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Preface
Every country looks to its citizens, hoping those individuals who are motivated to become leaders will act for the good of the people. Yet some countries racked by oppression may come up short on human resources and have to reach out to those countries overflowing with talent.
We adventurous people who are responding to the call and exporting ourselves afar will be following the footsteps of Fulbright scholars, Peace Corps volunteers and crusaders of all time. We will be called upon in today’s free market world to enhance the process of enterprise, but we will do more. To quell the ill winds of The Country’s history and to weave a fabric of mutual respect with dialogue between the generations, we will draw upon The Country’s royal heritage, whether fantasy or reality, and the riches of national gold, whether legend or fact.
───Toledo Squires, rallying his governmental team
at the Sangre de Cristo Ski Lodge high above
Santa Fe, New Mexico, in August, 1991, for their
mission to The Country in Eastern Europe.
Chapter One
Network Television Studio, Los Angeles
“Our program is American Achievers. As my millions of viewers know, we focus on discovering ‘The Gold of Entrepreneurship.’ I’m your hostess, Hortense Alger. My guest this evening is rapidly becoming one of our neoteric folk heroes. He is Toledo Squires, an outstanding archetype of free enterprise in America.”
The camera moved right, zooming in on an athletic-looking man with ruddy complexion seated in a red leather wingback chair. He was likely in his late thirties or, perhaps, camouflaged by trim physical condition, slightly older. He wore a light blue shirt with a silver and turquoise bolo tie, a western jacket and a white Stetson. Obviously not a conformist in dress, he broadcast an appearance of being independent in both thought and motivation. Seeing the camera focus on him, Toledo tipped his hat before removing it, revealing curly brown hair. The set of his jaw made him appear taut as a sprinter at the starting block.
Ms. Alger swiveled the lofty stool on which she had placed herself, looked into the camera and continued with her introduction, “Mr. Squires recently sold his mutual fund analysis business where, with an unrivaled approach and unique software, he and a staff of experts scrutinized investment funds and reported often surprising conclusions to brokerage houses and individual clients. His firm’s buyer was none other than Merrill Lynch itself, who paid ten million dollars and also awarded him a seat on their prestigious board of directors.”
Shifting her gaze from the camera down to her interviewee, she smiled. Quickly she returned her attention to the camera and into the living rooms of America and a few cocktail lounges, as well, commenting, “Not bad for one of our young American entrepreneurs, especially as he started his company only a few years ago in the spare bedroom of his rented California bungalow.”
Her pearl necklace, red fingernails and dark blue silk dress filled everyone’s screen with the colors of a waving American flag. She wore a bejeweled crown upon her head, a patriotic halo of sorts meant to emulate the gift from France in New York harbor, signaling to those who sought financial freedom the idea they, watching her show, were sailing into its lucrative port of entry.
Ms. Alger rounded out her introduction with, “Mr. Squires earned an MBA from the University of Southern California to add to his undergraduate degree in computer science from San Jose State University. After five years in positions of increasing responsibilities at Microsoft, he started his own enterprise. Now, attention girls! Mr. Squires is a bachelor!” She paused for the fact to sink in before resuming. “To begin, Mr. Squires, perhaps you will tell our viewers how you have managed to remain single?”
An out-of-bounds question, Toledo felt; yet confrontation accounted for Ms. Alger’s popularity with her audience. He knew she held a psychology degree and an MBA from an Ivy League school where rumor put her in the same class as the television network president.
Her question made him want to escape from this talk-show studio. What was he doing here anyway? He suspected she would ask him to set forth a one-two-three-step process on making big money for the how-to generation, but he was anxious to be on with his next project. Yet having been billed by Ms. Alger as a role model among entrepreneurs, couldn’t he take advantage of this opportunity of appearing before millions of viewers to announce his impending crusade? Didn’t he really have a seminal message to convey to other business adventurers? Yes, of course he did.
He realized he must first address her question. He smiled at one of the cameras, the one with the red light blinking, looked up at her and laughed nervously. “There are so many attractive women these days—physically and intellectually—as great as the number of mutual funds, and there is so little time to do the necessary research.”
“All work and no play?” Ms. Alger teased. She shifted her inquiry, “Your work has paid off royally, Mr. Squires. You identified a trend that few others recognized at the time—the increasing flow of capital into mutual funds. So you formed a company that took advantage of this imminent boom rising on the horizon of American financial markets.” In a tone of voice pitched to penetrate any person’s façade, Ms. Alger said, “Now tell us, Mr. Squires, how is it you were so sanguine? Who gave you the original hot tip?”
“I suppose how ideas are conceived is a conundrum,” Toledo replied. “Perhaps the concept was triggered by an article I read or a thought that came to me one day while running. Mutual funds were springing up like wild flowers after an April rain. There was a need to separate the professionals from the amateurs among the thousands of investment managers and research analysts who were flocking to set up and direct them. I wanted to know each of their personal backgrounds, their education, their motivations, their prejudices and their biases.”
Ms. Alger interjected, “There are almost five thousand of these mutual funds today, pooling their shareholders’ money and investing in a broad range of stocks and bonds. In all, they control more than two trillion dollars.”
Toledo nodded. “Yes, so I asked myself if there could be sufficient talent on Wall Street to address such diversity at a time when managers are trained to specialize?”
“Were you trying to predict their performances?”
“That was my objective,” Toledo said. “Tabulating the published track records of the funds was relatively easy; it simply required voluminous computer input and output. Our big hurdle was sorting out hidden gems, such as the temperament and motivation of the fund managers.”
“You drew up a long menu for yourself,” Ms. Alger commented. “But how could you possibly analyze each of their manager’s objectives?” She added with disbelief, “By using a New Age crystal? I’ve always thought everyone was motivated to make enough money so they could own an apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan or buy a house in Malibu and drive a flashy sports car.”
Toledo smiled. “Our American system of rewards offers a multitude of prizes, more than just houses and cars. To answer the first part of your question, I can tell you that in addition to our staff reading the Wall Street Journal and other business publications, we keyed in on the names of fund managers, followed published birth announcements, engagements and weddings, real estate transfers, police blotters, courthouse recordings, social and gossip columnists and obituaries.”
“Very interesting. You mean each of these events may affect a person’s performance?”
“Yes. For example, if a fund manager is going to have a baby, he or she becomes very concerned about job security.”
Ms. Alger said, “I know the feeling. So you mean, he won’t take risks?”
“It’s a judgment call. If we read that a parent has died, we anticipate a period of mourning, which we find translates to inactivity.”
“Missed opportunities?”
“Exactly.”
“Really sounds like a lot of work.”
Toledo shrugged. “Not so much with computers.”
“Is there no privacy any more?”
“Privacy went out with the advent of PC networks, electronic bulletin boards and e-mail. We plugged into as much of this data as we could ferret out. I believed, and I guess I was right, these so-called off-balance-sheet items determine the performance of people and therefore the performance of the funds they manage.”
“Ten million dollars right, I would say. You were offering a service no one else had available.”
Toledo thought now he could talk about his next undertaking, and he leaned forward in his chair, ready to begin.
Instead Ms. Alger said, “So, what does your success mean for individual investors, our television viewers? The purpose of our talk show, you know, is to provide practical knowledge.” Her gaze moved from Toledo to engage her viewers as she added, “Let me remind everyone we will be opening our telephone lines in a few moments. We’re flashing the numbers on your screen now. One for Southern California and one for the rest of the country. Overseas callers use the third number.”
Behind Toledo and Ms. Alger the stage set displayed a replica of a bank vault, its thick circular door ajar, allowing viewers to see stacks of glittering gold bullion stowed inside.
Ms. Alger’s voice rose as, continuing to look into the camera, she said, “We’ll be right back after this commercial break.”
The red light on the camera went out. Promptly a young woman rushed onto the set carrying what appeared to be a bundle wrapped in a blanket. With surprise, Toledo watched Ms. Alger unbutton the top two buttons of her dress and snuggle the bundle up to her breast. She began right before his eyes to work her left nipple into the grasp of a pair of tiny, eager lips.
“Thank God for commercials,” she said, adding, “would you like something to drink, too? Coffee? Water?”
“Pouilly-Fuissé?”
“Really! I do believe you’re nervous.”
“A bit. Natural, I suppose.”
“After your success, I should think nothing would fluster you.”
“You mean money is the answer to everything?” Toledo replied.
Ms. Alger adjusted her baby’s position ever so slightly, ever so tenderly. “I used to think so, but then I had him.” She looked down at the baby face and its engaged lips. “The experience was exhilarating. Immediately afterward, literally for days, I saw everything around me in a revitalized perspective—society, people—and I suddenly knew how television worked, saw the electrons zipping along. I saw the stars above and the people on them.”
Toledo smiled.
Adeptly Ms. Alger switched nipples and asked, “Ever see how vivid the New England fall colors are on a bright sunny day?”
“We don’t have the season changes in Southern California like back East.”
“Then you don’t understand my experience?”
Toledo said, “Oh, but I think I do—the sudden enlightenment of being in touch with the whole world. When I conceived the idea for my business and received my grandmother’s loan, I knew my venture would come alive. I felt the same elevated sensations when I sold my company to Merrill Lynch.”
“And made all that money,” she said in a statement, not a question. “But you didn’t advance beyond money. You see, I did. You rich people look at things through currency-colored glasses, unlike the rest of us, don’t you?”
A fragrance of resentment seemed to join the aroma of her sweet perfume. Too sweet, he thought. He would have preferred a less saccharine measurement to life.
“Just asking,” she said, “so don’t take offense. All part of the show.”
“Show business?”
“Business is business, show or tell, Mr. Squires. But before we resume I must ask you...I want to set up an investment program for Joshua here. I’m not raising him simply to receive recognition and God’s love. I want the little guy to grow up rich like you. I brought him into this world, so I owe him that much.”
“Yes, I know the feeling of responsibility. I was committed to my business and, now, I am dedicated to my next idea. Ideas are the same as babies. Once you have them, the duty to them is just beginning.”
“That’s why I’m putting aside money each month from my paycheck. So will you recommend a mutual fund for him?”
“Does he like stocks or bonds?” Toledo asked, watching the child’s lips suckle.
“He likes a college education eighteen or so years from now and a car and loud stereo to study by.”
“Fifteen seconds, Ms. Alger,” came the producer’s voice.
The young woman promptly returned and gently retrieved Joshua-en-blanket.
Ms. Alger covered herself. A second before the red light on the camera flashed, she fixed a smile. On cue, she said, “We’re back with Toledo Squires and his personal success story on how to win a quick windfall by playing the American game of free enterprise.”
Toledo thought now he would have a chance to unfurl the blueprint for his next endeavor.
But turning to him, Ms. Alger said, “Tell our viewers, what was your game plan?”
Toledo fidgeted, but resigned himself to carrying out her how-to assignment. “Let me begin by suggesting there are two types of free enterprise.”
Ms. Alger looked doubtful. “Sounds pretty academic.”
Toledo smiled.
“What are these two types?”
“Well, in the first type of enterprise, you work hard according to your business plan which, like college, has a defined period of time. The freshman start-up is pretty mechanical. In the sophomore year you’re building the team and as a junior you’re expanding your markets. As a senior you receive your rewards, as I did when I sold the company. You have a sense of tremendous accomplishment.”
“In the second type?” Ms. Alger asked.
“It’s a lifelong commitment to a single company. With your saved-up or borrowed capital, you work at building up a business that you hope will grow into a blue-chip company. The first approach has a completion date, and the other garners its reward in the process. I intend to follow the first approach in my next enterprise.”
“Small business is what made America great. Now that you’ve made your million...or millions, I should say...tell us about what you are going to do next.”
Toledo began without hesitation, “It’s payback time, and I—”
“—Funds you borrowed initially to get your company going?” Ms. Alger interrupted.
“More than that,” he explained, “because early on I repaid my maternal grandmother the five thousand dollars she loaned me to start the business. Of course, I’ll always be indebted to her for her moral support.”
Not everyone has a rich grandmother.”
“She’s not rich. The money she loaned me was her proceeds from my grandfather’s life insurance policy. I’ll never forget the day. It was our birthdays. She and I share the same day and the same hour...as a matter of fact it’s tomorrow. She told me to think of the money not as a loan, but rather as a royal grant.”
“Why royal?”
Toledo smiled a little. “She believes her Southern lineage can be traced back to what she refers to as American aristocracy—James Oglethorpe.”
“You act as if you don’t buy her belief.”
“Well, we should each be allowed the freedom of our own imaginations,” Toledo replied. Nervous, he felt he should explain further. “Oglethorpe was the Englishman who founded Savannah, carved its unique street pattern out of the virgin Georgia forests back in 1733.”
“I’d forgotten.”
Worrying some might think he was demeaning his grandmother, Toledo quickly added, “She believed in me, much the same way Queen Isabella trusted her financial explorer. I’ve always loved playing these roles with her.”
“We have our first caller,” Ms. Alger announced. “Go ahead St. Thomas, Virgin Islands.”
“Yes, thank you,” a male voice said. “I enjoy your program, Hortense.”
Ms. Alger smiled. “Thank you. Your question please.”
“Mr. Squires, you mentioned trying to determine the motivation of investment managers. Is there a difference between how men and women approach their tasks?”
“Well, I’ve always thought most men want to direct others,” Toledo said.
“And women?” Ms. Alger asked.
“To me, women seek to influence life around them, whether it’s a spouse, an employer, a child or a market place.”
“Next caller,” Ms. Alger said, letting his observations alone. “Kokomo, Indiana, go ahead.”
Another man’s voice boomed, “I’m a banker here, and I’d like to know how you financed your business—after the initial loan from your grandmother was exhausted.”
“Did you sell stock to the public?” Ms. Alger asked.
“Good question,” Toledo said. “No, I had backing from the Bank of America. An interested loan officer supported my company right from the beginning, and he stands ready to back my new—”
“—A caller from Spokane,” Ms. Alger interrupted.
A man’s voice said, “I’m a stockbroker here, one of your subscribers. My clients and I want to thank you for your excellent analysis of mutual funds. You’ve certainly made the right calls. We’ve made a lot of money and been saved from making the wrong investments, too. Quite uncanny how you could pick the winners, really.”
“Glad for your success,” Toledo said.
The caller added, “I hope your investment advice is not going to be replaced by the Merrill Lynch bull.”
“Do you have a question for Mr. Squires?” Ms. Alger wanted to know, her voice sharp.
“Yes. Mr. Squires, is it luck or do you have a secret formula for attaining your business goals?”
Toledo smiled. “There’s no secret. Success is an individual accomplishment and can’t be tied to luck, any more than failure can be blamed on another person. My philosophy is we each make our own wake as we sail through life’s waters.”
“Easy for a man to say,” Ms. Alger said. “You men can chart your own courses.”
Toledo held up an index finger. “Women have maps these days, too.”
“Our next caller is from Sacramento,” Ms. Alger announced. “You’re on the air.”
A young woman’s voice, skeptical but curious, asked, “Tell me, Mr. Squires, is ten million dollars enough money for you? For your lifetime, I mean? Or do you hope to accumulate more wealth?”
Ms. Alger looked questioningly at Toledo. “Aren’t you going to retire, live the life of luxury, buy a flashy sports car, build a big house and cruise in your sixty-foot yacht? That’s what most of us would do once we hit our jackpot.”
“No, as I’ve been trying to tell you,” Toledo quickly replied, “I’m not ready to retire. I have another mission to undertake. This next endeavor requires tens of millions of dollars, and I’m prepared to invest my current winnings as seed money toward realizing it.”
“That remark should trigger another question,” Ms. Alger said. “Next caller. Fort Worth, Texas, you’re on.”
“Thank you, Hortense. Mr. Squires, do you personally hope to influence the policies of a company as big as Merrill Lynch?”
“Yes, I do. Actually my next undertaking dovetails with what I want Merrill Lynch to do. I want them to promote free enterprise in new market economies and, in the process, generate business for themselves in Eastern Europe, in each of those former Communist countries. Getting back to my own plan, I’m putting together a team of very qualified individuals who are dedicated to spreading our Yankee know-how to one particular country. You know, we lived with this pervasive Cold War thing...for how many years?”
“Some say fifty,” Ms. Alger suggested, cringing at the thought of all those years having passed by.
“And now we’ve won,” Toledo said, looking intently into the camera. “So what are we going to do about it?”
“What do you mean?” Ms. Alger asked.
“Well, for example, we must inspire people in the Eastern bloc to own and run their own businesses, as well as invest in businesses of other entrepreneurs by buying the stocks and bonds of their companies. That’s what I mean.”
“Do you expect Merrill Lynch will join with you in your outreach?” Ms. Alger asked.
“I’m hoping they will and, at our forthcoming board meeting, I’ll be urging them to set up branches there. Look at the potential. All those people are yearning for consumer goods. Consider the sheer size of those markets. The opportunities awaiting us in Eastern Europe are greater than opening the American West a century and a half ago. Besides, we’ve made promises.”
“Promises?”
“Yes, we, our government, the West, propagandized them and promised them a better life. We told them to throw off the Communist yoke. They did, and so far we’ve wasted a lot of time jawboning aid programs.”
“Another call,” Ms. Alger said. “San Francisco, you’re on the air.”
A woman’s voice came through his earpiece. “Mr. Squires, why is it you are permitted to make so much money on one transaction while the rest of us struggle to pay the rent and feed our children? Don’t you think it’s unjust for one man to come away from a day’s work with so much money?”
How do you answer her, Mr. Squires?” Ms. Alger asked.
For a moment, Toledo wished he could defer the tough question to one of his business school professors for an academic reply. He was suddenly conscious of the camera staring at him. The camera represented millions of eyes across America and around the world. He must not be flippant or in any way demeaning in his reply. He sensed the entire capitalistic system was on trial, and he was suddenly being shoved in front of the jury and told to speak as its defender.
“Money is not an end. It is really a means to achieve goals. If you are at this time in a survival mode, as are many of the former Communist countries of Eastern Europe, I suggest you ask other people for assistance.”
Ms. Alger helped out with, “Social programs, classes at your local community college, for example.”
“Exactly,” Toledo said. “Keeping in mind your actions should be goal-oriented so that when you advance yourself past the survival stage, you, too, can assist those others who have been less fortunate.”
“You’re saying money should be regarded as a tool and not just an end-all?” Ms. Alger asked.
Toledo smiled, releasing the last of his nervousness. He was beginning to enjoy this talk show, and he wondered who was watching. Surely his dear grandmother in her home in Savannah would be glued to her television set and, maybe, even her fellow Georgian, former President Jimmy Carter, whom he knew through their joint efforts for the non-profit Habitat for Humanity. Possibly the head of his business school, his former professors, perhaps the chairman of the board at Merrill Lynch and even the top people at Microsoft might be tuned in—people who could join his new team. Hopefully, the attractive investment analyst who had been on the speakers’ panel with him at the recent private Merrill Lynch seminar would be watching, too.
His thoughts were abruptly interrupted. A woman caller with a sensual voice said she was from Santa Fe. Katherine Mondragon’s voice?
“My first question is in reference to a recent seminar I attended. I’d like to ask Mr. Squires if he agrees with the premise stated there that it’s virtually impossible to examine the facts about companies apart from the spin put on them by their image builders. I mean, are you able to separate reality from fantasy?”
Katherine’s lilting feminine laugh tantalized Toledo, for now he was certain of her identity. “It’s easy,” he said. “Look at it this way—I’m sure you don’t have any problem separating love from lust.”
There was a pause before she asked, “And second, do you have in mind any particular Eastern European country where you plan to launch your program of exporting Anglo know-how?”
The voice was definitely Katherine’s, the tall Hispanic woman he’d met at the seminar. She had asked him a lot of questions about Microsoft and other software companies, both large and emerging smaller ones. Good questions, too. She’d said she was with the State of New Mexico and managed their investment portfolio.
Toledo turned to face the camera as he tried to formulate his answer. He asked himself if he should reveal specifics of his plan. Wasn’t that where politicians always lost—getting into the precise patterns of the flag they were ready to run up the pole? If he named the country, he ran the risk people might laugh. He could lose credibility. He visualized people snickering at him, shaking their heads in disbelief and switching off their television sets. He imagined bartenders using their remote-control devices to switch to ESPN and bring up some basketball game on the screen. Or was it football season? They interlaced so much these days.
Yet he reminded himself there might be others who, hearing and seeing him on television, would come forth to help in his plan. Mentioning the specific country would introduce them to real people needing assistance.
So Toledo looked into the camera and imagined he was addressing each viewer as they sat with him around a kitchen table. He forgot about his signal having to travel the miles linking the Los Angeles studio to the satellite orbiting the Earth and zipping back down to receiving dishes, there to fan out along a nexus of cables, or in some places delicate strands of fiber optics, leading through towns and across the vast American countryside to a receiving television set.
His imagination carried him to yet a further point where he fancied himself looking into the dark brown eyes of Katherine Mondragon as he replied to the second part of her question. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do have a specific country in mind.”
“Well?” Ms. Alger pressed, leaning toward him.
Into the camera, he said simply and intimately, “It’s a little country—a kingdom by the sea—and in the very near future I’d like to personally share with you my vision of what I hope we can accomplish there.”
Chapter Two
Athens, Georgia, 1933
“We have a young visitor coming all the way from Hungary, Grace Dear, and you are to be her official guide for the day,” the headmistress announced to the young woman attired in the finishing-school uniform of pleated gray skirt and starched white blouse with black ribbon tie.
Sitting at her desk, her books neatly stacked according to size, Grace promptly stood up and replied with respect, “Yes, Miss Crawford.”
“She is a member of European royalty, so here’s your chance to demonstrate the social graces in which you have been instructed.”
“She’s really royalty?”
“Yes, and I understand she speaks several languages, so you will have an opportunity to test your French.”
Grace toyed with a lock of her hair. “And my history of Europe, as well?”
“If you like, but don’t go off on one of your tangents of imagination with her. You must pay attention to your assignment. Her mother is visiting relatives in North Carolina and has dispatched her daughter down here on the ten-forty train from Raleigh. She has only a few hours to spend with us. Jefferson will drive you to the station, and I want you to be kind to him, especially in front of our guest. None of your teasing.”
“But Miss Crawford, we girls really do like him.”
“Then treat him fairly. He’s like family. He’s our Negro.”
“Yes, Miss Crawford.”
As the strict disciplinarian continued to deliver the details of the day’s instructions, Grace tried to concentrate, for she knew if she didn’t remember the schedule exactly, Miss Crawford would be visibly displeased, and a reprimand would surely follow. She hated being reproached by anyone. She couldn’t understand why having imagination was deemed a fault. What was so wrong with her mind wandering, taking her on exploratory flights of fancy? Why must life be so mechanical, so precise, so exact? Why must behavior be either right or wrong? Why was she obliged to pay attention to everyone else when the only times people paid attention to her was when she didn’t follow their instructions and remember their rules? With her father, she was given no opportunity to ask questions. He would take on that horrible countenance, his rage surging up before he struck her with the back of his hand or his black belt, which he could somehow whip from his trousers in one swift motion.
Miss Crawford’s voice grew louder, startling Grace. She heard the prim headmistress say, “Walk her through the campus of the big university, point out to her the details of its ante-bellum architecture. Remember to show her the splendid white columns and large Doric capitals of the Greek Revival chapel.”
Grace wished for just once Miss Crawford would ignore the heritage of the town’s old buildings. But in her mission of enhancing their education, she made certain her students were conversant with Southern architecture, in addition, of course, to demeanor, etiquette, the French language and sufficient history to be able to carry on an intelligent conversation with any Virginia-educated man they might meet during a social function or at a church conference. In stressing why a proper and supportive Southern wife must be knowledgeable about matters in addition to gardening and the social graces, Miss Crawford would gesture vigorously at her calendar and remind everyone these were modern times—the 1930s. The world, she would say, was shrinking, and the need for knowledge, even among wives, was expanding.
“Take her on a tour through the magnificent library,” Ms. Crawford went on. “Today’s the one day of the year the original of the Constitution of the Confederacy is on public display, so remember to draw her attention to it. Afterward, you and Jefferson will bring her back up here.”
Imagining the figure of a young girl with a crown in her hair and a fine white organdie dress, Grace was eager to meet the royal visitor and said enthusiastically, “Yes, Miss Crawford.”
Grace noticed how the headmistress’ black hair was drawn so tautly into a bun that the skin around her temples was pulled back, narrowing her eyes into focusing slits.
“Introduce her to your sister students,” Miss Crawford continued. “Have her accompany you to your afternoon class devoted to the Nature and Use of Textiles. Afterward, escort her to my office. In private and before you and Jefferson drive her back to the railroad station, I shall discuss her possible enrollment with us.” Looking sternly, Miss Crawford demanded to know, “Are you listening to me, Grace Dear?”
Grace nodded and stumbled out with, “Yes, Ma’am, I sure am.” With more enthusiasm she asked, “What is the princess’ name?”
“Geraldine. She is younger than you, so don’t forget you are responsible for her while she is with us here in Athens. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Miss Crawford.”
“Good, now repeat my instructions back to me.”
***
Jefferson drove the black Ford right up to the trackside and opened the rear door for Grace. Stepping from the car, she looked him over from head to toe and saw his chauffeur’s cap askew—her chance to taunt him. She pointed and said, “Straighten your cap, Jefferson, we are meeting a member of European royalty. Button your coat, too,” she added. “We don’t want Princess Geraldine to think you’re a field hand.”
“Yes, Miss Grace.”
In the valley around her she saw the dogwood trees in bloom. Thousands of white four-petal clusters surrounded her with visual luck—a country’s hope for its new president. A new hope for herself, Grace thought, with the prospect that one day marriage might save her from her father’s punishment. Yes, new hope all around amidst the black clouds of the Depression that were proving as pervasive as the gray steam of the train now filling the air of the little canyon, the hollow where, for some reason, the railroad had built its depot. This soot-covered brick station was hardly a fitting place in which to welcome royalty. She should have snipped a branch of dogwood blossoms to present to Geraldine.
Grace watched the detraining businessmen in their seersucker suits and flat straw hats. She wanted to reach up and snatch one of the hats, fling it into the air like a little airplane and watch it sail through the dark steam still belching from the engine’s smokestack and see it come out the other side, its light color now blackened to the shade of Jefferson’s skin.
Adjusting his cap, Jefferson said, “Maybe she missed da train.”
“Don’t be a silly goose, Jefferson!” Grace looked along the platform and exclaimed, “There she is.” To Grace, her charge was a beautiful young princess who exhibited a munificent manner as she waited, ready and willing to grant an audience to whomever of her subjects might formally approach.
Walking up to her, Grace said without doubt, without hesitation, “Welcome to Athens, Georgia.”
The younger girl nodded and smiled. “You must be Grace, my official guide for this bright day.” She gestured at Jefferson and said, “And you must be Grace’s African slave.”
Grace’s jaw dropped.
Jefferson said, “Ah, no, Miss Princess, ah’s free now.”
From Geraldine’s lilting laugh, Grace recognized her guest’s tease, and she instantly warmed to her. “I asked Jefferson to cut down a dogwood tree with all its blossoms to present to you as our welcoming gift, but he wouldn’t do it.” Grace turned to him. “Would you, Jefferson?”
“I’m disappointed, Jefferson,” Geraldine said. She laughed again, a laugh not constrained by rules, free as the Georgia whippoorwills. “I would have pressed the blossoms into one of my books and taken them back to Budapest.”
“Off with his head,” Grace proclaimed.
Jefferson rubbed his neck as he opened the Ford’s rear door and the two laughing girls clambered into the back seat.
“Are you actually a member of royalty?” Grace asked as Jefferson drove up the hill into town.
Geraldine grew serious. “Yes, my father, rest his soul, was an Hungarian count.”
“But your mother is not Hungarian?” Grace asked.
“No, she’s from North Carolina, and she’s about to remarry—a French army officer, very handsome, too.”
“What happened to your father?”
“He died. Actually killed in the Budapest food riots after the Great War—some say by the Communists. But I have a friend who is a Bolshevik, and he’s not someone who would kill a member of royalty.”
“So you retain your father’s titles?”
Geraldine nodded. “Yes, my mother and I, and my sister, too, but my father lost our money in the war. He bought Austro-Hungarian government bonds, trying to be patriotic and support the war effort. Of course, Austria-Hungary lost, the country was split and shrunk, and the bonds became worthless.”
“We’ve read in our history books about the Great War—started in Sarajevo with the assassination of your Archduke—but you know, I’ve never related wartime to actual people until now.”
“Oh, let’s not talk about war, Grace, let’s get to know each other better.”
“Yes,” Grace replied at once. “We’ll do something fun to remember this day.” Veering from her assignment, she said, “Jefferson, drive us out along the Oconee River to the Old Mill. The caretaker there will fix us a tall glass of ice tea.”
“But Miss Grace, Miss Crawford’s instructions were to carry y’all to the university campus and then back to your school.”
“Never you mind, it’s only a short detour,” Grace said and giggled. “If Miss Crawford doesn’t know, she’ll take no reprisals.” She turned to Geraldine. “Besides, I’m supposed to show you the high spots of Athens.”
“Well, all right, Miss Grace, but it be your idea, not mine, if Miss Crawford do find out,” Jefferson said, shaking his head.
Grace smiled at Geraldine. “We’ll talk by the rapids while we tingle our toes in the water. What fun to get away from school for a bit. The spring wildflowers are coming out, and the cool air is stimulating during these weeks before the weather turns so summery hot and humid. I want to show you our famous covered bridge.”
Geraldine squealed with delight as the car entered the cavernous interior of the wooden bridge with its hand-hewn timbers. “We’re wrapped up in a present,” she exclaimed and laughed that contagious laugh again. “Do not open until Christmas.”
At the Old Mill, as Jefferson left for their ice tea, the two girls walked down to the water’s edge. Removing their shoes and hosiery, they pulled up their skirts and waded into the rapids, the rushing water bathing their legs. “Ooh, the water’s cold,” Geraldine squealed, “but refreshing after my long train ride.”
“Let’s sit a while,” Grace suggested.
They sat together on Grace’s favorite boulder. She watched the sun glinting the water cascading around them. She thought if she were to toss in the air the contents of the pouches of all the diamond cutters in the city of Amsterdam, the brilliance of the display couldn’t match her Oconee here at this special spot in the midday sun. Those times she sat here before, Grace envisioned jewels shining in a crown upon her head and imagined a king sitting beside her in his robes, tall, dark and handsome.
Now, she observed the younger girl beside her. The sunlight defined the silhouette of Geraldine’s royal posture. In the freshness of the Georgia spring, this majestic creature’s beautiful white dress seemed whiter than snow, whiter even than the dogwood blossoms, whiter, Grace thought, than feminine purity personified.
Jefferson arrived with two tall glasses of tea, a wedge of lemon perching on the rim of each.
“Sweetened,” Geraldine said, surprised.
“Could you serve ice tea otherwise?” Grace asked.
“Well, yes, usually without sugar, and then if you want to add it, you do so yourself.”
“Not here in the South,” Grace replied, thinking the Southern way was the only way.
A spring breeze blew, ruffling their hair and billowing their skirts. Grace gestured down at the water racing past their rock. “I wish my life had a purpose as serious as this river. The Oconee has a destination, knows where it is going and moves steadily toward its ocean.”
“I know where I am headed,” Geraldine said.
“You do?” Grace asked with surprise.
“Yes, I know someday I shall become a real queen.”
Grace hesitated only momentarily before blurting, “Me, too. I often daydream about it, especially when I read books by Mrs. L. T. Meade. I’m reading her latest, The Queen of Joy.”
“I know her books, but they’re fantasies, and I plan to accomplish the real thing.” Geraldine went on, “Someday I’ll marry a handsome king who rules one of our little kingdoms somewhere in Europe, and I will be his queen.”
“I know a lot about Europe,” Grace said. “Miss Crawford has us study 19th-century Pinkerton’s Travel Guides to countries around the world. She is constantly reminding us, ‘These works make it possible for students to be at home in all lands and all ages’.”
Geraldine giggled. “Those guides are a little out of date.”
“Until I met you, they were all I had to tell me about Europe.”
“I’ll tell you about my Europe,” Geraldine offered. “It’s full of castles, handsome kings and beautiful queens, romance, parties and music, music, music...”
Grace sighed. “Oh, I wish I could be you. All my life I’ve dreamed of being royal. But in America all we have to look up to are our ancestors. I’ve imagined them to be royal.”
“Who are they?”
“Well, my granddaddy Thatcher—he was a Civil War general, you know—said our family actually goes back to the aristocracy of James Oglethorpe.”
“That’s wonderful,” Geraldine said. “Why doesn’t your father make a royal match for you with an English duke?”
“Because my father hates me.”
“That’s terrible.”
“He calls me Grace Dear, and then he beats me—tells me it’s for my own good, that it’s going to hurt him more than me. Why can’t he love me?” she fretted.
“Do you have a beau?” Geraldine asked.
“Yes, I do—Elmer Templeton, he’s a banker in Savannah. Actually, he’s just getting started with a bank that was able to reopen after President Roosevelt’s Bank Holiday.”
“Has he proposed to you yet?”
“Maybe he will after I graduate this spring,” Grace answered.
“Do you want him to?”
“I guess so.”
“Cigarette?” Geraldine asked, pulling a silver case from her little purse.
“You smoke?” Grace replied, drawing back. “You’re only how old? Sixteen?”
“Actually fifteen.”
“You look eighteen,” Grace said in admiration.
Geraldine smiled. “My mother doesn’t know about my smoking yet. All the women in Europe do it now. It’s quite the fashion. Very sophisticated, too. Here, have one.”
“But I’ve never...my father and Miss Crawford won’t allow...”
“Come on, you’re older than I. You should be up to date. Smoking one cigarette won’t kill you. These are Turkish, not the bland American kind.”
“How do you do it?”
Geraldine lit her own and demonstrated the technique. She handed the cigarette to Grace. “Here, take a puff.”
Grace did and began to cough uncontrollably.
Geraldine laughed.
Watching from a shady rock at a respectable distance, Jefferson shook his head.
Recovering, Grace blurted, “If my father saw me smoking a cigarette, he would lash me with his belt.”
Geraldine looked at the older girl in alarm. “You don’t mean it?”
“Yes, but I’ll tell you a secret. I turn to one of the books written by Mrs. Meade and escape into a world of joy. Reading her books gives me strength and, some day, you mark my words, I’ll be a real queen and no one’ll dare beat me. My king will see to that.”
“My mother says we girls are responsible for our own lives, and we can’t rely on others to shape them or make things happen.”
“I’ve always been told my life was predetermined in heaven,” Grace said. “Miss Crawford says God has a plan for each of us. My father says that, too. He beats me when I deviate from his plan—get off course, as he calls it. Trouble is, I’m never quite sure where the course is supposed to lead.”
Geraldine finished her cigarette, flipping it into the rapids. She swung her legs back and forth, splashing water on Grace and herself. She laughed at the fun. “Yes, my king will be my companion in life,” she said. “He’ll be taller than me, but I’ll choose him. I’ll make our romance happen, and he’ll love me.” She laughed again as she stood up.
At this very moment, Grace vowed she, too, would someday match the royal stature of this beautiful young Hungarian-American girl who now towered above her on the bank of the Oconee River in rural Georgia.
Chapter Three
Los Angeles, 1991
Given the three-hour time difference between California and Georgia, Toledo didn’t call his grandmother until the morning after the talk show. Disguising his voice, he said, “Western Union with a singing telegram for your birthday...but we weren’t told how many candles to fire up…”
Her laugh danced across the continent, and she exclaimed, “How wonderful to hear from you! Happy Birthday, yourself, my favorite knight. Toledo, you tell Western Union to stop at seven, one for each of my decades, and we won’t worry about the sum of all the years.”
“Bambi Deer,” he began, loving to address her by the nickname he had made up when he was a little boy. The rest of the family called her Mother Dear, but since he thought of her as a free-spirited creature, he had christened her Bambi Deer Bounding Through The Forest, or Bambi Deer for short. “It was after midnight your time when I left the Hollywood studio, so I waited until now to call.”
“That’s all right, Toledo, you may call me anytime, day or night. How wonderful to see you on television!” She added, “My stars, all those callers and that woman emcee, why, today’s young women ask the most embarrassing sorts of questions. I can understand her inquiring about your business, but I think she stepped over the line with those personal questions about family.”
“You should host a talk show, Bambi Deer. Invite all the seniors to call in. Be with the times. Think of the many older people who love to watch television today.”
“No, it would never work. Most people my age are too reticent to call long distance. I would simply sit there talking to myself,” she said with a quiet laugh. “Even if I had a guest, I could never delve into such private matters. In my day, hostesses were gracious, polite, intelligent and perceptive, but not so direct with their questions. Miss Crawford made certain her students were versed in the social graces.”
“Being on the show gave me a chance to lobby my idea of expanding Yankee know-how into Eastern Europe.”
“Toledo, I have always advised you not to use ‘Yankee’ when you really mean ‘American.’ And what was it you said to all those listeners about my royal lineage? I believe you referred to it as ‘my little fantasy’.”
“Give me a break, Bambi Deer. You’re not really royalty. You simply enjoy the idea of it.”
“Some day I will be,” she answered indignantly. “You just wait and see. My friend, Geraldine,” she went on, “became a queen, you know.”
“Did you like your grandson’s appearance on the talk show?” Toledo asked.
“You don’t want to hear about my royal friend?” The disappointment in her voice was obvious. “We met years ago at Miss Crawford’s...”
“I really have to go,” Toledo said impatiently. “Another call to make.”
“Toledo,” she choked.
“What is it, Bambi Deer?” he asked, concern in his voice.
“They are making me move.”
“We talked about your moving at our family meeting in Georgia. All of us sat down and discussed the reasons. You agreed with Lorraine and Horatio and me. You said you were willing. You even quoted this royal friend of yours—words of wisdom she passed along to you sixty years ago about not being afraid to venture forth. You do remember?”
“Nothing wrong with my memory. Why, I can even recollect your great-great grandfather and the story he told me about the Confederate gold. But his secret was meant for my ears only.”
“Infamous Granddaddy Thatcher! I would love for you to tell me some of his stories when I visit you in your new home next week. Together we’ll tour the Glorieta Battlefield site outside Santa Fe.”
“The Gettysburg of the West,” she said. “Yes, Granddaddy told me about the clever Union officer who really won that battle.”
“By destroying the Confederate supply train. Your granddaddy told you a lot about the Civil War, didn’t he?”
“The War Between the States, you mean. He told me about the Confederate generals and declarations of theirs never put into print.” Her voice dropped so low Toledo could barely hear her words. “I’m having second thoughts about leaving my native Georgia.”
“Now, Bambi Deer, you have decided. The Southwest is to be your new realm. Look at it this way, dear heart, coming to Santa Fe is your next conquest. During this semester of your life you need family nearby. Lorraine and Horatio are right there in Santa Fe, and I’m much closer, too.”
“But there will be strange people.”
“The other residents of the retirement home are very friendly, and Lorraine assures me the staff is quite capable of meeting your every need.”
She was unconvinced. “In case I get lost trying to find my way back to my apartment...”
“You won’t get lost.”
“Can you imagine living in an apartment? Proper families live in houses. Apartments are for military and transients, people without roots.”
“Nonsense, you’re fifty years out of date on that one.”
“But what about my house here in Savannah?”
“You signed the papers, Bambi Deer. It’s been sold. The house is far too big for you to keep up on your own. You wouldn’t want the home place to fall down around you, now would you? That’s no way to care for an old friend. From here on, gracious loving people will take care of it for you.”
“But the buyers are Japanese and they will be at a real disadvantage.”
“How’s that?”
“They won’t be able to talk to my house.”
Toledo laughed. “What do you mean?”
“My house does not speak Japanese. It has to be spoken to from time to time, or else it gets very upset.”
Toledo thought for a moment. “Well, I’m certain they speak English, too.”
“Yes, but with a foreign accent, not true Southern. I have tried to converse with them. I had trouble, so I am afraid my house will not understand them either.”
“Your house will learn to speak Japanese, a rewarding accomplishment,” Toledo tried.
“Well, maybe so,” she said, sounding only partially reconciled to the idea.
“You are moving to New Mexico, and you’re a-twitter about it. I know you too well. Lorraine and Horatio will meet you at the Albuquerque airport and introduce you to Santa Fe.”
“When will I see you?”
“In a week or so. I’ll come and visit you. We’ll speak of good fortunes, yours and mine.”
Chapter Four
Toledo immediately placed another call. With the anticipation of unveiling a magnificent statue, his voice proclaimed, “Katherine Mondragon.” A pause ensued. He waited. When she came on the phone, he announced, “I’m returning your call from last night.”
“You didn’t answer my question as to which country.”
“I thought I’d reply in person.”
“Are you in Santa Fe?”
“Not yet. First, I must make a presentation before the Merrill Lynch Board of Directors meeting here in LA.”
“They will know the name of the country before I do?” Her voice was lilting, its rich feminine sound arousing. “Don’t you want to rehearse your presentation before a good critic?”
“I want to be spontaneous with all my experiences.”
“You’re planning an experience in Santa Fe?”
“If I have an invitation.”
“You have. Do you want to know my schedule?”
“Yes.”
“The La Fonda Hotel. Friday evening.”
“I’ll call you from my plane on the way into town.”
Chapter Five
Los Angeles
Once each year the board of directors of Merrill Lynch, the world’s largest stockbrokerage and investment banking house, fled the familiar flumes of Wall Street and convened somewhere out there in the hinterland, north of the borough of the Bronx or west of the Hudson River. At these meetings long-term policies were avidly discussed, voted upon and set. Fresh surroundings allowed the board members an opportunity to view how other people elsewhere lived—that is, those in America who had been assigned to a location of lesser significance. New York, there was no doubt in the minds of many, was the charismatic center of the world, financially, culturally, medically, educationally, legally, ethnically, gastronomically and about any other way one sliced the fruit of life—the reason Manhattan was known to those who yearned for the ultimate living experience as the Big Apple.
This year’s site was in downtown Los Angeles at the Bonaventure Hotel, high atop, in fact. There, in a large conference room adorned with a vertical rock fountain wall, these wise men of American business gathered, hoping to enjoy views of the Pasadena Rose Bowl, Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, the Bel Air golf course, Santa Monica and the yachts at Marina del Rey. Except this day the smog was so thick the board members, looking out of the wraparound windows in the all-male private club, saw only an enshrouding cloud of automobile exhaust and death-carrying carcinogens. Thousands of their stockbrokers, on behalf of clients, bought and sold the stocks of those companies making and selling the products that produced the cloud.
With no view to linger over, the Chairman called the meeting to order, and the board members got down to the business at hand—planning their corporate future.
The first member to advance his particular plan was met with a guffaw from another who said, “Charley, we called that play last year and lost yardage.”
“If we’d had support from the entire team, we’d have made a big gain,” Charley retorted.
The next director, also using sports imagery, portrayed his scheme for the future as “a Hail Mary for big bucks”.
The Chairman admonished him. “Too risky a play, George. You’re betting the game on one pass.” Appraising the other directors, he added, “So far, gentlemen, all I’ve heard are warmed-over versions of old and familiar game plans.”
Nodding at Toledo, the Chairman said to the group, “Had you watched the American Achievers program with Hortense Alger last night, you’d be aware our next speaker has a new idea he wants us to consider. How about that TV woman? You know, she just might be a politically correct addition to our board,” he suggested off-handedly.
“Every team can use a cheerleader,” one member said seriously.
The Chairman quickly went on, “Hopefully Mr. Squire’s chalkboard will signal something different for us, a new play to run.”
As he rose, Toledo realized his presentation would most likely gain their support if he, too, spoke in sports metaphors. A player on their own team was about to present a plan—not some Slovak or Croat or Hungarian or Romanian or Pole or Ukrainian or Serb or Bosnian or Moldavian or another unnamed immigrant fresh off a boat, but one of their own, a member of their own board of directors. He wore the same uniform—well, almost. The members would likely make allowance for his bolo tie and Stetson hat, attributing his nonconformity of dress to his rookie status. Looking about, Toledo saw mostly gray heads and full jowls. “Gentlemen, World War II is over, and the final whistle has blown on its Cold War post-season.”
One gray-hair’s face grew red as he raised his arm, index finger pointed toward heaven, “We must not forget World War II, the one time in America we were united—all of us on the same team, working toward a common goal. But those Communists are still around. Mark my words, they’ll regroup, like the devil’s army, and return to attack us any day.”
“No, they’ve departed, gone like yesterday’s trains from Grand Central Station,” Toledo said. “Today we’ve a revised schedule of arrivals and departures. The update includes connections to and from Eastern Europe.” Oops, he warned himself, stick to sports examples, not trains. He rushed on with, “We have new stadiums in which to play our game.”
The director who now spoke up was the well-known General George S. Goforth, US Army, Retired. “Yes, I see your point, Mr. Squires. As a board, we have a responsibility to look to international expansion—to set up new forts on the frontiers of finance, so to speak.”
Smiling, Toledo thought to himself, now we’ve got military metaphors. It did appear, however, he could count on one supporter among those sitting around the conference table, water glasses, Cross fountain pens and yellow legal pads at their beck and call.
Toledo pressed a button and a large oil painting of the Spanish Mission at Santa Barbara slid aside revealing a pair of video monitors with high-fidelity speakers. On the screens his computer projected a map and a chart. Simultaneously his state-of-the-art computer produced the sounds of Eastern European folk music. He now wished he had programmed a military band instead.
He called their attention to the left screen. “Gentlemen, look at the profit potential. Populations of the many European teams currently excluded from our American investment league are shown on the map.” Toledo directed his pointing beam so that it highlighted each country’s figures.
Pointing the beam to the right screen, he said, “Shown here are the potential commissions from the multitude of underwriting possibilities of stocks and bonds—both initial public offerings and private placements for their capital-short industries—as well as financings of governmental debt, all of which await us in these newly freed and newly formed countries behind what was the Iron Curtain.”
“Sometimes those countries default on their debts,” one said. “I’ll stick to US Treasury bonds, thank you.”
Another said, “Foreign countries have Greek alphabets. I don’t want to learn any new languages.”
“Let’s keep in mind Mr. Squire’s plan means raising capital—clearly a lot of profits for us if we can get ourselves into position,” another said.
The Chairman stood, signifying it was decision time. He looked around the room, confirming he had the attention of each member. “Profits are our first priority, gentlemen. Mr. Squires, why don’t you select one little country somewhere on your multicolored map, pop over there and help the locals set up a market economy, assess the potential for us and run the place for a year. You could entice a few of our politicians, generals and economists to go along with you—maybe one or two from our Wall Street offices, perhaps even someone from this august board of directors. See if you can turn the country into a model for capitalism. Pre-season scrimmage, you might say,” and he guffawed.
Several men chuckled.
“Then come back to our next year’s planning session and describe to us what you’ve accomplished. If we’re enamored with your performance, and the program you present is creative and makes sense to us, we’ll support your plan for our expansion into Eastern Europe. We’ll remake the whole nine yards over there into our own gridiron.”
Around the big table several men appeared skeptical while others applauded, some with more enthusiasm.
“Yes, give the boy a chance,” General Goforth said loudly as he rose. He slapped Toledo hard on the back. The strength of his endorsement sent Toledo’s torso forward. The general leaned down and whispered to the bent-over Toledo, “Count me in, I’ve some definite ideas on what we should do over there in those places to straighten things out.”
His upper body slowly returning to upright, Toledo watched the general raise his swagger stick, signaling the moment was upon them. He thought if the military man were to shout out an appropriate command, the charge of the financial brigade, armed to the teeth with high-tech American know-how, would be underway. Coughing, Toledo said, “Thanks very much for your support, General Goforth.”
His body rigidly at attention, the general replied, “Simply doing my duty.”
Buoyed by the Chairman’s blessing, a vision of success blazed across Toledo’s mind. He was ready to lead a capitalist crusade as holy as any dispatched centuries earlier by the Church in Rome.
Yes, he had selected the right country from among those former Communist puppet states. Following a well-conceived master plan, his recruits would turn the little state into a model for American ingenuity. Despite Bambi Deer’s remonstrance, he did prefer the expression “Yankee know-how” over “American resourcefulness.”
Chapter Six
Savannah, Georgia
Mother Dear resolved there would be no tears. For months she had anticipated her move from Savannah to Santa Fe with tenacious apprehension. Now, on the dawn of the actual day, she was determined to get on with it, taking the attitude her relocation would expand her outlook and allow her to reach higher plateaus with magnificent vistas.
As a young girl she had enjoyed flights of mind. Imagination played a vital role in her life. Hadn’t it allowed her to face her father’s rage and his subsequent beatings? And later, hadn’t she also survived a marriage to a domineering Southern banker? Through it all, fantasy was an escape from her father and Mr. Templeton. So, addressing her imminent departure, she concluded her unlimited imagination would accompany her on this journey.
She had lived through years as an abused daughter and then, as the battered wife of Mr. Templeton. In those days such treatment was a private matter, Mother Dear reflected. Oh, for present-day mores to have been applied back then, for she could have found sympathy, help and perhaps even escape. She had seen television talk shows with women and children describing abuse. They thought such behavior was a modern-day malady. She wasn’t surprised at the escalating number of cases being reported to police and social workers today. “Abuse has always been with us,” she said out loud to herself. “Except now people are talking about it.”
Back then, she reflected, women were treated as property. They were subject to male discipline, whether from a father trying to instill behavioral rules or a husband asserting domain over his castle and everything and everybody within. Mr. Templeton would allow his rage, contained during his business day, to explode at night with a violence directed at her. Through those painful and unhappy episodes she could read her books and enter her private imaginary world.
But this day, today, was going to be different. The change of venue, moving from her home in Georgia to a little apartment two thousand miles away, required a special spark in her imagination. These winds of change were of unknown velocity, direction and temperament. She hoped for benevolent pilots during the ups and downs of the immediate trip ahead, with a change of planes in Atlanta and another in Dallas. Adding to her concerns was the difficulty of packing her treasures of the past into two travel bags.
Pastor Waters arrived to collect her concurrently with the new owners and their moving van bringing their belongings from Tokyo. The husband and wife bowed politely. Mother Dear tried a smile. She regretted it was so weak. She gave her favorite old teddy bear, ancient and worn, to the little girl with the straight black hair down to her shoulders and then thought how silly the act must appear. Nevertheless the little girl hugged the stuffed cub with one arm while clinging to her father’s trouser leg with the other.
With tears in her eyes Mother Dear implored the couple to care tenderly for her house. Affectionately her hand lingered on the mahogany banister. Wishing them a happy life in her home, she bid the couple farewell. They smiled and bowed again. As she drove off with the minister, she waved, more at the house than at them.
Knowing that to some people, especially men of the faith, there are only three plateaus in life: birth, marriage and death, Mother Dear was not too surprised when Pastor Waters drove to the cemetery on their way to the airport. He must be assuming she would want to pay her respects in one last visit to the graves of her beloved parents and her devoted husband.
Instead all she saw as Pastor Waters’ car moved slowly past the Georgia marble tombstones was the vacant plot next to Mr. Templeton’s grave. It was meant for her. Well, she thought as she removed her wedding ring and dropped it into her purse, her silent prayer had been answered—her spirit would not toss and turn in torment by his side for eternity. Once inside the terminal building, Pastor Waters helped her along the jetway onto the commuter plane, where he gently clasped her little hand in his, bidding her goodbye.
Soon the craft sped down the runway and rose into the sky. Mother Dear looked down and saw Tybee Island and the surf of the Atlantic Ocean. The plane banked, scaring her a bit. As she left Savannah behind, Mother Dear saw The Waving Woman, a bronze sculpture placed on a pedestal beside the harbor. The local legend told the story of how, after her husband was lost at sea, for the rest of her life the woman greeted every ship apparently hoping her man would be on one of them. Out of her mind, they said, but was she? For in the human equation, Mother Dear thought, hope must serve as the lighthouse showing the course to sanity.
Mother Dear was good with maps, and being in the plane looking down was almost the same as studying an atlas. As they passed over Athens, Georgia, Mother Dear identified the covered bridge on the Oconee River where she and Geraldine had talked those many years ago. She was thrilled with the fact that Geraldine had realized her destiny, far away in some little country in Eastern Europe before the war.
She recalled Toledo’s conversation on their joint birthday. He had encouraged her, saying she was actually moving to a new realm. The thought of seeing her dear grandson carried her through the bustling Hartsfield International Airport and onto the much larger jet.
On the long flight from Atlanta the plane flew too high to see the land so, seated on the aisle, Mother Dear fell asleep. Before making the approach to Dallas-Fort Worth, the copilot and one of the flight attendants came to her seat, smiling.
The pilot announced over the loudspeaker, “Ladies and gentlemen, we are privileged to welcome Mrs. Grace Templeton to the friendly skies. Not only is she the oldest person on the aircraft, but this is her first flight, so we are giving her a special award.” The stewardess pinned a pair of flight wings on her blouse as the copilot saluted. Mother Dear thanked them each with a kiss, feeling she couldn’t be more jubilant if she were the queen of Flight 482.
She noticed the attendant wore a name badge, Daisy. She visualized her own name in crewelwork on a velvet ribbon affixed to her blouse above her newly awarded wings. Yes, badges were a good idea. Even the copilot wore one, Captain Rogers. She resolved in her queenship to sign a decree ordering each of her subjects to display their names so she could address them properly.
Leaving Dallas, she remained wide awake for the flight to Albuquerque, her mind in a heightened state of alert over the impending change in her life.
Inside the Albuquerque terminal, she was greeted by her daughter. Lorraine’s perfunctory hug was followed by a self-conscious “hello” from her son-in-law, Horatio. Did she really know these people?
Mother Dear was enraptured with the geometric Indian motifs on the terminal’s overhead beams. They seemed to punctuate her arrival. Bigger-than-life sculptures of Native American men and women welcomed her as she passed by their pedestals. What were their legends? Perhaps their stories were written on the colorful handcrafted pots.
Leaving the terminal, the landscape she saw was a panorama of wide-open spaces with far-off mountains. She felt herself entering an enchanting reality.
A little more than an hour later, trying to sound upbeat, Lorraine announced, “Here we are, Mother Dear, at the Methuselah Retirement Home. You’ve arrived.”
Lorraine’s voice came across to Mother Dear as anxious, actually on edge. Lorraine added, more with hope than conviction, “I know you’ll enjoy yourself.”
“Time will tell,” Mother Dear replied, her voice faltering. She tried to gather her wits. “Please do not talk to me as if I were a child.” She reached up into the sleeve of her hand-knitted sweater and extracted a Kleenex, which she quickly applied to her eyes, dabbing at the forming tears.
Was her freedom to be taken away? Liberty—a luxury reserved for younger people who could drive their cars, move freely about, do their own shopping and their own housework. She tried to define the fear of this frontier, but couldn’t. Once across this border, would she be leaving her domain of independence and entering a forbidding totalitarian state? Confronting this threshold of her life, Mother Dear recalled Miss Crawford’s words. Often when she counseled her students, the headmistress would reiterate the doctrine of self-determination to which she implored her girls to subscribe: “Regardless of the situation in which you find yourself, you have free choice of your own acts.”
Chapter Seven
Methuselah Retirement Home, Santa Fe
“Isn’t this nice?” Lorraine remarked.
“Stucco applied over a double wall of adobe bricks,” Horatio said in his deep voice. “Made out of mud, Mother Dear.” He laughed. “Keeps the interiors cool in the summer and warm in winter.”
Mother Dear glanced up to see him look away sheepishly. In Lorraine’s mind, Mother Dear thought, Horatio was here to help settle her in, not to make observations.
“Here there are real people for you to talk to,” Lorraine said. “You won’t have to talk to yourself any more.”
Horatio opened the car door for Mother Dear and smiled broadly. “Your permanent wave is lovely,” he offered.
Though she knew Lorraine had required him to rehearse his words, Mother Dear smiled. Stiff from her ride, Mother Dear climbed out and stretched as straight as she could. At the airport she had overheard Lorraine whisper to Horatio that she had shrunk six inches in as many years. But at the jet ramp when a wheelchair was offered, Mother Dear surprised them. She told Lorraine to ride and wheeled her daughter to the baggage claim.
“They have a fine routine here,” Lorraine declared. “You won’t have to lift a finger, even to change the sheets on your bed. Once a week the cleaning girls will do your apartment.”
Mother Dear looked again at the Southwest-style building in front of her. The late afternoon sun turned its earthen color into a golden glow, beckoning her. More to herself, she said, “The Methuselah is a pleasant surprise.” She turned to Horatio. “You say it’s made out of mud? My stars!”
“Yes, it’s not at all like one of those nursing homes.”
“How many times do I have to tell you, the Methuselah is not a nursing home—it’s retirement living,” Lorraine told him sharply. “Fitting for her, since she’s still up and around.”
“Yes, but there’s always a nurse on duty for all of the old folks,” Horatio answered.
“That’s covered in the monthly rent.”
“And should you ever need them,” Horatio said to Mother Dear, ‘doctors are on call.”
Lorraine glared at him.
Rows of large open windows looked down on Mother Dear, three floors of them, each housing a potential friend for her to meet. Yet she knew not one of them at this moment, anymore than she really knew her daughter and this large oaf-like man. She breathed deeply and said, “The cloudless sky can only be described as azure. Quite a different sky than we have in Georgia. The sunshine here is brilliant.”
“Almost every day is like this,” Lorraine said quickly, as if the weather was one item she had forgotten to mention. “They say the clear light is why there are so many artists in New Mexico.”
Mother Dear scanned the parapet of the retirement residence. “I thought so. Look, there is a Savannah sparrow. It must be migrating to New Mexico. They fly, you know, guided by a special streak in the sky only they can see...some say the stars direct them at night...marvelous, isn’t it?” Speaking to the sparrow, Mother Dear asked, “Or are you on your way back to Savannah?”
Ignoring the bird, Lorraine went on, “Just think of the things you’ll be able to do. The Methuselah is like a fountain of youth where you will meet...ah...people of your age. They’ll be in the apartment next door, walking down the corridor or riding in the elevator. You’ll compare notes with fellow residents at dinner in the Great Hall, at the piano concert in the lobby or during van tours through the mountains to the Indian dances. They don’t have Indians in Georgia, do they?”
“Of course we do, the Cherokees. Why, Chief Van was one of their leaders. He lived in a house like mine. That is, until the awful federal government forced him and most of his tribe to march all the way across the country to Oklahoma. The only difference between Chief Van and me is that I flew. See the wings my pilot gave to me.” She pointed proudly at her pin, but her eyes filled with tears.
“Look at it this way,” Horatio said, “you’ll be free from all those strict Southern social conventions.”
“Seniors at the Methuselah have shed constraints like butterflies bursting from their cocoons. It’s a second childhood, but without teachers, parents or chaperones watching over,” Lorraine added.
“Why, I bet they even have poker games in the ‘rec room’,” Horatio whispered to Mother Dear.
Mother Dear beamed, her imagination at work. She had always been good at poker, played secretly with the girls at Miss Crawford’s and later in Savannah with a clique of friends in the garden club, hoping no one would find out.
By her side, Horatio said quietly, “Personally, I’d enjoy having such an opportunity.”
Poor Horatio, Mother Dear thought, so much under her daughter’s dominance. He was probably pondering what life would be like starting afresh, rid of his boring state government job, employed instead in a more gratifying enterprise, supported by a more compassionate wife.
Growing impatient, Lorraine rushed on, her voice rising. “You see, Mother Dear, almost everyone at the Methuselah is from somewhere else. Their sons and daughters were attracted to Santa Fe, moved here and later brought their parents, or parent, so they could be close by in their...ah...final years.”
“Parent?” Mother Dear exclaimed. “You mean there may be single men living here?” Delicately she touched her white curls, appraised her face in a little pocket mirror and applied fresh lipstick.
Lorraine nodded, smiling the indulgent smile of someone humoring another’s quaintness. She hugged her mother awkwardly and hurried forth with the rest of her litany of reasons that in her mind—and she was sure in society’s—justified the removal of her aging parent from Georgia, concluding with, “And here you can attend regular Sunday services.”
Horatio’s big hand gently guided Mother Dear’s elbow, ready to apply a firmer grip in case she might start to fall. Together they followed Lorraine toward the entrance.
Mother Dear’s attention was diverted to a man in white overalls. As she watched, he applied paint to the doorjamb. His hand trembled until his brush engaged the wood, then it steadied. With precision he directed his brush downward along the line that delineated the jamb’s cobalt blue from the golden hue of the stucco. “Wonderful, they employ old men here,” she announced.
The tip of his painter’s white-billed cap pointed in her direction. “Hi, cutie, I love your hairdo and your outfit. You’re not from around here, though, I can tell. Are you coming here to live with me?”
“You live here?” Mother Dear asked. “Are there any more like you inside? I may enjoy this place after all.”
“I’m Tom. I’ve been here two years. I love to paint. The activity steadies my hand.” His hands shook as he aimed the brush toward the open can. “They let me paint what I want when I want. It’s my recreation. You see, painting allows my mind to work, to wander, to fantasize, to explore. I enjoy painting. These wrinkles, though,” he said, pointing at his face, “I can’t paint them over, nor smooth them out with spackle. Not even painters’ putty will disguise them away.”
He extended a quivering hand toward her. She required both hands to capture his larger one. She treasured his hand for a while, her frail body vibrating in sync. “My name is Grace. They,” and she tilted her head toward Lorraine and Horatio, “always call me Mother Dear, but now that I have arrived here, I am going to call myself Grace again.”
“Grace it shall be, my dear,” Tom said.
“Let’s get you introduced inside, Mother Dear,” Lorraine said.
“I’m in steady hands here with Tom. We shall chat,” she said as she released his hand, her own trembling subsiding. “Are you married?” she asked.
“Was.”
“I was, too—to a banker.”
“Mine ran off, couldn’t stand me continually painting the house. But, I ask you, why is that so bad? Lots of men sit in front of the TV and watch football. I painted, stayed sober, enjoyed my house.”
“Did you change colors?”
“Oh, no, couldn’t. I’m color blind, you see, so someone has to supply me with the proper paint can.”
“I think it was your wife’s lack of a palette, not yours,” Grace concluded as she moved through the door which Horatio had opened for her.
In the lobby of the Methuselah, Lorraine was obsequiously greeted by a woman who was introduced to Grace as the Activities Director. Her face was fixed in a set smile. She appeared preoccupied with logistical matters—being quick to excuse the empty vase waiting on the piano by saying the florist was late delivering freshly cut flowers. Grace wished at that moment she could select a dozen roses from her Georgia garden and present the bouquet to the woman.
“Welcome to the Methuselah Retirement Home.” Turning to Lorraine, her hand gesturing toward Grace, she said, “My, she’s a sweet one. Here for our comfy Assisted Living Wing?”
“No, I don’t need any assistance,” Grace replied, striving to gain the woman’s attention.
Ignoring Grace, the Activities Director continued to speak to Lorraine, rushing on as if she were reciting her part in a grade school play. “That is where we look after the resident twenty four hours a day. Three meals delivered to their room, regular sponge baths by the nurse, therapy as prescribed, their medication, a doctor on call at all times. They’re quite happy there.”
“I am perfectly able to take care of myself,” Grace retorted.
“That’s what they all say, at first,” the Activities Director said as she winked at Lorraine, the two of them sharing, of course, the truth about aging parents.
“She’s in Independent Living,” Horatio hastily explained. “No need for those additional expenses yet.”
“Quite independent,” Grace said, trying again to engage the woman’s eyes. “I shall take my meals in the dining room along with everyone else, thank you, bathe myself, and I do not do drugs.”
“She’s not on medication?” the woman asked, surprised, continuing to address Lorraine with an occasional glance at Horatio.
“I am in good health,” Grace said, her voice rising. “In Savannah I walk a half-mile every morning.”
“There’s a landscaped patio here with a little path for you to walk on,” Lorraine quickly advised her mother. “Six times around equals a half-mile—they’ve measured the course. If you are still trying to be active when the snows come, you can loop around the interior hallway. There are no stairs to climb,” she added.
Grace tugged at Horatio’s sleeve. “I shall have to sit a moment, catch my breath.”
Her son-in-law nodded and said reassuringly, “It’s the altitude—seven thousand feet above sea level. Takes a while to adjust. It’s okay to rest for a minute.”
She sat on a high-back Southwest-style wooden chair, which seemed to have been waiting for her. “Do you have my Spirits of Peppermint?” she asked Lorraine.
Reaching into her bag, Lorraine retrieved a small bottle. “I looked all over town and finally found it at a little neighborhood drugstore—the last bottle on their shelf.”
Grace tried unsuccessfully to unscrew the top. “My fingers are not so nimble any more,” she said.
“Let me do that,” Horatio said, and the bottle disappeared into his hand.
Grace took a sip. “That will revive me.” She smiled.
The Activities Director caught Lorraine’s eye and said with astonishment, “Spirits of Peppermint is eighty proof—”
Lorraine stopped her with a quick negative shake of her head.
The Activities Director began to narrate her schedule of forthcoming events: “Tomorrow we offer a van tour to the Indian Corn Dance at Santo Domingo Pueblo. The next day is our trip to the supermarket—some residents like to stock food in their apartment though we provide three meals a day. This weekend we have a lunch in Lamy and watch the east and west Amtrak trains make their Santa Fe stops. Passengers detrain to buy Indian jewelry, and then—”
“—My grandson will be visiting me soon,” Grace interrupted, her breath coming easier. “I so look forward to his visit. He is such a dear little boy. Why, it seems only yesterday he came to see me in Savannah. He rode the train all the way from El Paso. Had to change in New Orleans, of course, all by himself. He was dressed in his little blue suit with a red bow tie, and his hair so curly. It seems only yesterday.”
“He was nine then,” Horatio said with pride. He held out his hand chest high and added, “Up to here on me, but now—” His hand went above his head. “—He’s this tall.”
Grace looked worried. “How will Toledo find me?”
“What did you say your grandson’s name was?” the Activities Director asked.
“Toledo,” Grace announced.
“No, his name, not where he’s from.” The Activities Director’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling.
“Toledo,” Grace repeated.
The woman’s eyes sought out Lorraine.
“Toledo,” Horatio said emphatically.
“Toledo?”
“Yes, Toledo,” Lorraine said. “That’s his name.”
“But that’s the name of a town...in Michigan, no, Ohio, I believe.”
“Spain,” Lorraine said.
“He is named after the town where he was conceived,” Grace explained.
Aghast, the woman’s hand, fingers outstretched, flew to her chest as she exclaimed, “You are a most extraordinary old woman!”
Chapter Eight
La Fonda Hotel, Santa Fe
They stood before each other, Toledo and Katherine, nude human figures.
“Do you wear your Stetson all the time?” she asked. “You’re attractive with it on, and I’m sure even more so with it off.”
Toledo seemed surprised. He reached up and touched the felt of his hat’s high crown. “I’d forgotten I still had it on.”
“I like a man who wears a hat, but who also remembers to take it off.”
“How’d we get this way, anyway?”
“It all began as we entered this hotel room. I removed your bolo tie as you were saying, ‘Why shouldn’t I be named after a town?’ You went on to say to me, as if I didn’t already know, ‘Toledo is an important place—historically and architecturally.’ Then as you started undoing my blouse, you said with a determined look in your eye, ‘The next undertaking I’ve assigned myself is to match its mettle in history.’ ‘Very clever,’ I said.”
He was tall, muscular.
She was tall, curvaceous.
“Kicking off my shoes, I told you I could trace my Mondragon family back to your ancient town in Spain.”
“I recall your saying, ‘A Mondragon rode with Cortez in 1540’.”
“I think that was when I took off your shirt.” Katherine admired his torso.
Toledo took off his Stetson and received a purring “ooh” from Katherine. “Now we can pretend we’re two nude models in the studio of the Renaissance sculptor Cellini,” he said. “Or, better still, the more modern Rodin—you know, he was the first to take photographs of his models to study their body contours and shadows.”
“What sort of stance do you think one of those famous men would have us pose today? The Kiss?”
“Certainly not me as The Thinker.”
“Nor me as Venus...”
Toledo chuckled. “She gave her right arm for a man.”
“No, not for a man, but for good investment advice. Shh! Models aren’t supposed to move, let alone talk to each other.”
“How do you expect me to be quiet in the presence of your voluptuous body? Don’t you understand? Statuesque females stimulate red-blooded American males.”
“I’ve been told that. But you see it’s different for women.”
“How so, Katie?”
“I asked you to please call me Katherine. I don’t like short cuts. They don’t work in investment analysis, and they don’t work in life.”
“Okay, Katherine, let’s talk about these differences.”
“Well, in this role of woman, I sometimes think I’m obliged to conceive, to develop an embryo and nine months later to deliver a baby into this world. It’s the mission of a woman.”
“Who made such an assignment? The missions I’ve been assigned to undertake don’t include fathering a baby. An offspring is a responsibility and could even be an impediment, don’t you think?”
“But consider how bringing a child into the world offers an opportunity to develop the little guy into an imaginative adolescent and later an adult person. It’s a chance to instill creativity and see the results of your caring labors. At times, I think being a mother would be a fun experience for me and for my baby.”
Toledo looked at her questioningly. “And at other times?”
“I think I don’t have to. The truth of the matter is I really don’t know what my real mission in life is, if I have one, other than to care for my family, revere my Church and do my job well. I haven’t experienced a vision in which I make a mark on society. I am simply a 32-year-old woman who grew up in the typical Hispanic family and, by the grace of God, after college won a scholarship to the MBA program at Stanford.”
Reaching onto the dresser for her handbag, she extracted a leather photograph case. “Here is my family outside our old adobe farmhouse in Chimayo before my father was killed.” Lowering her eyes, she said slowly, “He cut and sold firewood for a living. It was one of those icy days in January when the sun didn’t come out and the roads stayed slippery all day. His pickup skidded off the road, the High Road from Taos, on his way to delivering a load of firewood to Santa Fe. The tires were worn. He didn’t have the money for new ones.”
Toledo put his hand gently on her shoulder.
“You see, if he’d just understood he could have gotten a loan for tires—based on his income—he’d still be alive today. Back-country people believe you must save, have enough cash in the cookie jar in order to make a purchase.” She allowed his hand to remain on her shoulder. “That’s when I began to get interested in the abstract process of finance.”
“So you’re supporting the family?”
Katherine nodded. She pointed to a heraldic shield in the photograph. It showed a pheon, a quarrel-like instrument, engrailed into a globe as if thrown from a crossbow. “Our Mondragon family crest,” she said proudly. “An ensign signifying dominion. Goes way back to the Spanish Colonials in Nuevo Mexico. That’s my heritage. So you see, Mr. Toledo Town, I’m a normal, native Southwest woman. You believe in some higher pursuit. You have this airship you’ve colored with ambition, and you cling to it, sailing toward the sunrise, pulling you ever upward in your search for self-realization. How did you become so attached to it? Tell me. To me, your male motives may be as sexy as your beautiful body.”
His fingers reached a responsive destination.
She squirmed away. “No, Toledo. Talk to me first!” Pulling the white sheet from the bed, she draped herself. “I don’t want our relationship to be like two drifting clouds, momentarily clinging to each other in orgasmic delight.”
Toledo laughed, an embarrassed laugh. He seemed to be ill at ease with so much light in the hotel room. His voice weak, he asked, “Are you seeking a more permanent relationship?”
“Coupling connotes shared responsibilities, so I have mixed feelings.” She added, “I think I need a drink.”
“A rough week in the state’s investment department?”
“As a matter of fact, yes,” Katherine replied. “Program trading of stocks defies prediction—these damned computers act as if they’re running the markets and we’re their high-tech servants. Our investment advisory firms are pushing us in another direction. And I have my own view of which stocks and bonds to buy and sell. Also, that watchdog assistant the governor hired is breathing down my neck. She’s got some hot-shot degree in international monetary management—thinks she’s smarter than Warren Buffet.”
“Whoa! Time out. The office is closed. This is Friday evening—our time.”
Katherine laughed and jumped up on top of the bed. Gaining her balance, she stood towering above him, her head almost touching the ceiling. From her vantage point she looked down and admired the ribbons of muscles on his torso.
Looking up, Toledo admired how the light from the crystal chandelier highlighted Katherine. Radiant strands of her hair dancing across her face hinted at her free spirit. “You know, my grandmother’s going to like you,” he said.
“Better clothed, I should think.”
“She’s an open-minded woman. In fact, I’ve been closer to her over the years than to my own mother.”
“Why is that? Little boys are supposed to cling to their mother’s skirts.”
“Lorraine’s were always too starched. Grandmother’s a romantic—sees past the daily routine to the fun of life. I suspect Grandmother experienced her fill of drudgery with Mr. Templeton. I believe she secretly coveted a loftier life.”
“Mr. Templeton?”
“Her husband of some forty years. She always called him mister. I guess familiarity was reserved for under the covers, but only when he rang.”
Katherine frowned. “With such insensitive treatment from a husband, I can’t understand why she didn’t get a divorce.”
“In her generation, divorce wasn’t an option. I’m sure it never occurred to her. Instead she escaped into a dream world in which she was born to royalty,” Toledo explained.
“Then it was really your grandmother’s fantasies that inspired you to undertake this special mission you’re talking about?”
“Well, I suppose her stories have influenced me.”
“Who else gave you these command assignments—your first-grade teacher or your high school football coach? Who inspires people such as you? Your motives mystify me. Where is this drive of yours leading you?”
“Do you want to know about my sexual desires or my national designs?”
“Start with the country, because I can recognize the state of your sexual resources with my visual ruler.” With delight she recorded his look of embarrassment and thought she would always remember his ensuing sheepish little laugh.
Looking at her seriously, Toledo began, “I have this insatiable desire to run a country.”
“Which country? And why, for heaven’s sake? Are you some sort of closet czar?”
“Maybe.” He reflected a moment. “I do believe every man must have a plan, and when achieved, he must devise another, and so on.”
“Score after score,” she suggested.
“You do have a lively imagination. Seriously, I believe the measurement of a man’s accomplishments should be more than money and material possessions.”
“Of course, for unselfish people in this world like priests and nurses on the battlefield and starving authors who write for the sake of literature, fulfillment doesn’t have a dollar sign.”
“I’m not averse to viewing money as a tool. It’ll take a lot of dollars to do what I want to do. Of course, the money’s not for me personally.”
Katherine’s tongue clicked in disbelief.
“You see,” Toledo went on, “in my current plan, I yearn to manage a nation by structuring its economy so its people enjoy life, while at the same time preserving its past and building its future. I want personally to be part of history.”
“There are less complex ways to spend your time, like being employed or running a little business somewhere,” she argued.
“I’ve done the business thing, had a business plan that worked—in spades! Made a lot of money for myself, too. So why should I do a similar thing again? At this juncture in my life I yearn for real adventure and at the same time give a little back to society.”
“Your grandmother’s done a real job on you—instilling social obligations. With a track record like you’re building, you’re sure to go to heaven.”
“There’s too much I must do before I advance to those Elysian Fields. Besides, who ever heard of accomplishing anything up there? Challenges lie here on Earth! Here’s where we are obliged to perform to our fullest!”
He appeared, she marveled, imbued with duty to self and country, some country, somewhere. “Promise me you’ll at least consider some alternative ways to spend your time.”
“I’ve already discarded alternatives.”
Her look gauged him. “I believe you really are serious!” She thought to herself, if he achieves this bizarre goal and I am there by his side, I’d be his queen and he, my king. “I’ve never met anybody who wanted to do that!” Her fantasies were in full motion. “You want to be...” she tried not to say king, because royalty was no longer accepted in America, in Canada, maybe, but not here in the good old egalitarian USA. She said anyway, “You want to be king? Is that what you were thinking?” She laughed. “You would make a model king.”
“And you a tall, statuesque queen.”
“Since childhood I’ve dreamed of becoming a royal investment manager.” She winked at him. “Does your queen manage her country’s portfolio?”
“I would decree it.”
Smiling, she delicately lowered herself onto Toledo, awaiting his biological response, which was prompt.
Chapter Nine
Katherine brushed aside strands of her long sable hair. “Let’s continue,” she said.
“I’ll try to summon my reserves.”
“No, that’s not what I mean. You still have to tell me the name of the country, how you’re going to accomplish the task, and why.”
“Let’s do that over some food,” Toledo suggested.
“I’ll phone for beef enchiladas and wild rice.”
“Chicken fajitas for me.”
“I’ll ask them to use buffalo meat...”
“I prefer el pollo. I’m famished.”
“Wine?”
“You bet. From that winery on the Rio Grande where they’ve grown grapes since the 1500s.”
“And sopapillas?”
“Definitely, with honey from Taos, raw, unfiltered.”
Katherine ordered in New Mexican Spanish interwoven with American slang, concluding with, “Bueno, pal.” She turned to Toledo and said, “Now start at the beginning.”
“It all began in southern New Mexico—”
“Wait till I put that crown on my head and announce: ‘Welcome to American Achievers. Our camcorder is ready to record your first-hand oral history.’” She laughed, holding an imaginary microphone. “Those who do spectacular things should be part of the cultural archives, don’t you think? Look into the camera. Be frank, explicit. Which town? Why did you live there? Name it! Don’t feign being bashful. Tell the videotape and me about yourself.”
Toledo tilted his head, crossed his eyes, pulled his earlobes out straight and said, “Name of the town is La Mesilla.”
Katherine dissolved in laughter.
“My father, Horatio, had begun working for the state. My mother was a railroad telegrapher, the last before microwave relay. Her messages were dominant and strong, even then.” Toledo’s thumb and index finger simulated sending code. “Neither she nor the Morse—which she can still tap out—have changed.”
“You weren’t rich?” Katherine seemed surprised.
“No, not with Horatio’s salary and Lorraine earning a pittance.”
“Go on. Your mother is assertive?”
“So much so that Horatio thinks he can’t express himself.”
“You don’t like strong women?”
“Strong is okay, but domineering is, well, domineering.”
“Which am I?”
“Triple s.”
Her eyebrows rose.
“Strong, sexy and sweet,” he explained.
“You are free to continue.”
“Well, I’d watch the tourists in their big motor cars visiting our historic Butterfield Stage town. I’d read in the El Paso newspapers about the powerful and wealthy. I began to visualize affluence.”
“Go on, tell about the town.”
“La Mesilla had the prestige of being the capital, albeit briefly, of the Confederate state of Arizona which included New Mexico.”
“Can you imagine what life would be like today if we were part of Arizona?”
Toledo laughed. “You see, the Confederacy coveted California’s blockade-free ports and its gold. Colorado’s mineral wealth, too. When war came, Texas volunteers marched up the Rio Grande. They thought they’d won the battle of Glorieta Pass east of Santa Fe, but their supplies were burned by Yankee troops. They had to pull down the Confederate flag from the Plaza in Santa Fe and trickle back to Texas. Glorieta was the Gettysburg of the West.”
“Go on.”
“My father’s ancestors settled in La Mesilla in 1854 after the area was purchased by the United States from Mexico, a deal negotiated by James Gadsden—he was a Southern railroad man seeking a rail route to California. When the Confederacy was formed, people in La Mesilla supported it.”
“Didn’t want to give up their slaves?”
Toledo shook his head. “No, they didn’t have any. It had little to do with slavery. They believed a Confederate railroad would bring them a better economic deal.”
“But this land was empty.”
“Except for Indians, minerals and water. My high school teacher explained the Confederacy objectively.”
“That’s rare. Who was he?”
“A woman from England. She gave us their perspective on the War Between the States.”
“So you became a champion of the Confederate cause?” Katherine asked.
“No, I was caught up in how emerging nations should be governed if they are going to endure beyond their initial revolution.”
After the euphoria of the revolution has worn off?”
“Exactly. I was critical of those Southern leaders who were convinced their cause was right and took their ultimate success for granted. Revolutionary leaders need time and help. The Confederate leaders had too much to do and too little time. Moreover, they couldn’t agree among themselves on a course of action.”
There was a knock at the door.
“Clothes!” she yipped, and they each grabbed terrycloth robes.
The waiter, his coat a bright New Mexico yellow with red braid, his brass name badge announcing, “Emiliano,” delivered the food and decanted the red wine.
Toledo scooped the chicken and vegetables into the tortilla and spread green chili sauce. “We don’t get the good New Mexico chili in California,” he said.
“Want a teeny bite of the buffalo meat?”
“Only a taste, please. I feel I shouldn’t eat a native American animal. It’s part of our natural environment.”
“Lower in cholesterol,” Katherine explained, “but do continue with your plans to start a revolution.”
“No, you don’t understand, it’s the challenge of what comes after that attracts me. Let somebody else rise up and throw the rascals out. Act Two—when I arrive—demands planning, adept management and solid financing for the nascent republic to survive.”
Katherine nodded. “Do you fancy running a great big country or a little itsy-bitsy one? By yourself or with the help of tough cowboys recruited from that bar on Upper Canyon Road? Tell me, will you finance this cash-draining effort with the change in your pocket, or will you sell bonds on street corners?”
“Let me explain.”
“You do understand that any explanation of how you would finance a plan of this magnitude will be pretty unbelievable.” She hesitated. “Have you been pulling my leg?” She attacked her enchilada. “Your quest is so unbelievable, I’m curious.”
“I’ll try to explain.”
“Bottoms up.” She emptied her glass and took her vitamins with a sip of mineral water.
Toledo watched her. “You’re healthy,” he commented.
“Yes. In case one of your exhilarated sperm cleverly swims out of the restraint of your condom and responds to my fertility, I’d like, at that precious, that creative moment of life, to be in top physical condition.”
“That’s sexy!”
“Commercial break over. Tell us, Mr. Squires, how and where you are going to carry out your contrivance?”
“Where was I?”
“Let me review: your idea is to manage the aftermath of revolution as a business. With competent people, I presume, instead of guerilla warriors with loaded rifles and big fat ammunition belts strapped over their shoulders. Rebuild the economy, create jobs, afford women equal opportunity—”
“—You made up that last part.”
She reiterated, “Rebuild the economy, create jobs, afford women equal opportunity while desperately trying to keep control during the aftermath amid the divergent political emotions in that vulnerable period when those thrown out try to restore their pre-revolutionary status.” She frowned. “Counter-revolutions, you know, are an axiom of history.”
“That will be the tough time,” Toledo agreed. “If we are properly organized, our team suited up, our plays memorized, our goals fixed firmly in our vision—”
She threw a pillow at him and ducked as his throw boomeranged back.
“—Seriously, there are a number of us who want to make a difference. Our management skills, to put it immodestly, from good education and top-level experience in government and business, must be utilized. We have a responsibility to ourselves and to society to do more than simply advance selfish careers and fill our pockets with money. We envision broader vistas to see, new prizes to win, higher mountains to climb.”
She laughed a mocking laugh, relegating him to the bone-yard of absurdity.
“Did they teach you cynicism in business school?”
“The opposite: realistic goals are obtainable.”
“Mine are not, you are implying?”
“I mean only to be practical,” she said. “Tell me, in this resurrected Confederacy, are you planning to own slaves? I can read your classified advertisement placed in the local weekly: Equal opportunity slaves wanted. No experience necessary. Modern housing and health insurance provided. Lifetime commitment required.”
“I can assuage your fears. We’re certainly not going to march in and enslave the people. They’re going to be major players on our team.”
“Uh huh.”
“I am talking about the 21st century.”
“Utopia lies over the rainbow,” Katherine said, “a place to pine for, a Disneyland dream world where all is well, like a heaven you perceive up there in the sky. A place where you lure your team onward with promises of unending touchdowns with splendid extra points, all coming like multiple orgasms.”
“You’ve got to have idealism for inspiration at the beginning of any undertaking. I’ll rely on the members of my team for creative checks and balances. But now you’re asking me to get down to the nuts and bolts?”
“I couldn’t have said it better.”
“To be practical, the down-to-earth paradigm is money.”
“Oh, is that all? And now, viewers, since our hero, Toledo Squires, has made several millions of dollars in a ruthless business endeavor, the windfall profits only partially filling his pockets, let’s ask him how he plans to pay for this billion-dollar lark? Will he print sheets of million-dollar bills or choose to sell bogus bonds in international airport washrooms?”
His face was red, its color defending his past career. “To set up a business takes guts. To run it, imagination and hard work. To finance it, creativity, not to mention placing my borrowed capital at risk. Few people dare take those kinds of chances!”
“Tell how you will pay off powerful folks such as tribal chiefs and union leaders, as well as those obstructionist bureaucrats who erect hurdles in every path you pursue. What currency will you use to massage their egos? Beads, trinkets, blankets, mirrors?”
“Gold,” he said firmly.
“Oh, you’re going to lift the national cache from Fort Knox and zip off into some country’s sunset. Clever.”
“Gold is the universal currency,” he said. “Like sex, everyone understands its function.”
“Thank you for an interesting, albeit fanciful, discussion. I wonder what else is on television.”
“I will get the gold,” he assured her. “That is, I intend to find where it is while I’m here in Santa Fe. That’s why I flew in from California.”
“Oh, I thought you came to see me.”
Trying to recover, his face attempting a smile, he said, “Uh, of course, you were the primary reason I gave up my bowling date.”
She nodded her head vigorously up and down, her long hair flouncing, making it apparent she didn’t believe him. “Out of curiosity I’ll allow you the heist of the gold, but only to hear you out, watch you reach your peak. Which country have you selected for your little romp? And where is the gold?”
“Are we off camera?” Toledo asked. “Grandmother knows where the gold is hidden. It’s been her secret ever since she was a little girl.”
“Will she share her secret with you after all these years?”
“I’m counting on her doing so,” Toledo said. “If you come with me to visit her tomorrow, perhaps you and I together can come up with a way to entice her to tell us.”
“To the Methuselah Retirement Home?”
“Yes, for dinner, along with Horatio and Lorraine.”
“That reminds me,” Katherine said. “There’s a handsome, elderly investor named Carter Calhoun who lives there. We introduced ourselves at a seminar we were both attending. We’ve talked a couple of times since then. I had lunch with him once in the Methuselah Great Hall. He has a remarkably broad knowledge of the field of finance. His outlook is like a painter confronting an unspoiled canvas—fresh and without the bias you get from a lot of these stock market pundits who are trying to get you to buy a certain stock so they can unload their overvalued inventory.”
“I hope you’ll have a chance to say hello.”
“Oh, I do, too. You know, he would have been quite a catch in his day. I was born sixty years too late.”
“I’m glad you and I are together in our generation,” Toledo told her. “But tomorrow you and I are going to visit the world of this older generation.”
“To pry the location of the Confederate gold out of your Grandmother.”
“I want you to help me find out about her secret, diplomatically, that is. It’s been a long time since her granddaddy Thatcher—”
“—What did he do?” Katherine interrupted.
“Buried it, or hid it somewhere in the South in 1865. Granddaddy Thatcher was a soldier-politician entrusted with the Confederate gold by Jefferson Davis after General Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. Thatcher and Davis were together on a special train on their way to Georgia for what was to be the last meeting of the Confederate cabinet.”
“Really? The whole train was full of gold?”
“Yes. But the story goes blank from there,” Toledo said. “Granddaddy Thatcher is supposed to have hidden it or something.”
“You mean they never found the gold?” Katherine’s eyes sparkled. “And your grandmother knows where it is?”
“Yes, but he apparently swore her to secrecy. Anyway, her memory may be fading in the sunset of her life. Maybe it has already set.”
“You think I might be able to help her recall his story? Maybe someone already has.” Katherine thought for a moment. “Lorraine or Horatio, or her gentle podiatrist, or her minister, or—”
“—If we do find the spot and there’s a gaping hole in the ground, we’ve lost. We would be remiss not to try, wouldn’t we?”
“I’ll help, and if I’m successful my reward will be a seat at the round table.”
“Joining the other knights I’m recruiting?”
“Only if they include, say, a former US President—Jimmy Carter, for example.” She chuckled. “And an astute banker, an eminent economist, a former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, plus assorted mercenaries who will maintain order during the turmoil of the counter-revolution.”
Toledo nodded. “All of the above.”
“You’re kidding?”
“There’s no reason why someone who has been president of one nation shouldn’t go on to help another. As you know, corporate executives move from one company to another all the time. So why not utilize the skills of political leaders the same way?
“Good point.”
“All my knights are worldly,” Toledo went on. “In fact, John Axminster at Bank of America has arranged for an international credit accommodation based on my recovering the gold. Do you know him?”
“The Rhodes Scholar? Yes, I researched his papers on monetary systems for Third World countries for Mr. Calhoun.”
“You did? John is a bright guy.”
“Tell me, what’s the line of credit for? To pay you a salary?”
“None of us needs a salary. The money will provide working capital, ready cash so we can bring the country up to a competitive and modern industrial speed.”
“Assuming your plan is viable,” she said, “and that is iffy, what country you are going to...ah...take over?”
“Are you ready for the proper introduction?”
She nodded.
“Now remember, countries are much like people. They have feelings, emotions and pride, as well.” After a dramatic pause, he said, “Katherine Mondragon, may I present to you The Country of Albania?”
Politely Katherine extended her hand in greeting, pretending to shake. “Do you live somewhere near Yugoslavia, next to Macedonia?” she asked The Country.
Feigning a different voice, Toledo answered, “Yes, near the Macedonia of Alexander the Great.”
“What language do your people speak?”
“My people can’t decide between that of the Ghegs, north of my Seman River, or the very different dialect spoken by the Tosks in the rugged mountains of my southland.”
“I’ll bet the folk music of the Ghegs is groovy.”
In his own voice, Toledo said, “And that of the Tosks is torrid.” He laughed. “A truly national language is one of the items on our agenda.”
“Way down on your priority list, I should hope,” Katherine said. “Actually, you may be better off fragmenting the language further, encouraging a dialect for each valley in the folds of their mountains, making it difficult for the tribes to communicate with one another, so they stew around and stay off your neck. But why,” she asked, “did you choose Albania?”
“It’s to be a surprise for my grandmother. I hope to accomplish my task of remaking The Country by the time her eightieth birthday comes around.”
“You mean, give her The Country as a birthday present?” Katherine said with surprise.
“Only symbolically, of course. At her gala birthday party, I plan to present her with a framed certificate reporting the results of a plebiscite in The Country confirming her as the Queen Grandmother.” Toledo smiled as he recalled the eccentricities of his grandmother. “She’s always wanted to be royalty, it’s been her fantasy. At that moment her dream will become a reality.”
Chapter Ten
Wide awake, Katherine stared into the dark silence of their Santa Fe hotel room. Insomnia, she had supposed, was a condition limited to old people. Now, in this never-time, she was indeed experiencing it. Good, she thought, this midnight consciousness might afford her an empathy that would help her communicate effectively with Toledo’s grandmother.
The gold’s location was her secret, and shouldn’t her privacy be respected? In any case, what would entice the grandmother to volunteer the information to her grandson? Old people gave their treasured heirlooms to favored family members, didn’t they? The older they got, the more they might feel compelled to reveal secrets, burdening someone else with the responsibility. She could point out to the grandmother that Toledo’s strong shoulders should now carry the weight of this more than 100-year-old secret.
Toledo, by her side, deeply breathing, was having no difficulty sleeping. Katherine thought about the strange workings of the male, his mind and his body, and asked herself if his scheme might be attainable. Did he actually see himself running a country? Surely such an idea was possible only in fantasy, certainly not in a real place with real people immersed in their own unique culture with subtleties foreign to him.
Until a few years ago, no one had thought an individual could gain control of a major corporation. One day a clever person sold high-interest-rate junk bonds to finance the purchase of a large corporation, accomplishing a leveraged buy-out by pledging that corporation’s assets. Soon corporate raiders began repainting the business canvas across America.
So why couldn’t a person pledge a country’s assets and do a similar sort of take-over? It was logical, she admitted. Could this lover by her side become a philanthropic raider of emerging countries? Not a raider, but a princely ruler?
If she remained by Toledo’s side, she could design the investment strategy for The Country’s portfolio. After all, she was now in charge of investing the general fund of an entire state—skills transferable to a country.
She imagined a strange new land with unbridled opportunities. At Stanford, several professors said a person should devote a span in their business career to public service. In her new altruistic role, perhaps she could convince the women of Albania there was more to life than babies and washing clothes in the local stream. As queen, she could work toward improving literacy among children and adults, too. By enticing a few of her medical friends to hop across the Atlantic and join with her, they could create an Albanian health care system which would serve as a model for other Eastern European countries. Yes, perhaps she, too, could make a difference in a far-away and strange land. In Albania.
As her mind worked, she realized she knew little about The Country. Maybe everybody knew how to read and write and was healthy. No, for a half-century the former Communist countries were run by tyrannical dictators. The Country was overdue to make up for these nightmare years.
Toledo turned, snuggled and was quiet again.
Katherine drifted off to sleep. In a dream, she floated aloft inside the wicker basket of a giant hot-air balloon. Illustrated on its billowing silk panels was a helmeted knight waving a royal banner depicting a double-headed eagle with entwining necks.
The balloon sailed gently and serenely above the green and fertile coastal plain. She looked down upon her subjects and their little farms. Leaning over, she gave a queenly wave, perfunctory and continual. Below, men looked up and doffed their country caps. The women, dressed in native costumes, responded by waving their aprons. Little children pointed toward the drifting lighter-than-air device and yelped with delight.
Her balloon drifted on, rising over fertile valleys sandwiched between tree-studded mountains. She saw the elongated map of Albania drawn in relief. Its rugged mountains and valleys began to resonate with the sound of folk music.
A chorus of deep male voices sang lustfully of liberation. On musical cue, each singer thrust two fingers upward in a V sign for the people’s victory in the revolution against Communism. They were singing, Albania, my Albania, land of the sons of eagles.
The balloon soared, catching an upward air current, ascending higher and higher. She felt exhilarated and knew how eagles must feel. She sensed an erect and pulsating Albania ready to thrust into the 21st century.
Suddenly out of the blue a pointed spear found its mark on the unprotected chest of the helmeted knight. Reacting to the force of the hit, the gondola spun wildly, its centrifugal force propelling a weeping Katherine into the sky. She tried to cry for help but was unable to utter a sound.
Toledo was there, concerned. She might be awake. Yes, she was. His lips kissed hers, ever so tenderly. How could a man be so gentle?
She basked in his attention, savoring his fragrant body. Her dream, now indelibly imprinted on her mind, played over and over, a dream whose rhythms she knew she would later find herself humming while hiking or at her desk in the state capitol. On those occasions she would recall the landscape and the gallant peoples of this far-away land, but she would simply ignore the dream’s ending.
Chapter Eleven
Methuselah Retirement Home
Grace opened the door to the Methuselah’s landscaped patio and greeted Carter Calhoun. “Bless my heart, never in all my life have I so eagerly looked forward to my morning constitutional.”
“You and I, Mrs. Templeton, are opening our minds to another day even before most people are up.” Signaling that the moment to begin their walk was at hand, Carter raised his polished ebony cane, pointing its ivory tip toward the brightening cobalt blue New Mexico sky. “Let’s see if we can make our way around twice today. I know the air is thin, and you’ve just moved up from sea level.”
“That’s very thoughtful of you. Everything is an adjustment but, with your encouragement, I think I can today, that is, if we don’t go too fast.”
He looked anxious. “Yesterday’s pace was too quick for you?”
“I was totally tuckered out.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Let’s set reasonable goals that we’ll be able to achieve.”
Here was a man, Grace thought, who might chart a course of action for her that, unlike her father or Mr. Templeton, she could understand and subscribe to. The smile in his eyes suggested a compassionate attitude. A curly lock of his white hair fell quizzically across his forehead. To Grace, this punctuation conveyed his curiosity. She looked forward to exploring the fields of inquiry they might walk across.
She marveled at his ability to take long strides without having to look down. He had no fear of tripping or falling. Instead, he looked straight ahead, his pace in cadence with a forward tune. And there was the warmth of his hand supporting her arm. But to her surprise, she noticed a day’s growth of beard on his face. Her impulse was to touch her fingertips to the stubble but, of course, she didn’t.
They were approaching the centerpiece of the courtyard, a small pond, and she said, “Oh, see the little goldfish.”
“They’re Japanese golden cyprinidae.”
“Good. I feel better now. The buyers of my Savannah home are Japanese. Listen, their little fishes are telling me everything is all right in Georgia.”
“Do you miss your Savannah home?”
“Not any more. It’s better to look forward rather than back.”
“I quite agree with you, Mrs. Templeton, but we are new friends, and perhaps we should introduce ourselves in terms of our personal histories.”
Grace paused by the pond to observe a fountain cast in the form of a Franciscan priest. Water flowed forth from his outstretched hand. She gestured toward the statue and said, “Yes, but first introduce me to your bubbling padre.”
Carter laughed. “You continually surprise me, Mrs. Templeton, with your witticisms. This holy man standing before you is Father Marcos, the Spanish priest who claimed to have found the Seven Cities of Gold. He went back and told everyone in Mexico City. His story induced Coronado to launch his 1540 expedition into what is today New Mexico.”
“Why would a priest tell anyone about his seven cities of gold? Could he not keep a secret? Surely he would know that whomever he told—especially a conquistador like Coronado—would invade the cities and probably plunder them.”
“Perhaps that was a mistake,” Carter admitted, “but maybe he so believed in the Word and so wanted the Word to go forth that he told his story in order to inspire the explorer to blaze a trail for others to follow.”
“Bringing the Spanish way of life—their religion, their advanced civilization, their know-how—to the northern frontier?”
“Yes, I should think that was his motivation.”
“But secrets are for keeping,” Grace said.
“For a while, perhaps, but there comes a time when they must be shared.”
Grace walked on and soon stopped to admire a tall sugaro cactus.
“Out of place here,” Carter said. “This one’s been transplanted from the Sonoran, the vast desert Father Marcos and Coronado had to cross. The journey was treacherous and long, took them weeks, even on horseback.”
“They were indeed dedicated,” Grace said in admiration. “I’ve never thought of myself as being quite so committed, except to my dreams.”
As they moved on, Carter said, “I was blindly enthralled to dreams in my earlier years—wedded to my job more than to my marriage. But that’s no excuse.”
“But, Mr. Calhoun, you must not apologize for what our generation believed was important. Those were the days when men ruled their public and larger world, and women were more cerebral and enclosed in their private world. Today’s generation is different—men and women want to share the elements of their respective spheres.”
As they completed their first lap, Grace said, “Tell me about your early career.”
“I was an investment banker,” Carter answered. “As I look back, I guess I was also an explorer. Difficult for people to understand today, perhaps, but back then what I did was quite imaginative.”
Grace was enjoying his mellow tones. Walking was easier. “Please go on, tell me your story while we continue our walk. You know, today people are much more open about their feelings and their desires than in our day. But this is our day, so tell me about yourself and your dreams.”
“My tale may require several morning walks. But you and I do have time on our hands...don’t we?” he added.
Grace smiled.
“Well, it was 1924,” Carter began. “I was living in Greenwich Village—a student at NYU, where I’d enrolled after completing prep school in Virginia.”
“Were you one of those provocative Bohemians whom we girls at Miss Crawford’s school pined about?”
“No,” he chuckled, “but I rubbed elbows with many of them. They were interesting people, imaginative and fun. I’d often go to a coffeehouse called the Waverly Inn. There one day I met this young poet, Edna St. Vincent Millay.”
“My stars,” Grace exclaimed, “her beautiful poetry still touches me. We memorized Renascence at Miss Crawford’s. The young poetess expressed herself eloquently. You actually talked with her?”
“Indeed. Vincent, as we knew her, had just returned from her travels abroad. Many of her friends spent their time in Paris, but she ventured farther east.”
“How did her story inspire you?”
“Well, I was looking for a career after graduation. Her descriptions of those little Eastern European countries, their people and their needs gave me ideas for economic opportunities.” He winked at Grace. “She also told me about her two weeks of horseback riding in Albania with one of her Italian lovers.”
“My friend became queen of Albania!” Grace exclaimed.
Carter looked surprised. “You knew Queen Geraldine?”
“I met her once. I was given the privilege of escorting this very important visitor around my school.”
“She had quite a whirlwind romance with King Zog.”
“Yes, I treasure the letter she wrote me.”
“What a coincidence! You must tell me about your meeting with her.”
Grace smiled at the memory. “We were just schoolgirls with big dreams. She realized hers, and I am still dreaming.”
“Sometimes dreams are frustrated by reality. That’s what happened to me. This new world, which we thought the Great War had made safe for democracy soon turned into chaos. Ignorant diplomats in their smoke-filled men’s clubs in London, downing their Scotch, brought about this disorder by arbitrarily redrawing the map of Europe.”
“All those bewhiskered men,” Grace commented.
“Beards were the style then, as was smoking big cigars.” Carter laughed. As they circled the pond again, he continued his story, “After NYU I went to Wall Street where I was employed by a large investment banking house. I was educated and well connected. That’s what business was all about—connections.”
“Need I remind you, Mr. Calhoun, connections between European royal families led to that war—the war to end all wars.”
“Touché.”
“You must have been swimming upstream against the isolationism of the 1920s,” Grace observed.
“I tried to convince my firm to allow me to explore investment banking with the new governments and industries in the new Europe. I pointed out we could earn handsome underwriting commissions. They finally agreed, dispatching me on my first trip to Europe.”
“How exciting.”
“So I went. But with my appearance—clean-shaven, a non-smoker, and drinking only the occasional cognac—I felt out of step.”
“You were so young.”
“Yes, of course.” Carter made a circling motion with his cane. “Since I’ve been here at the Methuselah, I’ve freed myself from the popular social conformities.”
“Is not shaving first thing in the morning one of your statements of freedom?” Grace asked.
He laughed. “Ah, you’ve caught me up again, Mrs. Templeton.” He deliberated for a moment. “As a young man, I saw my mission perhaps in the same light as our Father Marcos. I wanted to get the word out to government officials of these new European countries that my company’s investment underwritings could provide the capital for the social and economic programs that would benefit their people.”
“What happened?”
“I learned the hard way about road blocks—the prejudices of the men running the countries, jealousies and hatreds between ethnic groups, the misconceptions the leaders labored under. I tried to cope with the different cultures while convincing their leaders of the merits of my financing plans.”
“Wasn’t there at least one visionary in all of Europe who held the same fresh outlook as yours?”
“Yes, the tall, charismatic king of Albania, your friend’s royal husband, King Zog. He believed my approach was right, and he eventually entrusted his country’s finances to me. Taking on these responsibilities was a pretty heady experience for a young man right out of college.”
Tom, the avocational housepainter, approached on the path, unopened paint can in one hand, his other, shaking, holding a clean brush. His billed cap and smock were both spotted with splashes of various colors, creating an abstract painting, Grace observed to herself.
“Good morning, Tom,” she said. “Another door today?”
He smiled and waved a shaking hand and brush. “Yes, and a beautiful morning for it, too.”
“Tommy, we’ve been talking about Albania,” Carter said.
“Never been to Africa,” he said.
“No, no, Tommy. It’s in the Balkans. Here, let me show you.” Carter stopped by a sandy patch of soil. With the tip of his cane he drew the boot of Italy. “From here you sail, as I often did, across the mouth of the Adriatic Sea to Durrës, a port on the coastal plain of Albania. To the south is Greece and to the north is Yugoslavia...” His cane sketched the boundaries of both countries.
Tom watched. “You do a worthy sand painting. A different color for each of your countries would liven up your map, but I wouldn’t know which colors to suggest,” he said. “Right now I’m headed for breakfast—toast and orange marmalade. Can’t paint on an empty stomach, I always say.” He chuckled. As he left he said, “Thanks for the geography lesson.”
The interruption seemed to have made Carter impatient, for he promptly thrust the tip of his cane into the remaining country he had outlined in the sand. He looked at Grace, smiled and said proudly, “This area here, smaller than Belgium, is my Albania.”
“Did you find a lover to ride horseback with across the landscape of your Albania?” Grace was quick to ask.
Carter choked. “As a matter of fact I did. Am I an open book to you?” Slowly he added, “In those days divorce could ruin an investment banking career, otherwise...”
She didn’t hear the rest of his sentence for she suddenly realized her jest had actually made him share a secret that, without a doubt, he had never told to another living soul. He had had an affair with a woman in a far-off land.
“The game of finance is more fun played in the open,” she heard him continue. “But if I were to do so now, would I be taken seriously, or would I be regarded as simply another retired investment banker over the hill?”
“Most of my strait-laced friends in Savannah are over the hill but, Mr. Calhoun, I am certain you are not. They feel they have lived such exemplary lives they’re now entitled to sit back and receive laurels.”
“There is a certain attitude many retired people adopt toward life,” Carter said. “But I find myself wanting to become directly involved once more.” He looked wistfully into the blue sky. “Oh, to be young again.”
“We are what we imagine ourselves, Mr. Calhoun,” Grace said and smiled. “If you feel free, you can do anything you want, regardless of age. No one here is stopping any of us from doing anything, even leaving.” She didn’t want to leave, not now, and go back among those boring friends in Savannah. That first day she had, but not after she met Carter. Back home she never met anyone new.
They walked on, completing their second lap. “Age is against me—it’s against us all,” Carter said. “If not physically, it’s mental. If not in our minds, then in the attitude of those with whom we come in contact.”
“You and I do not have to worry about such prejudice here at the Methuselah, do we? Our community is very supportive, and I’ll bet they’d be in favor of any new ideas we might hatch.”
Chapter Twelve
The call was from the Methuselah Activities Director, who wasted no time expressing her concern to Lorraine. “Your mother—”
“Is she all right?” Lorraine interrupted urgently.
“Oh yes, she’s physically well. Takes long walks every morning with that handsome and prosperous Mr. Calhoun. He’s an early riser, too.”
Relieved, but annoyed at being bothered, Lorraine asked, “What’s the problem then?”
“She’s not participating in our scheduled activities.”
“Is that a problem?”
“Well, we have so many fun things going on, you know. But after her walk she sits in her apartment. We here at the Methuselah are anxious about her well-being. I mean, when one is able, one must participate. Until, until...”
“It’s too late, you mean?”
“Or until we can no longer take care of ourselves and must be moved into the Assisted Living Wing.”
“What should I...we do?” Lorraine asked.
“Yesterday when we talked, she showed me a picture of her grandson, Toledo. My, he’s a handsome man. Your mother thinks he’s coming to visit her sometime soon.” The Activities Director hesitated. “But we’re accustomed to older people making unfounded predictions.”
“A geriatric trait?”
“Yes, but if he is coming, I’m sure her seeing him will perk her up. If I know when he’s coming, I’ll personally escort him up to your mother’s apartment.”
“I am sure you would enjoy doing that,” Lorraine replied. “I am expecting him—he’s supposed to be flying in any day now on his jet from California. I’ll call you as soon as I hear from him.”
Hanging up, she said to Horatio, who was at his computer keyboard, “Why hasn’t that son of yours called?”
“What’ll happen when the money from the sale of her house runs out?” he blurted. “See here, look at these figures on my screen. If she lives many more years, the cost of her support: rent, clothes, hairdresser—really much more than her social security check—why, it’ll break us.”
“I’ve invested the proceeds from the house sale in a high-yield mutual fund,” Lorraine said.
“The one Toledo advised you not to buy into?” Horatio said. “The one where they caught the adviser taking kickbacks from some stock promoter?”
“The income we do get from that fund, plus her monthly social security, will at least go part of the way toward paying her rent. Thank heaven she’s enrolled in Medicare B.” She sighed with relief.
“Her expenses are due to increase,” Horatio said. “If she lives too long, we’ll be talking about the added costs of putting her into a nursing home.”
Lorraine shuddered. With resentment in her voice, she said, “If Mr. Templeton had lived another decade, the bank’s insurance might have provided extended health care.” She added sarcastically, “If your piddling government job paid a decent salary...as it is, it barely pays enough for us to live on.”
Horatio’s eyes looked vacantly into his computer screen.
“Yes, as humans we’re supposed to cherish life,” Lorraine said softly, “but when it comes to dependent parents, one can’t help but consider their death as financial relief.”
Horatio turned away from his keyboard. “I’d never admit it publicly, but you’re right, dear.”
Lorraine waited a moment before she added, her voice lowered, “And there is the cost of a funeral. It’ll come sooner or later.”
“What about cremation?”
“Even then there are costs: the mortuary-use charges, the government permits, the expensive bronze urn, as well as having to buy into one of those vault places where you inter the urn.”
“You’ve already investigated?”
“A chat with a very understanding undertaker.”
Horatio thought for a moment. “There are surely less expensive church-sponsored old folks’ homes?”
“We talked about them when we had our family meeting back in Georgia, remember? They’re not that much cheaper.”
“Maybe she should live here with us,” Horatio said, his voice lacking enthusiasm.
“And sleep where?”
“I could build a room off the garage.”
“And pay for it how?”
Horatio held up an index finger. “Maybe Toledo, now that he’s made all that money, can help us pay for taking care of his grandmother.”
“A sad commentary,” Lorraine said. “I’m the daughter caught in a club sandwich.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m between three pieces of white bread—Mother Dear’s generation, a worthless husband and my son.”
Looking downcast, Horatio said, “He’s multi-grain.”
“Speaking of rich men, where is that son of yours?”
“I’ll phone the hotel,” Horatio absently remarked, picking up his operations manual.
“The hotel?”
“Oh, I forgot to tell you. Toledo arrived last night.” Horatio cowered, knowing the wrath of his wife was going to descend on him with the torrent of a summer mountain rain storm. He tried, “Sorry, sweet, I was so engrossed in my computer I neglected to—”
“—He called last night! And I was not told! You miserable...”
Horatio was saved by the ring.
“I’ll answer it,” Lorraine said.
“Hi, Lorraine. Toledo. I spoke to grandmother. Katherine and I are taking Bambi Deer out for a New Mexican dinner this evening at six, a change of scenery for her. Will you and Dad join us at the Borrego Trail Restaurant on Canyon Road?”
“Who the hell is Katherine?” was all Lorraine could say, her face still red with rage at Horatio.
“Horatio knows her. She works for the state, too.”
“You don’t say?” Lorraine’s color, like last evening’s sunset, grew a fiery burnt orange as she continued to eye her husband.
Chapter Thirteen
Grace hurried as fast as she could into the Methuselah’s Multi-Purpose Room. Already sitting with Carter Calhoun, their chairs pulled close to the round, green felt-covered game table, were two other men.
“Sorry to be late,” she said, “but after that brisk morning walk and my breakfast, I took a little nap.” As she began to seat herself, she conspicuously set her small, pearl-handled purse on the table. Gesturing toward it, she said, “My money’s in there, boys.”
To greet her formally, the men slowly shoved back their chairs, placed the palms of their hands on their knees and pushed themselves up. The chivalry of polite gentlemen is so gallant, she observed to herself.
Still standing, Carter pointed toward the man on his left. “Mrs. Templeton, may I introduce you to Mr. Undergroth? He lives in 320 and is quite a sly poker player.”
“How do you do.”
Carter’s other hand went toward the second player as he said, “And this is Mr. Shields. He’s from Greenfield, I believe, isn’t that right Harry?”
“Indiana?” Grace said, looking directly at Shields, who, with obvious relief, sat down again. “Greenfield is the home of James Whitcomb Riley, that famous folk poet.”
Shields nodded as if everyone knew and promptly began shuffling the deck. Several times the cards spewed in disarray across the table, and the other two men had to help restack the deck for him. “Yes, Mrs. Templeton, I used to have a farm on Brandywine Creek,” he finally answered. “That is, Mrs. Shields and I did.”
“He sold the old homestead to move in here,” Mr. Undergroth explained in a deep, grating voice that needed lubrication. So Grace would have the entire picture, he added, “His granddaughter married an Indian from one of the local pueblos. Can you imagine?”
Shields shuffled again, this time the cards neatly melded together with a rapid-fire machine-gun sound and, when there was quiet, he said, “Yes, Mrs. Templeton, Mrs. Shields and I used to gather our eggs and milk, drive our old Model T into the courthouse square in Greenfield on a Saturday evening and sell our produce for pennies. Then we would park our car and, along with all the other farmers, watch the world go by. That was what one did on a Saturday night in Greenfield, Indiana.”
“Mrs. Shields?” Grace asked.
“She’s passed on,” Undergroth replied for him. “He was a Quaker till after she died. Now he’s turned into an atheist.” He shook his head in disapproval.
Shields cut the cards a half-dozen times, then shoved the deck across the green felt toward Grace, looked her in the eye and said, “No, I’m not, I just don’t believe in this particular God. Another god, a more sensitive god, would never have taken my love from me. At least he could have offered some explanation, assured me she’d be well taken care of without me around to help, that is. Don’t you think?”
Shields was bald except for a horseshoe fringe of straight white hair still lingering round the rim of his shiny head. He hadn’t shaved for at least two days, Grace judged, and his shirt was unpressed and spotted. His hands, while obviously weathered from farming the soil over the years, equally as obviously needed washing. She wanted to take charge and shape him up.
But before she could say anything, he announced the rules for his deal. “Deuces and one-eyed jacks wild, any pair bets, three-card limit to the draw, hundred-dollar limit per hand.”
“Now wait a minute, Harry,” Carter said. “Mrs. Templeton, I am sure, is not accustomed to such enormous stakes.”
Undergroth, the knot of his rumpled tie askew, two of his shirt buttons missing, his bare chest with its curly white hairs showing, croaked, “He’s joking, Carter, trying to impress the lady. He’s not got a hundred on him.” His shirt where the buttons were missing pulled further apart as he spoke.
Carter was more neatly dressed, his wardrobe dated, reflecting the formal Wall Street dress code he had been subject to during his career. While his dress and his polite mannerisms were positive male traits, the way in which he merged self-confidence with the twinkle in his eye attracted her. She found herself taking a fancy to him.
“My grandson Toledo will be visiting me later today,” Grace announced. “But I shall play until he comes. He will be bringing his friend Katherine along for me to meet. I have a newspaper picture of her taken with Toledo when they were both speakers at an important seminar.” She retrieved the clipping from her purse and passed it around, saying, “She is quite pretty, isn’t she?”
“Is she Indian?” Shields asked, adjusting his glasses and looking at the picture.
“No, but I’ll bet she’s Mexican,” Undergroth grated.
“I believe I know her,” Carter replied. She’s the one who manages the state’s investment portfolio—a very bright Hispanic. Quite handsome young woman.”
“How do you know her?” Grace asked.
“She comes now and then to ask me about the 1920s and the 1930s,” Carter replied. “I guess I am sort of a research resource for her about the stock market and its psychology, how investors en masse can panic, sell when they should be buying and vice versa. She’s very inquisitive—asks questions about the market and international finance and—”
“—Come on, Carter,” Undergroth interrupted, “us old people are as out of date as the foxtrot. Things have changed so much I can’t keep up. I’ve lost my place in life—like setting down a book you’ve been reading without marking the page. When you pick it up again, you can’t find where you’ve left off.”
Shields slowly dealt them each five cards.
“The trick, Undergroth, is not to lay the book of life down,” Carter commented. “You must be like the newspaper editor. To do his job well, he stays up to speed on all the stories going on, ranks them in importance in order to assign each its appropriate headline and select their various placements in the daily paper. That’s how the rest of us know what news stories are vital and what are simply interesting feature articles.”
“Where are you from, Mr. Undergroth?” Grace asked, steeling herself for his rasping voice, yet wanting to be polite.
He ignored her and retorted to Carter, “You see, you are behind the times. They do it different today. There’s television now, you know. They decide what is news based solely on what film they have: murders, plane crashes, automobile wrecks, rioters being arrested. They can easily get film of those things, so that is what they show on TV. All their cameraman has to do is follow the police around. Gives distorted news, I say. People today are not informed like they were in our time. That’s why I tune out.”
“I bet ten cents,” Grace announced after carefully arranging her cards.
“Ed, here, was with the foreign service,” Carter said, gesturing with a card at Undergroth, in answer to Grace’s question. “So he’s not from anywhere, and he’s from everywhere at the same time.” Carter laughed as he gingerly plunked fifteen cents in the pot. “Raise you a nickel,” and he winked at her.
“How did you happen to come to Santa Fe to retire, Mr. Undergroth?” she asked.
He studied his cards, grimaced at their apparent collective message, haltingly produced a dime and five pennies and added the change to the growing pile in the center of the table. Then he looked at her. “I spent most of my life overseas in the Diplomatic Corps,” he replied. “I got to liking foreign countries, the charm of their old cities and the quaint customs of their people. In fact, I got so I didn’t want to come back to this country.” He stopped, pulled a handkerchief out of his hip pocket and blew his nose, which was, Grace noticed, oversize, red and pockmarked. He probably drank a lot in all those diplomatic cocktail parties, she thought to herself.
Shields folded his hand with disgust, turning his head to Grace, signaling it was her bet.
“Yes, but you came to Santa Fe, why?” Grace asked, adding a nickel to the pile.
“How many cards?” Shields asked the others in the foursome.
“You see, Mrs. Templeton,” Undergroth began, “I was so in love with other places, I wanted to retire in ‘another place.’ Santa Fe is the only place within the United States that makes you feel like you are in another country. I came here once years ago, and I knew then I would return. Here I feel like I’m overseas again, back in the Diplomatic Corps, reliving my life. I even enticed Carter to adopt Santa Fe as his home, told him he would have all the privacy in the world.”
Wondering why privacy was so important to Carter, Grace nevertheless asked only, “How did you two meet?”
“When I was on assignment in Italy,” Undergroth said. “Right after the war.”
“He was dispatched to Albania,” Carter explained to Grace. “His mission was to set up diplomatic relations with the Communist government.”
“That’s right,” Undergroth managed, “but while I was there everything went wrong.”
Shields dealt three cards to Grace, retrieved her discards and patiently awaited Carter’s decision.
Undergroth drank from his glass which, judging from its golden color, likely contained a dash of bourbon. To her great surprise, Undergroth suddenly began reciting poetry:
Land of Albania! Let me bend mine eyes
On Thee, thou rugged nurse of savage men!
The cross descends, thy minarets arise,
And the pale crescent sparkles in the glen...
“Lord Byron,” he quietly advised. Then in a louder voice, he continued, “Carter and I were both trying to re-establish pre-war contacts in Albania, mine being diplomatic and Carter’s financial. Right, old boy?”
Carter nodded.
“Didn’t the Communists get in the way?” Grace asked.
“We and our allies supported them,” Undergroth said, shaking his head, still in disbelief at the deal history had dealt, clearly regarding the hand as a major diplomatic mistake. “I told Washington and our embassy in Rome not to, but there was pressure during the war and afterwards from Churchill to be pro-Russian. That attitude soon changed, of course, but too late to save Albania and Eastern Europe. We wised up to Stalin’s agenda much too late.”
He waited while Carter asked for two cards, and then continued, “By the time I sensed what was really happening the Western powers were thrown into the middle of a diplomatic crisis.”
“What happened?” she asked, finally picking up her cards and seeing to their proper arrangement.
Undergroth graveled on. “Two British destroyers plying the Straits of Corfu struck mines and sank, killing forty-four sailors.”
“Oh, my.”
“While the mines may have well drifted south from Yugoslavia, the British and everyone else in the West blamed Albania, demanding both apologies and reparations.”
Carter collected his two cards. Shields raised his eyebrows for instructions from Undergroth.
The retired foreign service man ignored the Indiana farmer, intent on continuing his story. “Things went downhill from there on. The Albanians denied responsibility. The British took the matter to the International Court of Justice. Our diplomatic endeavors were bagged, and I had to leave the country—in a hurry, I might add. Like I said, everything went wrong.”
“What happened with the British?” she asked.
While Undergroth examined his cards, Carter spoke up.
“The Brits eventually won a judgment from the International Court. That august body decreed the Albanians to be guilty, ordered them to apologize and pay reparations.” Looking sternly at Undergroth, Carter’s hand reached for his cane, lifting it off the back of his chair. “End of story,” he said emphatically and jabbed the ivory tip at the floor, punctuating his statement with a period.
Ignoring Carter’s demonstration, the diplomat blithely went on. “The puppet Communist government, under the dictates of the Soviet Union, refused to pay the reparations. The British put a hold on the Albanian national gold, which was stowed in a London bank vault for safe keeping after being retrieved from the Fascists at the end of the war—gold that was mined from the foothills of the Albanian Alps in the 1930s. A lot, too, some eleven hundred kilos, as I recall.”
Grace looked at Carter. “I think this golden story is still unfolding.”
“You’re right, Mrs. Templeton,” Undergroth said. “The ruckus has never been settled.” He exchanged one card for a fresh, unknown one from Shield’s ready deck. “Your bet, Mrs. Templeton,” he added.
“How much would eleven hundred kilos of gold be in real money?” Grace asked as she delicately added a dime to the coins in the center of the table.
Setting the deck down, Shields suggested, “First, convert kilos to pounds, remembering there are only twelve ounces in a gold pound.”
“I’ll call,” Undergroth said as he rolled a nickel toward the pot.
“My turn, Harry,” Carter said softly.
“Uh, sorry, I got carried away with the math problem.”
Carter selected a liberty dime and announced, “Raise, and you can’t have your nickel back, Harry.”
Undergroth put another nickel in. “Back to you, Mrs. Templeton. Raise or fold.” And he chuckled.
“Thirty-one grams to the troy ounce,” Shields blurted out. “Yes, that’s the conversion factor.” He reached in his hip pocket and retrieved a brown envelope, which had been folded four ways. “Anyone a pencil?” he asked as he spread the envelope on the green felt.
Grace carefully laid her cards face down and reached for her purse. Rummaging through, she extracted a yellow number two pencil with red letters spelling Methuselah Retirement Home. She handed it to Shields.
“Thirty-one point one and some change,” Undergroth said. “That’s the precise rate.”
Shields looked annoyed, but wrote the number on the back of his envelope. Underneath he marked a large X and next to it a 12, drawing a line below. Laboriously and carefully he multiplied the two numbers, mumbling instructions to himself as he went. Soon he declared in a louder voice, “Three hundred and seventy-three point two grams in a pound of gold.”
“If we use four hundred dollars as the value of one ounce of gold, then a pound of the precious stuff is worth...how much?” Carter asked.
Grace spoke up. “Wouldn’t it be simpler if you all determined the number of ounces in the vault in London and then multiplied that figure by your four hundred dollars?”
Carter beamed. “You’re right, Mrs. Templeton. You boys would never qualify as bank tellers.”
“Now, who can tell me how many ounces are in a kilogram?” Grace asked, picking up her poker hand. “Mr. Shields, if y’all had one of those new portable calculators, you’d get the answer much faster. My grandson carries one, but he’s not due until later.”
Ignoring her, Shields selected a fresh corner of his envelope and drew a division box, placing a one, followed by three zeros and a decimal point and then two more zeros inside. He entered 31.1 as the divisor to the left of the symbol. Mumbling louder this time, he set to work on his assignment. Before long, he loudly read his answer for all to hear, “Thirty-two point one five four three...and I’m out of paper.”
“Very good,” Grace proclaimed. “Now multiply that by eleven hundred, Mr. Shields.”
The farmer turned the envelope over. Beneath the address and cancelled stamp he found space to enter his figures. After quite a bit of inaudible talk, during which they caught only the expression “carry the...,” which he repeated throughout his figuring, he announced, “Thirty-five thousand, three hundred and sixty-nine point seven seven four nine...and I’m off the edge.”
“OK, now all we need do is multiply that amount by four hundred dollars,” Carter concluded.
“I’ll call,” Grace announced, entering her five-cent increment to the pot. “What have you got hidden there, Mr. Calhoun?”
“That’s fourteen million dollars, give or take,” Shields exclaimed. He had opened the envelope and was using its insides for his mathematics. “Why, that’s not even enough to replace one of those sunken ships at today’s prices.”
“Maybe you dropped a couple of zeroes,” Undergroth suggested. “Easy to do today with the long numbers governments use to account for their finances. Why, one zero dropped will add a hundred million to the deficit. Lose two, and I think you advance matters to the billion column.”
“A far cry from selling eggs for pennies on the square in Greenfield,” Shields said. He added in wonderment, “Who would have thought in those days...?”
“Yes, but had you leveraged that sum, Harry, borrowed against it, managed the proceeds cleverly, invested the portfolio astutely, you would have a hundred times as much today.” Carter smiled slyly, looked at his cards and announced, “Three of a kind, Mrs. Templeton. Three jacks, as a matter of fact.” He grinned triumphantly as he spread his cards face up on the felt.
Undergroth folded.
Grace beamed. “Why, Mr. Calhoun, this passive green felt table may have been host to many games in its illustrious past, but never has it seen lovelier ladies than these three queens. I do believe I’ve got you all beat.” She exhibited the three royal women, holding the triptych up several moments for the boys to admire. Then she slowly reached for the pot containing the coinage of the realm.
Chapter Fourteen
The Country, Albania, 1991
A country moves on through time, advancing from generation to generation, hoping to endure the foibles of each, to survive and, in a positive stance, turn its face always toward the future. In its love-hate relationship with the past, a country savors the high points while trying to forget abusive events. From its story, a country will choose only memorable happenings in the same way it selects only certain of its leaders, whether political or artistic, whether generals or scientists, to revere, to point to with pride or, in the case where history and global public opinion dictate, to lament in shame.
The Country had endured more than its fair share of infamy. Battered and abused, left poor and starving by the brutality of its most recent leaders, The Country now faced a whole array of problems, hopeful it was due for an entire body of creative solutions.
Glowing from behind the Albanian Alps, this morning’s dawn hued the sky a sea of crimson. It seemed the devil himself was over there to the east in Macedonia, decreeing the coming day’s redness—his way of advising The Country that if it didn’t sort out its problems, the hell of anarchy awaited. Reminding itself so, The Country recited, “Red skies in the morning, sailors take warning.”
Only months before, The Country’s long dormant soul had stirred—the soul of free Albania ignited suddenly by divine or devilish spark. The Country’s revolution had erupted, rising up, boiling over and raging out of control. Within a few days five decades of tyranny came to a halt.
This morning in the capital city of Tirana, The Country watched a large crowd assemble near the fountains and pools of the ancient Skanderbeg Square. Designed by Communist landscape architects to dramatize their manifesto, these water sculptures were now bone dry, pleading for water in the same way The Country’s new leaders yearned for political and economic solutions.
The crowd confronted a sprawling monument that had stood for forty-seven years commemorating Enver Hoxha. Upon its terracotta frieze, depicted in fantasized glory, was the 1944 Popular Front formed to fight the Nazis, the Monarchists and anyone else who might thwart the Communists from their goal of taking over a war-weary country. As The Country watched, two men with hammers and chisels scaled the monument and began to hack away at the face of the Communist dictator. Having beheaded Hoxha, they chiseled away at the faces of his lieutenants, turning the frieze into a marching assemblage of faceless flag wavers, the rubbled clay from their faces falling amidst the crowd. The men then attacked the hated red star of Communism, prying it off as well.
The Country heard no cheers and saw no hoisted placards scrawled with slogans as these men assiduously pursued their destructive purpose. Virtually hushed, The Country’s rank and file had assembled as if summoned spontaneously to this special place by a higher trumpet bellowing from three thousand years of Albanian history.
None of The Country’s people hoisted a loudspeaker or even a megaphone, no one shouted in a controlling voice, no choreographer directed these players. The Country’s struggling television station had no newscasters, so there was no live coverage. None of its people shouted into a camera trying to broadcast their cause to a viewing audience, for there were no cameras. Clearly this was not a media event.
Weeks before, such an assemblage would have been forcefully dispersed by the secret police. This morning no former authorities who might have fired into the crowd to protect the memorial, to preserve law and order, to support the Communist regime, were in sight. Indeed, the throng likely counted many one-time protectors of the deposed government among its members.
Thinking back to 1944, The Country deplored its brutal government with the dreaded secret police who had intimidated its people. With numbing threats, the iron hand of a cabal of Communists had wantonly administered this beautiful land overlooking the Adriatic Sea.
Here in Skanderbeg Square a year after the Berlin Wall was pulled down, blazing the freedom trail for Eastern Europe, The Country’s urge for self-determination had churned and then erupted. Barely weeks before in this same Skanderbeg Square, the tall bronze statue of Hoxha had been toppled by the collective effort of Albanian manhood. The Country’s imposed government was helpless to suppress the public outcry.
And Albania, the final Communist nation-domino, fell—but not before, in a last ditch display of gunfire, the police exacted the lives of dozens of The Country’s citizens, qualifying them for membership in its exclusive club, the Cemetery of Martyrs overlooking Tirana. Their memories now lay in that final resting place across the narrow road from the royal palace of its former monarch, King Zog.
Statues of Lenin and Stalin that had long scrutinized its people as they walked the brick-paved boulevard from the square to Tirana University had followed in sequential surrender to The Country’s revolution. Windows everywhere were poked out as if they represented the spying eyes of the secret police. Now the frieze of this last monument, its Hoxha face pecked away, joined the boneyard of discarded entablatures that lie broken and dismembered in that place in history’s hell where oppression must surely roast for ever.
How, The Country pined, could its government have been so bad? How could its leaders, who had the dictatorial power to establish and implement programs ranging from medical care and education for all to an efficient system of farm-produce distribution, along with the building of the national infrastructure, have been so wrong and so corrupt for so many years? The Country felt downcast at the thought of having allowed such a history to have been written. Yet what is a country to do, it asked itself. Does a country choose its leaders?
How could those leaders in their omnipotent power have instilled a paranoia upon its people that justified the construction of tens of thousands of concrete pillboxes across the country? The Country found itself chuckling as it remembered the bizarre and unbelievable story. “A defense,” its Communist leaders had said, “against the threat of an imperialistic American invasion.” As if mutant glands scattered from Mars, these gray concrete blobs appeared across The Country’s landscape, ubiquitous breasts with gun-slots for nipples. Worse—The Country’s chuckle quickly turned to tears—years of its gross national product had been squandered on useless eyesores.
The Country knew the task of removing these pillboxes would require a spending spree of impossible proportions. Apart from a popular notion of converting them into tiny, vibrating discos, the only sane idea seemed to be to paint them as huge watermelons, the country’s national crop, and feature the faux fruit on travel brochures as juicy, tasty treats for tourists who might some day be lured to investigate this long-isolated nation.
The threadbare carpet of Communism having been yanked from underneath, The Country wondered what might be in store. The brick pavers in the square stared up in flat reality as plodding but happy pedestrians crossed them, going about their lives, now free but leaderless like children let go at recess, never to be recalled, their teachers having left.
On this hot and humid August morning, the clock, set in the campanile of its capital city, receiving its first light, showed a few minutes past five. Next to the clock tower, the needle-thin minaret of what had been the Mosque of Etham Bey before the Communist atheists shut it down, rose as a fraternal twin to an equal height. Perhaps the mosque hoped—if religious sanctuaries are able to do so—now that the Communists had been overthrown, its tiny balcony might again be used by holy men to call the Muslim faithful to prayer. Yes, if The Country could hope, it concluded, so could its mosques, so could its mountains, so could its orchards and, certainly, its people.
Indeed, The Country observed, popular energy was reviving the Muslim and Christian faiths throughout the land. No longer was it a declared atheist state. Clergy could wear their sacred garments openly, and the doors of mosques and churches were being opened once again to the faithful. The Communist ban on religions had failed to deliver the intended final knell of death.
In the early-morning shadows cast by the two spires, groups of citizens sat in open-air cafés sipping weak tea and smoking cigarettes. During the long xenophobic night, the secret police, sipping and surveying from these same tables, had looked out over Skanderbeg Square, spotting and then apprehending any citizen who might dare speak to a foreigner. Now anyone could drink here and converse with foreigners without fear of reprisal.
Gaggles of small children also watched for the by now not-so-unusual foreign visitor. Spotting a prey, they would swarm around the tourist, the reporter, the diplomat or occasional businessman as persistently as the Albanian flies. The boys would beg for gum, pens, leks, lire, dollars or drachma, even pointing to the T-shirts some tourists wore, asking to receive them, as well.
Of the multitude of critical issues soiling the nation, the arguments in the cafés around the square centered on the most immediate: widespread food shortages, undernourished children, reopening the schools in the fall, lack of gold to back the currency in international markets, mass unemployment, a high birth rate, the floundering government, deplorably crowded and inadequate housing, or how some day people might afford to buy cars now that the ban on owning them had been lifted. Even the fishing fleet had fled to Italy or Greece. The small boats carrying refugees looking for work had not returned with fish...had not returned at all.
The Country felt about as weak as its own tea to resolve any of these problems. As the dawn brightened, The Country’s consternations, expressed by its people’s arguments in the cafés and elsewhere, grew in intensity.
There were no cars in Skanderbeg Square. Even at this early hour and in the oppressive heat, hundreds of Albanians walked across the square, trouser legs rubbing or full skirts swishing, to what few jobs still existed—mostly in nearby government offices—or to buy produce from vendors who had ridden into town on bicycles or donkeys from their outlying garden patches. Squatting by the streets, these free farmers presented melons, vegetables, straw brooms and meat on which the flies rushed to feast. Others sought out the kneeling croupiers, joining them and their spinning arrows as they pointed to numbers or pictures pasted on crude boards, a kindergarten-level game of roulette.
A bedraggled bus, seats long since ripped from their moorings, windows poked out, looking like the morning local from hell, rolled across Skanderbeg Square, Tiranians clinging to its rusty superstructure. Seeing the crowd setting upon the hated memorial, passengers raised their arms, index and middle fingers extended, euphoric V signs reaching skyward. Surely, they thought, all of Earth would take notice and sanction their revolution. Pursuing its own agenda, the bus’ horn tooted a warning to pedestrians who gave way, the urgency of the vehicle’s passage across the square rivaling that of the rebellious crowd.
Entering from a side street, a pollution-spewing Chinese lorry weaved through the walkers with a cargo, not of goods, but rather of riders. Its fading thirty-year-old blue body contrasted with the bright new blood-red of a government Albturist Peugeot taxi, the lone car in the square, its interior offering the only air-conditioned space in all of Albania.
Free at last, The Country was euphoric, but its people were hungry—especially families whose fathers had gone off to Greece or Italy to seek work. Those who stayed behind had now been joined by the thousands who had been sent back by the other countries, with the result that almost the entire male population remained jobless and idle. The Country despaired in its early morning angst, because the mass unemployment came at a time when the list of work to be done was the longest in memory.
From brick smokestacks in Tirana’s periphery, a thick gaseous black belched into the valley confining the capital city, a shroud of pollution from those few factories still operating—testimony to the Communists’ disregard for The Country’s precious environment. As well, the stately poplar trees lining its rural lanes had been cut for firewood for the coming winter.
The Country knew members of its newly elected Parliament pondered how to prepare the nation for the reality of revolution’s aftermath. At this moment they were debating how to finance reconstruction while opening up a free market economy. The farmlands, held so long by the Communist government, must be returned to the farmers if there was to be free enterprise. Should outside opportunists make their fortunes out of this chaos? No, the people wouldn’t stand for carpetbaggers.
The Country sensed it was momentarily in the calm eye of a storm. Forthcoming events—it dared not predict in what form or force—were likely to engulf it in tempests of unknown strength as the coming winter bora blew in from the Adriatic Sea, bringing hunger and cold.
Did the answer lie in the rumored proposal by Prince Leka, son of King Zog and Queen Geraldine, to pay one thousand US dollars to anyone who would vote in a referendum to restore the monarchy?
Perhaps The Country agreed more with the common people who said the answer lay with America—rich America, officially considered their enemy for generations. That blind hate, along with atheism, was being put aside.
Hadn’t The New York Times just weeks before on its front page pictured a smiling and waving US Secretary of State visiting Skanderbeg Square? Hadn’t his advance people seen to the distribution of thousands of tiny little American flags? Its three hundred thousand curious citizens who gathered in the square had waved the Stars and Stripes in front of the American television cameras and the world press corps. Surely this visit and all those flags were harbingers of American support.
Yes, The Country felt as it contemplated its future, it agreed with the common people whose fledging new leaders fervently expressed the belief that The Country’s solutions were to be “Made in America.”
Chapter Fifteen
Santa Fe Plaza
Greeting an Indian woman from San Ildefonso Pueblo in the portal of the Palace of Governors, Katherine pointed to a particular turquoise and silver piece displayed on her blanket. “Maria, may I see that one?” she requested.
Maria caressed the bracelet with a polishing cloth. “You like the traditional design?”
Katherine bent over to look closely at the rest of her jewelry. “Don’t drip green chili on Maria’s beautiful work,” she warned Toledo.
Admiring the jewelry, Katherine said to Maria, “I’ll take the turquoise bracelet.” Then she turned to Toledo, who was munching a blue corn burrito with Anasazi beans and extra-hot chili from Hatch. “Don’t you think it’ll be perfect for your grandmother?”
“Should my grandmother beware of Greeks bearing gifts?” Toledo asked. “Or are you planning to twist her arm with the bracelet to induce her to reveal the secret of the Confederate gold’s location?” He laughed. “Or are you’re planning a Chinese water torture with green-chili sauce.”
“Be serious.”
“Seriously, she’ll love Maria’s bracelet. Come on, let’s be about picking up my Bambi Deer for our night on the town.” Taking her arm, Toledo escorted Katherine across the Plaza. He called her attention to where the heraldic banners were flying. “Yours is the most impressive,” he told her.
“All our families, along with the priests, ran their own show in this capital city until the Indians revolted in 1680 behind their leader, Popé.”
“I know about this guy Popé. His mistake was he failed to manage the New Mexico territory properly, and after a dozen years the Spanish were back.”
“You should have been here to help Popé forge a powerful Indian nation.”
Past the Cathedral of Saint Francis, she led him through a wooden gate and along a pathway. They crossed a footbridge over the Santa Fe River, climbed a stone stairway and made their way to the front entrance of the Methuselah.
Along the way, tourists with maps unfurled asked for directions to restaurants and opinions about art galleries and museums. Katherine offered succinct responses and the visitors went off, still confused by Santa Fe’s crooked streets.
“You know all the short cuts,” Toledo commented.
“Over the meadow and through the woods to Grandmother’s house we go,” she said.
“Oh, and by the way, Grandmother’s going to have a full house tonight.”
“What do you mean?”
“You and I, Lorraine and Horatio and Carter Calhoun. I arranged this dinner for you to study my grandmother, say hello to Carter and meet the telegrapher and the key she’s been pounding on all these years.”
“You’ve dealt too many cards for the hand. Granddaddy Thatcher’s secrets are going to have to wait for a more intimate occasion.”
“How about a Sunday picnic? I promised Bambi Deer I would take her to Glorieta Pass tomorrow.”
“Excellent.”
Outside the Methuselah, the tour van was filling with residents. On its door a hand-written sign read, Evening adventure to Pink Adobe Restaurant.
The Activities Director, helping residents aboard, saw Toledo, smiled sweetly and said hopefully, “Venturing out with us this evening?”
“We’re in our own circle tonight, thank you,” Toledo replied.
Inside the Methuselah, Grace was sitting in her favorite Southwest-style chair. From its vantage point, she could monitor everyone coming and going.
Seeing her, Toledo stopped, removed his Stetson and threw wide his arms.
At his exclamation of “Bambi Deer,” she rose to be engulfed within his gentle bear hug. Drawing back, he appraised her. “You’re looking very royal tonight.”
“Oh, I have so much to tell you,” she said. “I’m so anxious for you to meet my gentleman friend. I’m sure you will like him. This must be Katherine. I feel I know her.”
“Katherine’s in charge of the state’s investments—stocks and bonds,” Toledo explained.
Grace nodded, accepting Katherine’s greeting hand. “Mr. Templeton knew the difference between stocks and bonds.”
“So do you, Bambi Deer,” Toledo said. “You don’t have to play the woman’s game of naiveté any more—it’s out of style.”
Grace chuckled. “One is equity and one is debt. Isn’t that right, Ms. Mondragon?”
“Please call me Katherine.”
“Then you must call me Grace.”
“Not ‘Bambi Deer’?” Katherine asked.
“My daughter and son-in-law insist on calling me ‘Mother Dear.’ Toledo, since he was a dear little boy, has shortened it to ‘Bambi Deer’.”
“Perhaps I should call you Grace, too—especially with your new life,” Toledo suggested.
Katherine presented her with the jewelry. “Here’s a little present for your evening.”
Grace looked at the silver and turquoise bracelet and exclaimed, “For me? Oh, what a splendid thought!” She slipped the bracelet onto her wrist and looked at Katherine for her approval.
“You see, Toledo, it is perfect for Grace. The turquoise picks up her blue eyes.”
“I’ll treasure your gift from this enchanted land and be in harmony with life around me,” Grace said, pleased.
“You are happy here?” Katherine asked.
Grace looked around the lobby and saw Carter Calhoun. She waved at him and whispered to Katherine, “The people I have met are fun, especially the men.” She chuckled. “Here he comes now. You know, we’re even on a first name basis.”
Carter greeted Katherine with a bow, kissing her hand, his practiced courtesy well executed. “So nice to see you again, Ms. Mondragon. Our State of New Mexico funds are in such capable hands.”
Grace introduced Toledo and the two men shook hands.
“Yes, Mr. Squires, your grandmother has told me about you and your very successful business venture.”
“Please call me Toledo. I like it better.”
Katherine laughed quietly. “Reminds him of architectural splendor.”
“I’ve always thought names important. Good ones live on,” Carter said.
“As do some of the bad ones,” Katherine pointed out.
“Ah, right you are, Ms. Mondragon. To be written on the dark pages of a country’s history, but I believe the good ones endure longer.”
“I cannot endure my hunger any longer,” Grace interrupted. “Let’s go to our restaurant. Oh, please tell me, what does Borrego mean?”
“It is named after the old sheepherders’ trail from Taos,” Katherine replied. “Vital to the economy here in the 19th century.”
“The sheep were replaced by tourists,” Carter said. “Much more profitable for the town.”
“I’ll call for a taxi,” Toledo said.
“It’s already taken care of.” Carter gestured toward the entrance where a white limousine waited, its uniformed driver standing at attention.
“Oh, what fun,” said Grace. “I’ve never ridden in such a luxurious car. A taxi once when Mr. Templeton and I took our vacation trip to New Orleans. That’s been...” She tried briefly to calculate the number of years but was distracted as Carter helped her into the back seat.
“Borrego Trail Restaurant,” Toledo said to the driver.
“Yes, and on the way, loop up the Old Santa Fe Trail so we can catch the sun setting on all the adobe houses,” Carter added.
Toledo turned to Grace. “There’s still enough daylight to see the view.”
“Of one of the seven cities of gold,” Carter said and winked at Grace.
Chapter Sixteen
Canyon Road
The limousine stopped in front of what appeared to be a vernacular adobe house. In the dusk a small spotlight focused on a wrought-iron sign depicting the skull of a sheep. The glistening light from candles, seen through the small windowpanes, hinted at food and conversation awaiting.
Toledo opened the carved wooden door. In the entry room a log fire warmed them, for the mountain evening was already turning cool.
“Cozy fire,” Grace said, gesturing at the burning logs.
“I love its pungent aroma.”
“Piñon pine,” Carter said.
They were led through several rooms of the restaurant—none was very large—to a private dining room, its low ceiling supported by wooden vigas. A raised kiva fireplace in the corner displayed prismatic flames. The table was set for six, with as many votive candles anticipating their arrival. In the center was a small vase of yellow chrysanthemums set atop a cutting board in the shape of a howling coyote.
As they sat down, Toledo said, “Lorraine and Horatio should be along any moment.”
“Katherine, did you choose this charming place for our evening dinner?” Grace asked.
“Yes, I thought you would like our old way station, Grace. Wagon masters and sheepherders alike probably drank, ate and engaged in lively discourse here, for this is where the Borrego Trail met the Santa Fe Trail.”
“Then let’s have a toast to the meeting of your generation and ours.” Grace looked at Carter and smiled.
Toledo called the waiter.
The waiter looked closely at Toledo. “Aren’t you Toledo Squires?” he asked. “Didn’t I see you on the TV talk show?”
Toledo smiled. “Yes, you may have, a few nights ago.”
Eagerly the waiter rushed on, “I’d sure like to talk to you. I have this great idea for a chain of Southwest-style restaurants— Fanny’s Fast Fajitas...”
“The name’s a winner,” Toledo said, “but you really need to talk to a venture capitalist, not me.”
“Right now, my man, we’ll have your best champagne,” Carter said.
Returning promptly with the magnum and six glasses, the waiter expertly popped the cork and poured four glasses. “Two more coming?” he asked.
“That generation may not be represented tonight,” Grace said. Raising her glass, she toasted, “To Toledo and Katherine. May you travel happily through life.”
Clinking his glass with hers, Toledo responded, “To Grace and Carter. May our trails be as didactic as yours.”
“Speaking of generations,” Katherine said, “my generation thought we invented communes. Is your generation copying us? I know the Methuselah doesn’t think of itself as being a commune, but nevertheless you have all come from many different places to live together.”
“Carter once lived a Bohemian life,” Grace said. “I guess you would have called him a hippy.”
Carter laughed robustly.
The waiter brought menus and announced, “The soup this evening is yellow squash, and our special is herb-roasted leg of lamb with a kiss of the chef’s special vegetable salsa. I’ll be back in a minute to take your orders.”
“I can’t imagine you as a Bohemian, Mr. Calhoun,” Katherine said.
“Well, that was years ago when I lived in The Village—creative times indeed, writers, poets, artists—but then all times have their own chroniclers.”
“It’s a good thing, too,” Grace added, “because memory can be elusive.”
“There are some memories we just can’t erase,” Carter said.
“My first memory is of my christening,” Katherine offered. “My father was holding me. We were surrounded by my mother, aunts, uncles and a covey of cousins. Bright sunlight streamed through the stained glass window of the Cathedral of Saint Francis. This bespectacled man in a snowy white robe dipped his hand into what I later learned was holy water and touched my forehead. I didn’t understand his chant-like voice at the time, of course, but I knew what he said must be important for when he spoke, my family fell quiet and listened to every Latin word.”
“The day must have been glorious for your father, one he would always treasure,” Toledo commented.
“Let’s not get too sentimental tonight,” Carter said.
“But Carter...” Grace reached over and touched his hand. “...I told you the younger generation feels free to express their feelings, not to repress them as we have been accustomed to doing.”
Carter frowned. “This sentimentality is getting a little too ripe for me.”
Grace touched Katherine’s hand and announced to the others, “It’s obvious Katherine and her father have been very close.”
“He and I were quite different,” Katherine said, picking up on Grace’s surreptitious plea for help in mollifying Carter. “Yet as I grew up we were able to communicate intuitively. Even when I went away to college I still felt his silent touch.”
“And his love,” Toledo said.
“Toledo, how would you know what a father’s love would feel like?” Carter objected. “Seems to me we’re delving into more sentimental rot.”
“Maybe so,” Toledo said, “but if we don’t acknowledge our familial ties, we’ll sooner or later find ourselves alone in life, perhaps even embittered. I may not feel a close affinity with my parents—we don’t have all that much in common—yet I don’t exclude them from my life.”
The waiter returned, pad and pencil in hand.
Grace began, “I think I’ll try your special. The soup sounds good.”
Katherine echoed, “Me, too.”
“Bring me the soup, but instead of the lamb, I’ll feast on the vegetable salsa,” Toledo said.
“The special for me,” Carter ordered as he collected their menus and handed them to the waiter. “Three of us made it easy for you, son.”
Grace broke the silence that followed. “Toledo, you have more compassion than I do.” She paused. “If we’re learning how to express our true feelings this evening, then I have to say I can’t stand your parents.”
Toledo’s jaw dropped. “But, Grace...”
“Lorraine reminds me of my father’s attitude toward life—brutal and self-centered. Am I being facetious, Toledo Dear?”
Carter interjected, “You’re certainly not being sentimental about your daughter and son-in-law.”
“You surprise me, Grace,” Katherine said.
“I’m simply expressing my deep down feelings. Isn’t that what your generation does? So why can’t I enjoy those same freedoms? All my life I’ve had to toe the mark, never allowed to say what I truly think. That’s what Miss Crawford taught us—observe the social graces to the neglect of speaking your mind. Lives were supposed to be illustrated in a perfectly bound volume. I honored her credo as a daughter and then as a wife, but those chapters of my life are written, read and set aside. Now I want to turn the page and hopefully find new heroes and a new story line.”
“We can learn from the past,” Carter said. “We can’t close it off. It’s with us whether we want it to be or not, welcome or unwelcome. I just don’t want to gush about it.”
“You’re talking about taking an objective look—” Toledo began.
“—Like when we study history,” Katherine interrupted. She nodded at Grace and Carter. “Tell us firsthand how Clio, the Muse of History, has influenced your lives.”
“Good idea,” said Toledo.
“Then may I ask you, Carter,” Grace queried, “haven’t you and I seen a lot of changes in social behavior down through the years?”
Carter forced a smile and replied, “Indeed, and we’ve had a hand in bringing about those changes. You know,” he looked at Katherine, “you asked me about my so-called Bohemian life. Well, I’ve always thought of my generation as riding the second wave of Transcendentalism, for we, too, sought our version of ultimate reality. Our actions, believe me, upset the whole apple cart of what most people at the time subscribed to. For example, the strict Victorian dictates, the remnants of which Grace was taught in her school, were pretty well ignored by us young people in the Roaring Twenties. We regarded ourselves as free thinkers, but we came to be called by the misnomer ‘free lovers’ because a vocal crusader for women’s rights, Margaret Sanger, was concurrently reproving the Victorians by disseminating birth control information.”
“I have images of women with their new bobbed hair and short skirts dancing the Charleston while the stock market ran amok,” Katherine said. “Tell us how you felt in the Roaring Twenties...what you did.”
“Well,” Carter began, “with the advancements in birth control, women and men felt a new freedom of expression, not the promiscuous behavior predicted by critics. We believed—I certainly did—that the two concepts, marriage and freedom, were compatible and could be pursued together.”
“In my circumstances, marriages were thought to be made in heaven,” Grace said, “and when they were not so blessed, you tried to make the best of it.”
“That was the difference between your life in the South and mine in Greenwich Village. We thought we could have it both ways.”
Grace regarded Carter with curiosity. “I’d have given anything to have had such an opportunity.” She paused before asking him, “Did you actually discover such a real freedom?”
Carter smiled, hesitated and said, more to her than to the others, “Yes I did, and you know, I felt no guilt then and, damn it all, I still don’t feel any remorse.” He looked again at Katherine. “And I do not need your bespectacled priest to seek absolution.”
Katherine looked puzzled.
Toledo’s eyebrows rose.
Carter returned his attention to Grace. “My only regret is that I have never seen the son...my only son...who was the expression of my freedom.”
The waiter brought the soup.
Chapter Seventeen
Methuselah Retirement Home
“My son,” Carter said, speaking out loud to the deserted early morning Methuselah patio, “how would I recognize him? He would be the same age as Grace’s daughter. Would I like him? He and I would be worlds apart...have nothing in common. He grew up with the Communists in a sequestered country. Maybe he would hate me for abandoning his mother. I could explain...but why did I even mention him last night? Why did I make an ass of myself?”
“You didn’t, my dear Carter.”
Startled, he turned to see Grace approaching.
“You provided yourself with a genuine reason to become a participant,” she said.
“By playing the fool?”
“Go back to Albania, look up your son and get directly involved. Therein lies the new challenge you’ve been searching for.”
“That’s impossible. Albania was another time, another place. You can’t go back again.”
“You can go forward to find your son,” Grace said and started to walk. “Why else did you mention him last night? Why didn’t you then go on to tell us about him?”
“It was 1939—”
“—Of course, the war. Why don’t you tell me about your son as we walk? There’s no point in keeping secrets any longer. I’ve decided to share mine.”
“I suppose you’re right, Grace.” At the fishpond, Carter paused. “My son’s name is Ardian. It’s so hard for me to talk about him. You’ve got to understand what Albania meant to me during that time.”
“I’ll try.”
“As I told you, my association with King Zog began in 1927 after he became king. Those were happy years for The Country. I was his loyal consultant right up through the time of his wedding to Queen Geraldine in 1938, and I continued in this business relationship until the king’s self-exile following Mussolini’s invasion the next year.”
“That was when Queen Geraldine was forced to flee with her newborn son, traveling at night along narrow roads—”
“—Through the rugged Acroceraunian Mountains, escaping to Greece,” Carter finished her sentence. “History took a wrong turn, for up until then the future looked so bright for The Country.”
“You’re getting ahead of the story,” Grace pointed out. “What about your life? You started to tell us last night about pursuing freedom within marriage.”
“I didn’t realize the consequences. I didn’t want to hurt anybody. I found myself wanting to spend more and more time with this woman. One day, as she and I were walking through the ancient castle overlooking Gjirokastër, I realized I’d fallen in love with her. Ardian was born the same day as King Zog announced the birth of his son.”
“Two babies born from love,” Grace said as they walked together. At Carter’s sand-painting map of Albania, still fresh, she asked, “Were you with her when she gave birth to your son?”
Carter grasped his cane, his knuckles turning white. His jaw muscles tightened. He looked down and said almost inaudibly, “No.” He straightened up, looked at Grace and said, “Let me explain what happened. King Zog had warned me of the worsening Italian situation and asked me to conduct some financial matters for him while I was in London. I was headed back to Albania when Mussolini invaded on Good Friday morning in 1939.”
“Come next Easter your son will be fifty-three years old.”
“Has it been that many years? It seems only yesterday when King Zog and I talked about his dreams for the future of Albania. He drove his own car, you know, actually one of the few cars in the country. Whenever I was in Tirana, he would drive down the hill from his royal palace, and we would enjoy a get-together in our US Embassy. In those meetings we discussed The Country’s finances. He also shared with me the knotty problems he was having with the Italians—they were constantly meddling in The Country’s affairs.”
Carter went on with his reminiscing. “Zog was every bit a king, tall, a commanding presence, cordial, yet firm, in charge but still able to make a visitor feel at ease. How well I remember one particular visit with him late in the summer of 1938 at his resort in Durrës overlooking the Adriatic. On the veranda we discussed Italy’s objectives. He knew they were trying to take over The Country, may even have suspected they might act militarily. So, by royal decree, he entrusted me with the Albanian gold, its custody and its management.”
“You were given control over The Country’s treasury?”
“Stewardship, I would describe it.”
“Is this the same gold that Mr. Undergroth told us about during our little poker game?”
“Yes.”
“The eleven hundred kilos?”
“It’s a great deal more than that now. I have used the gold as a nest egg, so to speak, borrowed against it and invested the funds in the stock and bond markets. Down through the decades the portfolio has grown to...ah...rather enormous proportions.”
“And you’re still in charge?”
“Yes. I manage it, with some help from my banker in London. It is a blind account. By that, I mean no one knows whose account it is. Only Archibald McThomson and I know of the Albanian connection.”
“To me, your more important Albanian connection is your son. I am sure he would understand that under the circumstances there was no way for you to contact him until now.”
“I couldn’t even write. After the war the secret police would arrest anyone talking to or corresponding with a Westerner. Albania became a hermit among nations.”
“Carter,” Grace counseled, “since you feel history should have turned out differently, let’s compose a new chapter, even if it is only a paragraph, perhaps even only a sentence.” She smiled. “Carter, use the gold to help King Zog and Queen Geraldine’s Albania. They would have liked that, wouldn’t they? Your British banker will support you, won’t he? How much money are we talking about?”
“Given the success of my investment strategy over the last fifty years, a total of, let me refresh my memory.” He unscrewed his cane’s ivory tip and extracted a rolled sheet.
Grace saw it was a computer printout.
“This report from London is a week old,” he said apologetically.
“From now on you...we must receive daily reports.”
“I’ll arrange it,” he vowed.
Chapter Eighteen
“Glorieta!” Toledo exclaimed. “What a day for our picnic on Glorieta Pass!”
“Glorieta, what a night! Katherine said. “I still can’t get over Carter having a son he’s never seen. Up until our dinner conversation, I thought our generation gave rise to the sexual revolution.”
“You’ve been blinded by ‘boomer centrism.’ Last night Carter gave us an eloquent explanation of romantic egoism and self liberation from an historical and personal point of view.”
“You’re telling me I must transcend my generation?”
“Yes.”
As Katherine made a left turn and directed the car along the Alameda toward the Methuselah, her thoughts turned from Carter’s bastard son to Toledo’s Albanian quest. She asked herself if perhaps his plan wasn’t equally illegitimate. And what about her dream? Wasn’t it a premonition of dire consequences for Toledo if he continued to pursue his Don Quixote adventure?
Finally she was unable to constrain herself any longer and said, “Toledo, you must put away these windmills of fantasy for Albania. The people there have been anaesthetized by almost a half-century of Communist Novocain.”
“A good way of putting it.”
“Now that they have been awakened from their national coma, they’ll come alive, they’ll be a colony of ants whose quiescent hill has been disrupted, and they’ll run frantically in all directions.”
“That’s right. They’ll need leadership provided by those who know how to manage and run a country. They’ll require fresh points of reference for their lives—lighthouses to show the way out of their dark national night. Just think of the leadership skills of our team. Imagine with me—”
“—Talk about my centrist attitude, you’re expressing the typical New York-California point of view—the manifesto that says they are way ahead of everybody else. They must have some super-duper deftness, a special ability that only the two coasts possess.” Katherine turned into the street leading to the Methuselah.
“I say we can carry it off,” Toledo persisted. “I don’t delude myself. None of us do. We know it’s going to be difficult. If it were easy, everybody would be doing it.”
“Toledo, you don’t have the connections. Let’s use New Mexico as an example. Here, to be politically successful, you’d have to get support from, and consensus among, groups such as the old Hispanic families up in Rio Arriba County, the scientists from Los Alamos, the pecan farmers in southern New Mexico, the cattle ranchers in the Catron, all the state and federal government employees, the hotel and restaurant industry, not to mention the Indians of our nineteen pueblos and the military-industrial interests in Albuquerque.”
“A good list.”
“For you, Albania will be like unwrapping Pandora’s box. You’ll encounter factions within factions, each with their own agendas. Your team will be so headstrong you won’t understand the local mores, the little innuendos, the subtleties of people and place. You’ll be trying to deal with so many forces, I fear you’ll fall flat on your collective faces.”
Katherine wished she hadn’t expressed herself in such a tyrannical manner. Was her performance a cover-up for not revealing her dream? Nevertheless, she dismissed her dream as superstitious poppycock.
“Esprit d’ corps is a very powerful force when properly directed,” Toledo argued. “Our team will be well disciplined by our various individual experiences. We’ll be organized as we move in, execute our take-over and put our own people in their proper administrative positions. Given effective symbolism, flags, banners, slogans and the endorsements we’ll arrange from spiritual and political leaders, we’ll be off and running.”
“How is it again you’re planning to win over these native leaders?”
“With grandmother’s gold, the universal persuader.”
“Speaking of which,” Katherine said, “there she is waiting on the bench at the Methuselah entrance, picnic basket on her lap. With the wine you’ve brought, we’re ready to do a little persuading of our own.”
Helping his grandmother into the car, Toledo said, “How about the rumble seat, Bambi Deer?”
“Glorieta! Wouldn’t that be fun!” She smiled at Katherine. “Good morning, Katherine, you look very pretty for our Confederate bivouac.”
“Good morning, Grace. I’m looking forward to hearing all your Granddaddy Thatcher’s Civil War stories.”
Toledo’s mouth dropped.
“Once upon a time when I was a little girl sitting on Granddaddy Thatcher’s knee, he gave me a little-known account of what took place at the end of the War Between the States. Toledo, you and Katherine are too big for my knee, but the time has come for me to share with you this secret of 1865.”
As they drove toward Glorieta, she began, “The story as told by Granddaddy Thatcher, who was passionately partisan, goes as follows: in April, after news of the courageous General Robert E. Lee’s surrender pealed from the bell at Appomattox Courthouse across the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, fearing for his life, was compelled to flee Richmond and head for Texas.
“Granddaddy Thatcher said he had a plan, a fantasy I suspect, to re-establish the Confederacy in Texas. I have read accounts where President Davis did have dreams of preserving Southern culture, which had been torn asunder by the war. Of course, to pursue his crusade seriously he knew he needed money, not worthless script but real money, gold.
“Consequently, Granddaddy Thatcher and a small platoon of soldiers were ordered to guard the Confederate treasury, which consisted of the Southern gold, jewelry that had been contributed to the cause and valuable European banknotes.”
“I remember Ashley’s wife donating her wedding ring,” Katherine said.
“Scarlet O’Hara was obliged to do the same,” Toledo added.
Grace nodded and went on. “The night he got word from President Davis to crate up the treasure and load it onto a train and head for Texas, he commandeered an engine and some old coaches and worked his men round the clock in the task of loading many heavy crates.
“Granddaddy told me there were two trains that night. His train loaded with dozens of crates pulled out of the station just before the besieging Yankee troops descended on Richmond. A second train carrying Davis and members of his cabinet escaped with only moments to spare.”
“Didn’t they have to pass through Union lines?” Toledo asked.
“Yes, so they traveled by night. Most were weary of war and downcast at defeat. Even Granddaddy’s countenance, he told me, was shaken. Quiet souls who had lost their country and their cause, many of them were utterly lacking in force of character. Even today, recalling Granddaddy Thatcher’s words, I can see soldiers, hungry, dirty, unshaven, sick of war, wanting to be paid, yearning to return home to their little farms, see their families, their wives, their children.”
When the trio arrived at Glorieta, Toledo selected a picnic table overlooking the battlefield. From her basket Grace handed Katherine a gingham tablecloth, which she unfolded, shook and spread out on the table while Toledo uncorked the wine.
After a toast to those brave men of both sides who had died at Glorieta, Grace continued with her story. “On the fourth night when the trains paused along the Savannah River, a pack of lawless and crazed soldiers broke into one of the crates. Beholding the spectacle of riches, they became so intoxicated they scooped up handfuls of coins and jewels, so much in fact that, in their haste to escape with their bounties, coins and jewelry fell from their pockets as they scattered into the night down dusty cart roads through those endless pine forests of rural Georgia. They dropped small fortunes that present-day treasure hunters continue to seek.”
Toledo’s story, Katherine now marveled to herself, was not a complete fantasy. There actually had been, or maybe still was, a Confederate treasure.
“Loyal Confederate soldiers guarded the other crates, didn’t they?” Toledo asked as he sketched the skirmishes of Glorieta on a pad of paper, showing the Union troops in blue and the Confederate in gray.
Grace took a sip of wine and nodded. “Their situation having grown precarious, President Davis and his cabinet decided to hold one last meeting to rally their cause for the rest of the journey to Texas. Washington, Georgia, a town that General Sherman had bypassed, was the logical place for their rendezvous. Granddaddy Thatcher was supposed to give over the treasure to a bank, but couldn’t find one where he thought the valuables would rest safely. You can imagine the possible treachery. A quarrel arose as to what to do with the treasure. When they reached the Georgia town, Granddaddy Thatcher chose to entrust the gold to a highly respected general, bidding him vow diligence in keeping it safe for the glorious day of the rebirth of the Confederacy.”
“Which general?” Katherine pressed.
Grace put her hand over her wine glass as Toledo offered to refill it. “He said I could always remember the general’s name by thinking of his home.”
“Why his home?” Katherine asked, her voice gentle, leading.
“Because that’s where he lived.”
“Yes, but where was the house?” Toledo asked.
“Oh, it continues to exist today in New Orleans—the French Quarter. I remember. A woman—a writer—bought the general’s home.” Grace thought for a moment. “Her name was Frances Parkinson Keyes. I’ve read some of her novels—Dinner at Antoine’s was one.” She raised her finger and said, “But the gold isn’t there.”
“What was this general’s name?” Toledo pressed.
“Beauregard, General Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard. Granddaddy Thatcher made me memorize his full name. He said because the general was an ardent student of the French Emperor, Napoleon, he was called our own ‘Napoleon in Gray.’”
“What became of General Beauregard?” Katherine asked.
Grace took a bite of her sandwich. “Lorraine has photographs of Granddaddy Thatcher in uniform,” she said proudly. “They had cameras then. You ask your mother, Toledo, to see his pictures.”
“But, Bambi Dear,” Toledo said, “if the gold’s not in Beauregard’s old house in New Orleans, where is it?”
“West, like I said,” Grace replied.
“But do you remember, Bambi Deer, what became of the gold?” Toledo tried once more.
“Of course I do. Granddaddy Thatcher told me General Beauregard went to California to...Santa something or other.”
“Santa Clara or Santa Barbara?” Toledo asked.
“Barbara, that’s it, Barbara.” Grace hesitated. “Wasn’t she the saint confined to the tower by her pagan father because she disobeyed him?”
“Yes,” Katherine replied. “She is our saint who defied her father and spread the word of Christianity. I have her santos at home. She’s depicted in her tower prison seizing a lightning bolt.”
“Santa Barbara,” Grace repeated with reverence. “General Beauregard acquired land there and was planning to build a house and grow grapes for wine making.”
“Did he take the treasure with him?” Toledo asked.
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