabbed Carolina’s arm, stepped out from the cell into the courtyard and dragged her towards the hallway from where the nuns had come.

			Now, where? Damn it, he needed to find his way out of this labyrinth without John’s plan. Luck; he needed luck, to not take any wrong turning.

			Let’s see, yes, straight ahead. He struggled to enlist his memory, to get out of the convent’s maze by retracing his steps. Now, straight ahead and he’d get to the convent’s main street entrance, wouldn’t he? Yes, he remembered that corridor. There it was: the main entrance; down there. Thank you, sweet Jesus.

			As he got nearer the main entrance he bumped into a column and fell; pain cutting through his leg like a knife.

			“Help me, my love, you’ve got to help me walk, or we’ll never make it,” he pleaded to her.

			Then, a loud shout behind him, “You. Stop. What are you doing?”

			He turned to see a plump elderly lady, surely Mother Superior, storming down the hallway towards him. But no police – he blew out his cheeks with relief.

			Breathless with pain, with Carolina’s help, Pedro limped to the main door, and tugged at the latch. Jesus Christ, why wouldn’t the door open? But then, it did and, with a sigh of relief, they welcomed the blustering street din invading the convent’s sacred silence.

			Pedro breathed deeply but, suddenly, gasped as a hand grabbed his arm, pulling him back into the convent – Mother Superior was strong.

			Yet, outside, there was a stronger hand that pulled Pedro back out into the street. From the street, the hand slammed the convent door closed.

			It was John, thank God. He took Carolina by one arm and Pedro by another. Across the street, turning a corner, out of sight of the main entrance door to the convent, they took refuge under an archway and then in a doorway. A finger pressed against Carolina’s lips as she was about to speak. Hush – they weren’t safe yet.

			Still, they were out of that fortress that was the Convent of Santa Catalina and into the bustling city of Arequipa. They were two different worlds.

			They waited a minute, whilst people walked past. On the street, there was no commotion from Pedro’s trespassing on the convent’s privacy, but the police would surely arrive any moment now.

			As soon as there was nobody in sight, they walked down the street – Pedro wincing as he battled with his leg – towards Carmen Forga’s house nearby. John fretted what people would do if they saw two men escorting a nun. Thankfully, Carmen was waiting at the door and let them in. She gave the still startled Carolina a big hug and led them into a room beside the entrance hall. Sighs of relief – they were safe; at least for the time being.

			Next, the men were pushed out into the entrance hall – gentlemen shouldn’t see a lady getting dressed. Minutes later Carmen came out and beckoned Pedro to come in; Carolina had now changed out of her religious robes. When they were alone, Carolina and Pedro melted into a strong hug and a soft kiss. But time was precious. There was a knock on the door.

			“Umm… sorry to interrupt you, love birds, but the car is waiting to take you to the train station,” said John. Hugs and kisses from John and Carmen to the departing Pedro and Carolina and they were gone. As their car pulled away from the Forga residence, a police van rushed towards the convent.

			Later that day, Carolina’s family received the news from the police. Mr Piérola was speechless at first, then livid, and finally spurred into action. It was the most disgraceful thing to have ever happened to his aristocratic family – his daughter going into the convent to become a nun could be explained, although with difficulty. But what on earth would the snooty upper echelons of Arequipa society think of his daughter, a novice about to take her vows, having been kidnapped – no, absconded – from the Convent of Santa Catalina by a strange man, and then disappeared.

			Mr Piérola gave his lawyer clear instructions – speak to contacts at the newspapers and radio stations in Arequipa and Lima: no news coverage of this affair was to appear. Nothing. Understood? Next, he gathered his household to discuss how best to protect the family’s honour.

			Days later Mr Piérola received a letter from Carolina – still fuming, he tore it open. She made no apology but neither blamed her family for interfering in her relationship with Pedro. In fact, she made no reference at all to Pedro. Why should she? It was of no concern to her family who she decided to marry. She simply staked her claim to taking decisions about her own life. Mr Piérola read it twice, twisting his moustache. Perhaps he’d underrated his sweet little daughter. Maybe she was more of a Piérola than he realised. The world was changing around him, but he remained a puzzled man.

			John managed to find an aeroplane flying back to Lima from Arequipa. Pedro caught a ship along the coast to Lima from Mollendo, after leaving Carolina at the Forga Castle. As he walked away, he looked back and reflected on the mansion’s beauty, atop a cliff, like a castle embattled by the waves of the mighty Pacific Ocean below. He smiled – it was a simile for Carolina herself.

			It took Carolina a couple of days to speak on the telephone to her godfather, David Samanez, who, as president of the provisional government junta was a busy man, with only weeks to go before the presidential elections he was organising.

			“I’ve been thinking about you, my dear. I was wondering when you’d call me. We’ve all been very worried about you. In fact, when I heard you’d become a nun I feared I might never see you again. How wrong I was. As was your father, of course,” said Mr Samanez.

			“Yes, godfather, my father has been wrong about me for a long time,” said Carolina.

			“You must be patient with us old men. We think we can do things as we always did: protecting our families, telling people what to do, thinking we know better… but it doesn’t work like that anymore. The world is changing and we’re struggling to change with it. People want to take their own decisions. Look at me: organising presidential elections where most people will be voting for the first time. I fear they’ll take a wrong decision, but they’ll have to live with the consequences. Anyway, we old men do ramble on. When are you coming to see me?”

			“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, godfather. I also want to take decisions about my own life and I’m willing to live with the consequences. But I need your help.”

			“Come to Lima, my dear, and I’ll help you. Your father will be angry but he asked me to be your godfather and I’ll try to do the job as best as possible. God bless you, my child. Travel safely,” said Mr Samanez.

			Chapter 11

			Lieutenant Colonel Luis Sánchez-Cerro arrived at the port of Callao on 3rd July 1931, barely three months before the presidential elections. The sea voyage from Europe had been long and tedious, affording time to think.

			How much his life had changed, from a tough childhood, running around the poor backstreets of the northern city of Piura. His father had instilled in him the virtues of hard work, discipline and patriotism – but would he have imagined his little Luis one day becoming president of Peru? Surely not; he smiled.

			He’d rid Peru of President Leguía’s corrupt regime. Now, he had to stop Peru falling into the hands of Haya and his APRA – that bunch of unpatriotic, atheist fanatics, who hated the army.

			Those strikes organised by communists and terrorists to stir the ignorant masses must stop. Those stupid people must be beaten with a stick to make them understand that what they wanted to achieve with their strikes didn’t compensate the destruction and hatred they caused. Yes, he had to save his beloved Peru from those degenerates.

			When his ship docked at Callao, crowds welcomed him like a hero. His destiny was to lead them. He wanted it. They needed it: businesses going bust, folk losing jobs, workers striking and despair everywhere. Of course, they first had to go through the formality of an election, but why did other politicians attack him? They were bad people. Yes, there were two types in Peru: those who supported him and bad people.

			And Haya returned to Peru a few days after Sánchez-Cerro. The presidential election date drew closer and closer. The two gladiators had arrived in the arena. The contest was about to begin.

			Haya disembarked in Talara, in the far north, where a month earlier many oil workers had died demonstrating for better living conditions. As he toured northern Peru, Haya was received like a saviour. He was a hero of the resistance to the Leguía autocracy that had sent him into exile, and now returned to, as many hoped, bring justice and a better life for common people.

			Through the Kemmerer mission and the American embassy in Lima, John had met many journalists. The political scene in South America was boiling and The Washington Post’s correspondent had settled in Buenos Aires, to cover the tumultuous events in Argentina and Brazil. So who could cover the equally tumultuous events in Peru? The correspondent thought John was a good candidate: he had a degree in Latin American history, spoke Spanish, and worked with Professor Kemmerer at the heart of events in Peru – he was confident John could write good reports for The Post, which he could edit from Buenos Aires.

			For John, it was a great opportunity. The Washington Post was one of the leading newspapers in the USA, renowned for its international news reports. John smiled: working with Kemmerer’s mission; informing Mr Randall and his Foundation partners; and now reporting for The Post. He’d arrived in Peru less than a year ago but he couldn’t have dreamed of such a change in his life since leaving the USA. He recalled those hesitant first days after stepping ashore from the Santa Clara. He’d wondered whether to rush to the USA embassy for safety. Now, the chaos and dangers of everyday life in Peru had become a given.

			In Boston, John had been an unemployed graduate, with bleak prospects. Lisa hadn’t dared introduce him to her parents, knowing they’d despise him as a prospective husband. He sighed and struggled to contain tears: what would Lisa be doing now? If she’d married Jack, he’d have heard from his father, or from her. Would she still love him? Perhaps he could write to her again. Tell her what he was doing; that he still loved her. Maybe her parents would be impressed he was working for The Washington Post. Maybe there was still a chance, for him and Lisa.

			Still, he couldn’t go ahead of himself: he hadn’t even started writing for The Post. The man in Buenos Aires might tell Washington John wasn’t up to it. And Kemmerer’s work would only last a few more months. Then, what? He’d be without work, return to Boston, and be a nobody again. That’s why Lisa would marry Jack. No, damn it, he didn’t stand a chance of holding on to her, did he?

			Haya was soon due in Trujillo, his home town, and sure to receive a godlike welcome after seven years in exile – The Post needed John to be there. The Post might even arrange an interview for John with the man himself – politicians were eager for press coverage during election campaigns.

			John had heard so much about Haya – the messiah for some, the devil for others – that he relished the opportunity to meet him. Now, before going to Trujillo, John had to do his homework. An imposing personality like Haya could manipulate the inexperienced reporter. What questions could he ask? His mentor at The Post advised him to anticipate a range of possible replies from Haya so he had relevant follow-on questions prepared. That way, the interview would flow and, if he were lucky, or skilful, he might extract a scoop.

			Anyway, they’d be time to think about reporting for The Post, but Walter Van Heusen was waiting for an urgent document – must finish it, thought John. But what’s this? A telegram – shit, bound to be from Randall, and John knew exactly what he’d be wanting.

			“Everyone has his price… I’m relying on you – don’t fail me,” was how Randall had ended their telephone conversation. Be brave: open the envelope and read the telegram. But John didn’t have an answer for Randall, because he didn’t want to help him bribe politicians and government officials.

			Yet, Randall had dangled the bait, big way: do his dastardly deeds and he’d help John get Lisa back. John’s heart beat faster and faster until he forced himself to tear the damn envelope open.

			As he’d expected, the telegram read:

			Awaiting news of names and amounts for donations. Stop. Need reply ASAP. Stop. Randall.

			Donations – Randall’s code for ‘bribes’. John bit his nails. Now, what?

			Chapter 12

			Carlos Medelius puffed on his cigar in Zapata’s bar, whilst Susy and Rosy played being socialites.

			“Oh, it’s very warm for winter, isn’t it? And I’m wearing my new dress. My mother will kill me if I go back home sweaty. Carlos, dear, please order another Coca Cola for me,” said Susy.

			“Don’t drink too much Coca Cola, Susy, it’ll make you fart.”

			“Ah… Rosy – mind your language. If you speak like that, no man from a good family will marry you. Honestly, if my mama heard you, she wouldn’t allow me to be seen with you.”

			Rosy changed the subject to avoid quarrelling with her best friend, “Carlos, what time does the wedding dress shop open? My sister will kill me if I don’t see it before she has to choose.”

			“The shops are closed today. Those damn communists are on strike again,” said Carlos.

			“Oh no, those communists, again? Why doesn’t the government send that rabble back to the Andes where they belong. My papa says Lima used to be nicer, until those smelly people arrived from the provinces. And just because they’re on strike I won’t be able to see my sister’s wedding dress. Carlos, why are these wretched people striking now?” said Rosy.

			“The communists are always asking for more: to be paid even when they’re sick and can’t work, to go to hospital or to school without paying, to avoid road conscription…” said Carlos.

			“Uh… what’s road conscription?” said Susy.

			“You know, these idle Indians must build roads to their lousy little villages.”

			“But if they get paid, why don’t they want to build roads?” said Rosy.

			“No, they don’t get paid. It’s a free service they must give our nation.”

			Susy interrupted them, “Oh, I must go home. Mama’s gone to the hairstylist and we have a new maid starting today. I hope she’s more reliable than the last one: always going back to her village because her mother was sick. We had to dismiss her.”

			“These winter clouds are so dreary. Let’s go up to the mountains tomorrow for some sunshine. John, are you coming with us?” said Carlos, as John read his newspaper nearby.

			“I’ve been invited to play soccer in La Victoria,” replied John. Susy and Rosy raised their eyebrows – why on earth would John want to go anywhere near a working-class district like La Victoria?

			“La Victoria? You’ll get mugged. I bet that’s where that loser Pedro Vargas and his friends go. Come to Chosica, to my mountain resort club, with more classy people. I see Carolina is back in Lima. Ask her to come too. I’ll never understand why she wastes her time with a useless guy like Vargas,” Carlos insisted as he put out his cigar.

			John had mixed feelings about Carlos – he could be charming some days but unbearable other times. He liked mixing with foreigners, so John had introduced him to people at the American embassy, and a grateful Carlos invited him to his social gatherings.

			 

			After Yolanda’s brief trip to Lima, correspondence with John increased. They now knew more about each other. Congratulations on his appointment as correspondent of The Washington Post. Well, no, he hadn’t really been appointed correspondent – it was like a trial period. Don’t be falsely modest, she teased. Everyone in Chicama would love to see his name in print. Everyone in Chicama? he asked. Yes, she’d told her family and friends about him, how they’d met on the sea voyage from Boston and his important work with the Kemmerer mission. John smiled – it would be good to see her again.

			The Washington Post needed John to be in Trujillo to report on the return to his home town of APRA leader Haya. But how to get old Kemmerer to agree to the trip without revealing why he had to go?

			Then, a stroke of luck – John didn’t need to give Kemmerer some excuse: Mr Randall’s telegram request was taken by Kemmerer as an order. Randall wanted John to visit Trujillo on Foundation business. And that business was nothing less than Hacienda Chicama. John was to discreetly gather information. Bluntly: was old Schultz on his last legs? Were the workers in rebellious mood? John knew it – the eagle was soaring lower and lower over its prey. No way could he tell Yolanda; but, deep down, he wanted to.

			Yolanda was excited to hear John was coming to Trujillo. He’d be coming during Fiestas Patrias – 28th July – Peruvian Independence Day celebrations.

			On returning from the USA, Yolanda had started working in the offices of Hacienda Chicama. As she’d studied law and spoke English, Schultz involved her in dealings with foreign financiers and sugar buyers. What a major step upwards, socially and moneywise, for a poor family like the Ramos. Yolanda even had meetings with Mr Schultz himself.

			Yolanda confided in John the dire financial situation of Hacienda Chicama. Late payment of salaries was becoming the norm. What would happen if Schultz couldn’t find buyers for this year’s sugar crop? They’d already had to sack workers and reduce salaries. What next? Closure? Chicama workers protested and even threatened to take over the hacienda and kick out Schultz.

			John rubbed his face: this was getting out of hand. Randall wanted him to spy on Hacienda Chicama. He’d befriended Yolanda and she’d trusted him with confidential information – if only she knew what Randall had instructed him to do.

			John hated his situation, but saw no way out. Would he end up loathed by Yolanda, or by Randall?

			Yolanda was in the midst of crucial developments. Handling Schultz’s correspondence and telephone calls, she realised the IFC was considering buying Hacienda Chicama. Randall’s IFC? But, would that be a solution? The APRA faithful denounced American imperialism and would think it was another step towards foreign control of the Peruvian economy. But for many workers it didn’t matter whether they toiled for Peruvian, German or American bosses as nothing was likely to improve their wretched lives. Still, if a future APRA government nationalised the hacienda or turned it into a workers’ cooperative, would Hacienda Chicama really belong to the workers? Would their salaries allow them to feed their families… live in houses instead of pigsties… shorten their dawn-to-dusk working days?

			John travelled north by ship from Callao to the port of Salaverry, near Trujillo. The sea voyage would take a day and, after disembarking, a short train ride to Trujillo.

			A damp and cloudy winter day engulfed the ship leaving Callao but, as they progressed north, the clouds receded and it felt like spring was coming. The coast was a long and unending desert. Occasional rivers rumbled down from the Andes to the east and John marvelled at the miracle of water turning the desert into wide green valleys – lush farms appeared like a mirage. The most fertile valley was Chicama – as the river rolled down towards the sea, the desert yielded enormous farms or haciendas like Chiclín, Cartavio, Casa Grande, Laredo and, of course, Chicama. The sea of sand became a sea of green: cotton, corn and, above all, sugar.

			John had learned from Yolanda’s letters that Chicama workers lived on the hacienda itself. All the houses belonged to the Schultz. Workers were born, brought up, toiled, married, procreated and were buried on the Schultz’s land. Sons followed fathers, who had followed grandfathers, working for Schultz.

			A hundred kilometres inland, the majestic Andes mountain range towered over the coastal strip. From Andean valleys, peasants drifted down to the coast to find work in the Chicama valley. But when the Great Depression arrived, many were no longer needed by the haciendas.

			Yolanda had invited John to visit her home in Chicama, about an hour north of Trujillo. He was to get on the goods train from Trujillo to Chicama. And, yes, there she was, waiting for him. A lovely smile illuminated her face. A warm embrace welcomed him to a different world.

			“It’s great to be here. I can’t believe it’s so green. I mean, after those long stretches of desert all the way up the coast,” said John.

			“Huh… don’t be kidded – here, water is a matter of life and death,” said Yolanda.

			“What do you mean?”

			“We’re so short of water that there is a local government authority that decides how much water goes to each farm. The big haciendas bully the authority to get all the water they need. It’s the small farmers who suffer. Last year, farmers complained their crops were dying and attacked government offices. Troops were sent from Lima – nobody knows how many peasant farmers they killed,” said Yolanda.

			John gasped at the reality behind those verdant farms he’d seen appear like a mirage during his sea voyage. The mirage vanished as Yolanda continued,

			“My father’s family had a small farm. They worked hard and produced lots of fruit and vegetables.”

			“Great – I’d love to see your farm,” said John. Yolanda pursed her lips and shook her head.

			“Years ago, a man came to the farm. He said he was a lawyer – the big hacienda nearby wanted to buy the farm. My grandfather said no. The lawyer came back with some papers, saying my grandfather had no legal right to the land. But my grandfather showed him his title to the land. Other farmers who couldn’t read or write told us they didn’t have any papers, so the hacienda paid a judge and just took over their farms,” said Yolanda.

			“What a bunch of crooks. But could your grandfather keep his farm?” said John. Yolanda sighed:

			“The water authority allocated less and less water to my grandfather’s farm. His crops started to dry up. The hacienda’s lawyer came back. Still, my grandfather refused to sell his farm. But, in the end, all the plants died… and so did my grandfather. So, my father was forced to sell the farm to the hacienda at a much lower price than they’d been first offered… and the family came to work on Hacienda Chicama, like so many other farmers.”

			“But that’s so unfair… its illegal… couldn’t the judges do anything?” said John, with despair ringing in his voice. Again, Yolanda shook her head.

			“Until this international economic crisis arrived, Peru had been exporting more and more sugar, year after year. The big haciendas needed more and more land. So, of course, they took it from the small farmers like my grandfather… Its business, John – no poor farmer will get in the way of big business,” she said.

			Those words – John had heard them before. Of course, his father had told him in Boston, as they sipped giggle juice in the speakeasy, “It’s business, John. We live in the land of freedom and opportunity, but nothing will be get in the way of business.”

			At the look of disgust on John’s face, Yolanda changed topic to more cheerful conversation.

			“Hey, you look thin,” she said, surveying John’s lanky figure as they walked towards the village. John smiled, concealing that his life in Lima was more drinking than eating.

			“Don’t worry, we’ll fatten you up. You’ll love our northern food – simple and spicy but filling,” she said.

			“I’m feeling hungry just listening to you,” said John.

			“Have you tried duck with rice?” He shook his head.

			She giggled, “Well, we can’t really afford duck, so instead we use chicken with spices – keep it a secret – but we still call my mother’s favourite dish ‘duck with rice’. You’ll love it,” she said, squeezing his arm.

			Walking into the village, John noticed every unpaved street looked alike, and Yolanda’s house was the same as other houses on the street. It was small but with three bedrooms – quite a luxury – one for her parents, another for her two brothers and one for Yolanda. Houses were only one storey high and made out of mud bricks, with a flimsy wooden roof. Outside walls were covered in whitewash – paint was too expensive – with brown stains running down from the flimsy, weathered wood shingles roof.

			When Yolanda opened the door to her house, a couple of cackling hens rushed out – there go the ‘ducks’ thought John. Inside, rudimentary furniture rested on an uneven grey-pitted  stone floor. A worn-out yet sturdy timber  wooden table, surrounded by half a dozen old mismatched crooked chairs were all there was in the plain, dimly lit first room but, as they walked in, they were engulfed in a warm cloud of steam emanating from the adjacent kitchen – John breathed deeply as an aroma of spicy food ravished his senses. The welcoming homely atmosphere overpowered the stark environment effortlessly.

			Everyone wanted to meet John. When they heard he was interviewing none other than APRA leader Haya for a famous American newspaper – Wokinton Post, or some such name – he was treated like a celebrity.

			John was introduced to two young men – Yolanda’s brothers: Ezequiel, older than Yolanda, and Isaac, younger and clearly the extrovert and charmer of the family. This was a different Yolanda, thought John – carefree, surrounded by her loved ones, compared to the tearful lady he’d lunched at Cordano’s in Lima. In Ezequiel he saw the more serious side of Yolanda; in Isaac, her warmth and allure.

			Now, who were these? There were Yolanda’s cousins; her girlfriends – giggling after shaking John’s hand – and even the neighbours. Difficult remembering everyone’s name – must have been introduced to a dozen people.

			Finally, Yolanda’s parents: Mr Serafín – with her same sparkling eyes, cinnamon skin and warm smile. He was a short, plump and happy man, tanned by years under the sun, who lived for his beloved steam engine on the hacienda. His children said it was like a second daughter.

			The mother, Remigia, wore a shy but permanent smile on her shiny brown face and her long black hair permanently in a bun, like many Andean women. She’d emigrated from her Andean village to work cleaning the houses of the hacienda’s engineers. After meeting John, she rushed back into the kitchen to make sure nothing boiled over. Checking the ‘duck’ isn’t overcooked, John chuckled to himself. Did Mrs Remigia’s speedy exit to the kitchen mean she’d seen enough to approve of her daughter’s foreign friend? Anyway, Yolanda had evidently told her family all about John.

			Serafín and Remigia had met at a dance on the hacienda. Life was simple, entertainment sparse; dancing was a prelude to courtship. They say Serafín was a marvellous dancer and, after spotting the shy girl newly arrived from the Andes, he asked her to dance. She shook her head – she didn’t know how to dance. Well, she meant she wasn’t used to the graceful dances popular on the northern Peruvian coast. Don’t worry, you can learn, she was told. He insisted, she relented and they were off, with him leading as they whirled around. They say the elegant marinera is a rapturous dance and even the shyest can fall in love dancing it. They say that by the time they got married, Serafín and Remigia were the finest dancing partners on the hacienda.

			John had only just met them but felt as if he was being welcomed as part of the family. But in the midst of the gathering he couldn’t keep his eyes off Yolanda.

			John’s memories of meeting Yolanda on the ship from Boston came flooding back – how passionate and charming she was, but now there was something else: that lively mingling with family and friends. She wasn’t beautiful, but those bright black eyes, warm smile, and…was she looking at him differently today? No, it was just his imagination.

			Yolanda had to go to the washroom – a brief moment for her thoughts to wander. Why was he looking at her like that? This was unlike when they’d last met in Lima, and on the ship. She’d liked him when they’d first met. He was handsome, and intelligent, but she thought there was no chance. He’d mentioned a girlfriend in Boston, surely prettier than her. She was being stupid; he would only be after one thing, wouldn’t he?

			Later, they all headed for the village square, where the hacienda workers socialised and partied. Today, with Independence Day celebrations in full swing, they were certainly partying. Approaching the square, John heard music – guitars and drums – and saw flames rising and falling, with the familiar aroma of anticuchos – ox heart with blended spices, fried on skewers. Around the square there were a variety of food stalls, women cooking the anticuchos, preparing ceviche – the marinated seafood John had first eaten with Yolanda when he’d first arrived in Peru – corn on the cob, stuffed potatoes and picarones – the rings of soft fried dough, served with honey and syrup. John’s mouth watered – determined to try something from each stall.

			How about a drink? Yolanda’s brother, Ezequiel, read John’s mind, “Hey, Yoly, ask John if he wants a Coca Cola.” They laughed when John frowned. “Here in Chicama we fortify Coca Cola… with our rum,” said Ezequiel, drawing John’s smile – that was more like it.

			And so, they strolled around the square, tasting here and there. The music was getting louder. More folk were dancing. Some falling over – too much rum. Two men were flying punches and shouting unflattering adjectives about each other’s mother. Some elder men separated them and shepherded them out of the square and homeward – end of the party for them.

			John eyed Yolanda’s brothers, cousins and friends, pairing off to dance. “Come on Yoly, get the gringo to dance” shouted Isaac, grinning. They didn’t expect the foreigner to dance with them but, if he did, it would be fun seeing him make a fool of himself. John knew that dancing was in the soul of Peruvians – no celebration or party without music and dancing.

			Yolanda looked at him and smiled – better let him off the hook. But, as John said nothing, she chanced, “Shall we…?”

			Surprisingly, John nodded, took her by the hand and they were off with the rest of them. Not bad, not bad at all, thought Yolanda’s cousins as they clapped him, “Viva el gringo.”

			After a while, out of breath and with a dry throat, John suggested they went for a drink.

			“Hey, you’re good dancing. You must have been out partying quite a bit in Lima… with those sophisticated city girls,” said Yolanda, teasing him, “oh no, I forgot, of course… you have a girlfriend in Boston, don’t you?” she continued, twitching her lips cheekily.

			John’s smile vanished as he sighed, “No… well, she decided not to wait for me. She’s marrying someone else,” he said.

			“Oh… I’m sorry… I didn’t know,” said Yolanda, gasping, with her hand covering her mouth – how stupid of her; but she couldn’t have known.

			Why was that little devil now whispering in her ear that she didn’t need to be sorry at all?

			John looked at her and managed a smile, “Don’t worry Yolanda. It’s okay.” But, was it? The pain inside was healing, but only slowly.

			As he beheld Yolanda, muddled thoughts swept through his mind. She was different from the girl he’d first met on the ship. Maybe she wasn’t different – maybe he had changed, or his life had changed, faced with the reality of losing Lisa.

			Now he was looking at Yolanda with different eyes. Was it her, or the enchanting atmosphere of this humble but welcoming village, or was there some sort of magic encircling him? Well, northern Peru was known for its witches, who cast spells on people.

			He frowned as his little devil whispered in one ear that he’d had too much to drink – snap out of it, boy. But then, his little angel murmured in his other ear that there was something special about this girl; it was alright, he could let himself go. And so, John’s mind receded and his heart came forward.

			“Yolanda, I…” said John. She looked up at him, smiling, wondering what he was about to say, “Yes, John?”

			But John didn’t know what to say. So he just put one arm around her waist, his other hand gently raised her chin, and he kissed those soft, red lips.

			Then, his mind came back: what would happen now? Would she slap him or…? Yolanda gasped, took a step back and looked around: her family weren’t looking. So she looked into his eyes, smiled, put her hands around his neck, drew him close and returned his kiss. Her lips melted into his.

			He took her hand. It felt soft, warm and silky, gave it a kiss and said, “Wow, what’s happened?” But he should have known. Of course, it was those witches: they’d trapped John and Yolanda with their incantations, hadn’t they?

			She just smiled and they walked back, hand in hand, towards her friends, who were either too enraptured, dancing wildly, or too drunk, to have spied on the new lovers.

			Ever since receiving Lisa’s fateful letter, John had wondered if he’d ever get over losing her. At the time, he hadn’t believed he was strong enough to lift that weight from his heart. But time, and distance, had lightened the weight enough to let him continue with his life. His life had been Lisa – could Yolanda be his new life? Time would tell.

			Anyway, neither of them would forget the Peruvian Independence Day celebrations of 1931.

			Chapter 13

			The following day, 26th July, was a Sunday and Trujillo was gripped by an exceptionally festive mood, even for Independence Day celebrations. Everyone was up early and out on the streets. APRA leader, Víctor-Raúl Haya was coming home after seven long years.

			The APRA faithful prepared a stage in the main square of Trujillo, the Plaza de Armas. They were careful not to damage the square’s magnificent new symbol: that ornate statue of Germanic design, featuring robust human beings at its base and crowned by an acrobatic figure – the Monument to Liberty: an inspiration to the crowds converging that day.

			The square usually came to life with the pleasant morning breeze from the sea, inviting you to go about your business early. Later, with the tropical sun scorching down, and little shade provided by the scarce palm trees, you daren’t hang around the square during the day, except crossing from city hall to Mass in the cathedral, or from confession in the Jesuit church to the archbishop’s palace, or from breakfast in the main hotel to the provincial government house.

			When the evening came, bringing respite from the burning star, a crowd of colourful parakeets occupied the palm-tree heights, chuckling and spying on lovers holding hands, priests admonishing heathens, friends on their way for a drink, businessmen striving to close a deal, or kids jostling for an ice cream from the vendor dismounting from his tricycle. And, of course, the ubiquitous young socialites, strolling around the square in the time-honoured way, eyeing potential marriage partners.

			Once the cooler evening brought the quadricentennial square back to life, it wouldn’t go to sleep again until the guards chased home the inebriated clients evicted from the last bars closing.

			In the morning, a truck arrived at Hacienda Chicama driven by Buffalo Barreto. He hugged the men and pecked the ladies on their cheeks, to loud cheering, “Viva Haya…Viva APRA.”

			Buffalo loaded partisans on to his truck, with John and Yolanda sitting beside him in the driver’s seat. Yolanda’s brothers, cousins and neighbours climbed up on the back and soon the truckload was singing all the way to Trujillo. The song sounded familiar to John. Yes, it was the Marseillaise – from the French Revolution. But sang in Spanish, with different lyrics: APRA’s revolutionary anthem.

			With the deafening roar of the truck’s engine, few heard Mr Serafín’s paternal advice that politics was dangerous – you could lose your livelihood and, maybe, even your life.

			“So, John, you’re going to interview Haya after his speech. Stay close to me and I’ll take you to see him,” said Buffalo.

			Caught up in the frenzy, John wondered whether he’d be interviewing a political leader or a deity.

			Haya was scheduled to appear at 2pm. The square was already packed by midday. Trains, trucks and buses continued to arrive, delivering folk from villages and haciendas. It would be impossible for all to see or hear Haya. It didn’t matter. Everyone wanted to be able to tell their children or grandchildren they’d been there when brother Víctor-Raúl Haya came back to Trujillo.

			It was 2pm; then 3pm, and no sign of Haya. The tropical sun blazed down on the crowd waiting patiently in the Plaza de Armas. Nobody wilted, nobody left, few moved, praying for a cool sea breeze. He always arrives late, agreed some comrades, shrugging. A rumour went around the square: Haya’s car had been blocked by supporters coming through a village towards Trujillo and he was forced to stop and give an unscheduled speech.

			John looked around: who were all these diverse people? What did they want? Let’s see: there were sugar cane croppers, like the crowd boarding Buffalo’s truck today; clusters of better dressed people, probably teachers, students or office workers; maybe also shop assistants, restaurant hands and workers; men and women, young and old; none appeared well-off.

			John pulled out his notebook and scribbled what he was sensing: sights, sounds, even odour. His notes wouldn’t only be for The Washington Post, but also for Randall. But would he be relaying the same story to both patrons?

			At 4pm, murmuring in the Plaza de Armas was in crescendo. Cars were arriving, slowly making their way through the crowd. The square’s atmosphere was electric.

			Now, people were backing from a car nearing the stage, below which Buffalo had situated John and Yolanda. As the first car approached, Buffalo directed a bunch of sturdy men to wrestle people out of the car’s way.

			The car stopped, a tall man in a smart black suit got out and waved his hat. It was him. At last, Haya had arrived.

			The crowd pressed forward and erupted into a fever pitch clamour. Beside Haya was Buffalo Barreto, shielding his leader from the crowd, eager to touch Haya as if he were a saint, able to bestow miracles. Buffalo and his men ruthlessly shoved people out of Haya’s path to the stage. John noticed some of Buffalo’s men carried guns attached to belts or concealed under jackets.

			As Haya climbed on to the stage, Buffalo’s men kept guard. Haya waved at the cheering crowd. After a couple of minutes, he requested silence, pressing his hands downwards. Slowly, the faithful obeyed and the cheering died down.

			When the square had quietened down and Haya was about to speak, a man below the stage shouted, “Viva Víctor-Raúl. Viva APRA. Down with imperialism,” until Buffalo punched him into silence. How dare he shout when their leader had commanded quiet? The populace had to be disciplined. Others nearby, who’d also started chanting, soon fell silent – not wanting to be beaten up by Buffalo’s men.

			Haya looked down and over the multitude, pausing to take a deep breath, or was it a sigh – at last: he was home.

			“It’s been seven long years… I’ve missed you,” as the crowd broke into roaring applause, whilst Haya swallowed hard to clear the knot in his throat.

			Haya knew how to keep his audience spellbound, telling them what they longed to hear, although many didn’t understand all the political or economic ideas their leader expounded. As he listened, John considered the implications for what The Post would publish and, on the other hand, information relevant to Randall.

			“Until now, we’ve only been offered the alternatives of tyranny or anarchy,” Haya explained – yes, John understood how the strongmen of old had justified holding on to power, “now, real democracy is arriving under the banner of APRA… not the old, so-called, democracy abused by tyranny…

			“Independence movements in South America were led by landowners, giving them control of the state, replacing the Spanish king… and, since then, the state has been controlled by the oligarchy and neither represented nor resolved the problems of the majority of citizens,” said Haya, as he prepared his next attack:

			“Imperialism is the expansion of countries with advanced production techniques to control more backward countries,” with Haya wagging his finger, “we must control foreign investment to ensure it cooperates with us and doesn’t swallow us.”

			Next, Haya aroused feverish cheers when he said, “…and we need agrarian reform: land must be given to those who work on it.…” John transcribed every word, musing how Randall would rant against Haya, calling him a damn communist. John digested both sides of the argument: peasants wanted to own the land they toiled on – and farmers like Yolanda’s family didn’t want their land wrenched from them – but the likes of Randall wouldn’t invest in modern sugar plantations if they risked losing them.

			Haya then claimed applause from city folk, “The state must be managed by technicians and experts…with jobs given on merit. Local caciques mustn’t offer jobs to reward their supporters after elections.” John would have to explain to The Post’s readers the ubiquity of the ‘cacique’, the local bosses – usually major landowners – in far-flung provinces, controlling local politics, justice and wealth, with the police and even the church conniving.

			John realised there was no way folks at the back could hear Haya – they clapped when those at the front did; but they didn’t care. Despite bursts of applause, many were in a trance; under Haya’s spell. This wasn’t a normal political speech; it was like a father speaking to his children. So, was Haya fostering a paternalistic leadership? And fathers expected children to obey them, didn’t they?

			John wrote four words: faith, union, discipline, action. Haya had repeated these words. Therefore, behind the talk of democracy, was Haya really an authoritarian? Okay, Haya wasn’t like Hitler, Mussolini or Stalin. But John scratched his head: did Haya expect faith in him, union under his leadership, discipline to follow him, and action to do what he said?

			When he finished speaking, with frenzied roars from his faithful, Haya descended from the stage as slowly as he’d walked up, closely guarded again by Buffalo and his henchmen. Then, the entourage got into their cars and drove away slowly, as fast as the crowd was able to allow them.

			Yes, Haya was back. APRA had its adored leader home. Sánchez-Cerro now faced a prize-fighter as mighty as himself, ready to contest the presidency of Peru.

			Yolanda nudged John, pointing towards the stairs beside the stage. Buffalo beckoned towards him: time to head to the APRA headquarters – the ‘Casa del Pueblo’, the House of the People, to interview Haya.

			On their way, John continued scribbling: Haya’s speech had aroused new questions for their interview. No way could he ask that, could he? Why not? Damn it, go for it.

			On arrival, after being body-checked for weapons, they walked through the street door of an old colonial house into a courtyard, then up steps into a large room. Haya sat there, fanning himself as a host of brothers, as they called them, buzzed around their leader. One offered him a glass of water. Another whispered in his ear. Haya looked up, smiled, got up and walked towards John.

			“Good afternoon. You’re John Fitzgerald, from The Washington Post?“ said Haya, stretching out a welcoming hand. They sat down.

			“Where are you from, John?” asked Haya.

			“From Boston,” said John.

			“Ah… I visited Harvard once. I remember a pleasant professor called Dr Fitzgerald – a man who loved Peru although he’d never been here; always helping Peruvian exiles. Maybe a relative?”

			“Yes, he’s my father.”

			“Your father? What a coincidence. Send him my warmest greetings,” said Haya.

			John started his questions, “Mr Haya—” But Haya interrupted, “Please call me Víctor-Raúl.”

			“Okay, Víctor-Raúl, Americans hear contradictory reports about what you’d do if you became president of Peru. What is APRA, exactly?” said John.

			“A short question that would deserve a long answer,” said Haya smiling, “APRA was created to propose solutions to problems common to all Latin America, not only Peru. We believe in equal opportunities for all people. Wealth should not belong only to oligarchs or handed to foreign interests – wealth belongs to the nation. Our people cannot be divided into a small educated elite and a majority illiterate population.”

			“Yes – education: I’ve heard you’re against religious schools,” said John, recalling his Catholic school education.

			“We propose education that is free for all citizens and isn’t controlled by the church. The church and the oligarchy have shared interests and we must separate the church from the state,” said Haya.

			“Okay… and what should be the army’s role?”

			“The army must defend our nation but shouldn’t meddle in politics – that must be left to democratically elected governments.”

			John scribbled feverishly: what he was hearing didn’t sound as horrific as Randall had predicted.

			Now, be brave: time to ask awkward questions and see how the great man reacts.

			“Is APRA a Marxist party? One Peruvian newspaper insists you are communists,” said John, with Haya looking at him with an unperturbed smile. He knew John was referring to La Nación, Carlos Medelius’ newspaper.

			“I’ve travelled around Europe, I’ve been to Russia – the USSR; I’ve even attended a Communist International congress. But Marxism is a European doctrine, applicable to European societies. I don’t believe it can be transplanted here: our less developed Indoamerica is different from industrial Europe,” replied Haya, to nodding from his acolytes.

			“Indoamerica?” asked John, chewing his pencil.

			Haya smiled, “We may share the same continent with the USA, but life is very different here, in countries that have their roots in native Indian cultures. Our large indigenous population doesn’t enjoy civil rights. We must improve the lives of the poor; particularly native Andeans Indians.”

			John tapped his nose with his pencil before scribbling in his notebook. Yes, he understood what Haya was saying: in North America, the European settlers had ravaged local Indians as they took over their land whilst, from Mexico southwards, native Indians still made up the majority of the population in most countries.

			Now, John decided to raise another controversy, “I’ve read you propose the state should promote a mix of free enterprise with ‘state capitalism’ as, and I quote: ‘A bridge towards socialism… but that imperialism will attack anywhere in the Americas where it loses political influence, as that would mean losing its economic empire’.”

			“APRA certainly opposes imperialism – that is, interfering in the government of other countries – but we welcome foreign investment that brings new production techniques. John, we’ll no longer allow foreigners to control our country, but I’m sure we’ll be able to reach agreements with investors,” replied Haya. John frowned as he wrote, unsure what this would mean in practice.

			John followed with another incisive question, “But I’ve read you saying, and again I quote: ‘Our only alternative is nationalisation of land, mines and industry and to organise our economy as socialist production. Nationalisation of production is the only guarantee of freedom in Latin America… but imperialism can only be defeated by force. I don’t believe any one country can be free from imperialism by nationalising on its own: nationalisation and political union of Latin American countries must be simultaneous’ – this sounds pretty scary to foreign investors.”

			Haya, a seasoned political debater, wasn’t taken aback by John’s sharp questioning:

			“We will cancel monopolies given to oligarchs or foreigners, against the interests of our country, and won’t allow wealth freely transferred abroad. But foreign investors can help us industrialise and create jobs. You know, I was speaking to some labourers yesterday and they used to be paid a few cents each day, plus coca leaves and a meal. Now, they work for a foreign company that pays them a good salary, they have shoes and new clothes… they’re much better off. So, I said: Of course we welcome companies that offer you better working conditions.”

			John looked at a blank page in his notebook and his hand froze: contradictory; Haya was being damn contradictory. What, or which story, could he report to The Post, and to Randall? Politicians were like that during elections: telling everyone what they want to hear.

			Alright, better end on a more personal note, “I understand that, as leader of the Peruvian Students’ Federation, President Leguía imprisoned you on the island of El Frontón?” asked John.

			“Yes, I was a teacher at the Anglo-Peruvian school in Lima. Leguía was locking up anyone who opposed him. I spent a few months there.”

			“Did you escape or were you released?”

			“Nobody’s ever escaped from El Frontón. The island isn’t far from the port of Callao but anyone who’s tried to swim across has drowned: the strong sea currents push you out to sea. But I’ll tell you a secret: I know how to escape.”

			“How? I’m sure many would like to know – this could be my scoop from this interview,” said John grinning.

			“You have to study the winds – they indicate the direction and intensity of the sea currents. If you’re patient, once a month, the winds change and the current drives towards the coast,” explained Haya, “I believe that life is the same: you have to wait for the current to flow in the direction you want. Then, you must dive into the water and swim as hard as you can, convinced you’re going to reach the other shore. For me, for APRA and for my country, this is the moment the current is flowing in the direction we want.”

			“I’ve heard you are a strong swimmer. So, did you escape swimming to the coast?” said John.

			“Fortunately, I didn’t have to. I went on hunger strike and Leguía decided it was better getting rid of me and sent me into exile. That started my travels for the past seven years throughout the Americas and Europe. I’ve learned so much. So I can thank Leguía for my education,” said Haya to general laughter.

			John’s final question was even more personal, “Are you married?” After thinking for a moment, Haya replied, “Yes… I’m married to APRA… and party members are my children.”

			Time had flown – the interview had lasted more than an hour. John thanked Haya for his time, gathered his interview notes, they got up, and Haya gave him a warm hug.

			Yolanda was waiting and John gave her a kiss on the cheek. Haya called after them, “John, congratulations, you’re a lucky man. I see you have a pretty girl to take care of you.” Yolanda blushed.

			Great – no other foreign journalist had interviewed Haya so far during the presidential election campaign.

			Days later, The Washington Post published the report – under the name of the South American correspondent in Buenos Aires – and John received congratulatory telegrams from his father and The Post’s editor in Washington. Well done, good job, for a rookie.

			John also received a telegram from Randall: had John read that interview with Haya in The Washington Post? Who was this correspondent? Peter Bush had assured him The Post had no correspondent in Peru. Randall demanded John find out who he was. John smiled and turned crimson – what on earth could he say to Randall?

			The Post now entrusted John with reporting on the run up to the Peruvian presidential elections in a couple of months’ time. Great news: as the Kemmerer mission wound down, John could spend more time ferreting for news for The Post.

			And, yes, he replied to Randall that he had no idea who had interviewed Haya for The Post. What would old Father Joseph in Boston think of this white lie if John brought it up in confession?

			As John sipped another delectable Pisco Sour, he reflected on the power of the written word and the press. Perhaps The Washington Post could be his platform, ensuring the world knew what was really going on and revealing injustice. This beat lecturing to conceited American university preppies any day.

			Chapter 14

			What John hadn’t expected from his trip to Trujillo was getting a girlfriend, or had he? He’d liked Yolanda when they’d met on the sea voyage from Boston, but their relationship had now blossomed, or erupted. Yet, he was going back to Lima, with Yolanda staying in Trujillo – 500 kilometres apart. How would they keep it going?

			John’s few days in Trujillo with Yolanda went too quickly. Spend as much time together as possible; stroke a cheek when nobody was looking; a furtive kiss; but, her brothers joking, her friends giggling as they walked by, and a warm smile from a reserved Remigia. No, their affair was no longer a secret.

			They had a lot to talk about – to get to know each other as best as possible, as soon as possible. She held his hand and kissed him when she heard his mother died when he was an infant. She loved hearing his admiration and warmth for his father. Yes, she could understand John wanted to be a university professor like his father, but the lack of a sparkle in his eyes made her doubt. What did he really want?

			She wanted to ask about Lisa but, no, better not reopen that box – leave it closed, forever. She held back a tear when he told her about Gerry Murray’s suicide and was shocked by his friend Mick Faughnan joining the Irish mob.

			“So, what happened to Mick Faughnan?” said Yolanda.

			John sighed, “This guy Kelly – who sacked Mick from his shop in Boston and later accused him of manslaughter… you know, of that man who died the night we were in the speakeasy…?”

			“What about Kelly?”

			“Well, Kelly was the only person who came forward as a witness… that Mick was responsible for manslaughter…”

			“So, what happened?”

			“Umm… Kelly’s dead.”

			“What?”

			“In his last letter, my father told me that… the day before Kelly was to appear in court… you know, to testify against Mick… they found Kelly hanging in the back room of his shop…”

			“Oh my God… John, that’s horrible…”

			“They say it was suicide… but his wife said he had no reason…”

			“So, did someone kill him?”

			“They don’t know, Yolanda… but when the mob is involved, anything is possible.”

			As John grimaced, Yolanda decided to drop the issue.

			John envied her large, warm family. A poor, hardworking but happy family – why hadn’t the Fitzgeralds been blessed likewise? Despite the uncertain future, he admired Yolanda’s determination to help her family. Looming unemployment, economic depression or political upheaval – none of this dampened her resolve. Tough on the outside but caring on the inside – the more he got to know her, the more he loved her.

			Yolanda showed John around Hacienda Chicama but stopped when he mentioned working for Randall:

			“Do you mean Mr Randall of the IFC?” said an open-mouthed Yolanda.

			“Well, I don’t work for the IFC. I work for the Kemmerer mission, but it’s Randall who pays for my doctoral research with Professor Kemmerer,” said John.

			In a hushed voice, Yolanda asked, “Do you know the IFC is negotiating with Hacienda Chicama to buy their sugar crop? And the IFC might even buy Hacienda Chicama?”

			“Yeah… umm, no. I did overhear Randall talking about buying Peruvian sugar,” said John. He ached to tell her everything but no, he couldn’t; not yet.

			John pondered how, unwittingly, they found themselves on opposite sides of Randall’s negotiating table. The information one of them had could be crucial in negotiations. They smiled in complicity: they must keep their affair secret from Randall. If he found out… no, better not even think about it.

			Next, it was Yolanda who surprised John, “There was no way I could pay for postgraduate studies in the USA. So, I got a scholarship from an organisation called the FFA – the Foundation for the Freedom of the Americas”.

			“What? Did you know Randall is chairman of the FFA?” asked John.

			She gasped, “No, I had no idea.”

			A silly idea crossed John’s mind: maybe meeting Yolanda aboard the Santa Clara hadn’t just been a coincidence.

			Anyway, he suddenly remembered something important,

			“Yolanda, I need your help,” said John, “Do you remember Juanito, the shoeshine boy in Cordano’s?” She nodded. “Well, his brother is in trouble – big trouble.”

			After explaining what Fortunato had done, John said, “He only tried to defend his mother. He’s a good kid… and handy working with vehicles. He needs to get out of Lima or the police will catch him: would there be some work for him in Chicama?” Yolanda smiled, nodded and he gave her a big kiss.

			 

			When John got back to Lima, he was happy to see Pedro was back from Arequipa. They embraced: they had a lot to talk about.

			“So, where’s Carolina?” asked John.

			“She’s here,” said Pedro and, enjoying John’s surprised look, continued, “she’s in Lima; working with her godfather, President Samanez.”

			“But what about you? Are the police after you?”

			Pedro smiled again as he shook his head, “You don’t know Carolina’s family. They prefer to protect their damn reputation by keeping quiet and avoiding any news in the press.”

			“And what about those gangsters Carolina’s father sent to beat you up? Has your father got the police to catch them? If they talked, they could implicate Carolina’s father.”

			“Yeah, the old bastard would deserve that,” said Pedro “but even if they caught them, there’s no way a judge would incriminate the Piérola family – that’s how things work here. And you can bet old Piérola now regrets they didn’t kill me.”

			“Anyway, what happened in Trujillo? Did you interview Haya?” said Pedro.

			John nodded and smiled modestly, “And I got published in The Washington Post.”

			“Hey, that’s fantastic, man. And what about that pretty girl, what was her name… Yolanda?” said Pedro. John smiled. “I knew it. She seems a great girl,” said Pedro, softly punching his friend on the arm.

			“And how’s your leg doing?”

			“It still aches like hell when I get up in the morning, but feels better after I’ve done some walking,” said Pedro.

			It was time to celebrate, so Tony brought a couple of beers and, when they’d finished them, a few more.

			 

			The following day, John and Pedro went to the American embassy. Pedro was to receive his monthly payment and John had one of his regular meetings with Peter Bush – keen to hear about John’s trip to Trujillo.

			Pedro left them and went to look for Sandra, the exuberant, blonde embassy secretary, who paid him his monthly allowance.

			Sandra was forty something years old and single. Nobody knew how and why she’d arrived in Lima but she brought a bit of, let’s say, fun to the otherwise sombre and serious embassy. Bad mouths said she’d escaped from the USA after having her unfaithful lover murdered – nothing exceptional in her home city of Chicago. It was rumoured her uncle was in the mafia and bribed the police to let her out of the country and got her work at the embassy in Lima.

			Whenever she bumped into Pedro, Sandra cornered him with lively conversation. In reality, it was Sandra talking and Pedro listening. On hearing this, Carlos Medelius suggested maliciously that, if Pedro liked blondes, Sandra would be a more appropriate girlfriend than Carolina de Piérola.

			Nobody knew Peter’s precise function at the embassy but, for sure, he was close to the ambassador. John was discreet and never discussed his embassy meetings. People assumed Peter helped John with his Kemmerer mission work. Before he left, John got important news from Peter.

			“Next week our ambassador is offering a reception, with President Samanez as guest of honour. Another guest of honour will be Lieutenant Colonel Sánchez-Cerro – as you know, he’s just back from Europe and may be the next president. You’ll receive a formal invitation tomorrow, and Pedro Vargas can come with you.”

			“And what about Haya? Isn’t it more diplomatic to invite all presidential candidates? If not, it smacks of favouritism,” said John.

			“Haya? I know what you mean, but he’s not in Lima so he couldn’t come anyway.”

			“Couldn’t the reception be delayed for a week until Haya arrives in Lima?”

			“Certainly not – our ambassador has other engagements,” said Peter, before adding, “Of course the American government doesn’t have a preference for any of the presidential candidates – people shouldn’t imagine things.”

			It’s better not to insist, thought John, after Peter frowned and started turning red.

			As they left the embassy, Pedro said, “I guess Bush asked you about Trujillo.” John nodded.

			“He went pale when I told him I thought Haya might win the presidential elections. What would Peter say if he knew I’d interviewed Haya?” said John, as Pedro laughed.

			Everyone in Lima’s high society was talking about the American ambassador’s reception. You’ve received an invitation? How lucky you are – I’ve not got one yet. Do you know any gringo who can get me an invite? Come on, please, do me a favour. How can my cousin be going and not me? Are they inviting the usual boring old men? I want to go anyway.

			John was assailed with requests for an invitation. Even people he hardly knew pretended to be his best friends and implored an invitation. Carlos Medelius failed to understand why a nobody like Pedro Vargas was going but not him. Well, Pedro was a close associate of John’s in his work for the Kemmerer mission but, still, Carlos was offended he hadn’t been invited.

			Carlos Medelius had met Peter at another reception at the embassy, which he attended after begging John for an invitation. It had been sad, and funny to some, to see Carlos acting like a waiter to Peter, ensuring his glass was never empty.

			“John, who’ll be going?” asked Pedro.

			“You mean, apart from Samanez and Sánchez-Cerro? Err… government ministers, army officers, top civil servants, businessmen, diplomats… people like that.”

			“Aha… and do you know if anyone’s coming from Arequipa?”

			“No idea. Peter hasn’t given me a list. He just mentioned government people who’ve been working with us on Professor Kemmerer’s proposal: the usual people for these gatherings. Hey, Pedro, maybe your friend Sandra can tell you if you invite her out.”

			“Very funny, very funny,” said Pedro, only half angry at John.

			The evening of the reception, John and Pedro came down to Zapata’s bar stunningly smart in their black dinner jackets, immaculate white shirts and bow ties. Mr Zapata had borrowed clothes from a good client – a tailor who supplied clothes for high society events. Zapata beamed with satisfaction – his modest establishment had clients who mixed with Lima’s high society.

			“Bless the Lord. I’ve never seen anyone smarter. Pedro, you remind me of Cinderella: during the day you help clean the toilets and at night you turn into a prince” said Tony Guzmán with a loud laugh. “But if a princess turns up tomorrow looking for you… I’ll keep her for myself. John, do you think an ugly sambo like me can one day become a prince?”

			“Now, until the day you become a prince, you’ll have to keep these toilets nice and clean. Come on, Guzmán, less dreaming and more work,” said Mr Zapata, frowning. Tony sighed and picked up his mop.

			Guests arrived at the American embassy in splendid cars driven by chauffeurs. At the entrance, two US marines in elegant white uniforms were on hand to welcome guests. One of them was John’s drinking pal Joe – an amiable, towering Texan, who’s only known hobbies were drinking and womanising, wherever in the world he was posted. In the shadows, more marines, in battle gear, ready to deal with any unwelcome visitors. John and Pedro were the only guests to arrive on foot.

			“Good evening gentlemen, your invitations please… hey, John: it’s you, I almost didn’t recognise you,” said Joe.

			John and Pedro were early and, as they swilled their first drinks, contemplated the procession of dignitaries. Politicians and civil servants whom John had met working with Kemmerer’s mission, executives of major American corporations, foreign ambassadors and major Peruvian businessmen, bankers and landowners – the best of local society.

			They wandered around. Pedro felt lost in such a high level gathering, but John hunted down a waiter to grab more cocktails. Apart from alcoholic drinks, the waiters offered fruit juice and that bubbly American drink called Coca Cola, mostly for the young ladies – quite impolite to be seen drinking liquor, you know.

			As he was savouring another cocktail, John froze – Randall. That’s Randall, with Peter Bush. What’s he doing in Lima? John nudged Pedro, pointing out Randall and explaining he had to go to say hello; better without Pedro.

			John finished his cocktail and walked over. Randall was in lively conversation with Peter Bush and didn’t notice him approaching. John managed to overhear Randall in full flight:

			“Those communists, they’re poisoning people all over Latin America with their wicked ideas. Haya is the most dangerous one. Everywhere he goes he stirs up hatred against us. Leguía kicked him out of Peru, but now he’s back. We must eliminate him.”

			“Oh… Mr Randall, you’re not suggesting we eliminate the presidential candidate of a friendly nation, are you?” said Peter, shocked.

			Randall didn’t bother to reply. The eagle eyes just looked down on Peter with contempt.

			“Hello, Mr Randall, what a surprise… Hi Peter, good evening.” said John.

			“Hi, John, didn’t you know I was in Lima?” said Randall, dismissively puffing on his big cigar.

			“No, Mr Randall.”

			“My secretary must have forgotten to send you a telegram. You know Peter, of course. He’s helping us with the Foundation’s work. The FFA has got a lot going on in Peru. Listen, we’ll talk tomorrow morning at the embassy at, say, 9:00am. Now, be a good boy and let me talk to Peter. We have important business to discuss,” said Randall, waving John away.

			Yes, there certainly was important business going on, thought John. All the top guys in Lima from American corporations were greeting Randall. Let’s see, there was Robertson from International Petroleum, Hunter from Cerro de Pasco Copper, Calvin from National City Bank, Locke from American Smelting, and Moser from US Steel. Also, that man from the Pan American airline, what was his name? They were all buzzing around Randall. Even smaller fry like Cannock from Singer sewing machines and Spalding from Fred Ley, the company that built Lima’s grand Hotel Bolivar. Just about the whole damn American business community in Lima. And they were all interested in a man like Randall, from a food company? No, they were after Randall because of the Foundation, the FFA.

			Walking back to where he’d left Pedro, John bumped into his Kemmerer mission colleague Walter Van Heusen, who’d evidently had even more to drink than John.

			“Hi John, I saw you greeting Randall… Of course, you know him from Boston, don’t you?” said Walter, before he continued, “I hear he’s offering the Peruvian government loans at extremely favourable conditions – they’re desperate for cash.”

			“But what does Randall expect in return?” said John, pulling the tongue of a usually discreet Walter.

			Walter wobbled, stifled a hiccup and looked around before continuing in a hushed voice, “Randall’s not here only to feed all those vultures,” Walter pointed at the American businessmen circling Randall, “he’s also looking after his own: his International Food Company.”

			Come on Walter, spill the beans, thought John, as he put on a surprised face and twisted his head, inviting Walter to continue, “Old Randall is after one of those large sugar plantations up north; but, do you know how they ship out their sugar?”

			John shook his head, but knew very well there was only one railway line from the Chicama valley, through Trujillo and to the port of Salaverry. Walter enjoyed illuminating John and continued, “You know the British control the railways. But Randall wants a concession from the Peruvian government for his own railway to a new port up north – Puerto Chicama, or some such name – he doesn’t want to pay the Brits’ extortionate rates. And you can’t blame him.”

			Walter took a last swig and stared at his glass, angry at it being empty, “Waiter, waiter, give me another one of those… those…” he shouted and John helped him complete his request, “… Pisco Sours.”

			“Whatever they’re called, they’re damn good,” said Walter before he concluded, “anyway, those brash Brits can’t do anything about it. We all know they’re on the way out in Latin America and American corporations are taking over,” as he waved again towards Randall and company.

			Walter lowered his voice to share an anecdote with John, “You’ll remember a few months ago, Edward, the Prince of Wales, visited Peru. The guy who acted as interpreter told me they took Prince Edward to visit the oilfields up north… but you should have seen his face when he was told all the machinery was American.”

			Walter laughed loudly before sharing another story of the prince’s visit, “At the official banquet, Prince Edward pointed at an empty chair beside President Sánchez-Cerro. So Sánchez-Cerro explained it was the Vice President’s chair, but he wasn’t coming. Why not? asked the Prince. And he answered that the Vice President wanted to assassinate Sánchez-Cerro… but, with a big smile, he told the Prince he’d dealt with that Vice President. And the prince’s only reaction was: ‘Oh, I say’.” Walter wobbled with laughter and John held his arm to keep him steady as he added, “That was just days before that rebellion forced Sánchez-Cerro to resign the presidency and leave for Europe.”

			As he left Walter, John recalled the doctrine of President Monroe, over a hundred years earlier: keep the European colonialists out of the American continent, which should be the USA’s hunting ground.

			By now, most of the guests had arrived. Such a male dominated society also required the usual flock of ladies – wives, daughters and other female appendages of the male guests. Frivolous chatter, comparing dresses, some flirting, completely oblivious to the political and business talk of the male guests.

			John recognised Mr Shultz, the owner of Hacienda Chicama, whose photograph he’d seen in their offices during his visit to Trujillo.

			“I wonder if…” said John and, with no time to mention her name, Yolanda appeared, accompanying Mr Schultz.

			John smiled admiringly: nobody that evening came from a humbler background than Yolanda, but she held her ground in the midst of those haughty, high-society ladies, in a tastefully chosen cream dress.

			Yolanda was anything but a female appendage. Mr Schultz spoke little English and depended on Yolanda to communicate with foreign businessmen who didn’t speak Spanish well enough. As a lawyer, she was more than an interpreter and was totally unaware of the social chat of other women – for her it was a day at work with her boss.

			After a moment, Yolanda spotted John and Pedro, and her face lit up. Mr Schultz was talking to some Peruvian officials and didn’t need her as interpreter so, with a light tug of his arm, requested leave to see her friends.

			Yolanda greeted both John and Pedro with warm kisses on the cheek, disguising any greater affection for one of them. John had already told her about Pedro’s adventures with Carolina in Arequipa but Yolanda couldn’t, of course, make any reference to that in public. Almost immediately she positioned herself beside John and whispered who-knows-what in his ear. John smiled and, as nobody seemed to be looking, put his arm around her waist. With a look that said that, of course, she liked his arm around her waist, but it wasn’t appropriate then, she gently but firmly withdrew it.

			Then, Kurt Schultz, son of Hacienda Chicama’s owner, came looking for Yolanda. He whispered something in her ear. She nodded and then introduced John and Pedro.

			“I’ve just come back from Germany,” said Kurt, grinning.

			“How are things there? I’ve heard their economy is really bad,” said John.

			“Yeah, things are bad, but the people’s mood is the best I’ve seen since the war,” said Kurt. John preferred avoiding talk of the war – everyone knew that his own country, the USA, had played an important role in Germany’s defeat in the Great War.

			“Why?” asked Pedro.

			“Well, because of Hitler. Germany has had a string of weak governments and squabbling parties but, at last, they’ll have a strong leader,” said Kurt.

			“Do you think he’ll become president?” asked John.

			“Of course. Hitler is the only one who can squash those damn communists. He’ll also give those Jewish traitors what they deserve and give back their pride to the German people” said Kurt. They all listened in silence as Kurt continued, “Hitler won’t have much patience with democracy but, for sure, he’ll turn Germany into a strong country again. A bit like Sánchez-Cerro here,” he added, smiling.

			John battled to control his tongue: this Kurt was a Nazi, that’s what he was; a goddam Nazi. Heaven help poor Peru if Sánchez-Cerro won the elections and behaved like Hitler. Pray there weren’t too many folk who thought like Kurt.

			Once Kurt had left, John, Pedro and Yolanda engaged in lively chat until loud applause came from the embassy entrance.

			“The president is here,” said Yolanda.

			“I wonder who’s come with him,” said John.

			“No need to wonder anymore,” said Yolanda as she pointed at a pretty young brunette in Samanez’s entourage.

			Although she’d never met her before, just one look at Pedro’s face, mouth wide open, and Yolanda knew the young lady was Carolina de Piérola.

			Carolina attracted the attention of both men and women at the reception. What has old Samanez done to deserve such exquisite company, chuckled the older men. Let’s see if I can get introduced, thought the younger men as they came forward. Women raised their eyebrows, some admiringly, others jealous: I’ve never seen her before, but she’s so elegant she can’t be from the provinces, said one lady. Perhaps she’s the daughter of an ambassador, said another. No, I’ve heard President Samanez is her godfather, said a third. Her godfather? You don’t mean… No, to their surprise, news circulated she was the great niece of legendary former president, Don Nicolás de Piérola.

			Pedro gulped, and then sighed with relief – Carolina’s father wasn’t in sight. The old bastard probably hadn’t been invited.

			Then, Carolina saw Pedro. They hadn’t expected each other at the reception. She looked around, saw Mr Samanez was busy with a throng wanting to greet him, and then discreetly walked towards Pedro, John and Yolanda.

			“Hi Carolina, I didn’t know you were coming… you look beautiful,” were the first words Pedro could manage.

			“I didn’t expect you either. What are you doing here? We mustn’t be seen together… it’s dangerous,” said Carolina, looking over her shoulder.

			Carolina reassured Pedro – Samanez knew everything. The old man wasn’t amused when she entered the convent and then escaped, but he kept his god-daughter in a little corner of his heart. He’d asked her to join his office and attend all his public functions: give her prominence, so the Piérola would leave her alone and not risk more public scandal.

			Blushing, Carolina turned to John and gave him a big kiss on the cheek.

			“John, how can I thank you for helping Pedro in Arequipa?” said Carolina.

			“I must say you look prettier in this dress than in a nun’s robes,” said John. Carolina giggled and pretended to slap him.

			Yolanda was introduced to Carolina and John reassured her, “It’s alright, Yolanda knows about the convent in Arequipa.”

			“Oh, my God, everyone probably knows by now – how embarrassing,” said Carolina, raising her eyes, with a sigh.

			“How is my sweetheart tonight… well, you look so elegant… hi folks, I’m Sandra, pleased to see you all,” said the blonde bombshell, barging in on the foursome and accosting Pedro. Sandra was exuberant as ever, but tonight topped up with a good dosage of champagne and whiskey. Pedro looked at Carolina as if to say: Don’t worry, I can explain. Carolina’s look in response was: It’s alright, I understand.

			The embassy was Sandra’s home territory, or hunting ground. Tonight, she was determined to enjoy herself, bump into some eligible young man and catch him unawares. Pedro was one possible victim. Sandra grabbed him affectionately by the arm, but Pedro managed to release himself and deflect her attention from him by introducing Carolina and Yolanda. Sandra took one look at them and muttered unintelligibly that Pedro was popular with the ladies tonight.

			As the four friends got back to their conversation, all but ignoring Sandra, she swaggered away saying something about going to fill up her glass, put out by neither Pedro nor John offering to get her another drink.

			As she left, John shook his head and said, “Sandra, are you going to be able to get home safely tonight?”

			A loud hiccup and an about turn, giving her back to him, were all he got in response.

			“I’d better get back to my godfather. He wants to introduce me to Sánchez-Cerro later,” said Carolina as she looked around and saw Samanez wasn’t in sight. She bid farewell to John and Yolanda and, before leaving, whispered something in Pedro’s ear that must have been like: I love you, and I’m going to see you soon. Pedro replied with an almost inaudible, “Yes, I love you too.”

			Although they’d only spent brief minutes together, Yolanda looked around to see where Mr Schultz was. She had to get back in case she was needed. She bid farewell to John and Pedro, with the formality such an important social event required. Before leaving she whispered in John’s ear.

			“Okay, I’ll see you at your hotel tomorrow,” said John as she left.

			John and Pedro looked at each other and took a long drink – unexpectedly bumping into the women they loved was emotionally draining.

			Then, another round of applause, louder than before, from the embassy entrance – Sánchez-Cerro had arrived.

			Everyone flocked towards the entrance. When he came into view, he was shorter than John had expected: smartly dressed in a standard dinner jacket, with his white shirt contrasting with his dark skin and wearing a big smile. John surmised he hadn’t come in military uniform to avoid the wrong message to the civilians present.

			Pedro suddenly said, “Shit, I should have warned Carolina.”

			“What do you mean? What about?” said John.

			“She’s going to get a shock when she shakes Sánchez-Cerro’s hand,” said Pedro.

			“Why?” asked John, with a puzzled frown.

			“You see, Sánchez-Cerro has got two fingers missing in his right hand.”

			“What? How did that happen?” asked John.

			“Well, Sánchez-Cerro has always been mixed up in trouble. Years ago he was involved in a failed military coup. They say President Billinghurst’s guards shot him four times, but he only dropped his gun when he was shot in the hand.”

			John grimaced and said, “What a guy. Just look at him now.”

			Yes, as Sánchez-Cerro smiled, John imagined him enjoying himself tonight – honoured by the best of Peruvian society. All these people despised him because of his humble origins. But now they needed him. Unlike in the past, they had nobody else to protect their interests.

			John had heard Sánchez-Cerro enjoyed flattery, but tonight he had serious business. The presidential elections were upon them. Would guests leave believing they could trust him? Would the Americans, British and other diplomats telegraph home commenting the excellent impression they had of presidential candidate Sánchez-Cerro? Would foreign businessmen report to their head offices they could safely continue investing in Peru?

			In coming months, Sánchez-Cerro would have to seduce Peruvian voters. However, it was most important to seduce the guests attending this American embassy reception. Many had grovelled to former President Leguía, only to abandon him and pretend they’d never liked him once he was deposed.

			John saw the American ambassador guiding Randall towards Sánchez-Cerro and Samanez. Surprisingly, the crowd made way for Randall. Then, with the ambassador acting as interpreter, Randall spent quite a while in lively conversation with Sánchez-Cerro and Samanez. Now they’re treating Randall as if he’s the damn president of the United States, thought John.

			Some guests treated Sánchez-Cerro with respect, others with fear, and many unashamedly crawled around him – yes, as they’d done with the previous president and they’d do with future presidents. All gauged the little great man of the moment: how could he serve their interests?

			Landowners, from big cotton and sugar estates, sipped champagne in a corner:

			“How long do you think he’ll last?”

			“Don’t forget we need him – he’s our only hope at the moment. If those APRA socialists, communists, or whatever they are, come to power that’ll be the end for us.”

			“But he’s only a lieutenant colonel, for God’s sake. Do you think the senior army officers will put up with him?”

			“Umm… I don’t know. He’s a moody and arrogant little man, that’s for sure. I think he’s above his station. I don’t trust him.”

			“But we can’t pick our presidents like we used to. What about that rabble demonstrating in the streets? They’ll be voting this time. Those ignorant people will vote for anyone who promises them a full stomach.”

			“Huh… one day, one of those Indians will come down from the Andes and become president. I think it’s a disgrace. Where will it all end?”

			The foreigners also had Sánchez-Cerro under the microscope. The American embassy’s military attaché whispered in Peter Bush’s ear:

			“Can we trust this one? He looks just as bad as some of the ones we’ve had to get rid of in Central America.”

			“Relax, George, there’s nothing you can do. No way will Washington allow your marines to come down from Panama. Besides, taking a look at the rest of them, this guy is the best we’ve got in Peru at the moment,” replied Peter.

			“At the moment…?”

			“Well, you know, things change quickly in these places. Let’s see what this one does. Who knows, we might find another guy to replace him later on,” said Peter. The military attaché shook his head – he’d seen cases like this before.

			More superficial were the contemptuous reactions of socialite ladies.

			“Isn’t he short and ugly?”

			“He looks like a little Indian.”

			“He’s not even a general, only a lieutenant colonel.”

			“But he’s brave, that’s for sure.”

			“Would you marry him?” teased one.

			“How dare you even suggest it…” replied her friend.

			“He’d be a good match for my little Indian maid,” joked another.

			“What if he becomes president again and this time steals and gets rich like the rest of them? Wouldn’t you be interested then?”

			“No, my father says he won’t last long.”

			Amongst the upper echelons of Peruvian society, some didn’t take Sánchez-Cerro seriously enough, at their peril.

			The usual panderers continued circulating around the two guests of honour: incumbent president Samanez and, above all, presidential candidate Sánchez-Cerro.

			John was called by Peter Bush to introduce him to some bankers, interested in the findings of the Kemmerer mission. Pedro was left alone, wondering how he could continue to see his beloved Carolina, and still stay alive.

			Chapter 15

			The following morning, John woke up with a jolt when the alarm clock rang. Randall expected him at the embassy by 9:00am. It was already 8:00am. He struggled to his feet; his head still spinning – too many cocktails last night at the embassy reception.

			He washed his face. His mouth was dry and tasted sickly. Had he been sick again last night? Probably – he just couldn’t remember. He got dressed and staggered downstairs, bumping into Tony:

			“No Tony, please don’t to talk to me – my head’s splitting with a headache. Help… bring me a strong coffee.” He looked at his watch – already 8:30am.

			As soon as the coffee arrived, John swallowed it, “Thanks Tony, you’re my saviour.” John adjusted his tie and rushed out.

			Tony ran after him, “John, you’ve forgotten your hat…”

			He walked fast – he couldn’t be late. Striding down the street, John looked up at an imposing building: The Palace of Justice – the main law courts.

			“What justice? For who? For Serafín Ramos and Juanito or for Mr Schultz and Mr Piérola?” he chuckled.

			Finally, he arrived at the embassy and looked at his watch: 9:00am. Good, he wasn’t late.

			“Good morning, Sandra. Have you seen Mr Randall?” said John.

			“Yes, he’s with Peter Bush, in the ambassador’s office – they’ve been in there for over an hour,” said Sandra, yawning and pale – John wasn’t the only one who’d had too much to drink last night. Peter had asked Sandra to arrive early as he didn’t trust the ambassador’s secretary to be there in time to serve breakfast for Mr Randall.

			John sat down outside the ambassador’s office – which Randall had taken over – and waited: 9:30… 10:00… Randall’s meeting with Peter showed no sign of ending.

			Finally, the door was flung open and they came out. Without even greeting him, Randall summoned John in.

			“I’ve been busy with Foundation business on this trip, but tomorrow we’re going to Trujillo. We’re going to close the Chicama deal,” said Randall.

			John had visited Hacienda Chicama and befriended people there, as Randall had instructed. He then proceeded to check information in his files with what John knew.

			John gulped at the thought of Randall finding out that, not only had he visited Trujillo and Hacienda Chicama, but had also met, and interviewed for The Washington Post, that man demonised by Randall: APRA leader Victor-Raul Haya. John would have loved to have been a fly on the wall and seen Randall’s reaction as he read his report in The Post.

			Sitting across the desk, John discerned some of Randall’s notes, “FFA funding for Republican candidate for the vice presidency of the United States.”

			“One thing at a time,” said Randall, “first, we concentrate on the Chicama deal but, once that’s resolved, we’ll talk about those government officials and how much it’s going to cost to get them into my pocket,” he said, briefly looking up at John from his papers. Randall’s penetrating look was an unspoken order: Don’t fail me, boy.

			“Yes, sir,” said John. But what the hell was he going to tell Randall? That he hadn’t any news for him or, more directly, he wasn’t going to help him corrupt government officials.

			John recalled what his father said before leaving Boston, “In poor countries they’ll buy a whole government to cooperate with their business interests… We love Latin America, its culture, its people, but for them it’s only money… only money.” His father was damn right.

			John felt like a pawn in a chess game. Pawns are often sacrificed to protect more valuable pieces – that would surely be Randall’s intention with John – but pawns can also produce checkmate. How would the game end?

			When John came out of the ambassador’s office, Sandra grabbed his jacket sleeve and pulled him into her office, locking the door behind them.

			“John, you’ll never believe what I’ve seen. I need to tell someone. You’re the only one I can trust,” said Sandra, out of breath.

			“What is it?” said John.

			“I was serving coffee to Mr Randall and… I couldn’t help it… I read some notes on the meeting table – something like, ‘New World Order… Distribution of world markets… American continent for the USA… Europe for Germany… Asia for Japan… British Empire: no change…’ I mean… I remember my history and geography from school but… what the heck is all this about?” said Sandra.

			“Are you sure, Sandra?” said John.

			She nodded, “My eyesight ain’t as good as it used to be but, yeah, that’s what I read.”

			“Listen, Sandra, under no circumstances tell anyone,” said John – she could be in real danger, he thought, chewing his lip.

			John reflected how Randall’s strict, unloved childhood had made him selfish, greedy, a bully – traits honed towards becoming the wealthiest man in America. Was he a horrible man? Not really. He just believed in the survival of the strongest – this had made his nation great. If your competitor went out of business because you delivered a better and cheaper product, wasn’t this good for society?

			James Randall’s father had taught him that if anyone got in the way of your business, you just got rid of them by the most expedient means – quite a simple recipe for business success. You were either with him or against him, in which case you were to be brushed aside. It was only business.

			But Sandra’s revelation was something else. Were there no limits to Randall’s ambitions?

			 

			When John got to his Kemmerer mission office there was a telephone message for him: Carlos Medelius had called.

			Carlos called again a few minutes later, “John, my friend, how are you?”

			“Very well, Carlos. How are things at La Nación?” John guessed what Carlos wanted.

			“That’s why I was calling. John, I need some news to publish about the American embassy reception last night. Please, John, you are my friend.”

			As he trotted out the names of people he’d seen at the reception, malicious thoughts crossed John’s mind: how about telling Carlos about overhearing Randall suggesting Haya be eliminated; or Walter’s anecdote about a vice president wanting to assassinate Sánchez-Cerro; or even Kurt Schultz comparing Sánchez-Cerro to Hitler? No, he couldn’t so, instead, he had to put up with Carlos’ disappointed groaning at not getting from John a scoop, or at least juicy gossip.

			 

			The following day, the American ambassador arranged for the best American pilot available, Elmer Faucett, to fly Randall and John to Trujillo.

			The flight would take some hours and be the first time John spent more than a few minutes with Randall, who wasn’t used to wasting time with underlings. What sort of conversation, if any, might he strike up and could he elicit any interesting information? He decided to start with small talk.

			“Mr Randall, did you know Elmer Faucett is the pilot who flew Sánchez-Cerro from Arequipa to Lima when he staged the coup that brought down Leguía?” said John.

			“Elmer Who? This pilot?” replied Randall, pointing at the pilot’s cabin. John nodded. Well, at least he’d managed to catch Randall’s attention for a moment. Then, Randall returned to studying the documents in his file.

			Let’s try politics, thought John, to see if Randall really had political ambitions, “Do you think President Hoover will get re-elected or will that Democrat, Roosevelt, get in?” asked John. Randall ignored him.

			Okay, let’s have another go, thought John, “They say Hoover won’t seek re-election. Maybe you would be a good presidential candidate for the Republicans, Mr Randall,” said John. Randall looked up from his papers, frowning. Surely this boy knew nothing about his political ambitions.

			Then, flattered by the suggestion, Randall smiled. Yes, John had actually got the man to smile, but there was no further conversation. Time was money and Randall preferred to invest the flight time studying documents instead of talking to John.

			As he sat, engrossed in reading his papers, Randall was unaware that John, sitting across from him and, with his good eyesight, could spy his papers: New members of the FFA… Standard Oil, US Steel, Bethlehem Steel, US Rubber, General Motors, Ford Motors, American Metal, US Sugar, Coca Cola, Frederick Snare, National City Bank, JP Morgan, Seligman & Co, Bank of America, Chase Bank… The largest American corporations and banks were now members of the FFA. This tied in with those American company executives John had seen buzzing around Randall at the embassy reception.

			John enjoyed the aerial view. Once they left Lima, the clouds evaporated and he had a much better view than from the ship during his previous trip to Trujillo. Could Randall also be interested – the best view of the land, and the business, he coveted?

			Amazingly, John held Randall’s attention for the rest of the flight.

			“You know, Mr Randall, although the land below seems just a desert, the rivers we’re crossing bring down a lot of water from the Andes. That’s what’s converted the desert into these wide green valleys, where sugar, cotton and other crops grow so abundantly,” said John.

			On approaching Trujillo, John asked Elmer to fly on further north before coming back to land in Trujillo.

			“If you look below us right now, Mr Randall, we’ve got a great view of the broadest valley – the Chicama River valley,” said John.

			“Okay gentlemen, now we’re approaching Hacienda Chicama. I’ll fly a bit lower so you can check it out,” said Elmer.

			Flying over the sea of green – starting to turn light brown as the sugar cane ripened – croppers looked up and waved.

			“Look, Mr Randall, that’s the sugar mill… over there the rum distillery… in the distance you can see the main buildings… and there’s the hacienda train – the estate is so vast they need it to transport the sugar cane,” said John, imagining the train being driven by Yolanda’s father.

			Randall stared when Elmer pointed out other enormous haciendas in the Chicama Valley, like Chiclín, Cartavio or Casa Grande and, further inland, Laredo. John detected a sparkle in Randall’s eyes – the eagle eyeing additional prey to feed on when it built up further appetite.

			When they landed, Mr Schultz and his chauffeur took them to their hotel in Trujillo.

			Before he went to bed, John made notes of what he’d spied in Randall’s papers and what Sandra had told him. He must find out more about Randall’s scheming.

			Once in Trujillo, John wanted to see Yolanda as much as possible, but must keep their affair secret from Randall – his rule was inexorable: either with him or against him. Randall would deem John’s affair with Yolanda as nothing less than treason: his negotiation manoeuvres to buy Hacienda Chicama would be revealed to the seller. And if Randall knew how passionately Yolanda defended the rights of Hacienda Chicama’s workers, all hell would break loose.

			Would someone at Hacienda Chicama reveal to Randall about John and Yolanda? They prayed gossip would be restricted to their closest friends. Anyway, an insensitive businessman like Randall hadn’t time for subordinates’ romancing… unless a stupid romance interfered with his business.

			The following day, Schultz’s chauffeur drove them from Trujillo to Hacienda Chicama and Schultz took Randall with John on a long tour of the hacienda.

			Later, John found an excuse to go elsewhere and hunted down Yolanda in her office.

			“John, my love, you need to find out what Mr Randall is planning. The jobs of hundreds of us on the hacienda depend on you… He’s coming. I must go before he sees me.” Yolanda gave John a quick kiss and rushed out just before Randall came into the room.

			“Ah… I was looking for you, where have you been, boy?”

			A tremor ran down John’s spine. Who was it to be: his master or the woman he loved?

			Randall smiled sinisterly, “We’ve got them. The poor fools don’t know I’m shareholder of the bank that’s lent them money. Now, listen: the bank will call in the loan unless the hacienda can prove they can repay it. They can only repay if they have a buyer for this year’s sugar harvest. I’ve told them I’ll buy their sugar… but, then, I just might change my mind. No buyer… the bank demands full repayment of its loan… Schultz can’t repay… and I buy the largest hacienda in Peru, railroad and all, for next to nothing.”

			Randall salivated as he concluded, “The game’s nearly over, but first I need you to make sure they don’t have another buyer for their sugar… Are you with me, boy?”

			Listening to Randall, Yolanda’s desperate plea revolved inside John’s head: the jobs of hundreds of us on the hacienda depend on you… I love you, John…

			John felt he was being swallowed by quicksand, as he replied almost inaudibly, “Umm… yes, I think so.”

			“What do you mean with: I think so?” thundered Randall. John looked into Randall’s vicious, eagle eyes, like a helpless rodent about to be ripped away by a terrifying bird of prey.

			“Yes sir, of course.”

			“Good boy. Let me know tomorrow.”

			Randall departed, leaving John alone with his thoughts, the quicksand now up to his neck.

			I’m so sorry, Yolanda, I just can’t do it – was this what he’d have to tell her? He’d lost Lisa, tired of waiting for him, now engaged to Jack. Was he also going to lose Yolanda? If she really loved him, would she understand he was Randall’s man? No, she wouldn’t.

			I don’t know, Mr Randall. Was that the alternative? Daring to tell Randall he didn’t have the information he needed to win the game and make a killing. He couldn’t – Randall would destroy him. The Great Depression was getting worse. He’d end up begging for food in the soup kitchens of the backstreets of Boston. Would Yolanda still love him then? Not only that, but Randall would have John’s father sacked from the university – that would be the end for the old man.

			A soft kiss on his cheek jolted John back from his thoughts, but the quicksand now covered his mouth and he gasped for air.

			“So, what did Mr Randall say, my love?”

			“He… err… asked about Hacienda Chicama’s sugar harvest…” Was that all John could reveal to Yolanda?

			Time – he needed time, to think, to decide on his next step.

			Help – he was now fully submerged in the quicksand, desperately fighting to breathe.

			 

			That night, John struggled to fall asleep and when he did, he was confronted with the shocking biblical image of Goliath. The champion of the Philistines was an intimidating giant, clad in impenetrable armour. No Israelite dared fight him. Until, one day, David, a young man with no weapons, nor armour, except for a sling and a few stones, foolishly challenged the giant. Everyone laughed at David. But David took courage and, as he prepared his sling to hurl a stone, he was surprised he wasn’t facing Goliath, but Mr James Randall III.

			David killed Goliath and cut off his head. But Randall wasn’t Goliath and John wasn’t David.

			When he woke up, in a sweat, John forgot about his dream of David and Goliath. He washed, prayed, breathed deeply and rehearsed in the mirror what he was going to say to Randall.

			John sighed. Randall always got what he wanted. Competitors, partners and politicians all gave in to him. As for Randall’s employees, failing him never crossed their minds.  

			It was a beautiful morning and John thought the lush sugar cane fields stretched like a green sea around him and all the way down to the Pacific Ocean. In the distance, the hacienda’s railway engine hissed as it stopped to collect sugar cane. What a misleading scene of prosperity – the Great Depression had brought Peru’s largest hacienda to its knees.

			The meeting room was empty. John breathed out heavily, taking a moment to steady his nerves. But the door was flung open and Randall marched in. He was holding an enormous cigar in his right hand, like a crab’s pincer holds its prey. He wore a dry smile. His victim was at his mercy. Today, he was going to close a good business deal and make a killing.

			“So, tell me, boy, what news do you have for me?”

			The time had come. John sensed a shudder down his spine and his armpits moistening, but he steadied up. His throat felt dry and worried that words wouldn’t come out.

			“Umm… they… they know your plans. They’re not selling the hacienda to you.”

			“What? Impossible.” Randall’s eyes bulged out of his head and he nearly dropped his cigar, but then thundered, “What do they know? Who’s told them?”

			“They know that, if you buy the hacienda, you’ll sack Peruvian workers and replace them with Chinese immigrants. They say you’ve got the Peruvian government to agree. They know the Chinese are starving, they’ll come to work twice as hard for next to nothing, they won’t have trade unions and…”

			“Who’s told them all this? You…? You! You ungrateful little son-of-a-bitch… I brought you here to get your wretched doctorate with Kemmerer. And this is how you pay me? You are nobody… And your father: I got him his job at the university. This is the end…. for you and your father.”

			John felt his blood boiling and his muscles tensing – he was back in his boxing gym in Boston: legs poised, fists raised level with his chin – the punch bag in front of him: one, two.

			And John stepped back, stared at his fists, looked down and saw Randall flat on the floor, nursing his jaw, with blood streaming from his nose.

			John gazed in shock – I didn’t mean to… what have I done… rushed through his mind. Instinctively, he offered Randall a hand to help him up.

			Randall pushed John’s hand away, got on his knees and then struggled to his feet. Still shaking, he stared at John with sheer hatred. Caressing his jaw with one hand, he wagged a finger at him. John gaped: how on earth was Randall still holding on to his damn cigar?

			Then, steaming red with anger, Randall stumbled out, slamming the door, after crushing his cigar in his trembling, clenched fist and showering John with the debris.

			John breathed out strongly from puffed cheeks, taking a moment to recover, but then smiled as he remembered his dream. David was still alive, but Goliath was not yet dead.

			John had to react quickly. Randall was unforgiving – anyone who opposed him was doomed.

			That same night, John wrote to his father explaining what had happened. He made no apology for challenging Randall. It wasn’t only loyalty to Yolanda, but a moral issue – Randall was trying to acquire Hacienda Chicama by foul means and didn’t give a damn about the poor people involved. And that was only the beginning of the shady business deals he’d be scheming.

			When his father wrote back, he didn’t complaint, supporting John, but reminding him Randall was a businessman, who’d do anything for profit. People came second. Life was like that and, yes, life was tough.

			John knew Randall would ensure Dr Fitzgerald lost his job at Harvard and order no more payments be made to John, working with the Kemmerer mission. That was the least he could do to start with, and then he’d think of further ways to inflict pain on the dirty little swine who’d betrayed him. John was now well and truly adrift.

			As far as the Hacienda Chicama deal was concerned, Randall would plough ahead. He wouldn’t care if his cards had been revealed. He believed Schultz and Hacienda Chicama only had worthless cards in their hands. He had no doubt he was still going to win this poker game.

			So, what now for John? Alone in the bar, he sighed – he couldn’t avoid taking the decision any longer.

			John knew Randall’s plans. He’d stop at nothing. He’d make businesses fail and then buy them at distress prices. He’d bribe politicians and plunder natural resources – anything necessary to achieve his goals. What about the consequences for people – they were just another commodity to Randall.

			John longed to change the world. But there was nothing he could do. The Kemmerer mission was leaving. He had to think of himself now and go back to Boston, get his doctorate and achieve his dream of becoming a university academic like his father. Thanks to Professor Kemmerer, his dream was within his grasp.

			Alone with his thoughts, he almost slipped into a trance, but turned around almost violently when a hand rested gently on his shoulder.

			“So, when is my American boy going home?”

			John looked into Yolanda’s eyes and was surprised to see they weren’t sad. Had she given up and accepted he was leaving?

			Although she loved him, Yolanda wouldn’t leave with him. She wouldn’t turn her back on her family, on her people.

			What he’d found in Peru had touched his soul. It wouldn’t be easy, but he had to find a way to stop Randall. He’d come to Peru to research for his doctorate and then return to the USA. But maybe he could become an investigative journalist with The Washington Post, denounce injustice, and ‘change the world’.

			“Going home? Who’s going home? I, kind of, like it here in Peru,” said John.

			For the first time in days, Yolanda’s face lit up and they merged into a passionate kiss. Yes, Peru was great. He’d stay a while longer

			 

			Part 3 

			After the shipwreck

			Chapter 16

			When he left for Europe, Sánchez-Cerro entrusted preparations for his return to Peru to his right-hand man, Dr Luis Flores, who was to establish a political party called “Unión Revolucionaria,” or UR for short.

			John researched to write a press report for The Washington Post and UR appeared conservative, not wanting anything revolutionary at all. It seemed simply a vehicle to propel Sánchez-Cerro to win the presidential elections. What policies did UR promote? What did Sánchez-Cerro stand for? John scratched his chin – many people didn’t care. They only wanted Sánchez-Cerro and UR, whatever it was, to stop that man Haya and his APRA party.

			John was intrigued by Flores – the mysterious man in the background was coming to the fore. His public appearances and photographs in the press became more frequent. What was behind that sad face, small mouth, rarely smiling, clean shaven, with short black hair and a receding hairline? On the radio he sounded passionate, even angry. Some described him as intelligent, skilful and loyal – presumably to Sánchez-Cerro. Others called him dogmatic, cunning and resentful. What a choice of adjectives.

			When John first met Flores, at a press conference at La Nación newspaper, invited by Carlos Medelius, he detected a fanatical streak. He’d heard many in Peru expressing admiration for Mussolini and Hitler: Peru needed a strong leader in these chaotic times. Some even said their fellow citizens were lazy, uneducated and unfit to be productive citizens in the 20th century. They needed a leader who’d be strict with them, for their own good, of course.

			John frowned as he made feverish notes of the questions and answers during the press conference:

			“Everything that is wrong with Peru has its roots in the lack of virtue of its people,” said Flores.

			“How would you resolve this, Dr Flores?”

			“I’d strictly control education and the press – anyone without necessary moral standards shouldn’t teach or publish,” said Flores.

			“Dr Flores, what is the greatest threat Peru faces?

			“APRA and the communism they promote, which would be suicidal for our nation,” said Flores.

			“What are your key principles, Dr Flores?”

			“The indestructible love for my country and my religious faith,” said Flores, beaming with self-satisfaction.

			John sensed Flores wasn’t ready to compromise and could be downright dangerous in such volatile times. Would The Washington Post’s editor publish John’s views or water-down his reports to factual news?

			 

			The 22nd August, 1931, was the first anniversary of Sánchez-Cerro’s military coup ending the Leguía regime. In celebration, Unión Revolucionaria organised the largest political rally ever seen in Peru. Tens of thousands of supporters would parade through the streets, past the presidential palace, ending up in the Plaza San Martín square, in the heart of Lima.

			Tony Guzmán couldn’t offend his boss when Mr Zapata asked him to go with him, so they left Pedro in charge of the bar. John went with them, not wanting to miss such a historical event, and avid for news to report to The Washington Post.

			They elbowed their way into Plaza San Martín – largest square in Lima, with a perimeter of six hundred metres. On three sides it had uniform grey buildings with arches covering the sidewalk and, on the fourth, three magnificent buildings: Hotel Bolívar – the best in Lima – Colón Theatre and the Club Nacional – the oligarchy’s bastion.

			The square was packed. Everyone wanted to see Lieutenant Colonel Sánchez-Cerro. There were workers, servants, shopkeepers, clerks, government employees, soldiers in civilian clothes – a very mixed crowd.

			As people jostled into the square, Tony Guzmán was squashed against a young man impeccably uniformed in black – he turned around and confronted Tony:

			“Hey, sambo, who the hell do you think you’re pushing?” said the guy in black as he spat at Tony. He couldn’t have been older than eighteen… seventeen… maybe only sixteen. Tony grabbed him by the arms, ready to teach the arrogant kid a lesson.

			But, suddenly, Tony was surrounded by three… five… then ten young men, all in black. Zapata read the danger and pulled Tony away.

			“It’s alright, there’s no problem…” said John, stepping between Tony and the guys in black.

			Surprised to see a gringo protecting Tony, the eldest of the men in black said:

			“Is this guy your friend? Tell the son-of-a-bitch to show some respect or we’ll beat him up.”

			Then, the group in black left, thrusting through the crowd, leaving Tony cursing under his breath: where had these kids come from and who the hell did they think they were? Zapata raised a finger to his lips – silence – as he restrained Tony.

			Sánchez-Cerro arrived with military punctuality, uncommon in Peru, but couldn’t start his speech on time, struggling through the sea of people to reach the speaker’s stage. From a distance, it was hard to see who was walking up on to the stage, but from the roar of the crowd it was clear their leader had arrived.

			First, the microphone was taken by a man who John recognised: Dr Flores. But, who was behind him? None other than Carlos Medelius – strange to see a journalist so integrated into a politician’s entourage. Flores made a short but emotional introduction to Sánchez-Cerro, who then took over, to the crowd’s delight.

			Sánchez-Cerro looked down on the multitude assembled below him and, above their heads and behind them, he saw the lights on at the Club Nacional and its balconies swelling with the nation’s wealthy. He smirked: not long ago, they’d have despised him as a mestizo, junior army officer, whilst welcoming President Leguía into their exclusive club. Soon, they’d have to admit him too. Would they also be calling him the new Titan of the Pacific?

			But tonight, the people massed at his feet were awaiting his speech.

			“Today, we celebrate one year from an important day in the history of our beloved Peru.” The crowd broke into deafening applause.

			“One year ago, I fulfilled my patriotic duty; my responsibility as a soldier of our nation, and deposed a tyrannical regime that lasted eleven long years.” More applause interrupted the leader’s speech.

			“During those eleven years, Peru suffered the financial orgy of the Leguía dictatorship… corruption, plunder and squander by an unscrupulous ruler,” he said.

			“Peru suffered a tyrant who rewarded evil and punished virtue. That is why our nation must be morally purged and I therefore present to you my programme of national reconstruction,” he said, with the devoted crowd listening in silence.

			“Leguía’s associates, who became rich performing public duty, and their accomplices in APRA, who now plot against our nation, can expect nothing from me.” Sánchez-Cerro was again interrupted by applause.

			“I will strengthen the belief in patriotism… defend democracy… and protect working people,” and rapturous applause broke out from every corner of the square, as Sánchez-Cerro gazed down at his people with a smile of satisfaction.

			After half an hour ingesting pure populism, the multitude broke into frenzied chanting, “Sánchez-Cerro, Presidente… Sánchez-Cerro, Presidente…”

			What a performance, thought John, once the glorification was over. Those assembled loved every minute of it but, wait a moment, did they really know what Sánchez-Cerro would do if he became president? Patriotism, moral purge, national reconstruction… nice rhetoric, but what did their leader really intend doing? How could John convey this shroud to The Post’s readers?

			And poor old Leguía was safer in his pitiful prison cell: after what Sánchez-Cerro said about him, this crowd would have torn him to pieces.

			After the rally, back at Hostal Zapata, they met Pedro, busily serving customers behind the bar.

			“Man, you should’ve come with us. It was fantastic. Everything is going to be better with Sánchez-Cerro. He’s not as bad as APRA say,” said Tony to Pedro, with Zapata beaming with satisfaction.

			The following morning, Carlos Medelius’ La Nación filled its front page with reports and photographs of the apotheosis of Sánchez-Cerro’s rally the night before.

			Still, as if the city of Lima hadn’t had enough excitement with Sánchez-Cerro in the Plaza San Martín, the following day there was another pilgrimage.

			This time the pilgrimage would be to Plaza de Acho – the oldest bullring in the world. The enormous edifice rose above its surroundings like a Roman coliseum, on the opposite bank of river Rímac from the presidential palace. During the colonial period it had been the favourite meeting place for Spanish nobles and the best of Lima society. Since independence it had endured as a bastion of well-to-do creoles.

			“Come on, Pedro, John… let’s go guys, we’re gonna be late,” shouted Tony Guzmán, determined to drag his friends out with him.

			“Where are you going so early, man?” said Pedro, as he turned over in bed and covered his ears with his pillow. It was Sunday morning – why didn’t Tony just lie in bed for a while, on the only day he didn’t have to be up before dawn.

			Today, Tony, a nobody from the provinces, was going to get into the majestic bullring. Was he crazy? Who did he think he was?

			On that unforgettable Sunday in August 1931, the Plaza de Acho would again be full, but with a very different crowd from what it was used to. Victor-Raúl Haya was returning to Lima after seven long years in exile.

			“Tony, what’s up, man? Yesterday you went to see Sánchez-Cerro… and today you’re going to see Haya. Which team do you play for?” asked Pedro smiling, as he and John tried to keep up with an excited Tony, strutting across the old stone bridge.

			“Which team? No soccer today, guys – we’re going to Plaza de Acho. If my mama could see me, she’d be so proud,” said Tony with a sigh and a sheepish smile.

			What a multitude they joined. They came from the working-class districts, from the barren hills surrounding the city – crowded with frail shacks – labourers from new industries, building sites and nearby farms, and dockers from the port of Callao; also students, teachers, clerks, servants and soldiers, strictly in civilian clothes. The better off stayed indoors, to avoid mingling with this populace.

			Lima didn’t belong only to the creoles anymore – it was being invaded by needy folk from the provinces. Even Indian miners had come down from the Andes to see Haya. What did city people have in common with this rabble? They all felt something new, maybe revolutionary, was arriving with Haya.

			Revolutionary? Many recalled the Russian revolution, where property had been taken over by the state, the imperial family and the ruling class had been slaughtered or fled in terror, with the new communist government preaching hatred and revenge. Would Haya bring this to Peru?

			Never – that will never happen in Peru vowed Sánchez-Cerro: our people must be handled with the carrot in one hand and the stick in the other.

			Talk of revolution scared not only the well-off but also middle-class people whose lives had improved during the economic bonanza of the 1920s under now-forgotten President Leguía – an improvement now ruined by the economic crisis – and even humble people like Zapata.

			Even Mr Zapata? Yes, sir. He’d worked hard to build up his business and all this talk of change, revolution or communist governments taking over property, horrified him. Only Sánchez-Cerro appeared to guarantee he’d not lose his livelihood.

			What about government employees, bank staff, army officers and the like? Talk of revolution also made them shudder: in Russia, communist purges had swept away anyone connected with the old regime. At best, they’d escaped abroad and at worst they’d disappeared into state slave labour camps – the gulags.

			An hour before Haya’s expected arrival, Plaza de Acho was packed. People squeezed into the access halls and stairways, jostling to catch a glimpse of their leader. More adherents outside in the street vainly pushed to get in. Nobody wanted to miss Víctor-Raúl Haya’s return to Lima.

			Today you couldn’t smell imported perfume or expensive cigars, pervasive on bullfighting days. You were huddled against someone with a whiff of sweat or common scent. The bar in the square below, usually serving selected wines and cocktails, was closed today, to John’s disappointment.

			Outside, the street was full of trolleys cooking popular snacks like fried dough with honey, spicy ox heart on skewers or corn on the cob. The smoke of fried food impregnated the air.

			Within the bullring, a deafening murmur, as people discussed their country’s problems, their hopes, and changes to come. There were no red flags flying or revolutionary songs to be heard – no communists had come. It wasn’t their day.

			Murmuring gave way to excitement: rumour swept around that Víctor-Raúl Haya had arrived. Suddenly, chatting gave way to cheering when a tall man appeared, impeccably dressed in black, as if bound for a funeral. That’s him; he’s here… it’s brother Víctor-Raúl, someone shouted. Rapturous applause broke out.

			The pushing outside the bullring and within hallways became frantic and Tony, John and Pedro struggled to get in. In each of the entrances to the bullring, APRA had placed guards or buffalos, as they were now called – after Buffalo Barreto – imposing order and demanding quiet. Gradually, the bullring fell silent.

			Once nestled on the speaker’s platform, Haya looked around, smiled and said, “Party brothers, fellow citizens, welcome to this magnificent meeting. I’m sorry so many of you are uncomfortable, listening standing up. My only satisfaction is that I’m standing with you,” as the crowd cheered.

			“Brothers, at long last, democracy is arriving in Peru. True democracy, renewed under the banner of APRA…” and Haya continued after being interrupted by applause, “It isn’t the old, so-called democracy, abused by tyranny. It is real democracy, built by the people, and we’ll make every sacrifice to defend it. Politicians have lacked responsibility. Politics based on bribery, threats, and cheating, are not responsible politics,” he said, followed by more applause.

			“Pedro, what does ‘bribery’ mean?” said Tony.

			“Umm… for example, if Mr Zapata pays a health inspector to stop his restaurant being closed because you can’t keep it clean,” said Pedro, with a friendly nudge at a frowning Tony.

			“Shut up, damn you, we want to hear Víctor-Raúl,” someone shouted behind them.

			The expectant crowd was ready to absorb their leader’s every word. Haya was about to explain how APRA would change Peru, forever.

			Haya’s eloquent, long-winded speech kept his audience spellbound. Many listened open mouthed. They heard that, since independence from Spain, the state had been controlled by an oligarchy that colluded with foreign interests to hand over the country’s wealth in exchange for expensive loans – yes, John remembered this from Haya’s speech in Trujillo.

			Haya continued, “Foreign investors are welcome if they bring progress and superior technology…The economy and the interests of ordinary Peruvians are not protected by the state.” Again, John recognised themes he’d heard in Trujillo.

			“Our agriculture is dominated by latifundia and the state is controlled by a small number of landlords who own enormous haciendas.”

			Tony tugged at Pedro’s sleeve and whispered, “Umm… what is leti… lati… latifomia? It sounds like a disease.”

			“Latifundia… yeah, some people would say it’s a disease… it’s a large agricultural estate owned by one family, with many peasants working for them, sometimes not even bothering if it produces much,” said Pedro, happy to enhance Tony’s meagre education.

			“Our indigenous Andean Indian brothers don’t have basic civil rights. Most are excluded from the mainstream economy and society. There isn’t a peasant class that can rightfully influence the state. Three million indigenous Peruvians are illiterate and the state has done nothing to educate them and help them participate in a democratic process.”

			A group of Indians clapped loudly and shouted in Kechua, the main language of the old Incan empire, and still the language of a large majority of Peruvians in the Andes. As John looked at them, he couldn’t help remembering Juanito: what a brighter future he could expect enjoying an education and civil rights, instead of being kicked about wherever he went.

			“There is solidarity between APRA and our brothers in the armed forces – there are no differences between us. But the armed forces must not meddle in politics… A compulsory military service must be exercised democratically… Promotion in the armed forces must be on merit, not as a way of buying loyalty… The armed forces must help integrate our Indian brothers into modern society…”

			After winding down, Haya waved farewell, wiped his brow, finished his glass of water, and slowly descended his platform’s stairs as the crowd cheered.

			The atmosphere was electric. The old Plaza de Acho bullring had never seen anything like it in its two hundred years. For a couple of hours, the masses had taken over a bastion of the better-off and now made their way home, invigorated by Haya’s words.

			As soon as they arrived at Hostal Zapata, laughing and chatting, John, Pedro and Tony bumped into Mr Zapata.

			“Huh… you look happy after listening to those stupid APRA… communists or whatever they are,” said Zapata scowling.

			“No, Mr Zapata. You should have come with us. It was fantastic. Haya is really the people’s man and everything is going to be better from now onwards. No need to be scared of APRA, Mr Zapata,” said Tony.

			“But how can you believe that Haya is a man of the people, if some relatives were rich landlords and even government ministers in Leguía’s regime? Sánchez-Cerro really is a man of the people and understands us well. He’ll make sure we have work and will lock up those damn communists,” said Zapata.

			Confused? Yes, poor Tony could well feel confused. One day after the other, he’d gone to the rallies of two political leaders bitterly opposed to each other, yet both claiming to represent him and offering him a better future.

			No, Tony didn’t really understand what has happening. But he felt something was changing in Peru. Tony and many other poor people thought that, for once, the next president would listen to them.

			The following morning, La Nación, after having covered Sánchez-Cerro’s rally the day before on its front page with such detail and enthusiasm, completely ignored Haya’s rally at Plaza de Acho. Not a single word. As if it had never happened.

			Absolutely amazing, thought John but, knowing Carlos Medelius and his fellow journalists, he wasn’t surprised. But the world needed to know what was really going on in Peru.

			He corresponded by telegram with The Washington Post’s man for South America in Buenos Aires. Many thanks, John; we wouldn’t have known about Haya’s historical rally without someone like you on the spot. Washington will like this – I’ll recommend we continue taking your reports. Keep up the good work.

			Only three months left to go and John knew he’d witness the most dramatic presidential elections in Peruvian history. For sure, he’d have some juicy reports for The Washington Post.

			Chapter 17

			John had expected it, but when his father’s letter arrived and he read it in the quiet of his bedroom, he couldn’t help it: he screamed, cursed and kicked the damn wall. That bastard Randall had had John’s father sacked from Harvard University. Yes, Randall would’ve enjoyed that: bullying an old man to punish John.

			John imagined the scene: Randall puffing on his big cigar and smiling as he told Dr Fitzgerald. But John did muster a smile, picturing Randall’s frown when he failed to humiliate the old professor. No, Dr Fitzgerald wouldn’t have caved in and pleaded to Randall. John knew his father was a frail man, but with a stronger will than even that tyrant Randall.

			What now? There was no point. Nothing would change. If you defied the mighty, like Mr James Randall III, you always lost.

			But, wait a moment, what about David and Goliath? Father Joseph had taught John all those biblical stories at school. Yet, this was real life in the 20th century: the weak and the good weren’t defeating the mighty and evil. In Russia, the democrats had been crushed by Stalin. The boots of Mussolini’s troops walked all over poor North African Bedouin and Ethiopian peasants. That little man in India, Mahatma Ghandi, would never get his way peacefully against the mighty British Empire. And, as for smaller European countries, heaven help them if Hitler came to power in Germany. Maybe the priests were wrong, and the devil was winning the battle.

			John read his father’s letter again. The old man made no complaint – life had been tough for him but he’d always pulled through. John shouldn’t worry: God would provide.

			So, John wrote to his new mentor, recently departed from Peru. Professor Kemmerer liked John – he’d always been an asset to the mission. He was sorry to hear about John’s father – times were hard for everyone. Kemmerer was back at Princeton University and, yes, he’d see what he could do; but no promises.

			John crossed his fingers and, a couple of weeks later, when he came back from Mass at San Francisco church, it had arrived. Kemmerer’s letter said Princeton University’s Faculty of Arts had invited Dr Desmond Fitzgerald to join them. Wiping a tear, John went down on his knees and clasped his hands in prayer. Father Joseph, during sermon at school Mass in Boston, used to say that when God closes a door, he opens a window. Bless you, Professor Kemmerer. Maybe the devil wasn’t always going to win.

			What a relief. Now, next problem: Randall had left John without a regular income when he’d instructed he be dropped from Kemmerer’s mission. But, unknown to Randall, Kemmerer had a small, discretionary budget for mission general expenses. Nobody questioned how the mission spent that amount, so Kemmerer continued payments to John. But these payments had now ended once the Kemmerer mission left Peru and closed its budget. John cursed: how to continue paying his way in Peru?

			John knew The Washington Post had liked his interview with Haya. It had been published under the name of the South American correspondent based in Buenos Aires, but everyone at The Post knew it was John’s merit. And, since then, John had been providing interesting stories to the man in Buenos Aires to concoct more reports in his name. Could there be a future for him in journalism?

			The South American correspondent would travel to Peru to cover the impending presidential elections. John boldly offered Washington head office to report on the elections and avoid the correspondent travelling to Lima. It sounded good to the man in Buenos Aires, reluctant to take a long and hazardous flight over the Andes, leaving his comfortable lifestyle – Argentinian mistress included – down south. The editor in Washington wasn’t convinced. John had done a good job so far, but covering a major event like the presidential elections was very different.

			Finally, the editor reluctantly agreed, on condition the man in Buenos Aires put his name to the articles and vetted John’s reports before they were sent to Washington. No problem, thought the man in Buenos Aires, as he opened another bottle of wine and stroked his lady’s thigh under the table, enjoying another succulent Argentinian steak dinner at his favourite restaurant. No way was he going to give this up for a rough flight to Lima. Yes, John could be trusted with the job.

			John raised clenched fists for joy, but what now? No formal appointment as The Post’s correspondent meant he couldn’t use the prestigious newspaper’s name to schedule interviews with key participants in the elections. But what about the local press? Carlos Medelius, at La Nación, had begged John for news about the Kemmerer mission in the recent past. Perhaps Carlos could reciprocate with information, or at least gossip, to transform into some sort of report. Wasn’t that what some journalists did, anyway?

			One night, John fell asleep after reading all those horrendous stories from around the world. The devil was very busy indeed. John’s mind dragged him back into Boston’s Charles Street jail – the closest place to hell he’d known. All the devil’s men caroused dressed as jailors: let’s see, there was Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, even Randall, and then, wait a moment: Carlos Medelius. What was Carlos doing with that infernal bunch?

			After the devil’s men left the scene and John tired of interpreting what was going on, his father and Professor Kemmerer came in, with a smiling old man, introduced as The Washington Post’s editor. Had he learned nothing from Father Joseph? Was he going to accept the devil’s work without even a whimper? God had given him a mission: an investigative journalist at The Washington Post must denounce the devil’s deeds. The three men turned around as Father Joseph walked in and wagged his finger at John.

			When he awoke, John smiled: what a nightmare. What had that been about some mission? Better just dismiss it as a childhood exhortation from old Father Joseph. Then, a knock on the door and Pedro came in: Let’s go down to breakfast – I’m starving.

			Later, John’s thoughts returned to Carlos. He could be an enrapturing socialite, and had often invited John to social occasions. But John wasn’t entirely at ease with this snake charmer.

			One day, after a few drinks in Zapata’s bar, as Carlos pontificated about the world, John decided to challenge him, to see his reaction.

			Carlos was his usual self: surrounded by society girls and smartly dressed in his latest fashion suit, concealing that his grandfather had been a poor immigrant.

			“Listen, Carlos, stop complaining about these poor people coming from the provinces. They’ve got as much right to a better life as you,” said John.

			Carlos wasn’t taken aback and, in fact, it got him going on his pet subject as he replied:

			“You don’t understand, John. All these people from the provinces – the miners, the peasants… who’ve lost their jobs, are coming to the capital expecting to find jobs. But there’s a worldwide economic crisis, for God’s sake. They’ve believed the communists’ poisonous ideas.”

			“Aha… yes, Carlos, my father says the communists—” said one his lady friends, but he ignored her:

			“Look, our businessmen earn money and, instead of reinvesting in Peru, they send it to a bank in Switzerland or the USA. It’s the Americans and Europeans who are investing here. They believe in our country more than we do. That’s why I admire them. Our Indian peasants and miners should learn from them, not from the damn Russian communists.”

			Carlos opened his arms, like a peacock proudly displaying his open tail feathers, and continued, “And what’s more, we’re always hearing poor Indian peasant women complaining their husbands waste their money on drink and other women instead of bringing it home to their families – that’s why they’re poor.”

			“Umm… that’s far too simple, Carlos. There are many reasons why people are poor… and can’t get out of poverty,” said John.

			“Well, my grandfather arrived from Europe with nothing. He worked hard, my father worked hard and I’m working hard. Life is tough. Nobody’s given us anything. If the communists take over, we’ll lose everything we’ve worked for. I respect rich people. I know that not everyone has earned his money honestly, but I prefer the rich to poor people who want a share of other people’s wealth. If they want to be wealthy, they should work hard like my family. That’s what I believe,” said Carlos.

			“I’m glad Peru has given your family the opportunity…” said John, as Carlos ignored him and continued:

			“And we need a government that protects people’s property, businesses and savings. If not, everyone will send their money abroad. And, then, who will provide jobs to all these people arriving from the provinces?”

			“Okay, I can agree with that” said John, but Carlos was too elated to listen, as he concluded:

			“I love my country and, one day, I’d like to be a government minister or, why not, even president, and make my grandfather proud of me,” said Carlos, as his young girlfriends looked at him in awe.

			Yes, Carlos surely had delusions of grandeur. However, John couldn’t believe that, in his dreams, he’d seen Carlos in the company of the devil’s servants.

			Anyway, perhaps Carlos could help him fulfil the mission Father Joseph had entrusted him of denouncing diabolical deeds. Well, Carlos did seem to know some evil doers. Let’s not get carried away with interpreting dreams, but perhaps Carlos could help John to pursue his Christian mission of denouncing evil in The Washington Post.

			So, the following day he visited Carlos at La Nación. John couldn’t reveal he was, in effect, a competing journalist after a scoop – Father Joseph would call it: revealing fiendish stories – for The Post.

			“Carlos, apart from working for the Kemmerer mission, I’ve been reporting on Peru’s political prospects to foreigners thinking of investing in Peru.”

			As Carlos nodded, John was relieved he was towing along with the yarn he was spinning. He wasn’t really lying: he had been reporting to Mr Randall.

			“You see, they’re worried about what will happen after the elections. Will the new president protect and, let’s say, support these investors? Carlos, you understand: will they lose their money?” said John.

			Carlos assented and smiled. He got up, walked to the door, peeped into the empty corridor and closed the door, keeping eavesdroppers out.

			“John, those investors don’t need to worry,” said Carlos. Why was he so sure? John had to continue spinning his yarn: opening his eyes wide and raising his eyebrows. Come on, Carlos, tell me more. This sounds encouraging.

			“Umm… you can be sure Sánchez-Cerro will win the elections,” said Carlos with a mischievous grin.

			“But how can you be so sure?”

			“We’ve got everything arranged.”

			“We?” John stared at Carlos, who walked to the window, taking his time to reply.

			“John, we need your foreign investors. Tell them not to worry, but you can’t reveal what I’m about to say.”

			Oh, hell, thought John – he’s about to spill confidential information but I can’t tell. Alright, let’s hear it anyway and decide later if I can keep it to myself. Come on Carlos, tell me.

			“Sánchez-Cerro will make a good president but…” Carlos hesitated. But what, thought John.

			“But he won’t be taking all the decisions.” Carlos enjoyed John’s mystified look. What’s this leading to, thought John: the cat has stolen the dog’s dish, but the dog is too stupid to have noticed?

			“John, have you met, Dr Flores?”

			“Flores? Luis Flores?” Carlos nodded and John continued, “Yeah, I met him at a press conference. What about him? Is he some sort of secretary to Sánchez-Cerro?”

			Carlos smiled and shook his head. “Not his secretary, John. Let’s see, Sánchez-Cerro is the president. Well, he’ll be president after these elections. He’s very popular, he’s a strong personality… but he’s only a soldier.”

			“Only a soldier?”

			“You see, John. Peru’s had many angry army officers marching out of their barracks and sitting in the president’s chair. But how long have they lasted? A year; a few months; only days? This time it will be different. Dr Flores has created Unión Revolucionaria.”

			“So what?” said John, encouraging Carlos to reveal more.

			“People will vote for Sánchez-Cerro but we will run the country.”

			“We? Who are ‘we’?”

			“Unión Revolucionaria, John. UR is Dr Flores’ creation.”

			Was that it – a silly political party? But it was only a name behind Sánchez-Cerro; giving substance to a charismatic leader who really had little new to offer. Carlos smiled at John’s puzzled expression.

			“Sánchez-Cerro will be president but Dr Flores will, as you Americans say, call the shots,” said Carlos. Come on, man, what are talking about? Flores is nobody, thought John. Carlos continued.

			“Dr Flores will make sure we get the new regime, I mean, the new laws approved. You know, passed by Congress. Dr Flores will be the one making sure those APRA… those communists, don’t get in our way. John, we’re going to change Peru forever. Nobody can stop us. Sánchez-Cerro is useful to us at the moment, but once Unión Revolucionaria is in power we don’t really need him,” said Carlos.

			Come on, thought John, I need to goad Carlos to reveal a bit more, “But, Carlos, what are you talking about? Unión Revolucionaria is nothing without Sánchez-Cerro.”

			“You’re wrong, John,” said Carlos, leaning forward, “we have a plan. First, we eliminate the political opposition. Haya and his APRA sect of fanatics will never accept our victory. They’ll demonstrate, break the law and we’ll lock them up or deport them.”

			Carlos looked serious. Perhaps he was offended by John belittling Unión Revolucionaria. Everyone would soon find out that Unión Revolucionaria was a force that was here to stay, was what Carlos was thinking. Good, thought John, now he’s starting to spill the juicy information.

			“The next stage will be to control the army. We’ve got a list of army officers who support us. Those who are not with us will be removed. We cannot have any soldier interfering with our plan. If an officer wants a career beyond, say, lieutenant, he’ll first have to become a member of Unión Revolucionaria. UR won’t allow any more army officers plotting against the government.” John listened in silence.

			“After that, it’s easy – police, judges, government employees, journalists, even teachers; almost anyone in the professions will have to be a member of UR to keep their jobs. We’ll give people a chance, but if they stand in our way, we’ll replace them. They must understand the changes we’re planning for our beloved Peru are too important. The fatherland must eliminate any obstacles to achieving its glorious destiny,” said Carlos, mutating into a zealot.

			Carlos saw John’s shocked look. Had he said too much? Perhaps he’d better try to be more conciliatory, he seemed to be thinking.

			“John, you’ve studied our history. We had a great empire – the Inca Empire covered Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia and much of Argentina and Chile. Then, the Spanish arrived and exploited our country for three hundred years. We became independent from Spain more than a hundred years ago, and what have we done? Nothing. One army officer after another has ruled Peru and, then, those arrogant landowners grabbed power to protect their interests. And what did they do? They sold the country to the foreigners. They lost the war against Chile. We’ve had enough. We’re going to get back the territory Chile stole from us. After four centuries, it’s time for Peru to be a great nation again,” said Carlos.

			Carlos sat back in his chair, illuminated by a religious fervour, as if the messiah were about to arrive. But now he was looking at John, speechless in front of him. Perhaps he’d scared him: John could report something unwanted to his foreign investors. Maybe he’d better try, one last time, to get John on his side.

			“John, tell your friends their investments are safe in Peru. We need businesses to flourish, to create jobs. We’re not going to take over mines, factories, haciendas or banks like those APRA communists would do. Don’t worry, we’ll stop them. We’ll eliminate them,” said Carlos, beating his fist on his desk.

			“Look at Italy – it was the heart of the glorious Roman Empire; the civilised world in its time. Then, Italy fell into centuries of decay. Now, El Duce, Benito Mussolini will bring back the greatness of the Roman Empire to Italy. So, why can’t we bring back the greatness of the Inca Empire to Peru?” said Carlos smiling.

			The Roman Empire. El Duce. Mussolini. The Inca Empire. Carlos was saying that Sánchez-Cerro could be Peru’s Mussolini. No. Wait a moment. Carlos had said Sánchez-Cerro wouldn’t be needed after UR had taken power. So, who? Flores? Damn it, Carlos was hinting Flores would become Peru’s leader, its Mussolini.

			“John, you promised. All this will be revealed when the time comes. For now, just tell your foreign investors not to worry. Everything will be alright. Their money is safe,” said Carlos, as he lit another cigar.

			Chapter 18

			Finally, the long-awaited day of the presidential elections arrived. Sunday 11th October, 1931, was a beautiful, warm spring day in Lima.

			Limeños woke up to find their city secured by the police and the army. A policeman on every corner, with trucks full of police or soldiers discreetly parked down quieter side streets. The provisional junta of President Samanez wouldn’t allow any street confrontations nor electoral fraud. Compared to the past, many considered these as the first democratic elections in Peru’s history and the new president had to be accepted by the population.

			For John, it felt like a festive day, if it weren’t for the country’s future being at stake, like never before. The sight of heavily armed security forces gave him a shiver down his spine, but the day went by in calm. Police chatted amiably to pedestrians – some even made passes at pretty girls.

			As John took a long walk around the city, crossing main squares, down busier streets, visiting polling stations, he struggled to think of anything interesting to report to The Washington Post. If anything abnormal altered the course of the elections – as in the past – he was determined to denounce it through The Post.

			But the only remarkable news was that Haya had survived not one, but two aircraft accidents in the days before the elections. But this wouldn’t make a headline in The Post. He had to find a story – perhaps Carlos at La Nación would leak some interesting story brewing.

			“Relax, John. Nothing will happen for a few days. First, we’ll hear the results for Lima and Callao, but parts of the Andes and the Amazon jungle are so isolated their results will take another week or two.”

			So much in the balance and you’re so calm, thought John as he joined Carlos and his colleagues for a drink in their offices.

			John looked at Carlos, laughing and chatting about anything but politics, and thought of Unión Revolucionaria’s grand plan he’d revealed to him. Carlos was so relaxed that John sensed something was wrong. John listened carefully and scrutinised everyone. What would UR do to ensure Sánchez-Cerro won the elections? He had to find out.

			Nothing. Nothing happened the first few days after voting. John had to send something to The Post. His boss was under pressure – the telegram from Buenos Aires was short and clear, “Washington must publish Peru elections news. Stop. Deadline tomorrow. Stop.”

			Tomorrow. Five days since voting and the first results in Lima had given Sánchez-Cerro a slender lead over Haya. But that had been expected – Lima was not one of Haya’s strongholds. When results came in from the north, APRA’s heartland, things would improve for Haya.

			Overnight, the radio announced encouraging results for Haya. When he woke up, John rushed to buy a copy of La Nación. And there it was – the news John had been awaiting. Even La Nación, unashamed supporters of Sánchez-Cerro, couldn’t hide the truth: Haya was ahead. John had to find La Industria, the leading newspaper in Trujillo and, of course, APRA supporters. Yes, not only did they confirm Haya was ahead but declared him the winner.

			As John turned away from the newspaper kiosk in Plaza San Martin, a crowd gathered. Who were they? The square was filling up with APRA supporters – chanting Haya’s name and rejoicing. At least they thought Haya would be president. No time to waste – get the news off to The Washington Post. His deadline was today and he had the story he needed.

			After sending his report, John sighed and sat down in Hostal Zapata for a stiff drink. He needed it. These tight journalistic deadlines were preying on his nerves. Pedro came in and joined John, joking as he imagined Carlos distraught at the prospect of Sánchez-Cerro losing the elections.

			John couldn’t reveal to Pedro his conversation with Carlos, so sure about Sánchez-Cerro winning the elections, nor what a terrifying Unión Revolucionaria regime would be like. But it appeared Carlos had been wrong – there would be no Sánchez-Cerro victory and Carlos’ beloved Dr Flores wouldn’t see his plans, or dreams, come true. What a relief that would be.

			But Pedro was mistaken. Carlos wasn’t distraught at all. When John went into his office, Carlos was calm and even smiled. John was told he’d be surprised – things would change in the coming days.

			In his report to The Post, John hadn’t assumed APRA supporters’ foregone conclusion of victory. He’d cautiously mentioned Haya was ahead, that this was a surprise at this stage, and many Peruvians were already speculating about what Haya would do if he became president.

			The following day brought more surprises. Nearly all the results favoured Sánchez-Cerro. Hardly anything went Haya’s way. And what about the other two candidates, Arturo Osores and José-María de la Jara, who between them so far had accounted for about 20% of votes? Well, their votes almost dried up. How was that possible? Rumour had it their votes were being allocated to Sánchez-Cerro. Not only that but some ballot boxes that had been, let’s say, mislaid, finally appeared, with results favouring Sánchez-Cerro. Some ballot boxes had a larger number of votes than the registered number of voters. In the northern APRA stronghold of Cajamarca, the election results were declared void. Could those votes have tipped the results in Haya’s favour? Some irregularities were to be expected in elections, but would they determine the final outcome?

			Rumours and more rumours, but major disputed incidents – best not call them cheating as there was no proof – favoured Sánchez-Cerro. Junta President Samanez had promised to deliver fair elections: what would the old man be thinking now?

			Indeed, what now? Many APRA supporters saw Victor-Raúl Haya as a messiah. And messiahs don’t lose elections.

			John decided to visit Carolina de Piérola – in the entourage of her godfather: Junta President David Samanez – she’s bound to know what’s going on, he thought.

			“They’ve been complaints about fraud. Is Mr Samanez cancelling the elections?” asked John.

			As they sipped coffee near her office, Carolina shook her head and chose to be cautious – aware that John reported to The Washington Post:

			“For the first time, the National Electoral Committee is independent of the government: they’ll decide if any cases of fraud merit cancelling the elections.”

			“Umm… but the Committee declared invalid the Cajamarca region results: they represent more than 8% of total voters, and I hear they’re mostly APRA voters… what does Mr Samanez say about that?” insisted John.

			“If the Committee declared Cajamarca’s results invalid, they must have strong reasons. John, I know my godfather: you can trust he’ll ensure the elections are as fair as possible,” said Carolina.

			John nodded but knew he wasn’t going to get anything more out of Carolina: discreet and professional, but also loyal to her godfather.

			 

			A long six weeks after the elections, the Samanez junta finally declared the results valid: Sánchez-Cerro would be president.

			Alone in his office, Lieutenant Colonel Jiménez wondered if they’d made the right decision. But the alternative would’ve been civil war.

			The official results were that Sánchez-Cerro had won with only 38% of the total electorate voting for him, and Haya came second with 27%. But 24% of voters were said to have abstained or their votes declared invalid.

			John tried to analyse the results for The Washington Post – not easy to explain. Also, if what Carlos Medelius had confided came to pass, Peru would soon come under the grip of a totalitarian regime on the strength of a debatable election result. That would make an amazing story for The Post. But, not only had John promised Carlos to keep the secret; who would believe such an incredible story? It was only that: a story.

			The story John, and everyone, waited for was the reaction of APRA’s leader – Haya wouldn’t bite his tongue. And he didn’t. When he came on the radio, John was ready to relay every word to The Post’s readers:

			“We will not surrender to force, to fraudulent victory, to the usurpation of power, by those who achieve power without any moral right, capturing the state as if it were booty… They will rule, but we will continue educating, organising and leading by example… The semi-democratic holiday is over and Peru is now returning to despotic rule… Only APRA can save Peru,” said Haya. What would The Washington Post’s readers think of that?

			Champagne flowed at La Nación’s offices. John could only speak to Carlos for a minute before they heard cheering in the corridor. Carlos had to go – Dr Flores had arrived.

			As he left, John walked past the office into which Carlos had followed Flores. Before the door was closed in his face, John heard Flores exulting:

			“Fernández, you’re a magician. How did you do it?” followed by loud laughter.

			Fernández? It was a common surname in Peru. He would have loved to find out who this, so-called, magician was. As to the nature of the magic, John had few doubts.

			Chapter 19

			Then, it happened. During dinner with Pedro at Hostal Zapata, the telephone rang. Tony called John over – it was Yolanda.

			Yolanda? But she never phoned – long distance calls were so expensive. Something must be wrong. He rushed to pick up the receiver, dropping his table napkin.

			“Yoly, what’s up?”

			“What do you mean: what’s up? They’ve stolen the elections: that’s what’s up… and we must do something about it,” said Yolanda, her voice trembling.

			“Yeah, there have been rumours, but nothing has been proved about fraud determining the results. Besides, Samanez and Jiménez have accepted the results and—” said John, before Yolanda interrupted him:

			“Samanez and Jiménez? Listen, Samanez is a landowner: of course he doesn’t want anything to change – that’s why he wanted Sánchez-Cerro to win. And Jiménez: he was supposed to be on our side.”

			“What do you mean ‘Jiménez was supposed to be on our side’? He seems honest and impartial to me. I’ve not heard he supports Haya and APRA.”

			“John, your last report in The Washington Post was full of lies. You wrote nothing about the election results being rigged—” said Yolanda, but now John interrupted her, raising his voice.

			“Yikes, Yoly, there’s no conclusive proof the elections were rigged. I can’t report hearsay.”

			“Hearsay? John, I’m so disappointed with you… I didn’t know you were like this,” said Yolanda, with her voice fading into tears. An awkward silence followed, until John retook the conversation.

			“No, Yoly, you can’t expect me to report rumours and take sides. I’ve got to report the truth.”

			He heard her sniffling as she replied, “The truth? You believe the truth written by your friends at La Nación, who don’t care about democracy… who only want another autocrat like Sánchez-Cerro to defend their interests… John, I’ve got to go,” and the telephone went dead. They’d been cut off, or she’d hung up on him.

			Slowly, John put the receiver down, almost disbelieving what he’d heard. Looking around, Pedro and Tony were staring at him. He only wanted to retreat into his thoughts. Walk upstairs, lock his door, breathe and think.

			Above all, think: Yolanda was devoted to changing her country, bettering the lives of her family, and was sure only Haya and APRA could do that. She’d unfairly accused him of believing La Nación, but she only wanted to believe Haya – his speech on the radio came back to him, “Only APRA can save Peru”. Yes, that was what Yolanda believed. But she didn’t want to understand John couldn’t take sides in his reporting to The Post.

			Did Yolanda want to use him, to extend Haya’s cause internationally, through The Washington Post? John just couldn’t do it.

			Lying on his bed, John tried to understand what had happened. Was Yolanda breaking up with him, unless he reported in The Post what she wanted? Did that mean she didn’t love him anymore? Was her love conditional on his siding with Haya and APRA? If so, that wasn’t love – it was nothing.

			He felt his eyes swelling. In the quiet of his room he was alone: his old world back in Boston, with Lisa, was a fading memory, but the new life he’d been building in Peru, with Yolanda, was now crumbling.

			 

			Six weeks was a long limbo between the day final electoral results were declared and when Peru’s new president, Luis Miguel Sánchez-Cerro, would take office.

			Carlos had been right: Haya and his APRA party didn’t accept their electoral defeat. Day after day, APRA unearthed reports of presumed electoral irregularities. They maintained they’d been robbed of victory. Others thought APRA had believed so blindly they’d win, they were unable to accept defeat.

			John wondered if the presumed irregularities, if true, would have given victory to Haya. It didn’t matter. There was too much at stake. The two sides were so entrenched, animosity so great, violence was certain; whichever had won.

			In the north, APRA’s heartland, workers went on strike. Demonstrators clashed with police, who called on the army for help. Ten people were killed near Trujillo – John’s heart almost stopped when he heard. Was this in Chicama? Yolanda – would she be safe? Desperately, he rummaged for news. He called Carlos – he might know:

			“Yeah, it’s confirmed the deaths happened in Chiclín,” said Carlos.

			“Thanks a million, Carlos,” said John. What a relief, thought John – Chiclín; not Chicama.

			John imagined Carlos shaking his head as he put the receiver down, wondering why John was so worried about a bunch of communists getting what they deserved.

			John read newspapers that supported APRA – Christ, they openly encouraged the army to intervene in favour of Haya. Rumours of dissident army officers preparing rebellion were rife, and not only amongst presumed APRA supporters. Pedro heard that a colonel, head of the personal guard of former President Leguía, was plotting to stop Sánchez-Cerro from taking office.

			Incredibly, it was also said that none other than former provisional junta minister Lieutenant Colonel Jiménez, one of the senior army officers most respected by junior officers and troops, had had second thoughts about the decision to declare the electoral results valid. Was this what Yolanda had suggested to John on the telephone? If Jiménez intervened, anything could happen.

			Next day, John telegraphed The Washington Post that Peru wouldn’t fade out of the international news with Sánchez-Cerro becoming president. This was no normal democratic transition. He wanted to stay in Peru – there was Yolanda, of course, although their telephone conversation had been shattering. But John also sensed he was witnessing historical events, with international repercussions, affecting American interests.

			Washington wasn’t convinced. But John insisted and his eloquence so impressed the editors that they finally gave in – no harm in giving this greenhorn journalist a chance. If what he said were to come about, The Post would have a man on the spot to catch a scoop for their readers.

			Great – now John had a reason to stay in Peru, but he couldn’t stop thinking of Yolanda. If he lost her, then… But maybe she was right. Perhaps Sánchez-Cerro had won the elections fraudulently. So, should he side with Haya, whom Yolanda believed was on the side of the deprived? But was he?

			John recalled those four words Haya had repeated in his speeches: faith, union, discipline and action. Was Haya a real democrat, a real man of the people, or just another autocrat?

			Anyway, it wasn’t all about politics and righteousness. Jumbled thoughts spun around in his head. He’d never met anyone like Yolanda. Okay, he’d thought the same about Lisa, hadn’t he, until he’d met Yolanda. No, he couldn’t compare them, but in a sense they were similar: they both needed him. Lisa wanted to get married and escape from her oppressive father. Yolanda wanted him to take Haya’s side and publish favourable reports in The Post. But that wasn’t fair. He couldn’t believe she was just using him. No, their relationship was special.

			With the elections over, John wanted to continue being in close touch with Carlos Medelius, to unearth, or even anticipate, news. Not only news for The Post, but also find out the truth for himself. And yes, he was aware Carlos’ truth wasn’t necessarily the real truth.

			Carlos had been right about the outcome of the elections and what would happen afterwards. Sánchez-Cerro was a compelling character, in control of most of the army, and popular with many Peruvians. Carlos’ admiration for Italian fascism and talk of Luis Flores becoming some sort of Peruvian Mussolini seemed unreal. Yes, John had to hear what Carlos thought – or knew – about how events were unfolding.

			Then, a letter from his father arrived. Good, thought John, let’s see how he’s settling in at Princeton University.

			Instead, his father’s news was shocking: One of the people I’ve kept in touch with at Harvard is a law professor who was Lisa Barrett’s tutor. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Lisa has decided not to marry Jack Saunders.

			John just stared at the paper – he had to read it again: Not to marry Jack Saunders.

			John gasped and read on: Lisa has quarrelled with her father, left New York and returned to Boston. She’s talking to her law professor about getting a scholarship or a loan to do a doctorate at Harvard.

			John took a deep breath – was he happy, sad or just plain confused? And Lisa, would she still love him – was she waiting for him? Was there still a chance for them if he returned to Boston?

			He sighed, lay down on his bed, looking up at that flaking ceiling that, as always, looked down at him with its white, blank expressionlessness.

			Chapter 20

			John read his father’s last letter, again and again. He drafted a letter to Lisa; then, threw it in the waste paper bin; days later, the same; and, the following week, again.

			Lisa hadn’t written to John, but maybe he shouldn’t expect a letter from her. Maybe she’d know he’d heard about her and Jack breaking up, and was waiting for him to write.

			I know what – I’ll send her a Christmas card, he thought.

			 

			Up north in Trujillo and the surrounding plantations, despondency was rife. Everyone brooded about the future. After eleven long years, the dreaded Leguía regime was over, but was worse to come?

			Life had always been dire for the sugar cane croppers of Hacienda Chicama, so Yolanda’s friends refused to believe it when she told them.

			“Uh… Yoly, you’ve done what? Quarrelled with John? Incredible.”

			“You caught a gringo, you only had to be sweet to him and he’d whisk you away to the USA, to live like a princess. Then you could forget about your miserable life here in Chicama.”

			“Wow… we’d give anything to be in your place. Yoly, what’s wrong with you?”

			Yolanda just walked away. Nobody understood her, and they didn’t understand John either. Better not argue. But, alone in her bedroom, she burst into tears.

			Remigia was tired after scrubbing the kitchen but, instead of sitting down for a rest, decided to take her daughter for a walk.

			“We need to talk,” said Remigia.

			“About what?” said Yolanda.

			“About life, my dear.”

			Yolanda looked up to the heavens: what did her poor mother know about life? She was only a simple peasant woman from the Andes.

			As they walked, Remigia stroked her daughter’s hand. Yolanda was used to her mother being demure but, today, Remigia had a bee in her bonnet.

			“Did I ever tell you, Yoly, why I came down to Chicama from my village?” Yolanda shook her head. “The local cacique is called Don Eugenio. He owns most of the land in the area. He started out as the local justice of the peace.”

			“Yeah, so many do, don’t they?” said Yolanda, as her mother continued:

			“Aha… when he bought his first plot of land, he kept cattle on it. At night, he’d let his cattle out of their enclosure and they’d trample and feed on the land cultivated by his Indian neighbours. In the morning, the poor Indians found their crops destroyed and complained to Don Eugenio – they were ruined. He said he wasn’t responsible for what his cattle did and refused any compensation to the Indians, but offered to buy their land. Those who refused, he threatened with conscription into the army or even violence. In the end, he’d buy land for a tenth of what it was worth.”

			“What a thief,” said Yolanda.

			“And Don Eugenio only paid for the land in goods from his store, not in cash. So Don Eugenio took over more and more land. And when he became provincial governor, his speeches were full of words like freedom, democracy, justice and fatherland… but those poor Indians who’d been forced to sell their land to him had become his slaves,” said Remigia.

			Yolanda nodded – she’d heard stories like this before. This was nothing new. It had been going on for centuries throughout Peru. Even President Leguía denounced it, but did nothing.

			“Don Eugenio even believes he owns people in his area. Everyone does what he says: the police, the priest, the judge… everyone – except your grandfather.” Yolanda stared at her mother: what was she about to reveal?

			“Don Eugenio said it was his right to deflower – that’s what he called it – any girl he fancied. And he did.”

			“What a bastard. How was he allowed…” said Yolanda. But her mother pressed a finger to her lips: silence – she must continue her story.

			“One day, Don Eugenio came for me. But my father put me on a donkey and sent me away to the coast. I rode day and night. Your Uncle Gumersindo was working in Chicama and took care of me. So I was safe – but not your grandfather. Do you know what Don Eugenio did?” Yolanda gaped at her.

			“Don Eugenio tied your grandfather to a horse and dragged him into the village square. There, he shackled him to a pole and whipped him like an animal. He said it was your grandfather’s punishment for offending him,” said Remigia, without shedding a tear.

			“But, mama, why didn’t anyone go to Trujillo, or even Lima, to get justice?” said Yolanda, bursting with anger.

			“Justice, you say? Who’d believe poor, illiterate peasants against an important landlord? No, there’s no justice in my village, or in Trujillo or Lima – only in heaven, when we die. But here, in Hacienda Chicama, I’m safe from Don Eugenio. We complain we’re poor, working from dawn to dusk and water coming through our roof when it rains, but I’m married to a good man, who doesn’t beat me and I have three lovely children,” said Remigia, wiping the tears sprouting from Yolanda’s eyes, before she continued.

			“Now, I understand you fighting for a better future, but you must also value what you already have,” said Remigia, coming to her key point as she saw Yolanda’s confused look.

			“John comes from a different world; he is a gringo and won’t always understand us. But, in his eyes, I see the same look that your father had: a good man, who’ll treat you well and, above all, loves you,” said Remigia, clasping her daughter close and kissing her.

			Yolanda knew her parents meant well. And, her friends dreamed of catching a gringo and being spirited away to the promised land of the USA. But Yolanda felt a fire burning inside her: they should mind their own damn business. They didn’t understand anything: she didn’t care about any foreign promised land – her people and her life were in Peru. Anyway, how could she love a man who didn’t share her beliefs? She locked her bedroom door and sobbed, until exhaustion brought peace and she fell asleep.

			 

			Meanwhile, in Lima, Luis Miguel Sánchez-Cerro took office as president of Peru on 8th December, 1931.

			The following day, John went to see Carlos. He was smoking a big cigar – playfully making looped puffs of smoke – and the offices of La Nación still smelled of stale champagne, after celebrations long into the night before. John glowered at the shocking example of journalistic impartiality he was seeing. The old boys at The Washington Post would feel nothing but contempt.

			“Hi, Carlos, I see you’ve been partying,” said John, stating the obvious. Carlos smiled, got up, gave John a big slap on the back and, with his arm on his shoulder, led him to a chair.

			“We’ve finished the champagne, but would you like some wine?” said Carlos. John shook his head. Carlos knew why John had come.

			“You see what I told you. Your foreign investors have nothing to worry about,” said Carlos, reclining in his chair.

			“Yeah, but APRA won’t lie down and accept Sánchez-Cerro as president,” replied John.

			Carlos puffed at his cigar and dismissively waived his hand in the air, “Aha… I already told you APRA’s reaction was predictable. But it doesn’t matter.” The unconvinced look on John’s face enticed Carlos to be more candid than he probably should.

			“Listen John, Dr Flores has already planned what to do: APRA will put themselves outside the law with their strikes, rebellion and, of course, treason by encouraging the army to rebel against the legitimate government…”

			“But Carlos, wasn’t that what Sánchez-Cerro did last year? He led an army rebellion against President Leguía – wasn’t that treason?” said John.

			The smile disappeared from Carlos’ face – John had provoked him with the question Sánchez-Cerro’s supporters couldn’t answer. Carlos leaned forward and stamped out his cigar on the floor: John wasn’t going to outflank him.

			“APRA are a menace, they’re communists, atheists, and the enemies of Peru. What would your foreign investors do if APRA were in power? They’d run away with their money. Only Dr Flores… I mean, Sánchez-Cerro, can save Peru. We must eliminate APRA,” said Carlos, frowning.

			“Eliminate APRA? They’ve lost the presidential election but they’ve got many representatives in Congress and…”

			“For the moment,” said Carlos, recovering his composure and smiling.

			“What do you mean ‘For the moment’?” asked John.

			“John, nobody will get in our way. We’ll allow congressmen to debate. But if APRA want to enjoy democracy in Congress whilst rebelling in the streets, we’ll not allow it.” Great, thought John: he’s about to reveal what they’re really up to.

			“Dr Flores has prepared a special powers Act,” said Carlos.

			“Special powers?” asked John. Come on Carlos – tell us about it, man. I won’t tell anyone, John said to himself. What a liar I am, he thought – The Washington Post readers must hear this.

			Carlos looked at John straight in the eye – that meant he was to keep to himself what he was about to hear. John nodded. He’d built up an understanding with Carlos.

			“APRA will stand in our way. We’ll have no option but to implement special powers to stop them abusing democratic freedom and starting a revolution against us. Imprisonment, deportation abroad, forbidding public gatherings and strikes… it’s all in Dr Flores’ draft. We’ll also have to close their newspapers and radio stations, of course. We cannot have them spreading phoney news and hatred against us,” said Carlos.

			“… but the army won’t…” said John as Carlos nodded, anticipating him, and continued,

			“We’re making sure the army doesn’t rebel against us – we’ve got a list of army officers who sympathise with APRA. They’ll be removed, given early retirement or sent abroad; the same with police officers. The more dangerous ones will be locked up. After that, the rest will give in. They must understand we’ll not tolerate any unpatriotic behaviour.”

			“Umm… but what do you mean by ‘unpatriotic behaviour’?”

			Carlos ignored John’s impertinent interruption, sipped a glass of water and continued, “Trade unions will be banned – they’re all communists anyway. Especially those damn miners, oil workers and sugar cane croppers up north. We’ll rid government offices of anyone who isn’t loyal to us. We’ll cleanse universities and schools of those subversive teachers who have no moral right to educate anyone. We need teachers who instil religious and patriotic values, and explain to future generations the splendid path on which Dr Flores will take our nation, on its way back to the most glorious days of our history.”

			“Carlos, do you mean back to the days of the Inca Empire?”

			Carlos shook his head, “Umm… not really. You’ve been up to the Andes, John. It’s a different world. The Indians have degenerated over the centuries, chewing coca leaves and all that. Many still believe in mountain spirits and superstitions, not in God. They don’t understand what it is to love their country. During the war with Chile, some Indians were willing to fight against any white man: Chilean or Peruvian. We need to educate them – they must learn our values and be inspired by patriotism.”

			John pondered that racial prejudice was as bad in Peru as in the USA, where the European settlers had not only quarrelled amongst themselves but had also massacred the native American Indians and, even in the 20th century, many treated Africans as if they were still slaves. Was there any hope for humanity?

			 

			Walking back to Hostal Zapata for dinner, he thought of Yolanda – he wanted to warn her about what Carlos had divulged. The operator had found a telephone number for Hacienda Chicama, but every time he’d called there had been no reply.

			When John got back, Tony rushed to meet him: Yolanda had telephoned.

			As he waited with Pedro for Tony to serve dinner, he bit his nails. What would he say when she called again? He couldn’t reveal his conversation with Carlos. Still, what was more important, respecting Carlos’ confidentiality or telling Yolanda that maybe… maybe she’d been right about how Sánchez-Cerro had won the elections? Anyway, what he most wanted was to get Yolanda back.

			At that same moment, Yolanda sat in the dark in Schultz’s office. If she were caught, she’d be sacked for making an expensive, personal telephone call.

			What would she say to John? Remigia’s words came back to her, “…a good man, who’ll treat you well and, above all, loves you. That is more important than any disagreement you may have.” She shook her head.

			She sighed, picked up the telephone and, then, put it down. Be brave: do it. Alright, she picked up the receiver again and got through to the operator – what a relief, it was her friend Lucia: please don’t tell anyone about this call. Okay, Yolanda, I won’t say a word.

			Then, she waited for what appeared like ages until Lucia got back with her connection. Yolanda had time to think, decide what to say, then change her mind, finally deciding on something different and reciting what she was going to tell John. A short ring, she picked up the receiver again and Lucia told her she was connected.

			“Can I… I’d like to speak to John please,” she said, hoping the quiver in her voice wasn’t discernible at the other end.

			A lively voice took her name and asked her to wait a moment – must be that funny waiter, what was his name, yes, Tony.

			“Yoly, is that you?” was John’s voice at the other end. She froze, completely forgetting the words she’d rehearsed. “Hello, are you there Yoly…?”

			“Umm… yes… yes, John, it’s me” she replied. Another moment of silence until John mustered some words.

			“Yoly, I’m so sorry about our last telephone call, I didn’t intend to… I mean… maybe I was wrong,” said John, as he struggled to find some words.

			“No, John, I was wrong. I shouldn’t have forced you to report in The Post…”

			“Listen, Yoly… I’ve tried to telephone you – I have important news. You were probably right, I need to tell you… err… keep it to yourself: Sánchez-Cerro is planning to eliminate APRA,” said John, as he bit his lip before continuing, “but what I really wanted to say is… that I want to see you, because I love you,” he eventually bleated out.

			Yolanda wondered if John could hear her sniffling at the other end, battling to hold back tears and clearing her throat to be able to speak:

			“Yes, I also want to see you… and I love you too,” she finally said.

			After a moment of silence between them, which seemed to last an eternity, she added:

			“Umm… John, Christmas is coming… you shouldn’t be alone in Lima. Come to Chicama.”

			“Yes, it’ll be great to go to Chicama,” said John.

			Yolanda sighed… but then felt a sudden shiver: someone was coming up the stairs of the Schultz’s office building.

			“John, I must go now. Do write to me.” Then, she put the receiver down and breathed a sigh of relief: it was only the cleaner coming into the office.

			John put down his receiver and smiled, as his heart settled down to a more normal beat.

			Once upstairs, lying on his bed, his imagination started playing tricks with him: a smiling Yolanda turned away and it was Lisa who came in. Then, Lisa whispered in his ear: she still loved him; she was waiting for him at Harvard, and they could do their doctorates together. John drifted towards the toilet, washed his face and took a deep breath. The next move was his to make.

			Chapter 21

			A few days before Christmas, John travelled to Trujillo.

			He was now familiar with the trip. The one-day sea voyage from Callao to Salaverry gave him time to read and think. He put his book down. He couldn’t concentrate. He was thinking of Yolanda. He had a distant look on his face when the waiter came around announcing lunch was ready:

			“Sir, can you hear me?” No answer. “Sir, do you understand me? Do you speak Spanish?”

			“Ah… yes, sorry, sorry. What? Lunch? Yes, thank you.”

			After the ship docked at Salaverry, he had to wait for a train to leave for Trujillo. Damn it, why was there a delay?

			Good, the train was leaving. Standing by the open window, the cool sea breeze abated as the train moved inland, across hot, arid land. The warm air blowing from the desert helped him relax, even doze and daydream as he reclined in his seat. But no time for that – it was only a short trip. Great, they were arriving. The platform was busy – he couldn’t see her. Now, yes, there she was, at last.

			They held hands awkwardly. Was this reconciliation, starting anew or a second chance? They’d both struggled to get back from the brink, buried their differences and refused to lose something so valuable.

			As Remigia had said, “John comes from a different world… he won’t always understand us.” As if John had also heard those words, they were both learning to just accept those differences. No, you couldn’t force a loved one to change and be all you wanted.

			What could they say? Neither knew, so they just fused into a big kiss. Then, they smiled. There was no need to say it; no need for apologies; they both knew they’d been stupid to quarrel – they were just happy to be together again.

			Without speaking, they agreed not to raise anything acrimonious. And, good, John thought of a safe question to ask, “How’s Fortunato?”

			“Oh… very well. He’s really handy. Did you know he worked with car mechanics in Lima? He’s helped Buffalo repair his old truck; Kurt Schultz keep his new car in perfect condition; and even my father with the hacienda’s railway engine,” said Yolanda.

			John breathed a sigh of relief. He couldn’t bear thinking of Fortunato’s terrible fate if the police had caught him in Lima. The brothers were much alike and John imagined Juanito as a teenager when he looked at Fortunato.

			But Yolanda also had unpleasant news.

			“My mother was sick and lost her job because, whilst she was away, the Schultz took on another lady to clean their house,” said Yolanda, before revealing a greater shock:

			“We knew Kurt Schultz had married a lady called Rosalinda, a landowner’s daughter. My mother was horrified to discover that Rosalinda was the daughter of Don Eugenio, the cacique in her village,” said Yolanda, telling John about the demon who thought it was his right to deflower the girls in his fief; and from whom Remigia had escaped.

			“Yikes… how can that still happen in the 20th century?” said John shaking his head.

			“Yeah… I wonder if anyone had a right to deflower Don Eugenio’s daughter before she married Kurt Schultz. Now you can see, John, what we have to put up with. Will it ever change?” said Yolanda glowering, as she continued:

			“But my mother’s nightmare didn’t end there. Kurt asked her to clean his house. She needed the money. She didn’t even dare look into Rosalinda’s eyes – she said they were as cruel as Don Eugenio’s. And, then, on her third visit to the house she bumped into him. She said Don Eugenio looked a lot older and more decrepit but…that inhuman look, ferocious voice and monstrous figure, would never change.”

			“Oh, my God… and what happened?” said John.

			Yolanda grimaced, “Although Don Eugenio didn’t recognise her, my mother felt her heart stop. She escaped and never went back. You can just imagine Kurt complaining about these stupid and unreliable Indian maids.”

			But that wasn’t all, “Isaac nearly lost his job on the hacienda,” said Yolanda.

			“What the hell happened?” asked John.

			“Isaac was carrying a crate with bottles of rum. It was too heavy. The crate fell and bottles smashed all over the floor. So the foreman kicked Isaac. Yes, he kicked him, like an animal,” she said.

			“Shit… and what did Isaac do?” said John.

			“He turned around and raised his fist. Luckily, the foreman backed away and Isaac froze…swallowed his temper, and didn’t punch him. Kurt Schultz was there and just laughed,” said Yolanda sniffling.

			Yolanda was almost in tears, “John, it doesn’t matter who owns Hacienda Chicama – we’ll always be poor, and the poor exist to be humiliated. Would things be different if Haya and APRA had won the elections? Who knows?”

			John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He held Yolanda tight, as she lost the battle to control her tears, with her face buried in his chest. Then, she pulled herself together and smiled: it was him – only with him could she cry and find relief from her suffering, instead of channelling it into anger. She wanted everyone to think she was tough, but she could trust John with her real feelings. She needed him. She’d missed him.

			And John was learning it was alright to share your feelings. Crying was no disgrace. Brought up without a mother and surrounded by men, concealing your emotions was necessary for survival.

			And so, when Yolanda dried her tears and apologised, he told her it was alright. He’d suppressed any crying – for fading memories of his mother, losing Lisa or Gerry’s death – and could share these emotions only with Yolanda.

			They smiled: together, sharing their emotional frailties, made them stronger – let’s pray for no more stupid quarrels.

			 

			When they arrived at Yolanda’s home on Hacienda Chicama, John was welcomed like a son. These folk were poor but generous; poor but proud; poor but happy, despite the moments of humiliation. If John’s mother hadn’t died when he was so young, maybe he too could have had a family like this, with brothers and sisters.

			 

			The evening before Christmas, John and Yolanda went to town, but they found Trujillo quieter than expected. Walking through the beautiful Spanish colonial city centre, they considered whether tomorrow to visit the nearby ancient ruins of the dead city of Chan Chan or go for a swim in the golden beaches bathed by the Pacific Ocean surf, enjoying the region’s year-round spring-like weather. But that night there was a chill in the air.

			Suddenly, they heard gunfire nearby.

			“What the hell…?” said John.

			“It can’t be…” said Yolanda. John stared at her. What was going on? Had the rumoured revolution against Sánchez-Cerro started?

			They knew they were in the wrong place – a bar just outside the APRA headquarters, the ‘House of the People’, where John had interviewed Haya months before. Anyone there would be suspected of being an APRA supporter, to be hunted like vermin by the police and the army.

			Then, gun shots rang outside in the street.

			“John, let’s get out of here. This is the first place the police will come,” said Yolanda.

			But it was too late – a truck rumbled past and its brakes screeched. Out jumped a dozen soldiers. John peered out into the street – soldiers rushed into the APRA headquarters next door. Then, he gasped as two soldiers charged towards the bar, with bayoneted rifles.

			The barman beckoned towards the back exit. John and Yolanda looked at each other, they’d nothing to fear. They’d done nothing wrong. But, would the soldiers believe them? No. So, get out. Quick.

			Far too late – the soldiers stormed in, shooting randomly. One shouted at them, “You two, rebel scum…”

			John and Yolanda cringed and daren’t move. Yolanda closed her eyes and held John’s hand tight. John was sure he’d heard the clicking of triggers: the soldiers were about to shoot again – only paces away, with a cruel look in their eyes.

			In moments of fear, you can’t think; you cease to exist. But to survive, you must react. And John’s hand felt the top of a chair and grabbed it. With his other hand grasping Yolanda’s, he pulled her behind him and down on to the floor, and flung the chair at the soldiers.

			Shots rang out, whizzing past John’s head. Thank God almighty, they were still alive – the chair had unsettled the killer’s aim.

			Then, it all happened so quickly. An explosion out in the street burst in, showering wood and glass, and a cloud of smoke and dust swallowed them. They fell to the ground, coughing and gasping for air. They picked themselves up and, as the dust began to settle, the soldiers had gone.

			But as the cloud receded, the soldiers emerged from a sea of dust, fumbling for their rifles on the floor.

			John dragged Yolanda towards the back exit. Another shot – glass shattered around them. Don’t look back. Just run.

			Out on a street, they ran, just ran for their lives. They turned a corner as another shot grazed the wall, inches from them, and then they were out of sight from the shooting soldiers.

			They found themselves on the main street, engulfed by chaos after the explosion, with civilians and soldiers rushing around. John and Yolanda mingled with the people escaping the mayhem and slid away from the scene. They looked at each other, sighed and held hands.

			John remembered Father Joseph saying: God tempers the wind to the shorn lamb.

			Outside the APRA headquarters, smoke floated towards them and they bumped into Yolanda’s brother, Ezequiel, clutching his left arm with his right hand. He was bleeding.

			“Yoly, what the hell are you doing here? Let’s get out of here,” he shouted.

			When they were safely away John asked, “What’s going on? Are you alright Ezequiel?” Ezequiel nodded unconvincingly.

			“A friend invited me to the House of the People for a Christmas Eve drink. Nothing special – most Apristas are not very religious anyway. It was just a gathering of friends and family. Suddenly, some guys with guns rushed in, shouting, “Where is he? Where’s Haya?” They weren’t in uniform, but I’m sure they were policemen. My friend recognised one of them,” said Ezequiel, with a pained look.

			As they got away they heard more shots coming from the APRA headquarters. Ezequiel, breathless, grimaced with pain but continued telling them what had happened.

			“Then, soldiers came in, shooting. My friend was the first to fall. I tried to lift him up but he was dead. Nobody had fired at them. The bastards just shot at us without warning. They’d come to kill Haya, for sure. Some people had arrived in Haya’s car, but he wasn’t there.”

			Yolanda checked Ezequiel’s arm – it looked bad. Quickly, they must get to the nearby house of a friend who was a nurse.

			They arrived and hammered on the door. Nobody answered. They’d have locked themselves in for safety.

			Yolanda shouted, “Teresa. It’s me, Yolanda.” The curtains moved at the window above. A minute later the front door was unbolted and Teresa urged them to come in, before bolting the door again behind them. More shots rang out from the direction of the APRA headquarters.

			Ezequiel had been lucky. The bullet had gone through his arm without hitting the bone. Teresa stopped the bleeding, bandaged his arm and got him to lie down and rest. As they closed the bedroom door on him they heard him sobbing and calling his dead friend’s name.

			The following day, La Nación reported that APRA fanatics had started a rebellion, not only in Trujillo but also in other northern towns. The police had quickly quelled the rebellion and four people had been killed.

			“A lie – a damn lie,” said Ezequiel. There had been no rebellion, just cold-blooded murder of unarmed civilians.

			John gritted his teeth and pulled out his notebook – the world must know the truth; he’d make sure his report got to The Washington Post.

			John remembered his last conversation with Carlos, “We’ll have no option but to implement special powers to prevent APRA starting a revolution.” And, surely enough, on 28th December, the government announced an Emergency Law to safeguard public order.

			Dr Flores came on the radio, asserting the law was essential after APRA fanatics had rebelled in Trujillo, shouting revolutionary slogans and attacking the police, who were forced to defend themselves.

			John shook his head. He’d been there and witnessed the unprovoked attack by police and soldiers. Not only that but the police had used the incidents as an excuse to round up APRA supporters – some were arrested at home as they enjoyed a Christmas Eve dinner with their family. They hadn’t even been out on the streets, for God’s sake.

			Carlos had been right, again: the new government was starting its clampdown on the opposition. On the radio, Dr Flores continued explaining dogmatically that the enemies of democracy threatened to take power and suppress the same freedom they demanded for themselves.

			Unexpectedly, John was gathering information for a scoop story for The Washington Post. Days later, he was aghast when Congress passed the Emergency Law without the necessary two-thirds majority required for what was, in effect, a change to the constitution. Opposition congressmen protested, scuffles broke out and Flores called the guards into the Congress building to restore order. The Emergency Law was passed anyway. Was this democracy Peruvian style? John scowled – he should have believed Yolanda.

			The Emergency Law empowered the government to forbid demonstrations and imprison or deport people abroad without trial. The independent lawyers’ association demanded the law be repealed immediately. University students protested in the streets. The CGTP Communist trade union tried to organise a strike. But all to no avail.

			John imagined Flores and his followers celebrating with champagne again. Not even a month had gone by since Sánchez-Cerro had become president and he’d moved swiftly to muzzle any opposition. In his draft report to The Washington Post, John wrote that Mussolini and Hitler would have congratulated Flores. Then, he scratched it out. It was true, but he knew The Post’s editors wouldn’t publish that.

			It had not been a merry Christmas and the New Year brought no joy either.

			There were no New Year’s festivities on Hacienda Chicama. Yolanda’s younger brother, Isaac, came around with a box – whispering in her ear, they glanced at John. Yolanda moaned and then nodded. Isaac held out the box to John – there were coins accumulating. John gave Yolanda a perplexed look.

			“It’s for Isaac’s friend. He’s been jailed” she explained. “Why?” asked John. Yolanda sighed:

			“A police chief is rounding up people – anybody. If they don’t pay, he says they’ll be charged with participating in the so-called rebellion on Christmas Eve. He swears they’ll go to prison if they don’t pay” said Yolanda.

			Open mouthed, John fumbled for some coins to put into Isaac’s box. He felt disgusted; absolutely disgusted.

			 

			Much worse news soon arrived. Dr Flores, relishing his Emergency Law, denounced in Congress that, not only APRA, but also none other than Lieutenant Colonel Jiménez, were plotting to assassinate President Sánchez-Cerro. It was absolutely preposterous – only weeks before, Jiménez had agreed to the electoral results that had brought Sánchez-Cerro back to power. Nothing had been proved before a court of law. It didn’t matter. Flores drew up an extensive list of congressmen, from APRA and other opposition political parties, and journalists, all of whom were deported forthwith.

			John was shocked to see Flores completing his vile task: his Unión Revolucionaria had little opposition left in Congress and was free to pass almost any legislation. And no effective criticism of the government was left in the press – any journalists unfriendly to the new regime had been banished.

			No wonder Carlos Medelius had been so relaxed before the elections. UR was achieving complete power whilst pretending to be democratic. Yet John faced the same old question: what would The Washington Post be willing to publish?

			Meanwhile, APRA’s leader, Haya, went into hiding; rumoured to be in disguise, sheltered in a friend’s house near Lima. What would happen if he were caught? Would he be tried for rebellion, plotting the president’s assassination, treason or some other fabrication? What would Flores induce the courts to do? Only imprison him, or sentence him to death? They didn’t even need to do that: Haya could be shot in cold blood, with the police claiming he’d tried to escape, resisting arrest.

			Anything was possible under the new regime and John had to convey to The Post’s readers how Peru was sinking into totalitarianism. John shuddered at the thought that Flores could be modelling how fascist dictator Mussolini swiftly came to power in 1922 and placed Italy under his thumb.

			Chapter 22

			Then, another twist in Peru’s Shakespearean tragedy: old President Leguía died on 6th February, 1932.

			Ever since he’d been toppled by Sánchez-Cerro’s coup in September 1930, Leguía had been imprisoned without trial. When his health deteriorated, he’d been moved to the naval hospital in Callao.

			John reported to The Post that the Sánchez-Cerro regime didn’t want details of Leguía’s death made public. One Lima newspaper – La Crónica – was even fined for its report. The police occupied its offices to stop the paper being distributed for constituting ‘a crime against public order’ under Flores’ Emergency Law. What on earth did they want to hide?

			The Sánchez-Cerro regime wanted Leguía buried quickly and quietly. They wouldn’t allow Leguía to have a funeral in Lima – so the funeral Mass was held at the main church in Callao, near the hospital where he’d died. Flores ensured there were no trams or buses running from Lima, to dissuade people from attending the funeral.

			Even so, a crowd did make it to bid farewell to the man who’d led their country for fifteen years. Amongst them was John. He smiled when chants of “Viva Leguía” were heard.

			Throughout the country, Leguía’s name had been deleted from streets, squares and buildings; his statues removed; and, with the exception of short obituaries in the newspapers, the new regime obliterated reminders of the Titan of the Pacific.

			 

			After the funeral, when John got back to Hostal Zapata, Tony was waiting for him.

			“You’ve had a strange telephone call,” said Tony and, as John frowned, continued, “he said his name was Roberto, but didn’t want to give his surname or a telephone number. He said he’d call back.”

			The telephone rang. “That must be him now,” said Tony as he picked up the receiver. Tony nodded and passed it to John.

			“Hello, this is John Fitzgerald. Who’s calling, please?”

			John heard a curt, hushed voice, probably distorted by a handkerchief covering his receiver at the other end, say, “Listen, my name is Roberto…”

			“Roberto who?”

			“I’ll tell you when I see you. I know where you live. I’ll go there tomorrow afternoon but we mustn’t be seen speaking in public.”

			John quickly assessed the situation and allowed his journalistic curiosity to get the better of him, “Okay, come to see me at… Hello, hello…” as John was left on his own. Mysterious Roberto had ended the call, or it had been cut off.

			Next day, John waited and waited. No sign of this Roberto, whoever he was. Then, as Tony was about to serve dinner, a well-dressed man in his thirties came into Hostal Zapata. He grimaced, clearly used to more classy surroundings. He didn’t take off his hat, hiding part of his face. His eyes darted around, as if someone might be following him. That must be Roberto, thought John walking towards the visitor.

			“Are you Roberto?” but John only got a nod for initial reply as they shook hands.

			“We can’t speak here. Do you have a room where we can speak privately?” said Roberto. John nodded and led him to the stairs up to his bedroom.

			Before mounting the stairs, Roberto grabbed Tony’s arm, pulled him close and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone Mr Fitzgerald has a visitor; and you’ve never seen me,” as he tucked a generous amount of money into Tony’s pocket. After smiling at an astonished Tony, Roberto followed John upstairs.

			As soon as they were in John’s room, Roberto took off his hat and relaxed into a spare chair. Now, let’s see what this is all about, thought John.

			“Mr Fitzgerald, my name is Roberto Swayne.”

			“Swayne?” asked John, raising his eyebrows – the surname sounded familiar.

			“My father was the brother of President Leguía’s wife. I am their nephew,” said Roberto, smiling as he saw ‘What the hell is going on’ written all over John’s face.

			“I apologise for not having introduced myself properly on the telephone but we cannot trust anyone. The police follow the Leguía family everywhere and they have devices that listen to telephone conversations.” John understood: the same police who, until a few months ago had spied on Leguía’s enemies, now spied on the Leguía. Would a dog bite his old master? No but, sadly, people were different.

			“We contacted the main newspapers in the USA,” said Roberto, “none of them had a correspondent in Peru. But a man from The Washington Post in Buenos Aires told us to contact you. As you know, the Peruvian press is not free to report the truth,” – yes, the same as under your Leguía regime, chuckled John to himself – “so we need to speak to the foreign press,” he explained before continuing. Surprise, scepticism and curiosity were John’s cocktail of feelings as he pulled out his notebook.

			“The world needs to know the truth about my uncle’s death,” said Roberto, before proceeding, “as you know, as soon as Sánchez-Cerro came to power he set up a so-called Commission of Enquiry and accused President Leguía of treason, receiving illegal commissions on public works contracts and embezzlement of government funds. But Sánchez-Cerro only wanted revenge. Everyone knew what the outcome of the enquiry would be. You know, people are jealous of great men and rejoice in their downfall.”

			John nodded as Roberto continued, “My uncle’s defence lawyer, Mr Benavides, tried to vindicate him, but the prosecutor refused him being present when President Leguía was interrogated and never allowed them to speak alone. Not only that, but they never showed Benavides the documents they’d taken from the president’s office and used against him. Benavides has been hounded like a criminal by Sánchez-Cerro’s lackeys and even jailed,” said Roberto, waving his arms in despair, but pausing to allow John to take notes.

			“And, do you know the inhumane conditions under which President Leguía was imprisoned? He was locked away in a small, filthy, damp prison cell, with no ventilation and a small window, boarded up to keep out any light. The prison guards tormented him and kept him awake at night. He wasn’t allowed visitors, although his son, my cousin Juan, was in prison with him. For weeks he pleaded for a doctor to see his father. When they finally operated on him, it was too late.”

			“Yes, I’d heard about that,” said John as he scribbled.

			“And not only that, but someone tried to kill him by throwing a grenade into the room next to him in hospital. Mr Fitzgerald, after all he did for our country, my uncle was tortured to death,” said Roberto, trying to control his anger.

			John had no reason to doubt Roberto’s account of Leguía’s death – rumours had been rife. As he scribbled his notes, John couldn’t help reflecting how Peru’s strongman for fifteen years, and a favourite of American diplomats and businessmen, adulated by all, pleading for his favours and benefiting from his patronage, was quickly forgotten by everyone once he’d fallen from grace and had died alone in the midst of his countrymen’s indifference. Yes, he’d get The Post to publish that too.

			After an hour of outpouring, Roberto asked if John had any questions. Many, thought John, but all he could expect from a nephew of President Leguía was denial: the undemocratic ways in which he’d extended his presidency; the imprisonment, deportation and maybe even murder of political opponents; or the misappropriation of government funds by, apparently, Leguía’s own sons. Roberto would deny it all. Better let it be – John was a journalist, not a political opponent or morality crusader.

			Anyway, the views of Roberto Swayne and the Leguía must be reported to The Washington Post’s readers, which included Peruvians used to reading or hearing only the point of view of those in power.

			As he got up, Roberto turned to John:

			“By the way, be careful with the friends you choose.”

			“What do you mean?” said John, whose surprised look led Roberto to elaborate, “Carlos Medelius.”

			“What about him?” asked John.

			“Did you know he used to be a close friend of my cousin, Juan Leguía? It was Juan who got him his job at La Nación. But now… I guess Medelius will say he never knew Juan,” said Roberto, pursing his lips and frowning.

			John closed his mouth, concealing his surprise and knowing that, really, he shouldn’t be surprised to hear this about Carlos Medelius.

			When they got downstairs, Tony was waiting for them:

			“Two mean-looking guys I’d never seen before came in, sat down, ordered coffee but didn’t even drink it. They asked strange questions.”

			“Secret police,” said Roberto. “Don’t worry – they won’t come back. Thank you,” he said, smiling at Tony, and bid farewell to John,

			“Mr Fitzgerald, you can contact me on this telephone,” as he handed John a note, “the police won’t know this one.”

			After shaking hands, Roberto pulled his hat down over his face, checked who was outside on the street and disappeared.

			The regime didn’t only suppress opposition using the police and the army, now subservient to Sánchez-Cerro, but there was also the growing black-shirt militia.

			They were young – some looked like schoolboys – disciplined and neatly dressed in their black shirts, black trousers and metal-tipped boots. John recalled the incident with Tony at the Sánchez-Cerro rally before the elections. Nobody knew how many there were – hundreds, maybe a thousand. They could be seen on the outskirts of Lima, at a secluded beach, surrounded by mountains and only accessible by a narrow coastal road hugging a cliff side. When they were training, a couple of cars blocked the access road, to keep intruders out. What were they doing? They were marching, singing nationalist songs and training – training for what?

			They showed up at demonstrations against the government – so-called ‘counter demonstrations’, which increasingly ended in violence. They also appeared if there was a strike – helping keep the peace, it was said, but looked more like intimidating strikers. They were also seen outside the university and even some schools, bullying students. Who sent them? Who controlled them? Everyone knew the truth – they were like a private army, reporting to Dr Luis Flores.

			Lately, John had noticed a couple of black-shirts hanging around outside Hostal Zapata. When he went out, they followed him at a distance. One day, John challenged them:

			“Why are you following me? What do you want?”

			“Following you? Are you crazy? We’re just checking there is no trouble in your neighbourhood; that you’re safe.”

			“Safe? Safe from who?”

			“You know, these days there are many troublemakers, many communists – we need to be vigilant,” they said.

			John reported the black-shirts to a police station. A surly policeman pretended to take notes, “What have these men done to you, sir?”

			“They follow me everywhere,” said John.

			“Well, sir, if they only follow you but have done nothing, then, there’s nothing we can do.” As John left cursing, the policeman smiled, put his blank notebook away and shook his head.

			John heard that Carlos Medelius’ cousin, Oscar, was in charge of the black shirts. So John decided it was time to visit Carlos again. If the police would do nothing, maybe he could get some satisfaction from Carlos.

			John walked into the cold marble entrance hall of La Nación. The neatly uniformed security guards gave him a stiff smile.

			He looked up, beyond the elegant stone columns, to the floors above. Although he couldn’t see anyone, he imagined his every move being scrutinised. He didn’t feel at all welcome in the bowels of this venerable centennial institution.

			The cold surroundings foreboded the chilly reception John expected from his sometime friend Carlos. John couldn’t really make him out: was he a journalist or merely propagandist for President Sánchez-Cerro, or his beloved leader, Dr Flores?

			They had known each other for more than two years. John remembered how Carlos had courted his friendship when he’d first arrived in Peru, which was really only selfish interest in getting fresh news from a member of Professor Kemmerer’s mission. Now that Kemmerer was gone, the value of John’s friendship diminished in Carlos’ eyes.

			At one time, John had enjoyed Carlos’ company and even found him charming. He remembered the invitations to Carlos’ never ending parties, his seaside club, and into his home – feted by his family. The spicy, yet delicate, Peruvian cuisine, courtesy of Carlos’ marvellous family cook – that raw, marinated fish called ceviche, was his favourite. Lately, he hadn’t received any invitations and Carlos had complained about the company John kept – communists, in his view

			Carlos greeted John with a false smile and a lukewarm handshake. His new office was bigger, but sparsely furnished, and his door now had his name on it. He also had a secretary, who came in to offer coffee but appeared to have little to do except keep her long nails varnished. The icy white walls and high ceiling gave the office an ambience as frosty as Carlos’ welcome. When they sat down, Carlos lit a cigarette and became serious.

			“I just can’t believe it. You came with Professor Kemmerer to help modernise my country – government finances were out of control, banks weak and nobody paid taxes. Kemmerer changed all that,” said Carlos, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his desk. “But you’ve turned your back on all that good work. You’ve befriended those damn APRA communists” Carlos continued, shaking his head as he leaned back in his chair, gesticulating.

			John wasn’t surprised to hear what Carlos knew, or assumed, about him – the regime’s secret police were reputed to be fairly efficient and ubiquitous.

			“Carlos, you know APRA isn’t communist – they’re just trying to get justice for poor people. For centuries, a minority has treated the rest of your countrymen like serfs. They’ve had enough. They want democracy, not the dictatorship you and your newspaper support.”

			Was Carlos deaf? He mustn’t have been listening to me, thought John. There he goes again, repeating his mantra, “the communists are going to destroy Peru… Only a strong president can stop them… And those lazy Indian peasants need discipline.” I think he’s going to work himself into a trance if he continues repeating his beliefs. Yes, I’ve heard it before: what Peru needs is a Mussolini, it needs fascism.

			As Carlos continued, John began to get impatient.

			“We’re going to make history, John. We’re going to change my country forever. Your friends cannot stop us. We’ll crush them.”

			Carlos must know I’m not swallowing a word he’s saying, thought John. He’s stubborn, I’ll grant him that. He’s sure to try a different approach now to try to win me over.

			“John, don’t destroy our friendship. Leave those communists and join us. You know we can’t be defeated. Look what great things Mussolini is doing in Italy… and Hitler’s plans for Germany. Your democracy is weak, in America, Britain, France… but we’re strong. We’re the future,” said Carlos, as he hammered on his desk before continuing.

			“It’s Yolanda Ramos, isn’t it? That woman has captured your mind, your soul. Otherwise an intelligent man like you wouldn’t have—” said Carlos, but John interrupted him.

			“Carlos, leave Yolanda out of this.”

			John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He hadn’t expected Carlos to stoop so low, just to try to win him over.

			“John, you know our boys in black have simple but effective ways of dealing with troublemakers like her,” said Carlos, as he crushed his cigarette and stared at John.

			John stood up, his blood boiling and his fists tightening. He knew he was losing control of himself.

			“Carlos, if you even touch Yolanda, I’ll kill you.”

			For brief seconds, that seemed to last an eternity, John stared into Carlos’ eyes. He wouldn’t yield, and neither would Carlos. And John stood there sweating, struggling to keep his hands on the desk and not turn them into fighting fists.

			Then, a sudden flash: he was back in the speakeasy in Boston, drinking, too much; a loud mouth insulting his dead mother; and his temper rising like a fever. Then, a clenched fist, a decisive blow, as he’d been taught at his boxing club. The bloody face of a man rolling on the floor; someone shouting in his ear: Don’t do it, leave him alone.

			And then, he was back in Carlos’ office, staring at that loud mouth. “Don’t do it, leave him alone,” echoed inside his head. But this time, John listened, and walked out of Carlos’ office.

			As he left La Nación’s building, John recalled his onetime friendship with Carlos. That was now gone, forever. Carlos had threatened the woman he loved and John would fight to keep Yolanda safe from Carlos and his black-shirted, fascist thugs.

			Chapter 23

			When John got back to Hostal Zapata for dinner, Tony told him there was a gringa – a blonde, foreign lady – waiting for him. She’d been waiting for a while and got through half a bottle of rum.

			It was Sandra, from the embassy. What was she doing here? Something was wrong – she looked harassed.

			“Hi, Sandra – what a surprise. Have you had dinner?” said John. She shook her head.

			“Hey, Tony, please serve dinner for both of us,” said John, sitting down with Sandra. “What’s up, Sandra?”

			“John, I feel terrible about this. I’m supposed to be a secretary, but I’m not very good at keeping secrets. Well, at least something as important as this,” she said, taking another sip of rum. She looked around and lowered her voice, “Do you remember when I told you about those papers Mr Randall and Peter were discussing?” John nodded.

			“Peter has now received a report from Mr Randall. He’s locked it in his drawer but, before he did, I had a quick look. It was headed ‘New World Order’,” she said.

			“It said the USA would control the Americas… that American companies and banks – members of a foundation called the FFA, or something like that, would be guaranteed business in Latin American countries… and, this will shock you: the USA government will have a new agency, to be called the Central Intelligence Agency, or CIA – Intelligence? That means spying, doesn’t it? Anyway, it’s supposed to ensure each Latin American country has a ‘friendly government’. Friendly to whom? To the USA… or the FFA?” said Sandra

			Amazing – controlling other countries’ governments: a new imperialism. John knew The Washington Post had to hear this. He’d got to see that report. Could Sandra help? No, she was terrified. The report was in Peter’s drawer, but Sandra had a key.

			After they’d finished dinner, John accompanied Sandra to get a taxi home.

			John needed a plan. It was only possible to get into Peter’s drawer when he wasn’t there; in fact, when the embassy was closed. Sandra could get keys to Peter’s office and to the building door, but it was always guarded by a marine, day and night.

			But wait a moment, his friend Joe, the marine, was sometimes on night duty. No, he was devoted to his job – he’d never let anyone in.

			John scratched his head and, suddenly, said to himself: I’ve got it. Last time I went out for a drink with Joe, he told me he’d given up going to brothels. Why? He’d caught some weird venereal disease. One nasty effect is he has difficulty urinating. This is a problem when he’s on duty, especially at night when he’s on his own: he has to go to the toilet about once every hour, and he’s stuck there for five to ten minutes. He has to leave his post and worries his superior, the naval attaché to the embassy, will find out.

			That was it – John had that window of five to ten minutes to get into the embassy unnoticed when Joe was on night duty. He bit his lip – it was very risky.

			Let’s see, thought John, Joe told me he’s on night duty from Monday to Wednesday this month. So, it’s got to be tomorrow – it’s Wednesday. I don’t want to wait until next week because I’m going up to Trujillo.

			The embassy was a large, stand-alone building on a main street in central Lima. There were always police cars discreetly parked in a side street nearby. It was the American marines’ job to guard the entrance gate to the embassy. But, if there was any trouble, the police could be at the gate in seconds. The embassy was protected by a tall gate and railings with spikes at the top – impossible to climb over. Once past the gate, there was a small garden patio you had to cross to get to the main building.

			Poor Sandra, she’s a star, thought John – she was so scared but she’d got him the keys. Now it was dark, where could he wait, near the embassy entrance gate without being seen? Good, Joe was on duty. Wait until the poor guy went to the toilet. He was taking a while – John wondered if he was cured from his urinary disease. But, where was Joe? The light was on in the toilet. Now, John had to go in now.

			John rushed towards the embassy entrance gate. He looked at his watch – one or two minutes since Joe went to the toilet. He put the key in the main street gate’s lock – damn it, it wouldn’t turn. Three minutes. Finally, the gate opened – a sigh of relief. He looked around – nobody in sight. The policemen in their cars hadn’t moved. Four minutes. He dashed to the building’s main door. Five minutes. It was dark. He couldn’t find the keyhole. Six minutes. The toilet flushed. Shit, Joe would come out any moment now. He found the keyhole, the key turned, he opened the door and squeezed in. Just as Joe came back to his post, John closed the door as softly as possible.

			As the door clicked closed, he puffed out strongly. Now, he had to get to Peter’s office. In the dark, he felt his way to the door and unlocked it. He needed his flashlight to find the drawer, pointing the light downwards so Joe wouldn’t see it if he came into the building on his rounds.

			He found the drawer and opened it with the small key Sandra had given him. It was full of papers. He took them out, trying to keep them in the same order: memoranda; State Department communiqués; telegrams – there was even one addressed to Peter from Secretary of State Henry Stimson himself. And then, there it was: the report called New World Order.

			The report was very long. John started flicking through it to get as much information as he could without reading the whole text, which would take hours. He had to be quick – he wasn’t sure when Joe went off duty. His replacement wouldn’t move until morning and John would be trapped.

			He skipped through parts of the report he already knew. There was background information about the FFA and Randall as its president. The long list of major corporations and banks, members of the FFA, which he’d spied on Randall’s lap during their flight up to Trujillo.

			He stopped at the pages describing “FFA funding for Republican candidate for the vice presidency of the United States…” Randall’s name appeared throughout the report but, in this section, he was mentioned as nothing less than Republican Party candidate for vice president of the USA. So that’s what Randall was after. But there was more. There was a reference to the need for a well-known, popular politician leading as presidential candidate to ensure a Republican victory.

			The next paragraph referred to the elected president being replaced by his vice president. What? That would mean Randall would succeed him as president, without being directly elected. Damn it, John needed a copy of this report, but there was no way to make one, so he started making detailed notes.

			What would happen once Randall became president? The report said he’d name a new vice president: J. Edgar Hoover – America’s chief policeman? Hoover was the head of the FBI, the USA’s Federal Bureau of Investigation, as the national police agency was called.

			John knew Hoover’s reputation, not only for successfully fighting organised crime, but also, it was rumoured, for gathering compromising information about many citizens, including politicians and businessmen. The excuse was to protect the USA from international communism infiltrating American institutions. But Hoover could well use that information to blackmail people in the highest positions. Why on earth would Randall want Hoover as vice president? A very dangerous move, thought John. The answer came in the next section of the report.

			John could hardly believe it: Hoover would use his position and information as FBI head ‘… to ensure full cooperation of all political factions, supporters and opposition, with the Administration’s aims.’ What did this mean? Damn it, Hoover would control the democratic system through blackmail. Yes, it was spelt out clearly, “… in order that President Randall be re-elected repeatedly.”

			It was absolutely amazing. But Hoover’s job wouldn’t stop there – he’d create a ‘Central Intelligence Agency’ or CIA for short, which would ‘…have offices in each country within the sphere of influence of the USA, to ensure national governments throughout the Americas were aligned with the policies and interests of the USA.’ Randall and his cronies planned to control foreign governments. John scribbled feverishly in his notebook.

			The objective was clear in the next section of the report: ‘… friendly foreign governments give commercial preference to FFA members…’ Randall was enticing all those major American corporations and banks to become FFA members, surely financing Randall’s political campaigns, and benefit from lucrative business throughout Latin America.

			Incredible: the delicious Latin American cake, sliced and eaten by greedy American businessmen and bankers.

			John looked at his watch and gulped, he was running out of time, so he flicked through the report as quickly as possible without missing key information. Let’s see: the world divided into ‘spheres of influence, where the risk of international war is replaced by cooperation between world powers… each of which have their own reserved world region… with a non-aggression pact between world powers to ensure peace and the benefits of prosperity that business brings…’

			The Americas, all the American continent, excluding Canada, were within ‘the USA’s sphere of influence’. The USA would have another sphere of influence which was the ‘Middle East’ – with references to securing oil reserves and creating a Jewish homeland in Palestine, to secure support from Jewish business interests. Great Britain was to continue with its existing empire: Canada, Australasia, India and ‘partially Africa’ were mentioned.

			What next? Europe. Germany would ‘be allowed to incorporate most of Europe, including Russia, within its sphere of influence’. Incredible – Randall anticipated a deal with Adolf Hitler for a Nazi takeover of Europe.

			John gasped: so Randall envisaged Germany defeating Communist Russia – the USSR – and eliminating the threat of international communism to business. The vague reference to ‘most of Europe’ excluded Britain but also Italy. Next, the report mentioned a sphere of influence for Italy, with their fascist dictator Mussolini explicitly mentioned, that would cover ‘the Mediterranean and north Africa’. John needed to get all this down in his notebook.

			What about Asia? Here, Japan was described as the ‘preferred partner’ and its proposed role to include ‘controlling the east of Communist Russia’. Japan already occupied Korea. The great prize for the Japanese would be China.

			John looked at his watch again. Christ, it was getting late. The longer he stayed, the greater the chance he’d be caught – if Joe ended his shift, no way would John evade the marine replacing him. He finished his notes and carefully put the papers back into Peter’s drawer. Damn it, he’d dropped the drawer’s key – where the hell was it? Feeling around, he found it, thank God.

			He sighed. The adrenaline flow gave him a mixture of anxiety and excitement – especially after what he’d read. He had to steady his nerves. He remembered Peter had a whiskey bottle on his sideboard. He fumbled but found it. He took a swig and put it back. He smiled – I needed that.

			Now, let’s get out of here, he thought, heading for the door. There wouldn’t be anyone in the corridor at that time of night, but he checked anyway. After locking Peter’s office he approached the main door of the building. Peering out, he could see the marine on duty. What a relief – it was still Joe. After about ten minutes he heard Joe groan. Peeping out again, John saw him bending slightly and then rushing to the toilet. Good. John would have his five minutes or so to get away, whilst poor Joe struggled in the toilet.

			John unlocked the main door quietly. He heard Joe performing in the toilet and groaning. Poor guy, it must be painful for him, he thought.

			He looked out towards the street. The police would be asleep in their cars. But, shit, Joe had just flushed the toilet. John dashed to the main gate, unlocked it, stepped out into the street and closed the gate, just as Joe returned to his post. Holding his breath, John stopped and waited in the shadows.

			“Who’s there?” shouted Joe, catching a shadow moving outside the gate. “Stop or I’ll shoot,” said Joe, repeating it in his broken Spanish. John felt his heart beating fast, but kept his nerve.

			“Hey, Joe, is that you? It’s me – John,” he said, coming out of the shadows in view of Joe, whose rifle was only inches away from John’s face.

			“John? What the hell are you doing here, at this time of night? Christ, I was about to shoot you, man,” said Joe with a sigh.

			“You know, a few late drinks with the guys, as usual,” said John.

			A police car rushed out of the side street and screeched to a stop in front of the gate, nearly running over John.

			“What’s happening here?” shouted a fat police officer emerging from his car, quickly joined by two more policemen, poking their guns into John’s ribs.

			“No problema. No problema. Amigo,” said Joe. The police officer waved to his men to remove their guns from John’s trembling thorax. Papers, demanded the officer. John showed him a copy of his passport, explaining the original was in the embassy. They only left when Joe reassured them again that there was “No problema.”

			“Thanks, Joe. I owe you one, buddy. I’d better be going home now. It doesn’t seem safe to be on the streets at night anymore, does it?” said John, his heart beat more regular now.

			Even with his adrenaline flow back to normal, John couldn’t catch a minute’s sleep. He read and re-read his notes, expanding them with further information he’d remembered reading but hadn’t had time to note down in Peter’s office.

			Incredible, absolutely incredible stuff, John reflected. What an amazing story for The Washington Post – the world must read this. But who is going to believe me? What am I going to say? That I broke into the American embassy in Lima and found the report by accident? No. Not by accident. I was tipped off by an embassy secretary called Sandra. Poor Sandra, I couldn’t do that to her. We’d both end up in jail.

			Chapter 24

			Meanwhile, Yolanda arrived in Lima on Hacienda Chicama business. Her legal training and administrative skills impressed Mr Schultz – unaware of her bitterness about the sufferings of sugar cane croppers, her family in particular.

			Anyway, she was sent to Lima to work with an eminent lawyer, a friend of the Schultz family, tasked with pulling strings within the UR party to secure the bank loan Hacienda Chicama needed to stay in business. That loan would replace the loan from Randall’s American bank and keep Hacienda Chicama out of Randall’s greedy clutches, for the time being.

			John was happy to have Yolanda in Lima and wanted to see as much of her as possible. Yet, he wasn’t used to a jealous Latin lady insisting he dedicate every free moment to her. Of course, he loved her, but also defended his own space. He sighed – he hadn’t been ready to marry Lisa and still wasn’t ready for a long-term commitment.

			When John received letters from his father, he’d usually shared them with Yolanda. But better keep certain things private, “Why do you want to know?” “It’s nothing important.” If she insisted, he struggled to avoid saying “Mind your own business.”

			He eluded her inquisition by not telephoning her one evening he went out with his friends. Where had they gone? What had they got up to? John felt she didn’t need to know – he had a right to his private life.

			In the morning, John struggled to get out of bed, and said, “Yoly, please don’t have a go at me. I’ve got a splitting headache. I’ve slept badly. I’m so tired.”

			“Tired? How on earth can you be tired if you’ve slept until midday?” said Yolanda.

			Ignoring her question, John rushed to the bathroom and started vomiting. He wanted to freshen up, but felt weak and sweaty, and just collapsed back into bed. Mercifully, Yolanda just sneered, gave him a break and let him sleep again.

			Pedro revealed to John that Yolanda had quizzed him,

			“I’m worried about John. When he was half awake, he babbled something about Mick being in prison but that he shouldn’t be there. Afterwards, when he’d freshened up, I asked him about it and he insisted he’d said no such thing,” said Yolanda. Pedro shrugged.

			“Where did you and John go last night, Pedro?” asked Yolanda.

			“Nowhere special – only out with some friends for a few drinks.”

			“How many drinks?”

			“Umm… not too many, the usual – you know, John likes Peruvian rum.”

			“What time did you get back?”

			“Not too late, but, hey, why don’t you ask your boyfriend? Anyway, a man has a right to go out for a drink,” said Pedro, but then smiled as he recalled:

			“We bumped into some black-shirts. John punched one and then chased them away – they’re not so brave without their guns. John’s a good fighter, you know. It was great fun – strange that this morning he couldn’t remember what happened.”

			Whilst John was vomiting in the bathroom again, Yolanda saw a small container with pills.

			“What’s this?” she said, once he came out of the bathroom.

			“Uh… that? It’s nothing. Just… some medicine.”

			“Medicine, for what?”

			“Err… for my headache. Yes, my headache.”

			“You’re lying, John. What are these pills? And what’s really happened to Mick?”

			John sat down on the bed, breathed deeply, took Yolanda’s hand, and looked into her eyes.

			“There was too much drinking in Boston. I suppose it helped us forget our problems. But it became a habit,” said John, sniffling before he continued, “I guess drinking made me aggressive and I could lose control. One night in Boston, there was a scuffle in a speakeasy. A man was pushed. He fell, knocked his head and died. I was there, with Mick, but next day I couldn’t remember much. We were both taken to jail. My father got me released but Mick stayed inside, charged with manslaughter – as he was mixed up with the Irish mob, that complicated things,” said John, holding his head in his hands.

			Then, John opened an envelope he’d received from his father and unfolded a Boston press report. Yolanda read the headline:

			“Judge rules Mick Faughnan innocent of manslaughter. Boston police believe new suspect hiding in South America.”

			Chapter 25

			John should have been proud, but he wasn’t. The telegram from The Washington Post congratulated him. His latest report had been published in his name, and no longer in the name of the Buenos Aires-based correspondent for South America.

			Shit, John sighed: Randall, Carlos, the American embassy, everyone would know he was The Post’s reporter in Peru. His reports had been critical of the Sánchez-Cerro regime’s undemocratic behaviour. And Carlos would be cursing himself for having spilled the beans to John.

			Many in Peru had seen The Post’s reports as a beacon of truth in the sea of lies the censored Peruvian press churned out. It had been difficult to find a copy of The Post in Lima, but they’d been smuggled in nevertheless.

			People had wondered how that correspondent in Buenos Aires, whom everyone thought was the author of The Post’s reports, had been able to get inside information when he didn’t even travel to Lima. And how had he managed to interview Haya and that anonymous relative of former President Leguia denouncing his inhumane treatment? The Sánchez-Cerro regime had their knives out for him. Now, John’s cover was blown.

			Even worse, in the USA, the FBI would know John’s whereabouts as the prime suspect in that Boston manslaughter case. It wouldn’t take long for the FBI to file a request through Interpol and issue a warrant for John’s arrest.

			John was in the eye of the storm and needed to seek refuge. Was it time to go back home to the USA, even if it meant facing justice? No, he couldn’t leave Yolanda – she’d changed his life. And she’d never leave Peru, at least not now, when her family was fighting for their livelihood and her country for its future.

			John needed to go for a walk and breathe fresh air. The summer was ending but it was still hot. He walked down a shady street and arrived in a quiet square. He sat down beside a chattering fountain and ran his fingers through his hair. Then, he washed his face in the fountain.

			Now he could think – pull yourself together, man. No more drinking – it’s going to kill you. And you must stay alert to elude your enemies.

			He’d come to Peru to research for his doctorate, working with Professor Kemmerer. Why had Randall offered him the opportunity to work with Kemmerer? John had to accept his responsibility: he’d been Randall’s spy. He’d delivered information that Randall used dishonestly to contrive how to buy Hacienda Chicama. Had he betrayed Yolanda and his friends at Hacienda Chicama? Could he have delivered false information? No chance – he’d have been found out. He had to face it: he’d been a mere pawn, trapped in a chess game.

			 

			The following day, when John got back to Hostal Zapata for his usual dinner, Sandra was there again. Shit. Was she in trouble? She looked worried. Had they discovered someone had got into Peter’s office the other night?

			“Hi Sandra, what’s up? Are you okay?”

			“John, I’ve got terrible news. The FBI is after you. I’ve seen a telegram: they’re sending two officers to Lima next week and, of course, they’re asking for the embassy’s cooperation. Something about a guy who was killed in a speakeasy in Boston a couple of years ago.”

			That’s all I needed, thought John, scowling, “Thanks for letting me know, Sandra.”

			“But, John, what are you going to do?”

			“Don’t worry, it’ll be okay. Come on, its late, you’d better get home – let’s find you a taxi,” said John.

			When Sandra had left, John bit his nails. I’ll be okay, he’d told her – like hell he would. But he had to stay cool. Think – his every move must be carefully thought out from now onwards. And, damn it, tell Tony to take away that glass of rum and bring a Coca Cola instead.

			 

			A week later, a special visitor came to Hostal Zapata: Major Gonzalo Vargas – coming through Lima from Arequipa and heading north to Trujillo. He joined Pedro and John for dinner.

			Today, Gonzalo brought good news: at long last, he’d been promoted to Lieutenant Colonel. Sánchez-Cerro needed a man he could trust in Trujillo – the stronghold of Haya and APRA, and the place where an APRA rebellion could most likely begin.

			After accepting congratulations, Gonzalo got serious, “And what about you Pedro? I see you haven’t learned your lesson. Not only do you confront the Piérola family, but now you’re making friends within APRA.”

			“Err… who, me? Who gave you that idea?” replied Pedro.

			“Pedro, don’t lie to me. I’ve been assigned to Military Intelligence in Trujillo. We’re informed about anything important that happens. Do you know a guy called Manuel Barreto?”

			“Yeah, I think he’s the cousin of a friend of John’s, isn’t he, John?” How on earth did his father know this?

			“Huh… that cousin wouldn’t happen to be called Yolanda Ramos, would she?”

			Pedro and John gasped and looked at each other, and then at Gonzalo – he knew everything. Just where was this conversation leading?

			“Pedro, be very careful with those APRA people. I’m warning you – they’ll get you into trouble.”

			“But Yolanda works at Hacienda Chicama. She’s a legal adviser, or something like that, to the owner, Mr Schultz, isn’t she, John? How can she be with APRA?” John decided to stay mum.

			“Pedro, listen to me and look for a different bunch of friends,” said Gonzalo.

			Deeply engaged in conversation, nobody saw Carlos Medelius come in with a couple of friends for a drink. None of them observed Carlos asking Mr Zapata if he could make a telephone call from the bar. And none of them noticed, minutes later, when Carlos and his friends left, smirking, after pointing in John’s direction to the two well-built Americans who’d rushed into Hostal Zapata.

			“Mr John Fitzgerald? We’re FBI agents. You’re under arrest for a charge of manslaughter in Boston, Massachusetts,” said the shorter of the two officers, as he flashed his credentials badge, whilst the other one drew his gun and aimed it at John.

			Then, it all happened so quickly. With the sound of smashing glass, the taller American agent collapsed onto the floor, dropping his gun.

			“Tony, what have you done, man? Are you crazy?” said Pedro – as Tony stared at his hand, holding what remained of the bottle he’d just smashed on the guy’s head.

			“What are you doing with that sack?” said John – as Tony pulled a cloth sack over the other agent’s head. Damn it, let’s help, thought John, reacting quickly, “Pull the sack down to his waist. Don’t let him move.”

			With the sack over his head, John and Pedro wrestled the agent to the floor, punching him unconscious.

			“A rope – Tony, find a rope,” said John. “Here it is,” said Tony.

			“Now, let’s tie him up,” said John. Within the sack, the shorter agent groaned. What now?

			Mr Zapata rushed out, “What the hell is going on here?” Nobody answered and, guessing what had happened, tugged at his hair, “Let’s clear up this mess.”

			Gonzalo cursed, but he was also in the midst of the mess. Indeed, how to clear it up. But what should he do? His instincts led him to trust John.

			“Okay, I’ll get my car and we’ll bundle them inside,” said Gonzalo, used to thinking fast, “then, we’ll drive to the riverside and dump them. When they’re found, with luck, people will think they’ve been assaulted by robbers.”

			“Now, what about witnesses?” said Gonzalo. They looked around. There was nobody else in the bar apart from them.

			“Carlos was here earlier. He made a telephone call, but left as soon as these two foreigners arrived. I don’t think he saw anything of this,” said Zapata, pointing at the men on the floor.

			Gonzalo was in control and giving instructions, “Right, we all have to agree, and stick to, the same story when the police come: none of us has seen these men come in and, most certainly, nobody has seen the men leave or be taken away. Okay? And nobody has seen me here tonight,” said Gonzalo, shaking his head – what the hell was he allowing himself to get mixed up in? Pedro… again, getting into trouble.

			After a couple of minutes they heard the engine of a car outside. Pedro looked out of the window – it was his father.

			Gonzalo came in and, between the four men, they bundled the American agents into the back of his car. They didn’t move. They were still unconscious.

			Gonzalo jumped into the driver’s seat and Pedro sat beside him. Tony and John stayed behind to clear up the mess in the bar before the police arrived. Then, John had to get the hell out of there. Where to? He went up to his room, to pick up bare essentials and scram.

			“That filthy rat, Carlos Medelius,” said Pedro, spitting out of the window, as they drove off.

			“Pedro, what the hell is going on?”

			“That guy Carlos, he must have called the American FBI agents to arrest John – he’s been falsely accused in the USA.”

			“Carlos Medelius – is he a relative of Oscar Medelius?”

			“Yeah, papa – his cousin, I think.”

			“Damn it, Pedro, you are in real trouble, aren’t you? Do you know the Medelius are close to Dr Flores? Whatever you do, stay away from Flores… and from the Medelius: they’re dangerous” said Gonzalo, shaking his head as he drove off. Yes, Pedro did have an uncanny ability to get into trouble.

			It was late and the city was quiet. Gonzalo drove over the old stone bridge that crossed the river Rímac from the city centre to the rougher side of town. Good, no passers-by had recognised them.

			After crossing the river, Gonzalo drove along the riverbank until he found some shady trees, cloaked in darkness, with no street lights nearby. He stopped the car. There was nobody around. He motioned to Pedro to help him get one of the Americans out of the back of the car and lye him down on the ground, and then the same with the second man. They took the sack from the shorter man’s head. He was breathing but still unconscious. They took the men’s wallets, loosened their ties and ruffled their clothes. When they were found in the morning, it would look like they’d been mugged by thieves.

			 

			Minutes later, a car stopped outside the entrance to Hostal Zapata and three policemen got out, together with Carlos Medelius.

			Carlos and the police found Zapata’s bar clean and tidy, with Tony preparing to close – his same nightly routine.

			“There were two Americans here earlier,” said a policeman.

			Tony and Mr Zapata looked at each other and shook their heads, “No, sir, we haven’t seen any Americans,” said Tony.

			“Liars,” Carlos shouted, “I left just as the Americans arrived.”

			“No, sir, I was probably cleaning up in the kitchen,” said Tony.

			Carlos stared at Zapata, “No, I haven’t seen any Americans either… after you made that telephone call I went upstairs,” said Zapata.

			“And what about the men dining at that table? There was John, Pedro and an older man – I hadn’t seen him before,” said Carlos.

			“I didn’t see them when they left,” said Tony.

			Before leaving with the police, with a hideous frown and in silence, Carlos wagged his finger at Tony, who knew exactly what he was thinking: I’ll get you, you son-of-a-bitch – nobody makes a fool of me.

			 

			Earlier, John had rushed upstairs to his room, with his mind shooting off in all directions: Randall – of course, this was his revenge. He would have enjoyed putting the FBI on to John’s trail. Yolanda – how could he let her know? Would he be able to see her before he escaped? Shit, man, think about yourself – you’re the one in danger.

			Stumbling into his room, he grabbed a small suitcase, dithering about what to throw in. He didn’t notice the shadow behind the door, but did feel the metal pressed against the back of his neck.

			Then, the click of a gun and a voice, in English, “Raise your hands and don’t move.”

			John froze and gulped – he was trapped.

			“Johnny, you gotta believe me, I never wanted to do this… I had no choice.”

			What the hell…? John knew this voice. It couldn’t be, could it?

			“Mick… Mick, is it you, man?” John gasped. The gun was still pressed firmly against his neck.

			“I… I had to do it. They’ve got my kid brother. They’d kill him if I didn’t come to Lima to look for you. They knew I was the man for the job… they knew you’d trust me” said Mick, as his voice began to break.

			“Who are ‘they’?”

			“The Irish mob, Johnny – my bosses. A big fish called Randall gave them a juicy contract for your head… I’m supposed to kill you… or they’ll kill my little brother… but I can’t do it, man, I just can’t do it,” said Mick, sniffling and swallowing his tears. John felt a tremble in Mick’s hand holding the gun.

			“So, what are you gonna do now, Mick, if you ain’t gonna shoot me?” said John, surprised how steady his own voice was.

			“Err… I thought I’d hand you over to the police… I’ll tell the mob I didn’t have a chance to kill you… that the police took you in… yeah, that’s what I’ll do. For Christ’s sake, I love you Johnny. At least you’ll be alive,” said Mick.

			Yeah, I’ll be alive, but for how long? thought John.

			For how long would he be alive? That was anyone’s guess under Dr Flores’ Emergency Law. John shuddered as the policemen pulled his hands behind his back and, click, click, he was handcuffed – scenes from Boston jail flooded back.

			What now? Deportation was the best John could hope for, but Randall, Carlos and the Sánchez-Cerro regime wouldn’t want that – John knew too much and had raked up muck aplenty through The Washington Post. Imprisonment was more likely, but then the Sánchez-Cerro regime would have to justify some spurious charge and the USA embassy would have to reluctantly intercede on his behalf. John gasped – that only left one option: making him disappear, forever. Oh God, that’s what they’d do.

			Mick, you bastard, you’ve no idea what you’ve done to me, man, John said to himself. This ain’t the States. Charles Street Jail in Boston was a holiday camp compared to what awaits me. Yeah, your kid brother will be safe, but you’ve just condemned me to death.

			The following night, Tony Guzmán took out the rubbish, as usual, after closing the Hostal Zapata bar. The street lighting wasn’t good but he sensed shadows behind him. Before he could turn around, one of the shadows put an arm around his neck and grabbed him by his throat.

			“You sambo, son-of-a-bitch; we’re going to teach you a lesson,” he heard, as a number of arms wrestled him to the ground, and pinned him face down. There were three, four, maybe five of them. It all happened in seconds, but Tony felt as if it lasted an hour. He was punched in the face and kicked in the stomach – his body convulsed with every blow. He groaned with pain and felt blood trickling from his mouth. Then, the shadows slowly disappeared, laughing.

			As they walked away, with his right eye blinded, Tony squinted sideways and with his left eye was able to catch a glimpse of them – they were all dressed in black. He rested his forehead, facing down into the gutter, reeling with pain and spitting blood. After a while, he tried to get up, but his arms and legs failed him. He was feeling the revenge of Carlos Medelius all over his body.

			Chapter 26

			Bundled into the back of the police van, with no light and no view of the outside, John could only speculate where on earth they were taking him. He tried to sit up, arms handcuffed behind his back, guessing in which direction they were driving. Not many turns; a long road; little sound of traffic or street life; surface wasn’t too bumpy; they could be leaving the city.

			After an hour, that smell – yes, his senses became more acute in the dark – salty sea air. And then, he heard seagulls. For sure, they were near the sea – he wailed: bastards, they’re going to drown me.

			The van came to a halt and he heard the policemen getting out. They unlocked the van’s back door and bright sunlight streamed in. As he adjusted his eyes from darkness to brightness, his legs were shackled and two policemen pulled him out – the sea was in front of him; there were ships and boats: they’d brought him to the port of Callao. For a moment, his spirits rose – were they deporting him?

			“Where are you taking me?” said John. The policemen laughed:

			“You’re going on a boat trip, to a nice little island,” was the reply, with one of them pointing offshore. A few miles across the Pacific Ocean, there were two islands John had seen before: one very large – San Lorenzo island, with its naval base – the other much smaller: El Frontón.

			John’s heart sank – that was it: they were taking him to the island prison of El Frontón, where the country’s most dangerous criminals ended up, along with political prisoners. There was no escape – anyone who’d tried had died.

			His chains only allowed him to take short steps as the policemen grabbed him from each arm and guided him towards a pier. Two more policemen emerged from a large motor boat, with rifles pointed at him. What the hell for? There was no way he could get away or put up a fight.

			After dragging him onboard, the policemen pushed him on to the floor at the stern. His head hit the deck and a policeman’s boot pressed his shoulder forcing his face into a puddle of salt water – yes, I’ve got the message, you bastard: keep my head down during the voyage, John said to himself.

			The boat engine below him made a deafening roar and, shortly after leaving port, they swayed from one side to the other – they were out on the Pacific Ocean, which John knew was anything but pacific. The boat charged through waves and he was showered by heavy spray. He couldn’t see where they were going but, when the roar of the engine finally died and the boat slowed down, he knew they’d arrived: a strong shiver ran all down his back – he’d heard many stories about El Frontón, all horrendous. And now, with many new APRA political prisoners, it would be overflowing its capacity.

			John was hauled onto the jetty and looked around: the island was a large barren rock, without a single leaf of green; a few half-derelict buildings close to the shore, surely unfit for human habitation. Still, there were humans – or more like walking dead – wandering about the beach. He’d heard there weren’t enough cells for all inmates so they were just allowed to roam freely – guards with machine guns surveyed the beach from rooftops: at the slightest sign of trouble, they’d spray the beach with bullets.

			A guard tugged at John’s waist and removed his belt, whilst another cut his shoe-laces with a knife: so you don’t hang yourself, smirked a guard.

			Then, he was shoved on to the beach. He fell face down, cutting his lip on the pebbles and spitting out blood.

			Struggling on to his knees, he heard laughter and looked up. Three thugs, of indefinable racial blends, walked up, examining him like an insect. The biggest of them wore a crumpled suit and old hat, was clean shaven, except for a bushy moustache, but with an enormous scar on his right cheek. His smile revealed golden teeth replacing half a dozen lost originals. Beside him, the other two were a mess: unshaven, with teeth missing, scars on their faces and arms, dressed in old but clean clothes. Who the hell were they?

			“Welcome to El Frontón, gringo. How much money do you have?” asked the smarter one. John shook his head as he got up. But before he could fully get up off his knees, a savage kick in the stomach felled him back onto the pebbles.

			“Gringo, show some respect and answer when Lobo asks you a question. So, where’s your money?” said the beast who’d kicked him.

			John held his stomach, suppressing vomit, and agonized back on to his knees: “No money….no money,” he managed, once he’d caught his breath.

			“Poor little gringo. No money: no bed… no food… no water to drink…” said the other goon as he slapped John. Then, the three of them laughed as they booted John into the sea before leaving.

			John lay face down on the pebbles and let the small waves freshen him up as he spat out more blood. Then, he heard beach pebbles creaking behind him and two hands grabbed him under his arms, helping him back onto his knees.

			“Hi, man, I hear you’re American,” said a husky voice in English. John looked up and stared at what looked like the remains of a human being: face deeply scarred and skin burned by the sun, with not many teeth left, matted hair and a rough beard. He didn’t have a full head of hair but it wasn’t baldness: part of his head was clear of hair and skin. Worse still: one eye was missing. He couldn’t have been older than John but looked closer to age fifty. What the hell, gasped John.

			“I’m Henry… Henry Richards… I’m also American… from California,” he said, mustering the best smile his contorted face could manage.

			“I’m John… John Fitzgerald,” and his open-mouthed stare forced Henry to explain.

			“Yeah… I guess I’ve got into too many fights here,” said Henry pointing at the socket that once held an eye. Then, pointing at the obvious clear part of his head, he added, “This, well, the Indian prisoners thought it was funny to have an American here. They’ve seen western movies, you know, with American Indians scalping the dead cowboys, so I guess they thought it was fun doing the same to me.” And then, Henry smiled. John couldn’t believe it: after recounting these horrors, Henry still managed to smile.

			John was now fully upright and, still aghast, knew Henry had more to tell.

			“Okay John, I need to get you up to speed, if you’re going to survive here,” said Henry.

			“Survive?” babbled John. Henry nodded.

			“Err… your reception committee: that was Lobo, and his right hand men.”

			“Lobo – wolf in Spanish? Why did he ask if I had any money?”

			“Umm… here you need money to buy anything: even a glass of water.”

			“Eh? Even a glass of water? But don’t they feed you here?” said John, dismayed. Henry shook his head.

			“Supplies arrive on the island, the guards dump them, food disappears into the cells and business begins,” said Henry, “so, if you want to eat, you have to buy food from Lobo’s cook – he’ll allow you to lick an empty plate if you can’t pay – and if you want a mattress, you rent it from Lobo. If not, you just sleep on the floor, but it gets mighty cold here at night, I can tell you… so you’ll also need to hire a blanket.”

			“But what do you do if you don’t have money?” asked John.

			“We, err… work” replied Henry.

			Then, they heard hideous laughter behind them – Lobo was back.

			“I see you’ve met our whore. We like white flesh here,” said Lobo, stroking Henry’s wincing cheek, “and you gringo, you too can earn some money with your body,” added Lobo as he walked away, roaring with laughter. Henry looked away and was close to tears, but pulled himself together to continue,

			“John… if you don’t stand up to them… you’re dead… but just don’t get into a fight with knives: they dip their knives into piss and shit so you catch an infection when they cut you up.”

			“But what do the guards do?” said John. Henry shook his head:

			“There’s about one guard for every hundred prisoners. So the guards just let us roam free and only intervene to shoot if there’s any big fight or someone tries to escape.”

			As they walked along the beach, John pointed at what looked like a cave closed with bars.

			“That’s ‘la lobera’ – the wolf’s den: you don’t want to end up in there. Last week, a guy spat at a guard and was locked in there. Two days later they went to get him out but the poor bastard had drowned when the tide came in,” said Henry, adding, “they call it ‘the wolf’s den’ because Lobo also locks up anyone who displeases him.”

			As night fell, Henry bought a plate of potatoes and shared it with John. What about sleeping? Henry rented a mattress in a cell with six other prisoners, and allowed John to share it,

			“But take your shoes off and hold on to them,” said Henry.

			“Why?” asked John, puzzled.

			“Because they’ll steal them whilst you sleep and sell them,” said Henry. John now understood why Henry and other prisoners were barefoot.

			John was amazed to hear chanting in the distance – Henry explained,

			“Those are the political prisoners singing the APRA anthem. They’re fenced-off, in a separate building. They lock them away at night, to keep them safe… from us,” said Henry grinning.

			That night, as Henry snored, John just lay there, eyes wide open. The horrific stories he’d heard in Lima about El Frontón were nothing, absolutely nothing, compared to this. Father Joseph hadn’t told his boys about hell on earth, but it existed, here, on the island of El Frontón.

			John discovered how the mind was mercifully able to bring relief. On the verge of going crazy, his mind took him back to happier times. His heart stopped pounding in his chest and his breathing became easier. His mother stroked his curly, childish hair. She poured water over him and he lay in the tub, with the warm liquid surrounding him, like an unborn child in his mother’s womb. There, he felt safe.

			He lifted his head out of the bath tub and the smiling face greeting him wasn’t his mother’s but Yolanda’s. Then, she began to cry. She got up and walked away, looking back at him with a distraught expression. No, don’t go Yolanda. I’m not dead yet. I’ll get out of this inferno and come back to you. I swear. Please, wait for me.

			Next morning, he went for a walk on the beach – anything to escape from that hell hole of cells. Suddenly, he felt a hand fondling his buttocks.

			“How much, you gringo whore?” said a deep voice. John turned around to see one of Lobo’s henchmen grinning at him.

			In a flash, John’s mind brought back what he’d learned in his Boston boxing gym: no time to think, just react, aim for the jaw, hard, hit hard, now. And the goon was flat on his back, nursing his jaw, spitting blood and, with it, a tooth. But he was strong and jumped to his feet, wielding a knife in his right hand.

			A crowd of prisoners soon gathered, shouting, “Kill him, kill him.”

			When the knife lunged towards him, John instinctively contorted his belly inwards. The blade grazed him and tore his shirt. Then, a shot rang out and a bullet ricocheted off the pebbles. The prisoners looked up as a guard, quickly spotting the commotion, ordered them to disperse.

			John inspected his torso – his shirt had been cut but, thank God, his flesh was intact. Then, he looked up as he heard slow clapping coming towards him.

			“Well done, gringo. So, you can fight” said Lobo as he tossed a key at John, “You’ve earned the cell bed of that piece of shit…” he said, pointing at his defeated henchman, “…but you’ll work for me now.”

			Henry had been right: standing up to them, you won respect.

			Days went by and one morning John awoke trembling. It wasn’t fever, but his body was sending a clear message: it needed a drink; too long without a real drink. He wasn’t hungry; not even thirsty. He couldn’t help it: he was angry… no, furious; at everything and everyone crossing his mind: Lobo, Randall, Carlos, Mick… even poor Henry, Pedro, Tony… hell, no, even Yolanda. His head sizzled and throbbed endlessly. He was going mad.

			Time went slowly, but hours became days, and days brought weeks. John knew the wheels of Peruvian justice turned ever so slowly: it would take weeks or months even for an FBI extradition request to be processed to take him back to Boston for trial. Most inmates on El Frontón were waiting for trial, death or something. Please God, give me strength to survive, he wailed.

			An obsession bounced around his head: escape; he must escape. But, it was useless – nobody had ever escaped from El Frontón. It was seven kilometres off the coast, but the currents would sweep you out to sea if you were foolish enough to try to swim. And, if you didn’t drown, you’d succumb to hypothermia if you were too long in water cooled by the current from Antartica. He gulped and stifled tears.

			But Lobo fed John well – the wolf had adopted him as one of his cubs. John forced himself to eat the muck they called food and grew stronger and stronger, exercising by swimming daily. And he’d sit in silence, looking out at sea for hours, mumbling to himself. Henry shook his head: his friend had lost his mind.

			One day, gazing out to sea, it happened, at last. John sat on the beach pebbles, excited as Haya’s words came back to him, “Anyone who’s tried to escape has drowned… but, be patient: once a month, the winds change and the sea current drives towards the coast.”

			John looked around – nobody was near him on the beach. He looked up: one guard was reading a newspaper, and another was walking towards the farther end of the roof. Now, do it now.

			His mind sharpened and gave him his orders: slip into the sea; no splashing, not even a ripple. Swim slowly, breast stroke, no flapping of arms. Further and further from the shore. Anyone noticed your absence? Nobody will think you’re stupid enough to swim far from the shore – you’ll drown, like other poor bastards who tried it.

			You’re feeling tired now; you’re further and further from the shoreline. Take a rest on your back. The guards on the prison roof and the walking dead on the beach now look like ants. No shots, no shouting – with luck, nobody will miss you for a while. Enough time to get to the mainland? Perhaps you’ll never make it: you’ve never swum as far as seven kilometres before without rest – it’s a really long distance. But, come on, no time for doubting, don’t even think of turning back.

			El Frontón is now just a large rock in the distance. The sea is choppier; waves swamping you, it’s a struggle to make progress. Now you’re swallowing water. Spit out, gasp for air – take a rest, on your back, more often. The water is cold, so cold. Your arms are becoming heavier and heavier, like lead – for God’s sake, don’t go under, you’d never make it back up again. Still, there’s no going back: if your arms fail you, you’ll drown – but that’s better than returning to the hell of El Frontón.

			Courage, take courage: you’ll make it, boy. But, will you? The mainland still seems so, so distant. Pray, yes, pray: God, I promise if you get me there, I’ll go to the first church and pray, and thank you. I know, I know Father Joseph said we can’t strike a bargain with you, only praying when we need you. But don’t forsake me now; please don’t.

			Voices – a fishing boat in the distance. Call them – God must have sent the boat to rescue you: do it; your arms are so heavy; you’ll never make it on your own; you’re going to drown.

			But, no, don’t call them. Maybe the devil sent that boat. If they pick you up, they’ll know you’ve escaped from El Frontón – they’ll hand you to the police. No, just keep going – you’ve prayed to God, haven’t you, He will provide.

			Rest on your back again, close your mouth, keep the water out, for heaven’s sake, keep your head up. Don’t let the waves pull you under. Come on now: breathe deeply, before the next wave rushes over you. And look: you’re closer to the mainland now than to El Frontón – you’re more than half way.

			On and on, arms flapping; you’re tired, so tired. You’re not sure if you’re getting closer to the mainland or if the current’s pushing you out to sea again. But keep going, keep going. Yes, you can see the beach now, but it still seems so, so far away.

			As John continued to struggle with his mind, and his soul, the largest wave so far sucked him under. Battling back to the surface, he gasped for air, just enough before he was sucked under by the next wave. And again, up for air, as yet another wave picked him up, swallowed him and spat him out.

			Fighting back to the surface once again, he knocked his head – he’d hit pebbles. It must be shallow. And, yes, the next wave left him crawling over pebbles on his belly in a short depth of water and he was soon lying on a beach. He spluttered and coughed up sea water. But he just didn’t have enough strength to look up, and his arms and legs were too tired to even move. Pinned to the pebbles, he must have passed out.

			Chapter 27

			John aroused to waves splashing over him – he was freezing. How long had he been lying there? Had anyone seen him? He lifted his head and struggled to get his arms to raise his body. But he just couldn’t – his arms failed him.

			Turning his head, out at sea, he saw El Frontón in the distance and smiled: he’d made it. Thank God almighty.

			Along the beach, a man was swimming in the sea, with his clothes in a neat pile on the pebbles.

			He tried again, groaning, and this time, yes, his arms trembled with the effort but lifted his body. His willpower won the battle against his arms, forcing them to place his buttocks on the pebbles. He gasped, pulled his knees to his chest and rested his head. The next wave was refreshing, even invigorating.

			After a rest, he agonised on to his feet and got his leaden legs to move. What now? Shit, surely the guards at El Frontón would’ve raised the alarm by now. Last seen on the beach, they’d assume the lunatic had tried to swim to the mainland. In case he hadn’t drowned, the authorities would comb the nearest mainland beach – yes, right where he was now. Move; get away, quick.

			There was nobody on the pebble beach, only the swimmer’s pile of clothes. Slowly, he walked towards the pile, checked the swimmer wasn’t looking, took off his rags, made a pile of them and substituted them for the new clothes; his new clothes.

			Good, the swimmer would see a pile on the beach and think they were his clothes. Naked, John rushed towards the promenade. The beach was a couple of metres below the promenade, so he rested in the shade and got dressed.

			Once on the promenade, nicely clothed, he looked up as a seagull gave him a welcoming screech, the salty sea breeze filled his lungs, everyone on the street seemed to smile at him; he was alive. Yes, thank God, alive and back from the dead, far from those wretches on the beach at El Frontón.

			As he tramped along the street, he wondered, where to? Surveying his surroundings, he recognised the famous fortress of Real Felipe – the last stronghold of Spanish colonialist forces in South America a century earlier. Wait a moment – wasn’t he near the house of Buffalo’s aunt, where they’d had lunch on first arriving in Peru? Yes, perhaps he might find it.

			Half an hour later, yes, he was there. But what would he say to Buffalo’s aunt? He knocked on the door. No answer. He knocked harder. A female voice within:

			“Who is it?”

			“Madam, my name is John – I’m a friend of Buffalo, I mean: your nephew Manuel, and Yolanda.”

			The door opened a couple of inches: she didn’t remember his name, but smiled when she recognised his face.

			“Ah, yes, you’re the gringo who’s with Yoly. Come in, come in,” said Aunt Eugenia, with a surprised look. John looked up and down the street and made a furtive entrance. A sigh of relief – he was safe, for the time being.

			Better not explain anything to poor Aunt Eugenia – she’d never understand.

			“Do you have a telephone?” She nodded.

			“Great – just a quick call to Lima.”

			“Of course, young man.”

			The telephone rang and rang at Hostal Zapata. Come on, answer the damn phone. At last.

			“Hostal Zapata. Good afternoon,” he heard the friendly voice of Tony Guzmán.

			“Tony… Tony, it’s me, John… but don’t say my name. I don’t have time to explain… please get Pedro to the phone.” John could feel the joy in Tony’s voice as he discreetly asked him to wait. A minute later, John heard a hushed voice,

			“John, where are you? We’ve been worried to death about you. We heard they’d taken you to El Frontón, but nothing more… What, you’ve escaped? Jesus Christ, man, how did you do that? Okay, okay, you’ll tell me later. But where are you now?… in Callao?… Yes, yes, I think I remember where the house of Buffalo’s aunt is. Right, I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

			Pedro and Tony hugged each other. Pedro raised a finger to his lips: not a word to anyone Tony, John’s still in danger.

			“Thank you so much, Aunt Eugenia. Which is the nearest church?” said John after putting down the receiver.

			“The cathedral of Callao.”

			“Okay, madam, a guy called Pedro will come looking for me: please send him to the cathedral when he arrives,” said John, about to leave. But, bless her, she wouldn’t allow him to go without having a meal. He just couldn’t refuse – he was famished.

			After eating and a big hug to Aunt Eugenia, John opened the door to the street, pulling the hat down over his face: nobody was in sight. Yes, he should stay indoors hiding – the police would be on the streets of Callao looking for him. But he’d made a promise: God had saved him from drowning and delivered him safely ashore. No, there was no way he was going to break his promise: he was heading straight to church to pray and give thanks, like never before in his life.

			John arrived at the cathedral late for Sunday evening Mass. It had already started and he sat inconspicuously at the back. Now, wait for Pedro and pray.

			On his knees, hands clasped, the smiling face of Father Joseph came to him as he prayed. John was in a desperate situation, yet, he had so much for which to be thankful. Since coming to this new world, far from his Boston home, he’d met Yolanda, made new and loyal friends, helped his father to another job… but also known a new country – deeply troubled but fascinating – and began to find his way in life. The Washington Post could be his way to fight Randall and his greedy cronies, the Sánchez-Cerro regime – and the Flores and Medelius of this world – and, certainly, to denounce the devil’s deeds. Yes, old Father Joseph would be proud of him.

			And he also prayed for poor Henry on El Frontón – John hadn’t been able to say goodbye, but could he somehow help his cell mate? Still, to do so, John had to survive.

			However, in his prayers, he also had to ask for divine guidance: any mistake now could be fatal. He’d probably have to find a way to escape abroad – he didn’t imagine he could stay safe in Peru any longer.

			John stood, sat and knelt together with the rest of the congregation during Mass. But as the sermon was about to begin, a stern-looking man uniformed in a black shirt and black trousers handed a piece of paper to the priest. John was shocked when he recognised the man in black: Carlos Medelius.

			The priest read Carlos’ paper to himself in silence, scowled at him and shook his head slowly, pressing his lips. Then, he looked up at his congregation, waiting patiently for him to start his sermon, sighed and began:

			“Let us pray… for our dear brother Luis Miguel Sánchez-Cerro, president of the Republic, and for his mission,” the priest paused and shook his head again, before forcing himself to continue reading aloud, “…like that of our Lord Jesus Christ, of delivering us from evil – in our times: the evils of communism, atheism and lack of patriotism – and delivering our beloved nation from freedom to tyranny… sorry, sorry brothers, I meant: from tyranny to freedom…”

			Carlos sprang to his feet, but decided to sit down again quietly when the whole congregation stared at him. The priest blushed and was clearly sweating. John smiled and made a mental note: from freedom to tyranny. He, too, had a mission, and The Washington Post would be his tool to fulfil it.

			And so, Don Augusto Leguía, the Titan of the Pacific, was dead, but was replaced by another ambitious tyrant who wanted to inherit the title.

			John was suddenly jolted from his thoughts when a hand landed softly on his shoulder – Pedro had arrived, time to leave.

			Chapter 28

			John was about to leave Callao’s cathedral through the main door when Pedro grabbed him by the arm and pointed at a group of black-shirts smoking outside. John nodded and followed Pedro to a side entrance.

			On a side street, they waited under the shade of a large tree, with their hats pulled down over their faces.

			After a while, a car slowly turned into the side street. Pedro stamped out his cigarette and waved.

			A moment later, Carolina de Piérola alighted, gave John a big hug and they all got into the car and drove off, just as the congregation was coming out. John gave a sigh of relief as he saw Carlos and his fellow black-shirts chortling as they left the cathedral.

			It was a long drive from Callao to the seaside resort of Chorrillos, south of Lima, where Carolina lived – they had a lot to talk about; a lot to decide.

			“John, we must get you out of Peru – you’re in danger. You can stay at my house in Chorrillos but, sooner or later, the police will find you,” said Carolina.

			“Yeah, I’ll prepare a coded telegram to Yolanda, which you could send for me, Carolina; not Pedro – the police are sure to spy on everyone at Hostal Zapata,” said John.

			“What will you tell Yolanda, John?” asked Pedro.

			“I’ll ask her to come to Lima. If I have to leave Peru, I want to see her before I go,” said John with a sigh, as Carolina stroked his arm.

			John was thinking fast, “I don’t want to get any of you into trouble. But you, Carolina, and Yolanda, can do some important things for me. I need you to send some letters and telegrams and check out when there are ships going to the USA – the Grace Line should have one ship taking passengers a couple of times a month,” said John.

			Carolina had to herself the Piérola family’s seaside residence in Chorrillos – her family, from distant Arequipa, never used it. She had one maid, called Vilma, who cooked and cleaned – Carolina reassured John she was trustworthy.

			Chorrillos was well connected to Lima by tram and well-to-do families, and many foreigners, spent long, lazy summer days enjoying the sea breeze atop the cliff or down on the beach. The otherwise barren cliff sides were green in places where water trickled out of the rocks. It was at the southern end of the tram line from Lima, linking the capital to the seaside resorts nestled on the scar that ran for miles high above the sea. A nice retreat from the bustle of the growing capital, with spacious one or two storied houses, with gardens, on wide, quiet, tree-lined streets leading to pleasant squares with churches, fountains, restaurants and shops.

			The main square came alive in the evening, when the sons and daughters of Lima’s better heeled met and, evading chaperones, paired off. An ice cream vendor circled around offering his wares to strollers. A priest stopped for a chat, trying to commit estranged members of his flock to come to church next Sunday. Later, a man shouted the last tram of the day was leaving for Lima.

			Carolina’s house was near the cliff, overlooking the exclusive Regatas rowing club and the more popular beach of Agua Dulce. Above and behind the house was the arid peak of Virgen del Morro – nobody could look down into Carolina’s back garden. At the front, the one-storied house was protected from the street by railings, from floor to ceiling, unlocked for visitors to enter into a small covered patio leading to the main door. Secure and discreet, an ideal refuge for John in such perilous times.

			John soon got down to writing. There were telegrams, for Carolina to send to Yolanda and to the USA. There were reports, written and rewritten, with discarded versions filling the waste paper basket. When he was finally satisfied, his produce was also taken by Carolina to post. Good, his plan was taking shape. Still, he needed to pray – nothing could fail.

			At last, days later, Carolina returned from Lima with Yolanda, who’d travelled from Trujillo as soon as she’d received the telegram. Carolina left them alone and went to see what Vilma was preparing for dinner.

			After a while, Carolina came back into the lounge to find Yolanda crying: probably at the thought of John leaving Peru, or hearing about his horrific time on El Frontón, or for him being endangered, or maybe all of this jumbled together. Carolina sighed and Yolanda dried her tears and pulled herself together – still unused to showing her emotions.

			“Be brave, my love. Everything will work out well. You’ll see,” said John as he kissed Yolanda’s cheek.

			“Okay, then,” said John to both Yolanda and Carolina, “we’re agreed. I’m sure our plan is going to work. I know I can trust you ladies with my life.” Carolina came forward and hugged them both.

			 

			And, so, the following day, Yolanda walked into the USA embassy, introduced herself and asked to see Mr Peter Bush.

			“What about?” asked a snooty secretary.

			“About an American citizen: Mr John Fitzgerald,” said Yolanda.

			Barely a minute later, Peter was shaking her hand and inviting her into his office. When they sat down, Peter asked:

			“How can I help you, Miss Ramos?”

			“I’m Mr John Fitzgerald’s lawyer,” said Yolanda, with Peter nodding and inviting her to continue, but stifling a smile – he knew the nature of the relationship between John and Yolanda. But she was not to be put off.

			“I understand you studied law at Harvard, Mr Bush,” said Yolanda. Peter assented. “So did I,” said Yolanda, enjoying Peter’s frown.

			“Miss Ramos, where is John Fitzgerald?”

			“Surely you don’t expect me to tell you that, do you? Why do you want to know, Mr Bush?”

			“Because he is wanted by both the Peruvian and the American police, as it happens,” said Peter, trying to take command of the meeting.

			“If there are any charges against Mr Fitzgerald, we can deal with them when the time comes. In the meantime, as an American citizen, he has the right to protection by the United States government…” said Yolanda – as Peter’s frown became more intense – “and specifically to be given refuge in this embassy. That is what we request.”

			Peter struggled to find an alternative response but, eventually, had to give in, “Very well, Miss Ramos, tell Mr Fitzgerald he’s welcome at the embassy and we’ll afford him any assistance we may legally be obliged to provide.”

			After polite farewells, as soon as Yolanda had left his office, Peter was on the telephone. His first call was to the police. His second call was to a friend in common with John, “Hi Carlos, I have news for you…”

			Yolanda walked straight to catch the tram from Lima to Chorrillos. But, as soon as she left the embassy, she was followed by one man and, then, by another.

			Before Yolanda reached the tram terminal, Pedro tripped and barged into a man and shouted at him, “Hey, are you looking for a fight, you idiot? Don’t run away – I’ve asked you a question,” as Pedro grabbed the startled man by the arm.

			As Pedro pretended to threaten the man – who was desperately trying to look over his shoulder – Yolanda disappeared into the crowd. Pedro smiled and let the man go. The plainclothes policeman cursed as Pedro walked away.

			 

			Days later, in his town hall office in Boston, Massachusetts, Mayor James Crowley received a strange envelope – he turned it over: no sender’s details. He tore it open and stared at the two pieces of paper. As he read them, his jaw almost dropped on to his desk and he hardly noticed when his cigar fell out of his hand.

			Then, a telephone call:

			“Good morning, Mayor Crowley, I trust you’ve received my envelope.”

			“Yes, but… who’s this? Who the hell are you?” said Crowley.

			“It doesn’t matter who I am. Now, listen, Crowley: The Washington Post is going to publish a report about you. I know you like your name in the press. So, you have two press reports in that envelope and you get to choose which one of the two goes to press. Understood?”

			Mayor Crowley slammed the telephone down, called his secretary and demanded she find out who’d delivered the envelope.

			Then, Crowley scowled as he read again the headlines of the two alternative draft Washington Post press reports he’d received:

			One read, ‘Mayor Crowley coerces Boston judge.’ The other, ‘Manslaughter charge on John Fitzgerald dropped.’

			Mick Faughnan grinned – after what he’d done to his friend in Lima, he hoped he’d now made up to Johnny.

			 

			Back in Lima, Yolanda’s legal skills were much in demand. The Samanez government had established the Banco Agrícola – a state bank charged with helping Peruvian agriculture survive the international economic crisis. John had introduced Yolanda to senior bank officials he’d met working for the Kemmerer mission.

			For days, Yolanda barely slept, hardly took a break for meals and John rarely saw her. Pedro helped her with documentation, putting his law degree to good use. She came and went from her lodgings. She was in and out of meetings, negotiating. Lengthy telephone conversations with Mr Schultz up north: the old man was pressured to give more than he would have ever contemplated during better times. And John suggested which government officials would be more helpful to Schultz.

			But, in the end, Yolanda did it: the loan from Bank of Massachusetts was finally repaid by borrowing from Banco Agrícola. Old Schultz was in no doubt that sending Yolanda to Harvard had been a blessing for his Hacienda Chicama.

			Hacienda Chicama was out of the clutches of Mr James Randall III, for the time being, and the jobs of hundreds of sugar cane croppers were saved, also for the time being. John gave an overjoyed Yolanda a big kiss but warned her Randall wouldn’t give up.

			Amidst the doom and gloom, they relished a reason to celebrate something, but not for long.

			Vilma told Carolina she’d seen a couple of strange men in the neighbourhood – they discreetly watched her every time she left the house. Burglars? Apparently not. Unusually for such a peaceful resort, the house on the corner had received a visit from the police. Why? The house maid had told Vilma the police were looking for a foreign fugitive, thought to be hiding in Chorrillos.

			The dreaded moment had arrived: John’s refuge in Carolina’s house was surely about to be discovered. A police raid on the house was imminent.

			The four of them got into Carolina’s car, like two young couples returning to Lima, with Pedro driving. They drove slowly through Barranco and Miraflores – two other nice resorts on the way to Lima – and then along that new long avenue that Leguia had named after himself and which went right into the city centre. Whenever they saw any policemen, John stretched his hat down over his face and leant on Yolanda’s shoulder. Thankfully, it appeared the police had enough work looking out for Apristas, trade unionists and any other subversives, to mount road blocks specifically for John.

			Pedro slowed down further as they approached the American embassy.

			“Shit. Look at those police cars parked in front of the embassy – I’ve never seen them blocking the gate like that before. What the hell do we do now?” said Pedro as he stopped.

			“Listen, Pedro, just drive up to the embassy slowly and when you get to the gate, drive on to the sidewalk and I’ll get out,” said John.

			“Are you crazy, man? The police are right there: they’ll arrest you… maybe even shoot you,” said Pedro.

			“Pedro – believe me. Do what I say.” Yolanda and Carolina stared at each other and then at John. They both thought Pedro was right but they’d just have to trust John.

			And so, Pedro started up again and moved closer and closer to the embassy entrance gate. John looked at Yolanda, kissed her and she stroked his cheek, “Be very, very careful,” she sighed.

			Closer and closer and, suddenly, Pedro swerved so quickly on to the sidewalk that he nearly ran over the US marine on duty at the gate.

			The police reacted instantly, leaping out of their cars with their guns drawn, “Stop or we’ll shoot,” shouted a policeman.

			Yolanda shrieked, Carolina gasped and Pedro cursed, holding their breath as the US marine on duty grabbed John’s arm, opened the gate and bundled him into the embassy compound.

			“Gracias amigos. No problema. No problema,” said the US marine in broken Spanish, as he closed the gate again.

			John picked himself up from the floor, unruffled his clothes, stuck his arm through the embassy railings and patted the marine outside on the shoulder.

			“Thanks a million, Joe, I owe you another favour,” said John.

			“That’s okay, John, but I guess I’ve just earned myself a one-way trip back to Texas,” said Joe chuckling, whilst he stood to attention at the gate.

			John waved at his friends in the car, received a blown kiss from Yolanda, and saw Pedro handling the grief he was getting from the policemen. Anyway, as he walked into the embassy, he was happy to see Pedro driving away. Then, a sigh of relief – Sandra had received John’s message and forewarned Joe of his impending arrival.

			The commotion at the gate aroused a number of embassy staff and Peter Bush was waiting as John came in through the door:

			“John, welcome to home territory,” said Peter, with dissimulated irony, “you know you’ll never get away with this. Mr Randall has accused you of trying to kill him in Trujillo.”

			“Kill him? Come on, Peter, Mr Randall just tripped, fell and broke his nose. I have a witness,” said John.

			“And you know there’s an arrest warrant from the FBI charging you with manslaughter in Boston,” said Peter – there was no way he’d allow John to wriggle away. Peter smiled, despising John’s audacity at trying to outsmart him.

			“We’ll have to see about that,” said John.

			“Okay, guard, lead Mr Fitzgerald to his room and I want a sentry on duty outside his door around the clock,” said Peter.

			 

			Sandra, bless her, became John’s contact with the world outside the USA embassy in Lima. She volunteered to serve John his meals during his incarceration, and delivered and received messages from his friends outside – Pedro even didn’t mind Sandra accosting him as notes to John were exchanged: it was for a good cause.

			Days went by and there was no clarification of John’s legal status: extradition to the USA for manslaughter or indictment in Peru on presumed assault on Mr Randall or whatever other accusation could be concocted? John’s lawyers, Yolanda and Pedro, were looking for strings to pull or loopholes to close.

			Meanwhile, outside the embassy gates, Carlos Medelius assembled a group of black-shirts chanting against that ‘Yankee murderer’ hiding inside the American embassy and demanded he be handed over to the Peruvian police.

			Finally, it arrived and Sandra smuggled it into John’s room-cum-cell. He smiled as he read the headline on The Washington Post’s press cutting, ‘Manslaughter charge on John Fitzgerald dropped’. Thanks, Mick, and I suppose thanks also to our Boston mayor: Mr James Crowley – I’ll vote for him at the next elections, thought John with a sigh of relief.

			So, what now? Would Carlos and his black-shirts get their hands on John? If they did, anything could happen to him.

			More days went by until John’s door was opened and the guard on duty announced he was to escort him to meet Mr Bush.

			“Good morning, John, sit down,” said Peter frostily. “Now, you’ve given us a lot of trouble and the ambassador has instructed me to resolve this once and for all. We don’t want you and neither do the Peruvian authorities, so we’re getting rid of you. Here’s your one-way ticket on the Grace Line ship that leaves Callao next week. You can’t expect me to wish you ‘Good luck’. Good riddance is more appropriate,” said Peter in a huff.

			John stood up, picked up his ticket, looked at it, patted the desk with it, put it in his pocket and said, “Yes, Peter: good riddance.” Then, he walked out without bothering to close the door.

			Sandra, a good secretary alert to secrets, had anticipated what was coming and telephoned Pedro. As John walked out of the embassy – relieved to see the black-shirts weren’t on duty – he saw Carolina’s car waiting for him, with Yolanda and Pedro also inside.

			A big kiss from Yolanda and hugs from Pedro and Carolina and they were on their way back to Chorrillos.

			The joy of being together again dissipated after hearing John’s news. Looking into Yolanda’s eyes, John noticed a sombre mood taking over.

			“Hey, what’s up?” said John.

			She sniffled and looked away before collecting herself and saying, “What’s the date on that ticket to the USA?”

			“Next week sometime,” said John smiling.

			“Sometime?” said Yolanda, raising her voice angrily. Pedro and Carolina looked around at them.

			“It doesn’t matter, Yoly: I’m not going,” said John.

			“What do you mean? The Peruvian government is deporting you next week,” said Yolanda, groaning.

			“They can’t… not now,” said John waiving a telegram.

			With the surprised looks on their faces, John explained:

			“Sandra gave me this telegram this morning. It’s from The Washington Post, appointing me as their correspondent for the west coast of South America and requesting protection and support from the American embassies and the governments of Peru, Chile, Bolivia and Ecuador. And so, I decided on a new plan. With the budget they’ve given me, I can open a small office and employ an assistant. So, Pedro, how would you like to be my colleague?”

			“Sounds good to me,” said Pedro grinning.

			“And Yolanda, I need you to help me write my first three reports: one will tell the inhumane and illegal treatment of Henry Richards on El Frontón and how the American embassy in Lima is doing nothing on his behalf; the second will be about the exploitation of sugar cane croppers in Peru; and the third, about the plight of poor children migrating from the Andes to Lima, as exemplified by Fortunato and Juanito,” said John, as Yolanda put her arms around him.

			“Finally, and this must be a secret, Pedro can help me research into writing a book – with a long report in The Post – on that ‘New World Order’ Randall is planning. The world needs to know, but we need proof, and we’ll get it,” said John.

			Yolanda smiled at John as she went out with Carolina for a walk, leaving him to write to his father.

			John reflected how Yolanda’s father had lost his family farm and ended up in Chicama, what, about thirty years ago? At the same time, John’s father would have left a life of deprivation in his home country Ireland and crossed the Atlantic Ocean to the USA, in search of his American dream.

			Serafín and Desmond came from two completely different worlds and, yet, shared similarities. For centuries, in Peru, wealth had been in the hands of the Spanish conquerors and their descendants. It was their birth right: they would always be rich and powerful; and the peasants would always be poor. In Ireland, likewise, centuries ago, land was confiscated from the Irish and given to mostly absentee English landlords, with the Irish peasants condemned to poverty. If you were born rich you died rich; and if you were born poor…The world was like that. Nothing would change.

			Yet, the 20th century did bring change. In industrialising countries, factories enticed peasants from the countryside to the city. Wanting to improve their conditions, industrial workers organised strikes and created new political parties, together with growing middle classes. Then, in Europe, the urban poor and rural farmworkers were swept into the Great War – millions died: what the hell for?

			But in 1917 the Russian revolution shook the world. The Russian ruling class was swept away by a revolution after peasants and workers, tired of being butchered in a futile war, refused to return to the same poverty their forefathers had known. The world looked on in horror – but many in hope. And, far from Russia, a few years later, Desmond’s Ireland became independent from the British Empire.

			Yes, something was changing. The poor no longer accepted that their poverty was pre-ordained and the rich would always be rich, almost by divine right. People no longer accepted being cannon fodder in senseless wars and conflicts.

			As a historian, John had studied all this, but what did it mean for him and his future? Not long ago, he’d been an unemployed university student in the midst of the worst economic crisis the modern world had known. Those close to him had found their own ways out of poverty: his father found university work under the patronage of Mr Randall; Gerry Murray did well dabbling in risky financial deals, but paid for it with his life; and Mick Faughnan had fallen into the hands of criminals.

			Now, John believed he’d found his own, better way out of poverty, when he’d been appointed correspondent of The Washington Post. He smiled as he recalled that dream, in which Father Joseph had given him a mission. Like their parents, Yolanda and John came from very different worlds, but were now looking forward to a future together. Their struggle with the Titans of the Pacific, and their acolytes, had only just begun.
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