This chapter is from the middle of the book. Hence, you’ll encounter some unfamiliar terms that enter the story much earlier.
The

Shooters

A tragedy occurred in mid-July. All spring and early summer, Palma had ordered, and Luis had faithfully carried out, the chemical spraying of a section of the Perico extending from its confluence with the Rio Ebro upstream for a distance of perhaps five hundred feet.

Meanwhile, at Juncos, Salvador and I collected snail repopulation data, determined the level of snail reinfection, and took daytime measurements of the number of cercariae per gallon of stream water. Keep in mind that Palma’s insidious SCP had by now, killed all the guppies and other fish, the amphibians, and the insect larvae that had been present in abundance in the Perico. Snails, on the other hand, continued to wash downstream from Hoof Print and take up residence in quiet eddies along the length of the stream.

Many of these new snails were soon releasing cercariae, and we began to note horrendous surges in cercarial counts. The noon count at Juncos frequently rose to a hundred or more per gallon where once it had stabilized at a dozen or less. Even our last sample of the day taken at 4 P.M. showed these unusually high cercarial counts. Obviously, chemical treatment was doing more harm than good.

How we longed for an opportunity to continue overnight testing. I tried several times to explain to Palma the urgency of it. He would not relent.

With the guppy population decimated, Salvador and I thoroughly believed that we would have found cercariae in the water every hour of the day and night.

After Salvador and I had gathered all the useful data possible following an episode of SCP spraying, after snails had reestablished themselves and cercarial levels had stabilized, I would step into Palma’s office and tell him that Juncos was again a hot spot. That approach and timing reinforced Palma’s belief that Salvador and I were cooperating. Usually, even as I stood before his desk, Palma would lift the telephone handset and order Luis to spray the Perico. Usually the very next day, Luis would go to Juncos with a small crew, his two backpack sprayers, and the dregs of the dwindling supply of SCP. The chemical was appallingly expensive. Apparently, Palma had decided not to order more until Senator Pidal’s appropriation bill came out of committee and was voted into law.

As I’ve said, Luis and I were under orders to notify Palma whenever we planned to take a crew into the field. When we notified Palma, he passed the word on to the army base and the base sent a team of ten riflemen under the command of a corporal to “protect us” in case by some miracle the guerrillas should decide to show up. Of course, we didn’t need the protection. Hence, Salvador and I often played forgetful. Not so Luis. With a family to support, he consistently towed the line.

On Friday, July 17, about noon, the soldiers were deployed along the stream at Juncos. The spray team was spraying. Salvador and I were packing up our gear after gathering some last minute data. We hadn’t expected the sprayers to arrive until afternoon.

Suddenly, in the quiet of that hot summer day, Salvador’s grandson, Hernando García, a skinny eighteen year old, home on vacation from his first year at the Agricultural College at Comerio, crossed under one of the footbridges that spanned the stream and stepped out of the shadows into the sun. He was on his way to greet his grandfather. Unfortunately, he held a half-foot length of sugar cane in one hand. Possibly, to the untrained eye, the stubby length of cane, partly blackened by mildew, might have passed for a weapon of some kind, but no experienced soldier would be likely to misread it.

Apprehensively, I looked quickly from Hernando to the nearest riflemen and I caught a quick exchange of glances between two of the soldiers. My heart sank as one gave a nod of approval. The two fired simultaneously and Hernando staggered back against the foundation of the bridge. Salvador reached him before he could fall, embracing him even as blood poured from his chest. I stood stunned as the bloodied water cut a crimson swath that spread downstream toward the boot of the closest shooter. Then, as my faculties returned, I charged across the stream to help Salvador.

Together, we lifted Hernando to dry ground and laid him gently on a bed of fallen blossoms shed from an aging balsa that shaded the west side of the bridge.

Salvador turned briefly to catch the eye of one of the assailants. I shall never forget the hatred in that stare. Then he turned again quickly to tend to Hernando.

“No entiendo!” were the only faint words Hernando was able to speak as he died. He seemed at peace, not frightened or in pain. He whispered the words twice.

Gently, Salvador closed Hernando’s eyelids, and then wordlessly, we exchanged a lingering glance. I knew at that moment that our fabulous experience of working together was over.

There was no way I could console Salvador; we both were coping with too much anger to be of use to one another. News travels fast along the banks of mountain streams. A hostile crowd began to gather. Tension mounted and the soldiers staged a tactical retreat towards the truck as the angry villagers, mostly women, closed in. Had the husbands been home from the cane fields there most certainly would have been more bloodshed.

I sought out the corporal in charge. By the time I got his attention I was too angry to think. Finally, I blurted out, “What were your orders?”

“To shoot anyone with gun.”

“Are you all blind?” I shouted.

“It look like pistol,” he said unconvincingly.

“Cane? Thick as your wrist? What kind of pistol would that be? A pirate’s blunderbuss? A youth with your country’s college logo on his T-shirt?”

Luis joined us. “Sooner or later it was bound to happen,” he said.

“That’s not an excuse,” I growled.

“I know it’s not an excuse,” he said meekly.

I wanted to grab Luis by the neck and shake some backbone into him. I was coping with that compulsion when the corporal abruptly mounted the running board, climbed into the passenger’s seat next to the driver, and slammed the door in our faces. The driver backed the truck around and they sped off to the east along the Ebro.

“Damn you, Luis,” I said, “why don’t you just once try to stand up for something? You’ve only got one life. Use it!”

“Well, if they come out here with their guns, sooner or later they’re going to use them.”

“That was no case of ‘sooner or later!’ I saw one nod to the other two seconds before they fired.”

He said nothing. Yet he didn’t look away. He simply stared at me in a most disheartened way, and his expression brought me to my senses. I had no business cursing him when his world held so much less hope and comfort and security than my own.

“Did Palma request the platoons,” I asked, “or did Bucareli insist on them?”

“They were Bucareli’s idea. I doubt Palma was given a choice,” Luis said. “Do you remember Emilia’s question at that meeting?”

“Partially,” I said. “She tried to tell Palma that the guerrillas might not take kindly to spraying the creeks and streams in the Espoleta. Palma turned sarcastic and told her Bucareli was already on top of that possibility.”

“Do you recall that in addition to sending the squads of riflemen Palma also said at that meeting that Bucareli planned to attack the guerrillas in force?”

“Yes.”

“If that happens, your work and mine will be over.” His voice betrayed his emotion. “It could be a long siege. No one knows how strong Marcos Díaz is in terms of men and matériel. It is possible that he could give the army quite a beating and hold out a long time in the Espoleta.”

I still felt stunned and almost sick to my stomach. I looked back towards the footbridge. Salvador had disappeared.

“It is a sad thing and a very bad thing,” Luis said. “However, I will say again that it was bound to happen sooner or later. There was no reason to send troops to guard my sprayers. We have never been in danger. Palma knows that. Bucareli knows that. Most Department of Health employees, like Salvador, grew up in these villages. They have family and friends here. They would not ever be in danger from the guerrillas.”

We stood together a moment longer near his truck, surveying the scene. Then Luis said, “Harvey, I want you to know that I agree with you. Spraying is the wrong way to control schisto. At least in the long run. In fact, many in the department feel as you do. And the facts you and Salvador have uncovered about the daily presence of cercariae in the water have brought many others over to your side. Clearly the data suggest new, important ways of attacking the disease.”

“Then why haven’t you stated these beliefs and this growing support in our meetings with Palma?”

“It would do no good.”

“You don’t know that until you try it. He has to know what his staff thinks. That’s the way it’s supposed to work. It’s the only way it can work.”

“Palma already understands fully the significance of your cercarial studies, Harvey. Palma is the Secretary of Health. I am not in charge. And I have grandchildren who, like Hernando, dream of college. But mine hope to attend college in the United States. That costs, as you say in America, big bucks. Every day I tell myself, hang in there, Luis. Maybe, if I can do that, without accidentally hanging myself in the process, mine can realize their dreams. That would make my wife so very happy, so very proud. So then, how do I balance that with the killing of a few fish in the Perico and the other streams?”

“It won’t be just a few fish, Luis, not after Pidal’s appropriation passes.”

“I’m sorry, but my priorities and Tina’s happiness will always be the determining factor in my decisions.”

I looked at him with surprise. I realized that I had never heard him speak her name. “Tina must be a lovely person,” I said. What else could I say? When a sleeping, traditional, agricultural economy begins to stir, there seems to be a sort of early pause along the way where the dreams of the disadvantaged surface to hinder the process. I’d seen it happen before Tavira, and in many places later on in my career. Sometimes, even to tempt change seems cruel, so many are hurt or disappointed along the way. Yet, to leave half the world hamstrung by poverty and disease can only lead to a disparity of ever more dangerous proportions.

I remembered noticing while in Tanzania that personalities seemed much more transparent than at home. The same was true on Tavira. Perhaps the pace of change causes this to be so. There are always the movers and shakers, the utterly secure, persistent risk takers usually from amongst the privileged, but there are legions of the cautious, like Luis, for whom job security looms larger than any other goal. The latter have not yet seen proof that there will still be work to do after they complete the work they’ve been assigned. Luis was clinging to the first good job he’d ever had. I had no right to ask him to risk it.

I looked around to see if Salvador had returned. He’d gone with the villagers who’d carried Hernando’s body home. My heart ached for him. He’d been so proud and spoke so often of Hernando—so much promise wiped out in an instant.

Luis left me and worked his way upstream along the bank. He spoke to several villagers along the way, and returning to say that Salvador wanted to remain with the body. Then Luis called in his crew of sprayers, and ordered them to load the truck. Still dazed by the events of the day, I watched as they gathered up their things.
