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He was late again, the second time this week. El patron would not be pleased. He would be mad as hell, and el patron in a rage was a fearsome sight. Manuel Louis Ortega, fifth child and third son of Dominic Ortega and his wife, Carolina, hurried down the dusty, potholed road towards the river. Although the sun had barely risen above the horizon, Manuel felt the heat of the first rays, and his headache, the result of an oppressive hangover, began to throb. Smoke from the cooking fires, hanging like mist, seared his throat and brought on a coughing fit. As in his home, most families could still not afford the luxury of gas canisters.
Manuel vowed, as he had done many times before, to give up drinking cane liquor and limit himself to the weak local beer. But even as he made his promise, he realised the futility. Whenever he met with his gang in the evening—a group of five or six who had grown up in the same impoverished barrio, attended school together and dropped out the same year, played on the same junior soccer team, and stolen from the market stalls—he quickly forgot his promises to his mother and drank himself into oblivion.
There was always something to celebrate: a win by the local soccer or baseball team or the national team hundreds of miles away, or perhaps one of the gang had found a temporary job or had sold a stolen car wheel, or had met a new girlfriend. And invariably in the early hours of the morning he awoke cold and stinking in some ditch or on a patch of bare ground surrounded by rusty tins and broken glass. Today he had staggered home just before sunrise, chasing away the worst of the painful fog under the cold outside shower before chewing on a slice of yesterday’s bread washed down with sickly sweet black coffee.
Last night there had been nothing to celebrate. He had walked to Arturo’s house to surprise his girlfriend, Arturo’s younger sister Clara. They had recently started making love in the bamboo groves above the town. But this evening he learned from Arturo that she had been required to work late at the dress maker’s in town, where she was apprenticed as a seamstress. A girl’s wedding dress had to be altered to hide her budding pregnancy. Hell, Manuel thought, this would give Clara another excuse to talk of their future, which always seemed to revolve around a forthcoming marriage and a loving, faithful husband, and children, and a house of their own, and God knows what more. Unfortunately, her idea of family life came from the portrayal of married bliss in the Mexican soap operas to which she’d become increasingly addicted. In the occasional episode he had watched with her, when there were no soccer or baseball games on the few channels they could attract with the rudimentary aerial sticking up through the rusted, corrugated iron roof of her house, he had found the prospect of marriage frightening. How could he ever afford the upper-middle-class lifestyle so alluringly displayed. His immediate goal was a motorbike; certainly not a new one, and possibly one with all the serial numbers ground off—a bike stolen from a bigger town in the interior. Such a purchase would take all his meagre savings, and even then would likely leave him in debt.
Clara had no idea of earning and saving money. She fervently believed that if she prayed hard enough and lit a sufficient number of candles after Mass, then one day she would receive her reward. And that reminded him of another threat. Since the start of their visits to the outskirts of town to make love, she had not been to confession. Being such a devout Catholic, she dare not delay this requirement indefinitely, and he could well imagine what the priest would say about their relationship. After the confessional would be the penance and further pressure to conform and get married. Hell, without thinking of the consequences, he had become ensnared. With no simple solution to what seemed to be a growing problem, Manuel put Clara out of his mind and turned his thoughts to the previous evening of drinking and gambling.
As he and Arturo sat in the back room listening to a pop radio station and talking of nothing in particular, they had first been joined by Juanito and Fillipe, two of Arturo’s neighbours, and then had been surprised by the arrival of an occasional participant in the gang’s activities, the imposingly named Marcos Cabeza de Vaca, only son of one of the wealthiest landowners in Cordoba. And even more surprisingly, Marcos had brought a gringo with him—a tall, spare fellow, probably in his early thirties, with brownish hair bleached by exposure to the sun. He wore frayed, faded jeans and worn, open sandals, and an unusual black nylon jacket decorated on the back with a North American Indian design. Neither of the visitors offered any explanation of their association, and one knew enough never to question Marcos about what he did, where he went—for he could be absent for weeks at a time—where he obtained his money (rumour suggested he had been disowned by his father)—or who were the strangers he occasionally brought back to the neighbourhood. And the gringo, who introduced himself as Pedro—obviously a taken name—appeared an odd character by any standard.
As the six of them played poker it became obvious that Pedro was no novice to the game. At first when he shuffled the greasy deck his actions suggested those of a clumsy amateur, but after a few drinks the cards danced between his hands and flew like swallows when he dealt. And thinking back to the card game, Manuel recalled something else that was strange. Although the gringo drank and shouted as much as any of them, and although he laughed at all the bad jokes, most of which he could not possibly have understood since his Spanish was almost incomprehensible, he was nowhere near as drunk as he pretended. On several occasions Manuel noticed him casually tipping his glass, causing the liquor to dribble onto the earthen floor. The stakes were small, but the gringo continued to win.
Who left first and with whom, who stayed until when, Manuel had no idea. By the time the game broke up, an alcoholic fog had clouded his brain.
Shortly after sunrise he had left his yellowing, adobe-walled house before the others in his family rose from their hammocks. He would face his mother’s vicious temper when he returned from work in the evening. He hoped that by then, after a long afternoon siesta, her mood would have mellowed.
Turning a corner onto the main street, Manuel lengthened his stride for the final downhill stretch to the riverbank and the ferry. By now he had been joined by an increasing throng of early risers emerging from the side streets, all seemingly lost in their own worlds with hardly a word passing between them, not even the customary buenos dias. They were all poorly paid workers at the bottom of the economic heap, with the managers and bosses not making an appearance until much later in the morning. It was a mark of power and position to arrive late.
Bicycles, frequently with two or three riders, wove unsteadily downhill, ignored by the numerous pedestrians who only surrendered the road to the noisy, overfilled buses from the countryside, and the occasional hooting taxi. Adding to the noise as more and more families woke to another day, radios turned to the highest volume shouted the praises of washing powder, Coca-Cola, beer, and running shoes, interspersed with local and North American pop songs and sports scores.
On the rickety loading ramp at the river’s edge, Manuel jostled with the other workers, pushing through the throng to move as close to the front as possible without falling or being pushed into the muddy water, the fate of many an overly aggressive queue jumper. He was just in time to see the mooring rope looping through the air, hurled by the deck man on the primitive raft to his compatriot on the shore, who quickly wound it around a thick, shiny post, then strained to overcome the force of the current and bring the raft alongside the landing dock. In minutes Manuel found himself engulfed in the rush of those trying to board, fighting their way against the tide of those disembarking. Hardly had the raft reached the bank when it loaded up and began its return journey to the town across the river where the highest buildings poked through the early morning mist.
As a young boy Manuel had often puzzled over the workings of the ferry, which consisted of a large fenced raft supported on rusty oil drums attached to a hawser stretching some hundred metres upriver to where it was anchored. How could such a craft cross from one side to the other with no motive power? After summoning up enough courage to question his favourite teacher, Señor Sexto Cadena, who taught arithmetic, he learned that the raft worked on the same principle as a pendulum, swinging back and forth across the river driven by the slow current which acted on a number of rudders extending at an angle beneath the craft. In a special way, these were either lowered or raised to bring the raft from its normal location in the centre of the river to the bank. With no upkeep and no motor and therefore no diesel fuel or gasoline to buy, the operator made only a modest charge, little enough to entice customers who would otherwise walk upriver to the north and cross by the road bridge, a detour requiring an extra half hour.
The raft swung out slowly into the main stream of the Sinu River. Manuel nodded to those he recognised as regulars, people he almost never saw except for the brief journey across the water to the departmental capital of Monteria. He found himself standing at the rail elbow to elbow with a dedicated fellow soccer fan, a man he knew only from their brief discussions of the failures and occasional successes of the local team. About halfway across, his fellow traveller nudged him and pointed upriver. “What the hell is that?” Manuel fixed his gaze on a patch of water close to the far bank about forty metres away towards the bridge. He could just make out a shiny black mound like an inflated inner tube, slowly spinning as it drifted with the current. There was nothing unusual about rubbish floating down the river. As for all the villages upstream, and for that matter the town of Monteria itself, the river acted as a source of water, a public laundry, and a convenient garbage disposal system. Manuel had often seen dead dogs and even obscenely bloated cows drifting downstream towards their final resting place amongst the tidal currents where the river ended its journey to the Caribbean. There, washed up on the mudflats, the carcasses were reduced to bone baskets by vultures and seabirds.
The ferry, swinging at the end of its leash, steered a course towards the floating object which it finally passed, causing it to bob slightly in the ripples of the wake. More out of curiosity and boredom than real interest, Manuel had watched the object since first spotting its progress down river. Suddenly, possibly a result of the disturbance from the passing ferry, it changed form, turned over, and for a moment an appendage rose slightly above the water before falling back and sinking below the surface. “My God!” exclaimed Manuel. “Did you see that? It was an arm! That’s a dead body.” Turning, the two of them pushed their way through the crowd to the rail on the opposite side of the ferry to discover that the floating mass, now some distance downstream, had reverted to its original anonymous form.
Minutes later the ferry drew up to the primitive loading dock anchored to the bank. The surge to disembark was repeated with the same impatient frenzy as the earlier rush to board, and Manuel became separated from his acquaintance. As he walked up the sloping path to the road he noticed the familiar figure of one of the local police force sitting in an unsteady wooden chair in the shade of a clump of bamboo. Ever since Manuel had first made the early morning trip across the river, the policeman had been part of the scenery, always sitting, usually reading a newspaper and smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. Why he had been permanently posted to the site, Manuel could only guess. Perhaps at one time there had been information about the possibility of guerrillas infiltrating the town from across the river, or maybe an escaped convict was expected to return home. Perhaps he was in semi-retirement, sent to the river since there was nothing else for him to do: a make-work project. But seeing the official reminded Manuel of the corpse floating in the water. He left the stream of workers heading for the town and strode over to stand in front of the apathetic guardian of the law.
“Good morning. How’s it going?”
The policeman slowly looked up from his paper, removing the cigarette from his mouth and peering suspiciously at Manuel.
“I’ve no problems, and that’s how I like it. What’s wrong? Did someone steal your wallet on the ferry? As I’ve always said, never carry notes in a wallet, especially in your back pocket. You’re just giving someone an early Christmas present. The safest place for folding money is in your sock. There’s nothing I can do for you.”
Manuel explained he hadn’t been robbed and in fact had no money to steal, and went on to describe seeing the body in the water.
“You’re sure it was a body and not a plastic bag of rubbish someone had thrown in?”
“It was a body all right, a body with an arm and a hand. By now it’s probably drifted down to the outskirts of town.”
The policeman frowned and reluctantly accepted that duty called. On the off chance that there might be future consequences, he showed slightly more interest, throwing his disintegrating cigarette butt towards the river, spitting into the dust, and wiping the shreds of tobacco from his lips with the back of his hand.
“What was it? Male, female, young, old, brown, black, white, yellow?” He stared at Manuel and without waiting for a reply, continued. “Well then, you’ve reported the sighting and I’ve noted the details, so we’ve both done our duty. I’ll mention this to the sergeant when I go back to the station later this morning. After all, whoever it is won’t care a damn how quickly we act. If the sergeant thinks it worthwhile, he’ll send a boat down river to see if your friend ends up on a mud bank, but that very much depends on the tides.”
Manuel thanked the policeman and continued on his way into the town. Suddenly he remembered the sight of the inflated jacket bobbing down the river. Wasn’t that the same jacket the gringo who had come to last night’s drinking party had been wearing?
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The ice storm of the previous evening had passed over to the east, leaving in its wake an intensely blue, cloudless sky, and a cold, biting breeze that shook the icicles festooning the rows of pine trees bordering the path. Peter trudged towards the funeral chapel, the only sounds the tinkling of the icicle bells and the crunch of the cat ice beneath his overshoes. What a glorious day for a funeral, he mused. He remembered his mother telling him she had been born in northern Manitoba during a thunderstorm, and now she was leaving the world on a perfect, late winter’s day in southern Ontario. More accurately, she had died five days earlier, but Peter preferred to look on today as the time of her final departure.
Accompanying him, all heading for the chapel, the mourners were mostly middle-aged or elderly women conservatively dressed in drab, fur-collared coats, matching fur hats, and tall leather boots. They walked in small groups, heads down against the wind, talking in subdued voices, puffs of breath disappearing almost as soon as the words were spoken. These were his mother’s friends and acquaintances, many from the retirement home where she had spent the last seven years. Not surprisingly, he didn’t recognise anyone. His visits to the home had left him with an impression of elderly, white-haired occupants reading, watching television, or just gazing vacuously into some earlier time and place when life was full of hope and promise. His mother, being younger and more active, had not fitted in with the others at the home, and Peter had the impression that she looked down on her “fellow inmates”, as she called them. Although arthritis had crippled her hands and rendered a normal life impossible, in almost all other ways she was, as they say, ‘healthy in mind and body’; that is, except for what she described as a minor heart problem, the seriousness of which she refused to discuss with her son.
At the open doors of the chapel, Peter’s group was greeted by a blast of warm air that blew away all memory of their chilly walk. Peter removed his coat and hung it with others on a rack to the side of the hallway, placing his overshoes on the bars below. Observing the gathering, he congratulated himself on having the foresight to liberate his dark suit from obscurity at the back of his closet. He remembered his mother’s advice that it is always better to be dressed in a suit when all others are sporting jeans, than to be caught wearing jeans when others are in suits. This was definitely a suit crowd.
Once divested of his outer wear and overshoes, Peter looked around. The chapel exuded an atmosphere of calm and warmth. Thick red carpeting stretched the length of the hall, both sides touching polished dark-grained panels that stretched halfway up the walls to gold and dark red embossed wallpaper. Heavy red velvet curtains covered the three doors leading out of the hallway. Peter could just detect faint organ music from a celestial Muzak sound system that contributed to the subdued atmosphere and added a touch of reverence. Around him the other mourners appeared overawed by the atmosphere, everyone either silent or conversing in whispers.
Following a group who gave the impression they knew their way, Peter walked to the end of the hall, pushed aside a curtain, and entered the chapel proper, where an immaculately dressed, black-suited usher quietly affirmed, “Member of the family?” and guided him to an empty front pew. Glancing behind him, Peter observed the chapel slowly filling with his mother’s friends and acquaintances, the older group probably from her residence, the others from her church.
Religion had played virtually no part in his childhood. For a time he had been sent to a Sunday school from which he frequently played truant, preferring to explore the woods near his home rather than sit for an hour listening to boring stories of good and evil and singing hymns with no connection to the pop music of the day. As he grew older his mother’s insistence on attendance weakened, and going to church became a penance from the past. In contrast, as his mother aged, and especially since her move into the retirement home, she had become increasingly interested in religion and her place in the afterlife, and had joined the local Pentecostal church. Peter became dismayed to discover that a large part of the funds he periodically sent to her went directly out in tithes. However, on this subject and in fact on all matters relating to her church, his mother had refused to become involved in any discussion. After all, she was inclined to point out, it was no concern of his how she spent her money.
The music increased in volume and the mourners rose to their feet. An athletic looking man in his early thirties entered from a side door and strode to the lectern. His well-groomed brown hair framed a thin face sparkling with health. A light blue shirt complemented by a subdued gold tie contrasted perfectly with his dark suit. Highly polished shoes completed the picture of confidence, drive, and prosperity. Presumably this was the pastor of his mother’s church, the person she held in such reverence and almost certainly the beneficiary of many of Peter’s support payments.
“On this joyous occasion . . .” the pastor began. That really caught Peter’s attention. The pastor continued “. . . we are celebrating the return of one of our members to the house of her Heavenly Father. Let us begin by singing hymn number 194.”
With the volume of the organ rising again, the mourners began to sing shyly before gaining courage and sending the words of the hymn out to fill the chapel. Peter, never one to sing in public, mouthed his way through the verses, finally sitting down with the rest of the gathering as the hymn ended. The pastor began reading from an obscure Bible text. He spoke in a surprisingly gentle voice for such an imposing man.
Peter’s mind drifted to scenes of his early childhood and a time when his mother had been a more loving person. He had vague memories of holidays at a cottage on a lake in the Laurentians, a time of peace and tranquillity in a close family group that included his father and his older half-brother. He could still remember his first swimming lessons provided as a community project at a nearby sandy beach. He remembered ducking his head under the bitterly cold water that never held any warmth even at the height of summer, then thrashing his legs behind an old car inner tube, and finally, co-ordinating his legs and arms until he felt a sense of achievement and confidence in the water. It was only when he could swim that his father allowed him to explore the lake in the canoe. While his brother paddled, he held a fishing rod trailing a red and silver spoon over the side, hoping a hungry pike would overcome its suspicions and snatch the lure.
The noise of shuffling broke into his reverie as everyone around him stood and the organ music swelled to the announcement of a second hymn. Peter quickly flipped through the pages of his hymnal in search of the number and, with a guilty glance at his neighbours, made a pretense of adding his voice to the singing. As the music concluded, he regained his seat and soon shut out the words of the pastor’s eulogy.
Immediately following his mother’s death he had been contacted by an overly sympathetic staff member of the funeral home. After none too tactfully enquiring about Peter’s ability and willingness to pay for their services, she had suggested that he might speak during the service, providing a brief discourse on his mother’s life. “Something positive and uplifting, stressing all her achievements and fine qualities.” Without giving the matter a second thought, he had politely declined. He could hardly mention the years of depression and the half-consumed bottles of vodka he had stumbled upon all over the house in the most unlikely hiding places. She reminded him of a squirrel hiding nuts for the winter to provide sustenance in a time of need. At least her recent involvement in the church had seemingly cured her reliance on vodka and gin. Perhaps an alcoholic’s expenditures on booze reduced the amount contributed in tithes.
The service finally over, the mourners crowded out into the brilliant sunshine, quickly buttoned up coats and jackets retrieved from the chapel cloakroom, and set off in a respectful cortege to the burial area. Snow covered the ground, hiding the stone plaques, though the location of some could be divined by the withered bunches of flowers forlornly rearing up through the wintry carpet. Surely, Peter thought, some of the better preserved displays owed much to their plastic ancestry; ashes and dust might be the end of the human condition, but chemically formed tributes could endure to eternity.
During the service the coffin had rested on the trolley in the main aisle of the chapel. Employees of the funeral home had somehow preceded the mourners to the graveside with the coffin and trolley. Peter joined the others as they gathered for the final part of the ceremony. There had been a question about pall bearers when the funeral home first contacted him, but he knew little about his mother’s friends and whether there would be a sufficient number of able-bodied men for the task. He respectfully declined the suggestion.
The mourners, recognising Peter as the son of the deceased, stepped back to allow him a passage to the front. Once everyone had assembled, attendants removed the coffin from the trolley, placed it on two stout cords, and lowered it reverently into the grave. Peter paid little attention to the pastor’s words, catching only the familiar “. . . ashes to ashes, dust unto dust . . .” Never previously having attended a funeral, he was surprised that the words from so many films and television dramas actually formed part of the burial service.
A few of the ladies, presumably from the retirement home, tossed posies into the grave while the attendants recovered the ornamental cords. Peter noticed several mourners dabbing their eyes with small handkerchiefs, though for the most part the group seemed completely composed. An attendant threw token shovels of earth onto the coffin, which emitted solid thudding sounds. At this signal the participants in the rites of the burial turned away from the site, some pausing briefly to offer Peter murmured condolences before they headed towards the parking lot.
Peter remained at the graveside for a moment. This was it. His mother was dead, as was his older brother. For better or worse, he was now on his own.
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Collecting his ancient Buick from the car park, Peter drove out onto the main road, turning towards the town and his appointment with Mrs. Clare Dunstable, head of the retirement home, or ‘Director’, as appeared on her business card. Peter had met her occasionally when he visited his mother. She always exuded an air of efficiency and confidence. In their infrequent conversations he had determined that to her, directing the workings of a retirement home was no different from running any other business: costs should be kept down and revenues maintained, or better still, increased, and the former should never exceed the latter. She was in the business of making money and would have been equally successful in charge of a restaurant, a hotel, or a grocery store. As an accountant, Peter respected her and admired her acumen. In fact, he looked forward to meeting her again. During the service he had noticed her sitting behind him. Probably she had left when the others headed for the graveside.
Finding the residence provided no problem, as he had made numerous visits over the previous years. As well, it was just outside the town in an area that had not yet been changed by ambitious developers. With the visitors’ parking lot practically empty, he left his car in a space near the rear entrance to the building. A nearby door led to a staircase that provided access to the third floor and the corner of the building where Mrs. Dunstable occupied a spacious office.
Jean, the receptionist—Peter knew only her first name—had guarded the outer office ever since he had first visited the residence. No matter the season, she always wore a suit of a nondescript brownish colour often complemented by a soft yellow blouse, and classic pearls which were barely visible under the suit jacket. Her shoes, too, never seemed to change. They were what his mother would have called ‘sensible’—low heeled and apron fronted. He was expected, and she immediately led him through the connecting door into the director’s office.
As the door closed softly behind him, Mrs. Dunstable came from behind her desk, extending her hand. “Good morning, Mr. Tomlinson. Please take a chair.”
Peter sat down in a large leather-covered chair immediately in front of the desk. On opposite sides of it he noted ‘in’ and ‘out’ baskets, both half full, each exactly the same distance from the edge of the desk. An open manila folder lay in the centre of a large purple blotter. Obviously, work was in progress.
“I trust I’m on time, Mrs. Dunstable.”
“Aren’t you always. I do admire punctuality in a person. To me it’s an indication of an orderly mind, a person one can trust. May I offer you a coffee? It’s about that time. I saw you walking through the chapel grounds to the grave. You must still be thawing out, though it’s not as cold as we are used to at this time of the year.”
On Peter’s acceptance, Mrs. Dunstable pressed a button on an intercom system on a side table. “Jean, could you please prepare coffee for Mr. Tomlinson and me, and perhaps you could locate some of the chocolate biscuits left over from Tuesday’s luncheon meeting.”
Looking directly at Peter, she continued, “Now that we’re organised, let me offer on behalf of myself and the residence our sincere condolences on the death of your mother. I don’t need to tell you this was most unexpected.” Peter had the impression that Mrs. Dunstable did not appreciate sudden deaths interrupting the smooth running of the residence.
“Mrs. Tomlinson was a very fine person. As you know, when she first arrived there was that problem of her . . . how shall I put it . . . strong liking for spirits. But once we overcame that, she settled in extremely well. I’m rather proud of myself there. My decision to point her in the direction of Pastor Grunberg and his ministry changed her life. Don’t you think he made an excellent presentation in the funeral chapel today?”
Peter, who had daydreamed through most of the service, could only nod in agreement, hoping he would not be asked to comment on particular details.
Mrs. Dunstable continued. “A very fine man, the pastor. Since arriving here five years ago he’s done wonders for that church. The congregation has more than doubled. They’ve built a new church, although I understand it’s heavily mortgaged, and he’s become a force in the community. I often run into him at chamber of commerce meetings. It’s so refreshing to meet a preacher who understands that any religion, if it is to survive, must stick to basic business principles. It’s a pity his wife is not a little more enterprising. Not that I’m criticising her. Heavens, no. She’s evidently very well liked by the Sunday school children. But I’m not sure she provides the support to her husband that he deserves. She lacks . . . what can I say . . . dynamism.”
Did Peter detect a touch of jealousy? He knew nothing of Mrs. Dunstable’s private life and whether there existed a Mr. Dunstable. Certainly, she never mentioned such a person. At that moment the door opened and Jean arrived with the promised coffee, placing the tray on the desk between him and the director.
“Please help yourself, Mr. Tomlinson.”
Peter noted the flowered china cups and saucers with matching sugar bowl and cream jug set out on a white crocheted cloth. Steam rose in spirals from the spout of the silver coffee pot. Chocolate biscuits formed a geometric pattern on a side plate.
“We don’t use mugs here,” Mrs. Dunstable explained, “and I insist on demerara sugar. I believe in doing things properly. It raises the tone of the residence. Get the details right, and more important matters look after themselves. Now, let’s get down to business.” She shuffled through the folder in front of her, handing Peter a single sheet of paper on which he saw a list of expenses and other items.
“First, as you are aware, according to our regulations your mother’s accommodation is paid to the end of the quarter. We will certainly reimburse you for the next two months, but I’m afraid we can’t do anything about the remainder of this month. There are also one or two other minor charges. As soon as we receive her telephone bill—as you know, she enjoyed a private line—we will take that into account and forward a cheque to James MacIver of MacIver, Bronson and Clark, who is listed in our files as her lawyer and the person to whom all such matters should be addressed. I believe you have an appointment with them this afternoon to discuss her estate. Have you been in touch with them?”
“I had a very brief conversation with Mr. MacIver a couple of days ago. Apparently there are some problems he wishes to discuss with me, so it could be an interesting afternoon.” Peter didn’t think it necessary to mention that James MacIver was in fact a distant relative on his mother’s side, and that they had known each other for years.
Mrs. Dunstable picked up another sheet of paper from the folder. “Perhaps we can discuss the disposal of the items from your mother’s room. They’re listed at the bottom of the sheet I just gave you. We’ve folded all her clothes and put them in cardboard boxes. I had two of the maids do the work. In these situations there is often the suspicion that things go missing. When two are employed one can only hope they watch each other rather than collude. I know your mother had some quality clothes, and certainly there are those within this establishment who would enjoy picking over the selection. However, I would strongly suggest we consign them to one of the charitable agencies in town. I don’t believe it would be good for morale to see any items flaunted next week by other residents. Someone might imagine they had seen a ghost.” This rather improbable suggestion engendered a fleeting smile. “And although, as I said, there certainly are some fine items, there is virtually no market for second-hand clothes. Would you agree that we dispose of them as I suggest?”
Peter had absolutely no interest in his mother’s wardrobe. “Yes, I think that’s a good idea. They’re of no use to me.”
Mrs. Dunstable made a brief note on the page in front of her. “Now to the more substantial items. But first, is there any memento of your mother that you wish to retain and perhaps take with you today?”
Peter stared out of one of the two picture windows in front of him at the outside corner wall of the office. In the distance, over the tops of the trees, he could just make out the frozen river and a line of three skiers swooping in unison across the skyline. In response to a polite cough, he returned his attention to the disposal of his mother’s effects.
“Yes, there is something I’d like to keep. On the shelf facing the bed she kept a silver-framed photograph of my father in his army uniform, and an almost identical framed photograph of her first husband. Apart from those, everything else can be disposed of.”
“Of course, Mr. Tomlinson. I’ll make sure you have them before you leave. I often wondered about those pictures. They’re so similar, both soldiers in uniform. But not being one to pry, I never said anything.” She looked at Peter expectantly. He glanced away from her. There was no way he was going to satisfy her obvious curiosity.
The director glanced down at the list. “Your mother brought a very nice Queen Anne desk with her when she moved here, a bequest from an aunt, I believe. I’m well aware that Grace Winston, the lady who was with her that fatal morning, has always admired the piece. She’s still in a state of shock, poor dear. May I suggest that I negotiate a reasonable price with her on your behalf and forward the amount to Mr. MacIver as part of her estate? I think that would go some way to bringing Mrs. Winston back to her old self.” Peter nodded his agreement. Mrs. Dunstable paused a moment as if expecting Peter to speak. When he remained silent, she continued.
“I think it is important for you to know exactly what happened that morning. When I phoned you immediately after your mother’s death, I gave you only the barest details.” Mrs. Dunstable paused over her coffee for a moment before continuing.
“In fact, as was your mother’s custom, she was enjoying morning tea with Mrs. Winston. Evidently the telephone rang, she put down her cup, picked up the receiver beside her bed, and listened intently before replying, ‘Yes . . . yes . . .’ Then, according to Mrs. Winston, your mother listened closely for several minutes before gasping, ‘Are you sure?’ She then slumped back in her chair, dropping the receiver. Mrs. Winston picked it up immediately, announcing to the caller that Mrs. Tomlinson had taken ill. She replaced the telephone receiver on its stand—by now of course she was very upset—and rushed out into the corridor screaming for help. One of the maids working on the floor went to investigate the commotion, and on seeing your mother obviously unconscious, phoned this office. As soon as I managed to calm her down and learn the nature of the emergency, I phoned Dr. Gifford’s office. He acts as our resident physician, as you know. He had left for the hospital, so I spoke to his associate, Dr. Ross, who instructed me to make your mother as comfortable as possible with a pillow under her head, and promised to drive out immediately. At the same time I believe he called for an ambulance.
“It’s only a short drive from the surgery, and the doctor arrived within minutes. Almost as soon as he knelt on the floor beside your mother he pronounced her dead from a heart attack—a massive coronary was, I believe, the phrase he used. It seems from what he said there was really nothing we could have done to revive her. The shock had been too great. I am aware the call concerned the death of your older brother, but do you know if there was more to it than that? ”
Peter did know, but had no wish to discuss the matter further with Mrs. Dunstable, who undoubtedly would spread details of the incident throughout the residence.
“He died while travelling abroad,” Peter replied. “As yet I am not aware of the circumstances.”
“How very sad,” said Mrs. Dunstable. “Dreadful news to receive by telephone. I am so very sorry.” After a respectful moment she returned to the list and selected a page.
“As you can see, there are several minor items: an alarm clock, a table radio, a large bedside light, and a pair of candlesticks that your mother claimed to be Georgian silver, though personally I have serious doubts as to the validity of such a claim. In total these bits and pieces have little value, and if I might make a suggestion, possibly they could be given away to the staff, especially those who worked most closely with Mrs. Tomlinson.”
By now Peter had lost all interest in the disposal of his mother’s few remaining possessions and only wished to escape. “I’m sure, Mrs. Dunstable, that whatever you decide will be all right with me. Let me leave the decisions in your very capable hands. And now I must go, as I’m sure you have a multitude of matters to attend to, and I have no wish to be late for my appointment with Mr. MacIver.”
Mrs. Dunstable showed surprise at Peter’s abrupt termination of the meeting, but quickly collected herself. “Thank you very much for trusting in my capabilities, Mr. Tomlinson. If you’ll just wait a few minutes in the outer office, I’ll get the framed pictures you requested.”
Peter had not long to wait before the director returned with the pictures, which she placed in an envelope. She had also brought a manila folder held closed with an elastic band. “I forgot to mention,” she said as she handed over the folder, “that we collected all the personal correspondence we found in the desk. Possibly it could be of some interest to you. And please, should you have any further questions, don’t hesitate to phone me. And if you’re down this way again, drop in. If I’m not too busy, we can enjoy coffee together.”
Peter thanked Mrs. Dunstable and said goodbye and thank you to the receptionist, who barely looked up from her typing. He descended the stairs to the parking lot. A thin film of frost covered the windows of his car.
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Even though the windshield had only partly cleared and he had to crouch down a little to view the road, Peter had no problem spotting the old red brick building halfway down the main street on the corner next to the Roxy cinema. In a separate part of the parking lot a sign indicated that parking in that section was restricted to use by members and clients of the firm ‘McIver, Bronson and Clark – Lawyers’. The lot was nearly full, but Peter easily found a space. Possibly the word ‘lawyers’ discouraged trespassers.
He walked around to the front of the building, up a brief flight of steps, and pushed through one of two heavy wooden doors bracketed by red stone pillars. A list of names beside the elevator indicated that MacIver and his associates occupied offices on the fourth floor. Peter took the elevator to that level and entered the firm’s outer office, where he addressed the receptionist, a young woman he recognized from earlier visits. He mentioned his name and time of appointment and was directed to an office at the end of the hall. At the door he rapped and walked in. Probably alerted to his arrival by the receptionist, James MacIver was already rising to his feet and moving from behind his desk to meet Peter, offering an outstretched hand.
“Peter Tomlinson,” he said, smiling. “It’s good to see you, Peter. No trouble finding us, I hope? You got my message about our move from across the street?”
“Yes, thank you, and I didn’t observe a ‘for sale’ sign, so I assumed you were still in business. It’s good to see you again even in such sad circumstances.”
“It does seem a long time since our last visit. Today I was sitting in a pew at the back of the chapel, but I left before the burial. I was aware of the time of our appointment, but I thought you might be coming straight here and I wanted to be sure to arrive first.” Pointing to one corner of the room, he said, “Let’s sit at that coffee table. The chairs are well padded, and I hate to carry on a conversation over a desk.”
Once seated, Peter glanced around the room. Although he had seen it before, he couldn’t help contrasting what seemed to be a state of utter chaos with the tidiness and organisation of Mrs. Dunstable’s office. Bookcases, both open and glass fronted, hid all evidence of the walls. It was like being surrounded by library stacks interrupted by space grudgingly provided for a door and a single window. Many books had escaped from the shelves to form small pillars on either side of the desk, like literary guardians. And on the desk itself, mounds of bursting folders threatened to topple over in landslides of paper.
Noting Peter’s inspection of his office, the lawyer smiled. “Believe it or not, there is a certain order in this mess, if that is not something of an oxymoron. When I can always quickly find what I’m looking for, my secretary puts it down to nothing more than good luck. She won’t even allow me to keep any filing cabinets in here, or for that matter to search through my cabinets in her office. My God, secretaries telling the boss what he can and cannot do. It wasn’t like that in my father’s day.”
“I couldn’t help noticing the contrast,” said Peter. “I spent part of the morning in Mrs. Dunstable’s office at the retirement residence. To put it mildly, her filing system bears no resemblance to yours.”
“Ah yes, the redoubtable Fiona Dunstable, a real driving force in our small community. There’s a rumour she might run for council in our next civic election and then perhaps mayor, maybe even the provincial level. I’d vote for her. There’d be no wasteful spending with her in charge. I get along with her very well, though many don’t. She has little tolerance for incompetence.”
“Yes, she impresses me,” agreed Peter. “She certainly does a good job of managing the residence.”
James MacIver nodded affirmatively. “If it were listed on the Toronto stock exchange it would form part of my modest portfolio.”
Seeking to quench his growing curiosity, Peter asked, “Is there a Mr. Dunstable lurking somewhere in the background?”
The lawyer smiled knowingly. “As a lawyer, I shouldn’t say anything, but as one friend to another and in complete trust, let me say that there is, and there isn’t. I’m not really telling tales out of school; the story’s well known in these parts. Fiona Clark, as she was known in those days, and Eric Dunstable both worked for the same real estate firm, Rogers Property Development, an old family firm. Been around as long as this law firm, and that’s a long time. According to my golfing partner, Jack Rogers, she was the most successful sales person they ever employed. She was always completely honest with both buyer and seller, and did her homework. Somehow she could remember the salient details of each property and all similar properties, and she seemed able to gauge which way the market was turning before anyone else could.
“Anyway, to cut a long story short, Eric Dunstable arrived from some high-powered real estate firm in Toronto. He took over the property management side of the company—office rentals and that sort of thing. After a couple of years, once he had the contacts, he set up his own property brokerage company. He too worked hard and enjoyed considerable success. Both he and Fiona were similar personalities, ambitious go-getters, so it came as no surprise to the business community when they became engaged and within a few months got married. If you drive south out of town past the city limits, you can just see a large white mansion through the trees on the right-hand side. That’s where they set up married life.” He paused. “I’m not boring you, am I?”
“Not at all. I find Mrs. Dunstable an intriguing person. I’m sure there’s more there than meets the eye, and I have the distinct impression that soon this ship of idyllic matrimony is going to sail onto the rocks.”
“You anticipate the conclusion to our little soap opera. All went well for three or four years, and then rumours started to circulate. Eric Dunstable’s property company was in trouble. Instead of limiting himself to selling and managing rental properties, he had invested heavily in a shopping mall being built out towards the airport. From what I learned later, it looked like a good bet at the time. A new subdivision was planned for the area and everyone expected the provincial government to construct a direct road to the airport. Obviously a win-win situation for the proposed mall. Well, as you may remember, a few years ago the province ran into hard times. Budgets, especially capital expenditures, were slashed, construction of the road was delayed indefinitely, and without the road the subdivision was cancelled. So now we had a half-built mall in the middle of nowhere, a true white elephant. To the cynics and those who resented Eric’s rise to fame and fortune, it became known as ‘Dunstable’s Folly’. And that, I believe, is when the wheels began to come off the matrimonial carriage, with Fiona forced to bail out her husband. Less than six months later Eric disappeared. At the same time his extremely attractive secretary went missing, and so did the investment in the Dunstable mansion. Eric had mortgaged it to the last dollar. Months later Eric, his girlfriend, and presumably the funds from the house, turned up in Los Angeles. In this he was damn unlucky. One of our local businessmen, while looking into the possibility of investing in a retirement property in California, went to a real estate firm in Santiago, and lo and behold, who was the head salesman but dear Eric. I’ve been looking after the case for Fiona ever since.”
“With any success?”
“Not much. It’s impossible to extradite a Canadian for such a relatively minor civil offence. I’m considering filing a court order in California. Our local bank, to which he also owes money, doesn’t think it’s worth their while, so I’m on my own. This whole sorry business soured Fiona’s interest in real estate, hence her move to the manager’s position at the old folks’ home. Anyway, enough of local scandal. Let’s get down to your case. And remember, if you ever quote anything I’ve told you, I’ll deny every word.” The lawyer left his chair and walked over to the desk, where he extracted a thin file from a top drawer.
“You see, I do have a system. Every morning I study my list of appointments for the day and place all the relevant documents in the top right-hand drawer of my desk for easy access. As I progress though the day, the files I have handled are transferred to the left-hand drawer and then moved to their proper places in the mess before I leave in the evening. Don’t laugh—it works for me.” He sat down and opened the file.
“As I’m sure you’re aware, your mother appointed me as executor of her estate. Here’s a copy of her will made only four months ago.” He took out a single sheet of paper and handed it to Peter. “As you can see, it’s very simple. Your mother was not a wealthy person; far from it. She had about five hundred Bank of Montreal shares. I say ‘about’, as the dividends were being rolled back into shares and I don’t know offhand what dividends have been paid since I drew up the will. In addition there are two thousand dollars in government bonds and a small amount in a checking account. Then there will be a limited amount from a rebate on the quarterly payment to the residence, less certain expenses, including mine. I assure you my fees will be so low as to be probably at variance with the rules of the Ontario Law Society. You can, of course, hire your own lawyer if you so wish.”
Peter scanned his mother’s will. “It looks straightforward to me. If I understand the legalese, the division of assets is such that a third goes to the Pentecostal church, a third to my brother, Maurice, and a third to me.”
“That’s correct. This is really privileged information, but I don’t think there’s any harm in telling you that when your mother initially came to me with a draft copy, I did suggest that as you had been so generous in assisting with her costs at the residence, a more equable division would have been for her to designate a larger share to you. That she rejected. Now I do need a little more information from you. Once all claims are settled, I’ll have no trouble transferring the requisite amount to the church and to you. However, I have no address for your brother. Fiona mentioned he had recently been involved in an accident. I trust it wasn’t too serious.”
For the past two weeks Peter had refused to accept his brother’s death and had never spoken of it, as if ignoring the tragedy would in some way restore Maurice to life. Now he had to face reality. It all came out in a rush. “I only wish Mrs. Dunstable were right, but there was no accident. About two weeks ago, I don’t yet know the exact date, my brother was murdered. It all . . .”
MacIver’s head jerked up and he leaned towards Peter, interrupting his explanation. “You did say murdered?”
“Yes, almost certainly he was murdered.”
“Where? By whom? Has anyone been charged? This is terrible! I am so sorry. I was unaware that you were coping not only with your mother’s death, but that of your older brother as well.”
“I’m afraid it’s all very confusing,” replied Peter, “and I’m in the dark as to many of the details, but I’ll tell you as much as I know.”
“One moment please.” The lawyer stood and walked over to the desk, where he picked up a notepad and a ballpoint pen. “I’ll jot down a few facts so I’ll not need to go over the same ground again later. Please go ahead, and please forgive any interruptions I may have to make for purposes of clarification.” He made himself comfortable, crossing his legs and leaning back in his chair. Finally he took out a spotless white handkerchief and polished his glasses.
Since receiving the news, Peter had gone over the circumstances of the tragedy in his mind many times. Now he put the events into words.
“Probably I should give you a little of his background. My brother, or more correctly my half-brother, Maurice—he was the son of my mother’s first husband who was killed in the war—was more than six years older than I. We were very different personalities, though strange to say, very good friends, and got along together with few problems. Of course, for a teenager six years is an eternity, so it was not until later that I got to know him. At school, academics always took second place to athletics for Maurice, though—and this is one of our very few similarities—he excelled at languages. We must have inherited the same genes from our mother.
“Maurice quit school at sixteen to work on a dairy farm in Quebec, preferring physical work to sitting in an office. One summer he headed out to the prairies, to Manitoba, to assist with the grain harvest, and from there he drifted farther west to the oilfields of Alberta, where he worked for several years. I believe he also spent some time working in a mine in the Yukon. We saw him only occasionally. Suddenly he would appear at my mother’s front door, stay for a week or two, and then would be off again. There was nothing to keep him back home. All his hockey and football friends from school had moved on. His old girlfriends were mostly married and raising families. He had become an outsider, a foreigner in the place where he’d grown up.”
“I’ve heard a little about him from your mother, though she never gave me any details. He sounds an interesting character.”
“Oh, he was interesting all right, and happy, too. He chose the life that suited him. I’m somewhat of a quiet person, a stay-at-home. He was the opposite. Not exactly the life and soul of the party, but very much an extrovert. He had the knack of being able to make friends and get along with anyone. Anyway, as time passed we saw less and less of him. He moved to Vancouver Island where he worked in a logging camp near Port Alberni. He spent two years there before leaving for Australia. He worked his passage on a freighter sailing from Vancouver to Sydney. In Australia he got a job in the gold mines, and from infrequent letters we got the impression he was making lots of money.”
“Which went in gambling, drinking sessions, and the proverbial wild, wild women?” added the lawyer.
“I’m not sure about women, wild or otherwise, but he didn’t lose much gambling. On the contrary, at poker, the only game he ever played, he usually came out ahead. I think his happy-go-lucky attitude deluded other players into thinking they were up against an innocent, ready for the plucking. I’m not aware he wasted his money. Occasionally he’d send a money order home. No matter where he was, he never forgot my mother at Christmas.
“Early last year he left Australia for South America. His freighter landed in Santiago, Chile, and from there he travelled by bus to Bolivia. As long as I can remember he’d held a fascination for the exploits of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. As you probably know, after a number of bank robberies in the States when the law started to catch up with them, they fled to Bolivia where they died in a shootout with the federales. Maurice had told me he dreamed of one day visiting the location of their final stand. And it was from Bolivia that I received his last letter. He’d found a job in the tin mines. But after Australia the pay was so lousy and the conditions in the mine so dangerous he had decided to leave. He wrote that he intended to travel north by local buses along the spine of the Andes through Peru and Ecuador into Colombia, stopping along the way when anything piqued his interest. Everything seemed to be going well. He even mentioned that his Spanish was improving so much he would soon reach my level.”
“You speak Spanish?”
“I was damn lucky. At high school hardly anyone took Spanish, so I found myself in a very small class. Initially I chose the course because a girl I fancied had also signed up. It didn’t do me any good, because she became involved with a football star. Being no athlete, I didn’t stand a chance. Anyway, with the same teacher year after year, I progressed. Except for the multitude of subjunctive cases, it’s not a difficult language. Having a good knowledge of French also helped. Anyway, I digress. In his letter Maurice mentioned his intention of working in the emerald mines in Colombia and bringing back an impressive stone for our mother’s Christmas present—whether a joke or not, I don’t know. He said his stay in Colombia would be brief, since he had a hankering for the snows of Canada and would attempt to find a cargo boat leaving Barranquilla for New York or Montreal.” Peter paused. “Perhaps I’m talking too quickly. I notice you’ve hardly taken any notes.”
“Not at all. This gives me lots of background information, but it’s not really relevant to your mother’s will. To be brutally honest, I need hardly any of what you’ve told me. Having said that, I had the distinct impression—correct me if I’m wrong—that you wished to talk. You needed to ‘let it out’, as they say. I think I’ve summarised what you’ve told me reasonably accurately. I’ve noted: ‘Maurice Carruthers—well travelled—led a nomadic existence.’ I must add, I envy your brother his travels. In my whole life, apart from my years as a student in Toronto, I’ve only lived in two houses, the first while growing up, and the second, my present home, where we moved when my wife and I married. They’re about half a mile apart. This is the only firm I’ve worked for, and I can’t imagine changing now. I often think I should have been more adventurous. Not that I’m complaining, at least not much. But I sometimes wonder what turns my life might have taken had I gone off to Florida or California or perhaps England or Australia. Anyway, enough wishful thinking.”
Peter noticed the lawyer gazing over his shoulder out of the window. Perhaps his train of thought had led him to momentarily visualise the Great Barrier Reef or the bustling streets of Soho.
James MacIver continued. “There is one question I must ask. One associates Colombia with illegal drugs, especially cocaine, and with smuggling narcotics to North America. Could your brother have been involved in such a trade, and could this have been the reason for his murder?”
Having answered the question in his own mind and to his own satisfaction many times, Peter replied emphatically, “No. I don’t pretend to know everything about my brother; I’m sure he had his weaknesses, but stupidity was not one of them. He drank, yes, and at times smoked—tobacco. I never had any reason to believe he had started taking drugs. Quite the contrary. I believe he felt they had no place in his life. When I became a teenager he lectured me on the dangers of becoming addicted. He told me—and I remember this well—that the world was sufficiently interesting in itself and presented so many real challenges that there was no need for artificial images and stimuli.”
MacIver put down his pad, stroked his face reflectively, and stared past Peter as if searching for the exact phraseology of his next enquiry. “I really didn’t mean he’d become an addict. I was alluding to the great temptation of bringing such products into the United States or Canada. You mentioned he intended to return in the near future. A few pounds of some illegal substance hidden in his baggage would have provided him with a sizable nest egg on arrival in North America.”
“Yes, naturally I’ve thought of that. I think it would have been entirely out of character. He gambled, as I mentioned before. He played poker because, as he told me, he knew he could win. He said that only an idiot, an eternal optimist, or a rich man gambles when there exists a good chance of losing over the long term. I’m sure if he ever thought of bringing cocaine or heroin or whatever with him, he would have calculated the risk and found it unacceptable. For a free spirit like my brother, a prison cell would have been intolerable.”
“I take it then, that you don’t think drugs played any part in his murder?”
“Obviously I don’t know for certain, but if they did, they were unlikely the main reason.”
After jotting a brief note on his pad, the lawyer leaned back in his chair. “It’s a very interesting case. Incidentally, how did you hear about all this?”
“Last Friday morning while sitting in my office working on a client’s accounts, I got a phone call from the Department of External Affairs. First they’d phoned my mother, with the dreadful result you’re well aware of. Evidently, after my mother collapsed, her friend with whom she was having tea replaced the phone abruptly, with the rather cryptic mention of my mother’s sudden illness. The girl from external affairs became alarmed and decided to phone me. Fortunately, my girlfriend had called in sick and was at the apartment that morning. So when she received this urgent call for me, she gave my office number.”
“How exactly did they get on to you and your mother? I mean, how did they connect this murdered person with you?”
“Yes, that puzzled me at first, but in a later conversation with Simone, the girl who phoned initially, I was told that while passing through Bogota Maurice had dropped in at the Canadian Embassy and registered, giving both my mother and myself as his contacts in Canada. On learning of his death the embassy telexed external affairs in Ottawa with the information, and Simone, who works in the Latin America division, got the unenviable task of phoning my mother and me.”
MacIver stopped writing and looked up. “A few quick questions. Your brother, to the best of your knowledge, never married?”
“I’m almost certain on that one. No, he was single.”
“No long-term liaisons?”
“I don’t believe so.”
“Any children who might claim him as their father?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
“So we can be almost certain that no one has any claim on your mother’s bequest to him. In the same vein, do you know of any relative who might contest the will?”
“My mother was an only child and my father’s brother died during the war. I never heard my mother mention any close relatives.”
The lawyer smiled. “Well, that simplifies matters. Still, there remains one thing I need you to do, and that is to obtain a death certificate for your brother. I have no idea what the system is in Colombia, but I assume that as in Canada, when a person dies an official document is required. Perhaps you could speak to your contact in external affairs or take a more direct approach and get in touch with the embassy in Bogota. As the document will certainly be in Spanish, I will need an official translation. Again, I think the embassy could assist with that.”
Carefully placing his pen and notepad on the table next to him, James McIver tried to stifle a yawn, politely covering his mouth with his hand. “And that should just about finish my work for the day, with one exception. I need your John Henry on a few documents, all of which my invaluable secretary will prepare tomorrow morning and place in the middle right-hand drawer. That’s where all papers for signing are kept. I will then ensure they are sent immediately by registered post to your Ottawa address for signing. Please return them at your earliest convenience, though I can’t do much until I receive that death certificate. If you have any questions, please phone me. And may I thank you for a most interesting session. I would invite you home for dinner except that my wife is catering for her bridge club this evening, and I wouldn’t inflict that on anyone. By the way, I assume you’re not driving back to Ottawa this evening?”
“No, it’s been a long, tiring day. Last night I checked in at the Sunset Motel. I plan to stay over and get an early start in the morning.”
“Probably a good idea. I heard on the radio at lunchtime that we can expect snow this evening. If it’s going to be slippery, you’re better off driving in the daytime.”
Peter shook hands with his friend, thanked him for his time, and left the office.
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What the hell was happening? A series of loud, gritty scraping sounds penetrated the double windows and the thick curtains of the motel room, bringing Peter to the surface of consciousness. Once fully awake, he read his watch on the bedside table. “Eight-thirty,” he groaned. So much for getting an early start.
Pushing aside a curtain, Peter stared out on a Christmas-like scene. His car, carefully parked last night in front of the motel unit, was now cocooned in a thick blanket of fluffy snow. Peter observed a hooded figure with a snow shovel clearing the path in front of the units, obviously the source of the scraping noise. A few large flakes drifted lazily down, thinly covering the path behind the shoveller. Winter had returned to south-eastern Ontario.
Now in no hurry—he would have to wait until the municipal snowplows and salt trucks won their battle with nature—Peter took a leisurely bath before dressing, putting on his heavy jacket, and making his way to the motel’s restaurant. Scanning the crowded room, he spotted a lone empty table. It seemed that many other drivers must have decided to delay their departure. As insurance against future hunger, he ordered a full English breakfast. The drive to Ottawa promised to be slow and difficult without much chance of another meal before arrival.
Well fed and primed with sweet black coffee, he checked out at the reception desk. As a last thought he purchased a newspaper to provide reading material should he become delayed by accidents or traffic jams.
With his car brushed off and his small case thrown on the back seat, Peter backed out and drove through the entrance of the motel onto the highway. The banks of snow covering the shoulders, a dirty greyish black when he’d arrived two days earlier, had regained their pristine white winter coat which was already being splattered with slush thrown sideways by the snowplows. Two such monsters, red lights flashing, preceded him. The outside machine, slightly ahead of its partner, coordinated its progress in such a way as to sweep a wave of snow and ice off the road. Already, patches of bare road were appearing where salt spread by other trucks had begun to melt the ice.
At last he saw the sign that indicated the approaching entrance to the 401, the super highway from Detroit and Windsor through Toronto to Montreal, the busiest long stretch of road in Canada. Many cars and small trucks had left the road in the icy conditions of the early morning to perch at seemingly impossible angles on the bordering snowbanks, profitable prey for the tow truck operators.
After he had driven at a snail’s pace for almost an hour, all the vehicles ahead of him carefully slowed down to avoid skidding, and finally stopped. Peter coasted, applying only the gentlest touch to the brake pedal as he joined the immobile convoy. Five minutes later, being both curious and impatient, he stepped out of his car and peered up the road where he could just make out the blue and white flashing lights of several police cars. Resigning himself to a long wait, he returned to the car, restarted the engine, turned up the heater, and took out his newspaper.
The delay lasted nearly two hours. When eventually the cars and trucks ahead started to move, he soon came upon the cause of the stoppage. A semi-trailer stood parked at the roadside attached to a monstrous tow truck.
He left the northern shore of Lake Ontario behind, heading northeast past Kingston. Had his brother been carrying drugs and been caught, the infamous Kingston penitentiary might have become his long-time Canadian address. No, the more he thought of it, the more he became certain his brother would never have sold his soul as a mule to some Colombian drug dealer. There had to be another reason for his murder, but sitting in a car driving on a congested, icy road frequently boxed in by huge trucks throwing spray in all directions, was neither the time nor the place to delve into the puzzle.
Gananoque came and went as the 401 continued along the St. Lawrence Seaway until at last he drove under the sign for Highway 18 to Kemptville and Ottawa. With luck, in less than two hours he would be home.
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“Pierre, Pierre, Pierre, Pierre, mon cheri! How I missed you!” Ginny ran towards him, embraced him, hugged him, and planted brief kisses on his face.
“Oh boy, what a reception! I should go away more often. What if I left for two weeks instead of two days?”
“You would probably find an empty apartment.”
With her hands on his shoulders, she held him at arm’s length. “And how are you?”
Peter shrugged. “I feel tired, but it’s good to be home, especially with such an enthusiastic welcome.”
“You look more than tired; you look shattered. What you need is a hot bath, a strong drink, and some food. Then, if you’re really lucky and sufficiently recovered, me.” She led him to the large, overstuffed couch. “First, let me make you a drink. It’ll have to be gin and tonic—we’re out of just about everything else.” Peter hardly had time to make himself comfortable before Ginny returned from the kitchen carrying two tumblers clinking with ice. “There’s your medicine. Now tell me how it all went. I feel guilty. Perhaps I should have changed my mind and come with you.”
“It went reasonably well. I’ve mentioned the director of the residence, Mrs. Dunstable, before. Oh by the way, her first name is Fiona and her husband deserted her.”
“I’m sure you were a great comfort to her,” said Ginny.
“I’ll ignore that,” Peter replied. “However, in her usual efficient way she had organised all my mother’s possessions. Some pieces will be sold and the rest disposed of to the staff or a thrift store. In the afternoon I had an appointment with my mother’s lawyer, an old acquaintance of mine, a certain James MacIver.”
“That’s a nice masculine sounding name.”
“I’ll ignore that too. In his rather messy way he seems to have the handling of the will under control. It will only amount to a few thousand dollars, of which I’ll get a third.”
“You mean your brother Maurice gets two-thirds? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. For a moment I forgot; sadly, he’s no longer alive.” Ginny, embarrassed, leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. “I’m truly sorry.”
“Apology accepted. My mother left one-third to the local Pentecostal church. In her old age she became a zealot.”
“Zealot, I don’t know the word. What’s the French?”
“I don’t know, but I mean she was something of a fanatic. In the last few years the church became very important to her.”
“What happens to Maurice’s share now that he’s dead?”
Peter took a long swallow to finish his drink, swirling the last dregs around the ice cubes and the slice of lemon. “That’s where it all becomes a little complicated.”
“Okay then,” said Ginny, standing, “why don’t you go and have a bath and I’ll make one of those omelettes for which I am justly famous. Then you can fill me in on these complications. Besides, I have some news, both good and bad, so we’ve got much to discuss.”
For the first time since leaving the motel, Peter relaxed, allowing the steaming hot water to soothe his muscles and slowly dissolve the tenseness brought about by the last part of the drive. Little snow had fallen north of the St. Lawrence Seaway, but the roads remained icy, and driving against the headlights of the traffic moving south on Highway 18 had given him a headache. Once the gin and warm water took control, he felt almost human. One of his mother’s standard sayings was that there was no place like home. Tonight she was certainly correct.
Three years earlier, when his position with the accounting firm became permanent, he had rented this apartment. Although there was only a single bedroom and no spare room for a home office, these shortcomings were more than compensated for by the huge picture windows in the living room which provided a stunning fifth-floor panoramic view of the Ottawa River to the west. He had first looked over the apartment late one summer evening. The last rays of the sunset glistening on the distant rapids had sold him. During the summer many a hectic day at the office had been quickly forgotten as he sat with Ginny savouring a gin and tonic and watching the colours of the day fading as the darkness of evening triumphed.
He still couldn’t believe his luck in finding Ginny. Sent by his office to set up a bookkeeping system for a Quebec insurance company recently arrived in the nation’s capital, he had first encountered her as the boss’s secretary. She was incredibly efficient and fully knowledgeable about the business, perhaps even more so than her boss, a man with both eyes on his approaching retirement. She was always immaculately dressed. She once told him that it was not necessary to dress so well in Ottawa, but in Montreal, where she had worked previously, a secretary was judged almost as much by her appearance as by the speed and accuracy of her typing. At first he referred to her as Mademoiselle Gisselle. Such a formal address elicited a derisive laugh. “Please,” she had said, “I’m Ginny. Everyone calls me Ginny. I refuse to answer to Gisselle. If you’re going to use mademoiselle you have to employ it with my family name, Lebrun, and I don’t answer to that either, so there.”
Possibly he had dragged the job out longer than was justified. But all good things have a habit of ending, and with only a few days left and nothing to lose, he hesitantly asked Ginny if she would consider going out with him. She laughed at him, destroying all his carefully mustered courage, and then explained apologetically that she’d never received such a formally polite invitation. And yes, she’d enjoy an evening with him, and could they attend a performance of the Moscow Symphony Orchestra due to be given at the Ottawa Arts Centre the following Wednesday? Knowing nothing of classical music, he’d originally envisaged a visit to the cinema, but for an evening with this delightful secretary, even ringside seats at an all-in wrestling match would have been acceptable.
One outing led to another and Peter enjoyed one of the most wonderful summers of his life. Everything interested Ginny, who relished a night out at a raucous nightclub as much as a picnic in the Gatineau Hills or a walk along the Rideau Canal in the summer rain. In August the manager of her apartment building in the Byward Market broke the news to all the tenants that the building was due for demolition to make room for an office block. Peter would never forget her reply when he asked her where she intended to rent a new place. “I thought I might move in with you,” she’d said, as though it were the most obvious and natural thing in the world. Not only did he get Ginny, but her cat, Pussums, a scruffy black and white stray, came as part of the agreement. At times the Good Lord is indeed generous.
But what did Ginny mean tonight by having both good news and bad news? Good grief, surely she wasn’t pregnant? And if she was, would that be good or bad? They had been living together a little over six months and had known each other only a few months longer.
Peter still didn’t know what she found attractive in such an admitted introvert as himself. They were as different as the proverbial chalk and cheese. Perhaps that was it. Or perhaps she had been hurt in some way in her past. She provided few details about her life while working in Montreal. And why on earth had she come to Ottawa? It was not exactly a thriving social scene. When he asked, she invariably replied, “To improve my English.” And certainly her English had improved since she’d moved in with him. And just as quickly, his knowledge of French declined. At one time they had agreed to speak nothing but French one day and English the next, but Ottawa proved too much of an English town to maintain their resolution.
A thumping on the door interrupted his reverie. “Are you drowning in there? If you want an omelette rather than a piece of yellow leather, you’d better make an appearance in the next few minutes.”
As always, they would eat at the kitchen table with its colourful checkered cloth and a brace of candles casting flickering shadows on the plain greenish walls—very romantic in an obvious way—but why the bottle of champagne standing on guard in the middle of the table with tiny rivulets trickling down through the frost? My God, she must be pregnant. Two nights’ absence would never justify such a celebration.
“Sit down before everything gets cold. While you were lazing in the bath I also broiled some frozen french fries and assembled a lettuce salad reeking in garlic. Maybe that will keep you at a distance tonight, though from past experience I doubt it.”
Still troubled, Peter asked, “Why the champagne?”
Ginny smiled broadly, “Because I have some very special news for you, as I said before, both good and bad.”
“My God, you’re pregnant?”
“I’m what?” For once, Ginny looked surprised.
“We’re going to have a baby,” Peter stammered.
“We are? It’s the first I’ve heard of it and I believe I should be particularly well informed on the subject. I’m well aware you’ve been trying your best, but so far my chemical defenses have been up to the task. Why on earth do you think we’re going to have a baby—though come to think of it, that might not be such a bad idea one of these days. But not now. I’ve other fish to boil.”
“You’ve what?”
“It’s that expression you taught me before you left.”
Peter shook his head and grinned. “As I’ve explained before, you can’t change these colloquial English expressions. The fish must be fried, not boiled. Anyway, let’s get back to the reason for the bottle of champagne. I know you missed me, at least I hope you did, but this is really going overboard. By the way, that’s another inviolable English expression. You can’t say falling in the water, jumping in the sea, leaving the ship, or anything like that. It has to be ‘going overboard’.”
“Fine. Then as expressed in La Farce de Maître Potholen, a medieval play you’ve probably never heard of, ‘retournons a nos moutons’—which are always sheep and cannot be cows or dogs or donkeys or guinea pigs—which freely translated means, let’s get back to the original subject. And please, the food is getting cold and the champagne will soon be warm. What a horrible combination. Open the bottle and start eating, and that’s an order. I am not pregnant. Now we’ve cleared up that misunderstanding, please let’s begin dinner.”
Peter grasped the bottle, unwound the wire from the top, and carefully eased the cork out of its seat until, with a fizzy explosion, it flew across the room, startling the sleeping cat. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I jumped to conclusions. Anyway, whatever we’re drinking to: salut.”
After they touched glasses, Peter cut into the golden yellow omelette, revealing black mushrooms encased in melted cheese. “This is magnificent. What have I done to deserve such royal treatment?”
“Apart from not getting me pregnant, very little. But to get to the point: very soon I’ll be leaving.”
“You’re what?” Peter came close to knocking over his champagne glass as he quickly put down his knife and fork. Stunned, he leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands together. He stared at her in horror. “Why? What have I done? What’s gone wrong? You’ve found someone else. What a hell of a homecoming!”
Ginny shook her head vigorously. “Mon Dieu, how you jump to conclusions! Just shut up a minute and let me explain. And pour yourself another glass, and finish your meal before my beautiful omelette congeals on your plate.”
Peter relaxed slightly. Whatever her news was, it didn’t seem quite as bad as he had first imagined.
“Remember the application letters I sent off about four months ago?”
“You mean after your brother—Daniel, isn’t it, the soil scientist—was invited to Rome for interviews for a position with an international agency? He didn’t get the job but enjoyed a week in Rome with all expenses paid. And you, with that devious mind of yours, believed that with a sufficiently well written application letter, you could also con some unsuspecting organisation into paying for your trip and accommodation.”
Ginny laughed. “I wouldn’t exactly put it like that. I don’t like ‘devious’. Perhaps ‘innocently optimistic’ better describes my character. But yes, those are the letters I’m referring to.”
This time Peter laughed, at the same time filling his glass. How surprising that the level in the bottle had dropped so quickly, especially as Ginny still appeared to be sipping her first glass. “And all you got in return was the standard: ‘Thank you for your application. At present we have no openings for a person of your qualifications, but it will be kept on file for future reference.’ In other words, ‘don’t call us, we’ll call you—maybe’.” Looking up from his plate, he took in Ginny’s wide grin. And then it struck him: “Don’t say they’ve accepted you. My God, you’re off to Rome.”
If anything, the grin widened. “Half right. I didn’t just write to Rome. Once written, my application letter seemed so superior I mailed it widely. If you intend to catch a fish it’s better to bait many lines. Hey, that’s pretty good! That’s my original expression, and don’t forget you can’t change a single word! The day you left, when I came home and collected the post, I found a letter from France, from l’OCDE.”
Peter interrupted, “And who is l’OCDE when they’re at home?”
“You’ve never heard of them and you a well-qualified accountant? Incredible. What a sadly neglected education. It’s a little confusing, as in English they transpose the order and it becomes OECD: the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. From what I remember of the research I did before sending in my application, they grew out of the Marshall Plan. You know, the American plan at the end of the last war to save the West from heaven knows what. Anyway, it seems that when Europe regained its feet, all those highly paid bureaucrats wanted to preserve their jobs, so they set up this organisation.”
“And you wrote to them.”
“Certainly. I wasn’t fixated on Rome. I even sent letters to international banks in the Philippines and Singapore and other organisations in Africa.”
“But the point is that France, or rather this organisation in Paris, has taken the bait: hook, line, and sinker.”
“Boy you catch on quickly. You want to see the letter?”
“No, just give me the salient points.” With the bottle now empty, Peter had doubts as to his ability to read, let alone understand the details in any such letter.
“Well, they have finally realised they need me. Evidently they have just received an increased budget to expand the Directorate of Scientific Affairs. It struck me straight away, isn’t that a stupid name? Only an Anglo could have concocted such a title. Tell me, are we engaged in a scientific affair? Do you write up reports on our lovemaking? Do you measure our successes and account for our failures? Do you score the different positions? I’m only joking, but you must admit it has promise. So in future, mon petit, more science and less passion.”
In a warm, happy haze, keeping awake with difficulty, Peter could only nod.
“I haven’t finished yet. You look as though you’re going to pass out on me. The coffee’s been perking for twenty minutes. That should bring you back.”
Ginny got up and made for their tiny kitchen, returning within minutes. “There you are, sweet as sin and black as pitch. I’d allow you a small cognac, except that would counteract the caffeine and send you off. Where was I? Oh yes, the Directorate for Scientific Affairs and their need for secretaries. Well, from what they write, bilingual French-English secretaries are rare birds and they would like me to start work immediately. The same day I received the letter I got a call from my old boss in Montreal, Monsieur Jean Latour.”
“That’s the old fellow you could twist round your little finger. Where does he come into all this? He’s trying to get you back? Boy, are you in demand. I don’t stand a hope in hell.”
“I’m sure he’d hire me again, but that’s not why he called. Evidently OECD—let’s use the English form—had phoned him earlier asking for a recommendation, and . . .”
Peter chipped in “. . . and I’ll bet he gave you a glowing endorsement.”
“Of course he did, and he added that I owed him a dinner date next time he visits Paris.”
“So you’re off to the bright lights of Paris. When are you leaving?”
“Tomorrow.”
“What!” Suddenly Peter became more alert, sitting up in his chair and trying to make out whether this was one of Ginny’s jokes. She was deadly serious, he concluded.
“I don’t leave for Paris tomorrow, silly. I won’t be going for another ten days, but I have to spend some time with my family in St. Gabriel first. I leave by Air France from Mirabelle on the twenty-first. They’ll drive me to the airport.”
Grasping at straws, Peter blurted out, “But your present job! You can’t just pack up and go at a moment’s notice.”
“Yes, that was a bit difficult. I spoke to Monsieur Perrault this morning. He wasn’t too enthusiastic at first, but when I reminded him I had a month’s holidays coming and that I was willing to forgo being paid for them, he came around.”
“You mean around your little finger.”
Again Peter received a sparkling smile, “I guess you could say that, and before I left he offered to pay me for my holidays too.”
Beaten, Peter lolled back in his chair. “So that just leaves me.”
“I’m so sorry, mon amour. I thought of trying to get in touch with you, though I wasn’t exactly sure where you planned to stay, and anyway, the more I thought of it, the more I convinced myself I should speak to you face to face. Please, my love, try to understand. I’ve always dreamed of living in Paris, and this is my big chance. When I get there they give me a week in a hotel to find a place to stay. From their letter I understand they have an accommodation office which can assist me. I can almost see it: an attic apartment near the Boulevard St-Michel with a view over the red tile roofs towards the Luxembourg Gardens.”
“And where do I fit into all these plans?” asked Peter wistfully. “I’m not looking for sympathy. I’ve always admired your adventurous spirit. This is a fantastic opportunity; there’s no way you could turn it down. But you can’t blame me for being less than overjoyed. You know me, or at least you should. I’m by nature pessimistic. I always believed our relationship too perfect to last. Now I’m being maudlin. Sorry. I think I’ll have that cognac you tempted me with before.”
As Peter walked over to the cabinet that held their limited selection of drinks, Ginny remained quiet. She seemed to be considering her words carefully. When he sat down with his cognac, she began speaking in a voice bereft of its earlier enthusiasm. “I do feel guilty, especially knowing what you’ve been through this last week or so. Please don’t think of me as callous. One of the things I’ve enjoyed most about living with you is having such an honest relationship. Neither of us tries to be something we’re not. So when I say this, it’s the truth: I’d rather be with you than with anyone I have ever known. That’s something I’ve never admitted before. No, I’m not going to follow the formula of the stories in those soppy women’s magazines and ask you to wait for me while living the life of a Trappist monk. I doubt you’d make a very convincing monk; a cowl just wouldn’t suit you. I’ve got a much better idea. As soon as I arrive in Paris I’ll begin a job search—not for me, I’ll have employment; but for this wonderful, hardworking, well-qualified, experienced accountant I’ve been living with. How does that grab you?”
“I definitely need another cognac. You’re mad—completely and wonderfully mad. The thought of working abroad never crossed my mind, and in Paris. First, my French probably isn’t good enough.”
Ginny regained her enthusiasm. “There you go again. You’ve got to learn to control those negative thoughts and that pessimism or whatever it is that holds you back. All the English teachers who ever taught me stressed that the easiest way to learn a language is in bed, and there will certainly be a huge, comfortable bed in my Paris apartment which you can retire to between interviews. Isn’t it about time you left that ultra-conservative firm of yours, run by a bunch of fuddy-duddies, and broadened your horizons? But I see I’ve tired you out or perhaps stunned you with these wild ideas, so let’s delay the planning of the rest of your life until tomorrow morning. It’s bedtime.”
7
“Get up, you lazy bum! Rise and shine! Most people die in bed and I can’t allow you to travel to the next world this morning. We have a busy day ahead.”
Peter hadn’t really been asleep. He had heard Ginny moving about the apartment since daybreak. Occasionally peeping from under the duvet, he’d watched her emptying drawers and carrying clothes, shoes, and books into the living area. Always, the chance to watch her unawares excited him. She moved so fluidly yet so determinedly; the cliché ‘poetry in motion’ came to mind. Where she failed as a tall, blond, classic beauty, she more than made up in her perfect features: the short jet-black hair framing a friendly face, sparkling eyes, and a slightly upturned nose. And her manner of movement, brisk, and in some mysterious way disturbingly provocative, evoked the image of the French film star Leslie Caron, whom they had recently seen dancing in the latest Hollywood musical, An American in Paris. Truly a gamin, Ginny would fit only too well into the Parisienne scene.
“The cereal’s sitting forlornly on the table, the toast is out and getting cold, the coffee pot is perking its lid off, and mon petit chou is hibernating. Grab your robe and get moving. You can shower afterwards while I clear up in the bedroom.”
Peter collected his robe from the bathroom and disobeyed instructions, quickly showering to bring himself into the land of the awake and living.
“There’s just enough milk for your cereal. You’ll have to pick some up later. I’m afraid being on your own will mean organizing your life a little better—or finding a replacement?” After this last remark Ginny looked up sharply, curious as to his reply.
“You mean find someone to boss me around, discover the best little restaurants, drag me to strange French plays by unknown writers at the Little Theatre, make me always proud to go out with her—because I’m assuming you mean a her—and hoping we’ll run into friends or fellow workers who’ll marvel at how a klutz like me can attract such a fantastic companion? I won’t bother looking. There’s nothing out there remotely close.” Peter refilled his coffee mug, very pleased with his brief speech.
“You know, occasionally you say the sweetest things—almost, but not quite sweet enough to make me cancel my trip. So how are you this bright morning? When you get around to looking outside you’ll notice the sun is shining, the snow sparkles, and life is worth living.”
“Hurrah for you. Personally, I still feel shattered. I’m not going into the office today. I’m too damn tired.”
Ginny, who had carried on this conversation from the bedroom, came into the room carrying several blouses on hangers which she deposited on the couch next to a half-filled suitcase.
“It doesn’t surprise me in the least. You expended so much energy in bed last night it makes a poor innocent girl blush just to think of it. Fortunately, I’m not a poor innocent girl, and I gave up blushing ages ago.”
Carefully removing blouses from their hangers, she folded them and neatly arranged them in the suitcase, now almost full. Her packing completed, she turned to face him. “Yes, you were a veritable tiger. Not that I’m complaining. Rapacious—isn’t that a gorgeous word—I noted it in a magazine article at the dentist’s the other day; it would probably be the most accurate description. You’re going to miss me, but you can always do what I did the last couple of nights when you deserted me.”
“I know I shouldn’t ask, but what was that?”
“I allowed Pussums go to bed with me.”
“You slept with the cat?”
“I suppose I could say I’ve slept with worse, but I won’t. He’s a bit of a menace. For the first hour or so he sleeps curled up at the bottom of the bed. Then for some strange feline reason he wants to check on me and climbs up on my chest, pummelling me with outstretched claws, all the time purring like a vacuum cleaner and drooling. At least you never drooled. There—the case is full, and if you’ll just lend your weight we might succeed in getting it closed.”
“By the way, what happens to Pussums?” Peter asked.
On hearing his name, the cat detached himself from his corner pillow and arched his back, stretching first his front legs and then his back legs, and strolled over to jump on the sofa and sit next to Peter. The cat surveyed the room, and finding nothing of interest, stuck a back leg straight up and proceeded to wash its nether regions.
As the only cat in the building, Pussums held a privileged place. The day Ginny moved in with Peter, the cat arrived with her, its head poking out of a carryall. When Peter pointed out the sign in the foyer asserting ‘Positively No Pets Allowed’, Ginny had innocently observed, “That doesn’t apply. Pussums can’t read.”
Several days later, seeing Ginny in animated conversation with the building superintendent, a man Peter did not think capable of smiling, an authority figure to be avoided, and noticing both of them laughing, Peter could hardly contain his curiosity. Evidently both came from the same little town in Quebec and might even be distantly related. “I told him how I missed my home town of St. Gabriel,” said Ginny, “the junior hockey games and the fall colours of the maples. We became so nostalgic I almost cried. Then I explained there was another expatriate Quebecois living here—Pussums—and I was sure he would make an exception. He said that was fine and that we Quebecois had to stick together. As to what happens to Pussums? Naturally, he goes with me.” Ginny moved the cat slightly to one side and sat next to Peter. “You find your own feline companion.”
“You’re not taking him to Paris?”
“Of course I’m not. He’s going with me in the car today. He’ll be good company so long as he doesn’t crawl under the pedals. My younger sister, Janine, has offered to look after him in return for first pick of my clothes. I’m leaving most of them. I’ll have a great time shopping for new outfits when I arrive. Did you know the head offices of the OECD are located in the Château de la Muette in the sixteenth arrondissement?”
“Having no great knowledge of this organisation, surprising as it may seem, I haven’t a clue where they’re located,” said Peter.
Ginny leaned against him and kissed him noisily. “Don’t be sarky. It doesn’t suit you. The offices are in the middle of the sixteenth arrondissement, the classy part of Paris, and of course you know who owns an apartment there?”
“I’ve not the vaguest idea.”
“Brigitte Bardot.”
“You’re not saying she works as a secretary at this organisation of yours.”
“No, silly, but that’s the level of competition I’ll face out on the streets at lunch time. I believe tailored suits are in, with frilly blouses, and high heels. I’ll have to learn to walk in heels again. And the shopping—I’ll need several new outfits at the very least. Soon the spring fashion shows will be on. I must get myself invited. In a few months you won’t recognise your poor little Ginny. Chic, that’s the watchword.”
Peter jumped in. “It’s not poor little Ginny, it’s poor Brigitte, about to be upstaged by a rank outsider, a peasant from the wilds of Quebec.”
At the prospect of upstaging Brigette Bardot, Ginny beamed happily. “There, the packing is finished. I already locked two suitcases in the car yesterday while waiting for you. Let’s go for a last walk together along the river. I left my winter boots out in case I get stuck on the road going home.”
Encased in warm jackets, scarves, hats, and high boots, they took the elevator down to the main floor and passed through the entrance hall. “Yesterday at the office I said goodbye to my boss, Monsieur Perrault,” said Ginny.
“And Monsieur Lebrun?”
“The superintendent? Yes, him too. I don’t know why you don’t get along with him. He’s a perfect gentleman.”
“Perhaps I wasn’t born in the right town.”
They left the tall apartment building and headed west along the Ottawa River towards the red brick filter plant on the south bank just above the rapids. Although snow still covered the path, they were able to walk easily in the tracks of cross-country skiers. Last summer they had enjoyed this excursion several times a week, after their evening meal and before going to bed. Peter thought of the first time he’d taken Ginny with him to the filter plant. They’d brought a picnic lunch in his knapsack and a bottle of Beaujolais. While Ginny, leaning against a maple tree in the shade, read an old copy of Paris Match, he’d waded out to the edge of the rapids and cast for pickerel. Today the lawns remained covered in snow, and no fisherman would dare to walk out on the rotting ice that stretched towards the middle of the fast-flowing river.
Out of an intensely blue sky the sun blazed down, but without heat. The snowbanks glistened and swirling vapour rose from the churning water of the rapids. A perfect, yet incredibly sad day. Neither spoke, as though words would shatter the bond between them. “Parting is such sweet sorrow,” Peter mused. “Where did that come from?”
Maybe from the French,” replied Ginny. “Partir c’est mourir un peu.”
“I’ll keep to my version,” said Peter. “I have no intention of dying, even a little.”
“I’m sorry darling, but we have to go back. I hate driving in the dark, especially when the roads are icy,” Ginny said.
They turned and retraced their steps towards the tall apartment block in the distance. Once back on the fifth floor, Peter struggled with the key, blurred vision making it difficult to find the lock. Ginny said nothing. Inside, she moved her suitcase to the door and went in search of the zip bag she used to transport Pussums. He was well used to being carried about this way, with his fat head sticking comically out of the top.
“Hold me Peter, very, very tight. Don’t come down. I hate tearful goodbyes. You’re the most wonderful thing that’s happened to me. Look after yourself. I’ll write. And think about spreading your wings.”
With that encouraging remark, the door closed, and she was gone.
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To Peter, it seemed that with Ginny’s departure, the apartment died. One moment it was a lively, happy place, but seconds later, with the closing of the door, life faded away. He stepped out onto the small balcony and found that by leaning dangerously over the metal rail, he could catch a glimpse of the entrance road. Just when he thought he had missed her, Ginny’s red Toyota left the underground parking area and ascended the ramp. The red rear lights flashed as she slowed down before entering the main road. An instant before the car disappeared behind the building, he noticed Pussums already curled up on the shelf behind the rear window. The sun vanished behind a bank of grey clouds, and the spring day suddenly turned chilly.
Peter went inside and wandered aimlessly about the apartment. There was nothing to do. Ginny had cleaned up before leaving, the only sign of her previous presence a cardboard box full of old French fashion magazines. He took these out into the hall and fed them through the maw of the garbage chute. On returning, he inspected the apartment, finding not one item he could associate with Ginny. Perhaps it had all been a dream and now he had awakened to harsh reality.
Peter turned on the television, where soaps dominated the early afternoon programming. After a variety of trials and tribulations, the protagonists invariably ended up living happily. Would he eventually be so fortunate? This sort of thinking led only to depression. He had to snap out of the gloom. Ginny had gone. He had lived happily before she entered his life, and with determination he would do so again.
Leaving the apartment, he took the elevator down to the foyer to pick up a newspaper. He would bring himself up to date on the news, learn of the world’s problems, attempt the crossword, and find out what films were showing. He’d eat out, go to the cinema, and have an early night. Tomorrow, with the approaching end to the fiscal year for most individuals and many firms, he could count on a heavy work load.
Ginny phoned the following morning. Yes, she’d arrived safely; she wouldn’t have phoned had it been otherwise. Her family was fine, though apprehensive over her plans to work in Paris. Her two younger sisters wanted her to find jobs for them, preferably as models or in films. And yes, she already missed him, but he should not expect any more phone calls and certainly no letters until she arrived in France. She would simply be too busy saying goodbye to all her relatives in St. Gabriel.
For the next week Peter worked longer hours than he had ever done in his life. He arrived before any of the other accountants and left only when the numbers on the balance sheets and documents blurred before his tired eyes. James MacIver phoned to tell him that he had posted the documents connected with his mother’s will which required signatures, and reminded him of the need for a death certificate. He spoke on this matter with Simone, his contact at external affairs. She promised to locate the name of someone at the embassy in Bogota who could help him, and suggested that he call again in two days’ time.
The weekend came, and with it a state of boredom. On Saturday he returned to the empty office and worked until early afternoon. Before meeting Ginny he’d been friends with two junior accountants in the firm and had often accompanied them at weekends to play squash at a local rackets club. Both had now left for the firm’s head office in Toronto, advising him to do likewise if he ever wanted to earn the big bucks, drive a BMW, and enjoy a wider social scene.
On Sunday Peter went twice to the cinema. Both films were entirely predictable, poorly acted, and provided only brief periods of forgetfulness. He left the second cinema with a headache. Although the sun had started to set by the time he returned to his apartment block, he parked his car and then set off walking briskly along the Ottawa River, following the route last taken with Ginny.
Monday morning he again arrived early at the office and lost himself in a balance sheet that didn’t balance. The difference was only a matter of cents, but being so small, was much more difficult to track down than an error involving thousands of dollars. At last, just before ten o’clock, he triumphed. Following an erasure and a re-entry of the corrected figure, a careless bookkeeper had forgotten to adjust the subtotal. This is what he enjoyed in accounting: solving puzzles. Feeling pleased with himself, he leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms behind his head.
“Peter.” The director’s secretary, Miss Paterson, stood at his elbow. “As soon as you have a moment, the director would like a word with you.”
“I thought he was in the States,” observed Peter.
“He was, but he returned yesterday.”
“Well, this is as good a time as any. I’ve just finished an assignment.”
Peter followed Miss Paterson—nobody in the office called her anything else; in fact, nobody seemed to know her first name—down the corridor to the reception area. She rapped on the door to the inner office, to be greeted by a loud “Come in.” Standing aside, she indicated that Peter should enter.
Peter’s visits to the sanctum sanctorum had been few and far between. Monthly staff meetings always took place in the boardroom, and when the director wanted to speak to you, he invariably came to your office without warning. Whether this indicated he wanted to check on who was actually working, or whether he just wanted to stretch his legs, Peter couldn’t decide.
Waving Peter towards a high-backed chair beside his desk, the director continued his telephone conversation. “. . . and it might be a good idea to check with your lawyer. I doubt they have a solid case against you, and a show of legal force might scare them off. Call me tomorrow after the meeting and let me know if you need any more support from us. Best of luck. Bye.” The director replaced the phone in its cradle and turned to face Peter. “Silly bugger. He’s so stupid he doesn’t realise what a mess he’s got himself into. They’re not going to be scared off by a lawyer, not even by every justice in the supreme court. They’re going to crucify him.”
While listening to the previous one-sided conversation, Peter took the opportunity to glance around the director’s office. Nothing had changed since he had come to the firm: one steel bookcase with all the books neatly placed vertically in rows, a large metal desk with a telephone to one side, a swivel chair for the director, and the uncomfortable chair he now occupied. Keeping the telephone company, a pad of lined paper lay on the desk in front of the director.
“Well Peter, please accept my condolences on the deaths of both your mother and brother. I only learned of these tragic events last night. The last two weeks I’ve been in Florida working with some of our snowbird clients. Last night I phoned our assistant manager to check that we hadn’t been broken into, declared bankruptcy, or been threatened with any lawsuits, and he gave me the bad news. I’m very sorry. I’m also worried about you. Michael tells me you’ve been burning the midnight oil as well as arriving before the sun gets up.
“People who fully commit themselves to the job have my admiration and support, but there is a limit. As you may know, my father, who died over ten years ago, lived in Russia all through the last war. He worked in a coal mine in the Urals. The Communist authorities in charge of the mine dreamed up a scheme to increase production. They selected one of the fitter workers, fed him the best food, gave him the best tools, assigned him to one of the larger coal faces, promised him all sorts of bonuses, and put him to work for a month. He worked like hell and broke all production records, digging out more coal than anyone else. At the end of the month his output was set as a target for all the other workers. Such over-achievers were called Stakhanovites. Unfortunately, though the Communist bosses never admitted it, this superhuman worker was so shattered and such a broken man at the end of his term that he spent the rest of his working life in the mine’s office.”
“You’re suggesting that I’m a modern day, one of these, whatever . . .”
“Stakhanovites.”
“And that I’m out to set work targets for the rest of the accountants. I assure you, nothing was further from my mind.”
“Oh, I accept that. However, to bring this little chat to a conclusion, the personnel manager also agrees with me that you’ve been working too hard. To put it bluntly, we think you’re due either for a breakdown or a burnout, maybe even a heart attack. We both agree you need a break. Checking the records, I find you never take your full complement of holidays. Therefore I’m suggesting—no, let me put it a little more strongly—insisting you take a break.”
When Peter had entered the director’s office, the subject of holidays was the last topic he expected to discuss. He protested, slightly raising his voice. “But we’re coming into the busiest time of the year. I can hardly slack off when everyone else is up to their eyes in accounts and balance sheets and tax calculations. It wouldn’t be fair. I really think I’m needed around here.”
“You are, but remember what de Gaulle is reputed to have said: ‘The cemeteries of France are full of indispensable men.’ You’re not quite indispensable, and you’re certainly not dead. Let’s keep it that way. And if you feel insulted, let’s call it a sabbatical. And please don’t think that this is the first step in pushing you out of the firm. On the contrary, I’m very pleased with your progress with us. I must admit that I had reservations when you first joined us. To me, you seemed far too introverted. I could picture you working away in a back office, but I doubted your ability to sell the firm when visiting prospective clients. I was wrong. I probably shouldn’t mention this—I don’t want you to get a swelled head or even start thinking of asking for a raise—but several clients you’ve worked for have asked that you continue to do their work. A case in point is that crook whose books you’re working on at the moment. He’s been with us for many years. He’s never happy and every year he demands a new accountant. But he was so pleased with your efforts last year he insisted you do his books this year too. ‘Send that Peter guy back,’ he instructed me. ‘He’s damn quiet, but he doesn’t screw around and stir up trouble.’ So there, you’ve made a friend. He’s a little short in the business ethics department, but he pays us on time, which is more than I can say for some of our clients. So you have my word, there’s a place for you in this firm when you return. Now finish up that set of books on your desk and get the hell out of here. For the next three or four weeks forget all about accounting and go away and enjoy yourself. Go scuba diving, take a cruise, go on safari. Get the picture?”
Too stunned by the turn of events to reply immediately, Peter took a moment to collect his thoughts. Finally, realising he had no alternative, he said, “I guess I can’t argue. Perhaps you’re right. Maybe I do need a break. I’ll finish off the work I’m doing, and then I’ll pack up my tent and steal away for a month. Thank you.”
Peter shook hands with the director and left the office, smiling at Miss Paterson as he walked out into the corridor. For the remainder of the day he organised the files on which he had been working, finally writing a memo to the director bringing him up to date on the various projects that had been his responsibility. Attached to the memo he provided a document index to make things easier for the accountant who would be taking over. Late in the afternoon he returned to Miss Paterson’s domain to hand over his memo for typing. “There’s no need to do this until next week. Before putting it on the director’s desk, perhaps you could sign it on my behalf, as I’ll be away.”
“So he managed to persuade you to take a break. I told him it wouldn’t be easy. I’ll make sure it’s on his desk Monday.”
Peter had almost reached the corridor when she spoke again. “Oh, by the way, Mr. Tomlinson.” He turned around to see Miss Paterson standing behind her desk arranging papers. She didn’t look up as she continued, “The director likes you. Have fun while you’re away, and good luck.”
Late in the afternoon Peter returned to his apartment. Since Ginny’s departure it always seemed so empty—no laughter, no one with whom to discuss the events of the day, the little triumphs, the problems, the people they’d encountered, and occasionally some amusing incident they could laugh at over dinner. Now he had an entire vacant weekend ahead. He didn’t feel like going to the cinema. The bar scene had never interested him. One could hardly stare at the television for two days. He could read, and that was about it. And, horror of horrors, the following weekend would present the same problems, as would the weekend after it, and the one after that . . . Perhaps he should take up skiing again, something he hadn’t done for years. He would need to purchase all the equipment, and the clothes too. Probably, so late in the season, there would be sales, but at best he could look forward to only one more month before the ski condition reports regularly included the phrase ‘good spring skiing’, which could usually be interpreted as lots of slush and bare patches. No, skiing must wait until next winter.
Well, first things first. He mixed a strong gin and tonic and phoned for pizza delivery. A second drink seemed like a good idea, and hardly had he refilled his glass when the buzzer for the outside door sounded to announce the arrival of his dinner. Opening the delivered box on the kitchen table, he noted that out of habit he’d ordered a large pizza just as he always did when Ginny was around. Still, half could go in the fridge and solve the problem of tomorrow’s dinner.
Peter finished the pizza and the gin, and life began to take on a happier face. Ginny had suggested he join her in Paris, a great idea provided he could find work. Were Canadian qualifications recognised in France? What about work permits? Did one need a visa for residence? He could visit her for a month or at least for two weeks, as she wouldn’t be flying to Paris for several more days. What sort of reception would he receive if he appeared on the scene shortly after her arrival? She would be very busy finding a place to live and adapting to a new working environment. Yes, he could see himself heading for Paris, but not in the near future. Ginny didn’t like to be crowded.
So where could he go? Mexico again, the Yucatan—his usual holiday destination? And then a far better idea entered his mind. Perhaps it came from the remarks of the lawyer, James MacIver, who regretted never having left his home town, or maybe he had been influenced by Ginny’s last words urging him to spread his wings. Deep down in his subconscious did he envy his brother’s adventurous attitude to life? He always enjoyed speaking Spanish and talking to the locals in the markets around Cancun and Merida. They came through as more open and friendly than the average Canadian shop assistants. Perhaps the warm climate brought about closer relationships. No, he would not travel to Mexico and laze on the beaches of Cancun. He would follow in his brother’s footsteps. He would visit Colombia.
With the decision made, Peter’s outlook changed. Life took on more meaning. As was his habit when taking on any new project, he began compiling a list of things he had to do. He’d renewed his passport six months previously; no problem there. Did he need a visa? Almost certainly not, as he only anticipated staying for two or three weeks, but he should make sure. It would be both embarrassing and costly to be rejected at the airport check-in counter for lack of the required documentation. What about shots for typhoid and all the other nasty diseases prevalent in tropical countries? For that matter, should he expect a tropical climate? Now that he thought about it, he knew very little about Colombia except that Bogota was the capital and most of the drugs smuggled into North America came from there. He would take American dollars rather than traveller’s cheques; a thousand should be adequate. He could drop into the bank tomorrow after visiting his travel agent. As for clothes, those he took on his annual holiday in Mexico should be appropriate. Tomorrow he’d buy a few paperbacks in case boredom set in, and a guidebook to improve his knowledge of the country. He’d read it on the plane and arrive a little less ignorant. When he finished jotting down reminders on his list, he realised that for the first time since her departure the previous week, he’d gone a whole hour without a thought of Ginny. Yes, the idea of travelling to Colombia made sense.
The next day, Saturday, Peter made a booking with Air Canada to fly out of Ottawa the following Tuesday, first to Toronto, and then via Mexico City to Bogota, where he would arrive late in the afternoon.
It was only after he arrived home with his tickets and the American dollars that it suddenly struck him he had no clear idea what he would do in Colombia during the two to three weeks he planned to stay. Was this to be a holiday, or a quest? Did he intend to take a true vacation and go sightseeing, or was he intent on following in Maurice’s footsteps? The more he thought about the options, the more he determined to visit the town where his brother had spent the last days of his life. Perhaps he could meet and speak with the friends and acquaintances Maurice had known during the brief time he’d lived amongst them. This gave the trip more purpose. It would not be just a holiday or a change of scenery, but a vacation with a goal. What had Maurice been engaged in during the final days of his life? How had he so seriously affected or threatened somebody that they had found sufficient cause to murder him?
On Sunday morning he awoke early and went for a long walk along the Ottawa River, the last time before his approaching adventure to crunch the snow beneath his boots, to breathe the bitingly cold air blowing down from the western Arctic, and to admire a sky as blue and pure as anywhere in the world. In the afternoon he packed a small suitcase with the usual vacation clothes, along with a toilet kit and extra shoes. After a moment’s thought in which he considered the unusual nature of this holiday and that it might lead to unforeseen circumstances, he added an extra change of clothing.
Soon after nine Monday morning Peter phoned the Department of External Affairs and had his call put through to Simone, the girl who had first informed him of his brother’s death. In answer to his questions she advised him that no, she had not yet received a report from the embassy in Bogota, and that yes, when it did arrive she would ensure that he would receive a copy or at least details of the main points.
When Peter mentioned his intention of flying to Colombia the next day, Simone seemed put out. Didn’t he realise the embassy was doing all it could to investigate the matter, and that working through diplomatic channels would prove more fruitful in the long run? She calmed down when Peter explained he merely wanted to visit the town where his brother last lived and to speak to those who had known him during his final days. It was more a pilgrimage than an investigation, he explained. After agreeing somewhat truculently that she couldn’t stop him from going, she asked whether he was aware that her department had recently issued a travel advisory on Colombia warning travellers of the dangers of robbery and kidnapping. When Peter admitted his ignorance of this official warning, she went on to say that while Bogota was reasonably safe and the tourist areas of Cartagena were well policed, travelling in the rural areas was ill-advised. As to whom he should contact regarding his brother’s death, she had consulted and was pleased to suggest the ‘Second Secretary, Development’ at the embassy in Bogota, a Mr. David Chalmers. She commented that he was particularly well-informed on conditions in the countryside and had many contacts. Peter thanked her and agreed to get in touch again when he returned to Canada.
That evening Peter phoned the number in Quebec that Ginny had given him prior to her departure, only to learn she had left for a couple of days with her sister and brother-in-law at their cabin on a lake in order to go ice fishing before spring breakup. Unfortunately, the cabin had no telephone. Unable to speak to her, he wrote a short letter expressing his loneliness and his decision to travel to Colombia. He added that, following her advice, he was spreading his wings, with what consequences only time would tell.
Early Tuesday morning Peter took a taxi to Ottawa’s airport on the first leg of a journey that was certain to take him out of the mundane and familiar world of accounts and balance sheets into a culture of which he knew little, except that it would differ greatly from that of the Ottawa Valley, his home for over ten years.
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After spending nearly two hours browsing in Toronto’s airport bookshops, Peter boarded the Air Canada flight for Mexico City and Bogota clutching his recently purchased copy of the South American Handbook. The hostess directed him to his aisle seat next to an elderly couple occupying the two seats between him and the window. After greeting him with a curt “good morning,” and once the seat belt sign had been turned off, they both pushed their seats back into a reclining position, shut out the light with black velvet goggles, and quickly fell asleep. Fortunately, he had his travel book, for no interesting conversation would break the monotony of this flight.
Peter’s first surprise came on learning that Colombia had a population slightly less than Canada’s crowded into a country almost one-tenth the size, a country originally occupied by Indians—not the Cree, the Sioux, or the Chippewa, but tribes with strange names he had never heard of: the Quimbaya, Chibcha, and Calima, names never mentioned in the Western films of his youth. And instead of exploration and exploitation by the French and English, Colombia fell under the influence of Spain, whose conquistadores searched for souls and gold, not fur. He was also very surprised to read of its long history of fighting for independence beginning in the late eighteenth century. In contrast to the failure of Louis Riel, the Canadian revolutionary, his Colombian counterpart, Simon Bolivar, went from success to success until, in the early 1800s, he proclaimed the Republic of Grand Colombia, which in addition to present day Colombia, included Panama, Venezuela, and Ecuador.
As his plane flew south Peter slept to the drone of the engines, to be awakened from time to time by announcements of meals and duty-free shopping. Between eating and dozing, Peter read of the many battles fought in the creation of modern day Colombia and the civil strife that continued to the present day. His school history classes had never covered the bloody battles between the pro-clerical Conservatives favouring a centralised government, and the anti-clerical Liberals trying to impose a federal government. The history of Colombia sounded more interesting and certainly far more violent than Canada’s. The few killed on both sides during the Riel Rebellion paled before the estimated 300,000 dead of the aptly named violencia that had recently ended. His book touched only on the new warring movements: the guerrilla groups, the Communists, the Maoists, the FARC, the drug cartels, and the death squads. He began to wonder what the hell he was doing travelling to such a dangerous place. Surely he should have researched the subject more thoroughly before committing himself to this adventure. With killing spread over so many generations, there must exist a level of hatred so ingrained as to make even the idea of peace an endangered conception.
Had his brother been aware of what he was getting himself into? He doubted it. Maurice carried with him the naive belief that if only you were sufficiently friendly, understanding, and charitable, then anyone you encountered would automatically reciprocate this civilised approach. Obviously, it hadn’t worked. Someone had been far from loving and understanding. Or had Maurice been in the wrong place at the wrong time, the phrase so frequently used by the police in describing otherwise unexplainable random acts of violence.
For the first time Peter flew into Mexico City. Previously for his annual holiday he had flown directly from Toronto to Cancun or Acapulco. Leaning across his sleeping fellow travellers to glance through the window, Peter saw that the city seemed to go on forever, a vast metropolis only just perceptible through the smoky haze that hung over the area like an opaque filter. So much for the beauty of possibly the largest of the world’s cities.
At last the wheels locked noisily in place, the glide path steepened, and the plane touched down heavily, prompting a weak cheer from returning Mexicans. Before the plane came to a standstill, departing passengers began to struggle along the aisles to crowd at the exit door with their so-called hand luggage: cases only just small enough to have been stuffed on the racks, bulging cardboard boxes tied with string, and the inevitable white plastic bags of scotch, gin, and cigarettes. As soon as there was space, Peter left his seat and stretched his legs. Soon the cleaners arrived to collect discarded newspapers and paperbacks, straightening out the head covers as they moved quickly up and down the aisles. Within an hour the doors closed and the plane was towed from the ramp. After a long, slow journey to the end of the runway and a brief wait, it shook itself as it gained full power, and then rose into the air, taking off for the final leg of its journey.
Only a few passengers had boarded. Clearly, Mexicans preferred to travel north, not south, and Peter found himself the sole possessor of a row of three empty seats. Obtaining a paper-covered pillow and a blanket from a hostess, he lay down and fell soundly asleep, to be roused what seemed only minutes later by the announcement of the need for seat belts to be fastened for the approach and landing at El Dorado Airport, Bogota.
Peter peered through the window hoping to see something of the countryside, but found he was frustrated by the low cloud the plane was entering as it descended to its touchdown. Once out of the airport reception area with his passport stamped, he headed down to the lower level to wait with all the other passengers for his case to arrive on the carousel. It was not his lucky day, he realized, as he watched the same suitcases repeatedly pass in front of him before disappearing as more fortunate passengers claimed them. Peter was almost alone when his bag finally arrived and the carousel jerked to a stop. Walking out into the main reception area, he located the sales office for Avianca, Colombia’s national airline, where he purchased a ticket and made a reservation for the flight to Monteria two days hence. With his travel plans completed he left the airport building, pushed his way through a rabble of taxi touts, and approached what appeared to be a vehicle in reasonable condition, a 1948 Chevrolet. As the driver held open the rear door, he threw in his suitcase and climbed in.
“A donde, señor?”
Peter answered in Spanish. “Where to? I’m looking for a hotel. I’m sure you know lots of hotels.”
“No problem, sir.” And with that the driver pulled out into the stream of taxis and collectivos heading for the centre of town.
“What do you want, a five-star luxury hotel? The Tequendama or the Hilton, perhaps?”
Peter certainly didn’t want to spend the amount of money such opulence would cost. “How about a good three-star hotel somewhere reasonably central?” he replied.
“I know just the place, sir—the Hotel Dann, about half the price of those others. By the way, where did you learn your Spanish? You speak it very well.”
“Very well for a gringo, you mean.”
“No, you don’t make many mistakes. It’s just that you have a strange accent.”
Peter sat back pleased with himself. How well he could communicate with the locals had been a major concern. “I first learned Spanish in school. Then I spent a little time at the language schools in Cuernavaca, not far from Mexico City. Do you think that when I travel to the coast—I leave for Monteria in two days—they’ll be able to understand me?”
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