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It happened so quickly that the man wasn’t even aware of his killer’s presence before the gun touched his right temple and exploded. The M41 Special 130 gram full metal jacketed bullet tore through his brain and exited on the other side of his head, leaving a small jagged hole. He collapsed onto the hard arid ground like a cut flower, the unlit flashlight falling from his hand and clattering across the hard ground before coming to rest against the trunk of a tree.

In the darkness the killer, wearing thin pigskin gloves, quickly stepped out from behind the tree trunk, bent down and carefully placed the Smith & Wesson Model 10 double action revolver in the dead man’s right hand. He pushed his victim’s forefinger through the trigger guard and around the trigger. He raised the dead man’s hand and let it drop onto the ground. The dead man’s hand opened slightly but the finger remained between the trigger and the trigger guard.

Satisfied with the impression of suicide that he’d created, the man stood up and looked around furtively, even though it was much too dark to see anything. Nothing stirred.

Quickly the killer walked away into the night, confident that his ruse would be accepted by a police investigation.

***
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Pedro Salazar stepped out of the car and stretched his arms above his head. The thirty-mile trip from the port city of Concepcion in Chile had been fraught with anticipation. It was five years since he’d left the Riverside vineyard just off the road between Concepcion and Coelemu and travelled to the United States to study economics. During that time he’d missed the farm with its tranquility and beauty more than he’d ever expected to. He’d also looked forward to seeing his father, Juan Salazar, whom he’d admired all his life. He looked around at the place where he’d spent his entire life before leaving the country.

The house had been built over a hundred years ago in the Old Dutch style, very similar to the Cape Dutch farm houses in South Africa. The structure faced north with pale grey plastered walls and a deep veranda stretching across the front between two ornate gables. The roof was covered with red tiles and the windows had wooden frames and wooden shutters on each side. A wide staircase with low curved side walls led up to the veranda. Rose bushes with a profusion of white blooms grew in the gardens on each side of the staircase and a wide expanse of smooth green lawn stretched out in front of the house and down to the edge of the slowly flowing river that flowed along the northern boundary of the property. Huge oak trees, over a hundred years old, grew on each side and at the back of the house, creating a relaxed and peaceful atmosphere. To the east and west the rows of grape vines stretched down the gently sloping hillside and to the south more rows of vines stretch back to the edge of a dense forest over a mile away.

Twenty four years old and five foot eight inches tall, Pedro had short black hair parted in the centre, a pale golden complexion, dark brown eyes, a slim straight nose, a wide mouth with well-shaped thin lips, delicate white teeth, a strong chin and was clean shaven. Slightly underweight, with square shoulders, small hips and large feet, Pedro tended to be a sensitive person and occasionally appeared to be uncertain, especially when he found himself under pressure.

The front door of the house opened and a tall thin man stepped out onto the veranda, a wide smile on his golden-complexion face. Juan Salazar, Pedro’s father, had two years to go to his half-century but his upright stature and vitality hinted at a younger man with many goals in mind. He had short black hair parted in the middle, a thin black moustache, dark brown eyes and heavy black eyebrows. His large straight nose gave an aristocratic impression and his wide thin-lipped mouth smiled easily, showing strong white teeth. His prominent chin indicated a man who knew where he was going.

Juan walked down the steps in front of the house and extended his right hand as he approached Pedro.

“Pedro!” he said. “It’s good to see you! You’re looking well.”

Pedro shook his father’s extended hand.

“Hi, dad.” he said. “It’s good to be back at home. I’ve really missed Riverside.”

“Let’s go to the house. Renata is busy making us refreshments but she’s so pleased that you’re finally coming home. She’s missed you very much.”

Father and son walked to the house.

***
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Renata Salazar walked into the cool spacious lounge carrying a tray with a jug of lemon cordial and three tumblers on it. As she put the tray down on the centre coffee table, Pedro, who’d been sitting on a settee with Juan, stood up. Renata straightened and turned to her son.

“My darling!” she said. “At last you’re back home! We’ve all missed you so!”

“Hello, mom.” Pedro said. “I’m so happy to be here with you and dad. I’ve missed both of you so much.”

The mother and son hugged each other.

At five foot four inches, Renata was much shorter than her son.  She had a pale golden complexion, slim straight nose, almond-shaped eyes and wide mouth with well-shaped thin lips. She was slightly overweight with an attractive well-proportioned body and large breasts. Her bright red dress and black high-heeled shoes added to her vibrant personality.

Juan, who’d stood up when Renata entered the room, moved to the coffee table and poured the drinks. He handed them to Renata and Pedro who sat down in the comfortable armchairs while he returned to the settee.

“So, what are your plans now that you’re back home?” Renata asked. “Are you going to stay in Chile or go back to the States?”

“I don’t know yet.” Pedro said. “I’ve been so busy for the last five years that I’ve hardly given a thought to what I want to do after I graduated. But I’m not going to think about my future yet. Right now I want to rest and enjoy being at home.” 

For the next three hours the three people talked about what had happened to them during the five years that Pedro had been studying economics in the USA. Slowly the daylight faded outside and Juan stood up and switched on the lights. Renata glanced out of the window.

“Oh, dear!” she exclaimed. “It’s already dark outside and I haven’t done anything about our supper!”

Pedro stood up.

“Come on, mom.” he said. “I’ll help you make supper. We’ve done enough talking for today. Dad can get us something to drink while we’re busy.”

The mother and son left the room and Juan went to the drinks cabinet.

***

[image: ]


“So, Pedro’s back.” Jorge Martinez said as he reached over and took a cigarette out of the pack lying on the bedside table.

“Yes.” Renata Salazar said. “I didn’t expect him to come back so soon. In fact, I didn’t think he’d be coming back to Chile at all. Even though, in his letters to us, he said how much he missed us and the farm, I always got the impression that he’d find a job in the US and eventually take US citizenship. Obviously I was wrong. Is this going to affect our plans?”

Renata and Jorge lay beside each other in his bed, both naked. They’d made love earlier and then slept briefly. It was a Saturday afternoon and they’d arranged the rendezvous the previous day at the Riverside Vineyard where Jorge was the General Manager. They’d been lovers for over two years and, as far as they knew, nobody suspected anything.

Jorge was about five foot eight inches tall with a golden complexion, thick black hair, a heavy black moustache, small dark brown eyes, thick black eyebrows, a large fleshy nose and a wide thin-lipped mouth. A thin man who claimed that smoking kept his weight under control, Jorge had been working at the Riverside vineyard for fifteen years and had a vast knowledge of grape and wine production gathered over many years in the industry. A confirmed bachelor all his life, he valued his independence highly and had turned down his employer’s offer of a house on the vineyard property. He was inclined to be devious and ambitious but lacked the self-confidence to strike out on his own.  

Jorge’s house stood on a five acre piece of land that he owned five miles from the vineyard and well screened from the road by a dense hedge that ran along the front of the property. The entrance to the homestead was also very obscure, deliberately made so by Jorge when he and Renata first became lovers.

“I don’t think it’ll make any difference at all.” Jorge said as he blew a cloud of smoke towards the ceiling. “We must just be extra careful and make sure that Pedro doesn’t suspect anything. Is it likely that, now that he’s back, Juan may change his will?”

“No.” Renata said. “He hasn’t said anything to me nor has he made any calls to his solicitors. I only wish that I could find out exactly what’s in the will. From what I’ve been able to glean from him, I’m the sole beneficiary of the vineyard and there’s a generous allowance for Pedro as well as the right to live on the property for the rest of his life. But I can’t see him staying on the farm for very long. After all, he spent five years studying economics and he can’t practice that out here. He’ll probably stay for a few weeks and then move to Concepcion, Valparaiso or Santiago. Alternatively, he may go back to the USA.”

Jorge nodded.

“And you’ll still be able to get the gun and the six bullets to me unnoticed?” he asked.

“Yes.” Renata said. “Pedro isn’t even aware that Juan has a gun and Juan hasn’t touched it or the case it’s in, in years. Are you sure that Juan will walk along the path through the beech trees between the upper and lower vineyards?”

“Yes.” Jorge said. “I’ve watched him for the last five nights and he’s followed the path each time. It’s very dark in the trees and the path is the safest route. We’ll have to watch the situation carefully but I don’t think it’s necessary to change our plans. We’ve come this far and I won’t let anyone upset them now. After the event though, you’ll have to keep up the pretence of being heartbroken, especially in Pedro’s presence. Will you be able to do that?”

“Yes.” Renata said. “There’s too much at stake and I’m not going to fail now. It’s become almost second nature for me to pretend what I’m not. After all, I’ve been pretending to be in love with Juan and happy to be out here on the farm for over twenty years. I’m not going to let all those years of concealing my real emotions go to waste now.”

”It’s important that you give me enough time to get back here after the event.” Jorge said. “I’ll need at least half an hour, so don’t make any move to search for Juan until at least half an hour after the time that he usually gets back.”

“Yes.” Renata said irritably. “We’ve gone over that a number of times. He usually gets back at around ten fifteen so I’ll delay any attempt to search for him until eleven o’clock.”

“Okay.” Jorge said as he stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on the bedside table. “In less than a week’s time our world is going to change and we’ll be able to live the way we’ve always wanted to.”

***
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“Mom seems more settle here.” Pedro said as he and Juan walked between the vines in the southern vineyard. “Ever since I was a child I had the impression that she wasn’t happy here. Even before I left for the States, I felt that she’d rather be somewhere else.”

“Yes.” Juan said. “Renata came from Santiago where her family were great socialites, going to the opera, balls, parties and other social gatherings and she was very much a part of it. It was a huge change for her to move out into the countryside, far away from the glitter of the city. But she did finally accept her situation and I think that she’s now very happy living here. It’s been especially noticeable in the last two years.”

“I’m so glad.” Pedro said. “It’s so lovely and peaceful here. I noticed Jorge Martinez is still here. How long has he been on the farm?”

“Just over fifteen years.“ Juan said. “He’s a real asset to the business. His knowledge of wine making is amazing. Even I sometimes have to go to him for advice. Last winter we had a small problem with frost at the bottom of the southern vineyard and Jorge suggested that we place kerosene heaters between the rows of vines in that section to combat the frost. We started the project a week ago and it looks very promising. To make sure that it’s done properly I go down to the bottom of the southern vineyard each night at nine o’clock and light the heaters myself.”

“Is he still living on his land on the road to Concepcion?”

“Yes.” Juan said. “That’s why I do the lighting of the heaters. I offered him the use of the guest cottage here on the farm for free but he likes his independence and has turned down my offer repeatedly. I have noticed though that he has become more withdrawn lately and I hope that he’s not thinking of leaving. It would be difficult to find someone with his knowledge to take his place.”

“Yes.” Pedro said. “It’s becoming more and more difficult to find good reliable staff. Anyway, if he does decide to leave, perhaps I can take his place.”

Juan turned to his son.

“That would be great.” he said. “But your future isn’t here on the farm. After all, you’ve been studying economics for five years and it would be such a waste if you didn’t continue along that route.”

“Yes, you’re right.” Pedro said as they began walking again. “But if Jorge does decide to leave don’t forget my offer.”

“I won’t.” Juan said.

“And are you likely to sell the farm at some time?” Pedro asked.

“I suppose that at some time I might have to sell.” Juan said. “But there’s always the possibility that I’ll have some fine young grandchildren who will be able to keep the farm in the family.”

Pedro grinned.

“That’s very possible.” he said. “And I’ll do my best to provide you with plenty of them. I’ve no intention of staying single for much longer.”

“Of course you won’t.” Juan said. “You’re a good person and you’ll make some lucky senora very happy. Of that I’ve no doubt. But I’m very happy here and I have a number of plans to improve and increase production. I’m still young and I’d like to continue to grow the vineyard for many years to come. I can’t imagine what I would do if I ever left here. This is my life’s work and it will very likely keep me busy for the rest of my life.”

“I’m really proud of you, dad.” Pedro said. “You’ve created a beautiful and prosperous enterprise that will be a monument to you for centuries. It’s created work for a large number of people and above all, it’s been something that’s brought you a life of joy and happiness and I know that it’ll continue to do so for many years to come.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Renata glanced at her watch and frowned.

“Juan’s very late getting back from lighting the heaters in the vineyard.” she said.

“What time does he usually get back?” Pedro asked.

“Usually around ten fifteen.” Renata replied. “He’s never been this late before. It’s already ten forty five.”

“Perhaps he’s having trouble lighting the heaters.” Pedro said.

“Yes.” Renata said. “I’ll wait another fifteen minutes and if he still isn’t back I’ll call Jorge. Juan has a standard arrangement with Jorge regarding the lighting of the heaters. If he’s having trouble lighting them then Jorge comes over to help him. It’s a very important project and could save the vineyard a lot of money if it works, so it’s vital that they be lit every night.”

The mother and son were sitting in the lounge watching a rerun of a well known movie although neither of them was paying very much attention.

Although Renata appeared to be anxious about Juan not returning from the vineyard she wasn’t concerned about his safety but rather about his death. The longer he failed to appear, the more likely it was that Jorge had succeeded in killing him and set their plans in motion. As the time passed and eleven o’clock approached she began to feel excited. Jorge must surely have succeeded and then she’d be free! She could sell the farm and move to Santiago with Jorge.

But here again, they had to be very careful. If Jorge followed her too soon after the sale of the farm there was a strong possibility that someone would become suspicious. They had eventually decided that Jorge would continue to work at the farm for the new owners for several months and build a conflicting relationship that would then allow him to resign without causing any suspicion.

Eleven o’clock arrived. Renata stood up.

“I’d better call Jorge.” she said and walked to the phone on the small table in the entrance hall. She dialed Jorge’s number and waited. Eventually Jorge answered.

“Jorge.” Renata said, speaking loudly to ensure that Pedro heard her. “Juan hasn’t come back from lighting the heaters. He’s usually back by ten fifteen. Will you please come over and see what the problem is?”

“Everything went according to plan.” Jorge said. “We’re free! Is Pedro with you?”

“Yes.” Renata said. “Thank you Jorge. Come back with Juan when you’ve finished and I’ll make coffee for the two of you. Goodbye.”

Renata replaced the receiver and walked back into the lounge.

“Jorge is on his way.” she said.

***
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“This isn’t like Juan.” Renata said, looking at her watch again. “If something really serious happens he always comes to the house to tell me or sends one of the workers to tell me. I hope Juan’s okay. It’s almost midnight.”

Pedro nodded and Renata could clearly see the concern on his face.

“Perhaps I should go down to the vineyard.” he said. “I know my way around the farm.”

“No.” Renata said. “Jorge and Juan know what they’re doing. I’ve no doubt there’ll be a good reason for Juan being so late.”

Renata straightened in her chair as the headlights of a car approaching the house along the long straight driveway played on the curtains in the lounge.

“Oh, thank heavens. Here they come now” she said and then frowned. “It looks like there are two cars. Why would there be two cars?”

Renata and Pedro heard the two vehicles stop in front of the house. Car doors slammed and footsteps sounded on the stairs leading up to the veranda. The door bell chimed. Renata and Pedro stood up and hurried into the entrance hall. Renata opened the door. Jorge stared at her, a shocked look on his face. Behind him she saw a uniformed police officer.

“May we come in?” Jorge asked. “I’m afraid something terrible has happened.”

Mother and son’s eyes widened in shock.

“Of course.” Renata said, her voice shaking. “What’s happened?”

“Let’s go into the lounge.” Jorge said.

The four people walked into the lounge, Renata staring at Jorge, her face a mask of worry. Jorge quickly introduced the policeman.

“This is Teniente Lautaro Melilan from the Concepcion Police Department.” he said. “Renata, Pedro, unfortunately it appears that Juan shot himself in the trees between the two southern vineyards.”

Renata and Pedro stared at Jorge uncomprehendingly. In the silence a dog could be heard barking in the distance.

“Shot himself?” Renata said. “No, that can’t be right! What are you saying?”

Slowly the blank expression on her face changed to one of grief. Jorge stepped forward and put his arms around the stricken woman. She began to sob. Pedro stared at Jorge, his face contorted with shock and anguish. Quickly he stepped forward. Jorge released his embrace and Pedro turned Renata to face him. He wrapped her mother in his arms and held her in a tight embrace. Pedro shook his head slowly as he tried to accept what Jorge had just told them. Jorge and the Teniente watch them in silence. Eventually Renata regained some of her composure and her sobbing stopped.

Teniente Lautaro Melilan cleared his throat.

“Senora and Senor.” he said. “I’m here to confirm what Senor Martinez has just told you. Although the investigation is still in its preliminary stages it appears to be a case of suicide. Please accept my deepest condolences. I won’t bother you right now. I’ll leave the two of you to cope with your grief and return at a later stage. If there is anything that I or the Concepcion Police Department can do to help in the mean time, please don’t hesitate to call me. I’ll leave my card on the table in the entrance hall.”

With a small bow the policeman turned and left the room.

Jorge moved from one foot to the other uneasily.

“I’ll also leave you now.” he said. “But if there’s anything that I can do to help you, please call me.”

Jorge turned and quietly left the room. The two grief-stricken people heard car doors slam and the two vehicles drive away.

“This can’t be happening.” Pedro whispered. “Surely it must be a dream?”

Renata began to sob again and Pedro put his arms around her. They stood hugging each other tightly, desperately trying to accept the fact that Juan was no longer with them. Renata gained control of herself, drew back from Pedro slightly and gently lead him to the settee. The two sat down slowly. Renata took Pedro’s hands in hers. They sat in silence. Finally Pedro spoke.

“It can’t be true.” he said softly, his eyes vacant. “Dad would never take his own life. He was so happy and enthusiastic about the future. Something’s very wrong.”

Renata nodded.

“Juan was a winner.” she said, her voice shaking. “And winners don’t end their lives.”

“Perhaps it was an accident.” Pedro said. “The Teniente said the investigation was still in its preliminary stages. That has to be what happened. But why was he carrying a gun? I didn’t even know that he owned one.”

Renata nodded slowly.

“Yes, he did have a handgun.” she said. “He bought it during the time that the Revolutionary Left Movement was trying to overthrow the Pinochet government and was threatening to involve civilians in their terrorist activities. But, as far as I know, he’d never even fired it. In fact, the box of bullets had never even been opened. The gun and the box of bullets have lain in the safe in his study for the last twelve years.”

“Who knows the combination to the safe?” Pedro asked.

“Only Juan and I.” Renata said.

Pedro stood up slowly and helped his mother to her feet.

“It’s no use us sitting here all night.” he said. “Let’s go to bed and try and get some sleep. I can’t cope with this right know. It’s just too unbelievable.”

Renata nodded and the stricken mother and son left the room.

***
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Renata lay in her bed staring up at the ceiling. She tried to define her emotions. She felt elated that Juan was finally out of her life but frightened that something would go wrong and she and Jorge would be charged with murder, and also guilty for causing Pedro such grief, knowing how much her son had loved his father. But in the end, she told herself, we only have one life and we need to live it the way we want to, even if others got hurt along the way. Pedro would eventually get over his loss. He was too strong a person to wallow in grief for long. He was young and the young coped with life’s misfortunes better than older people did.

Renata closed her eyes and began to think about her performance in the lounge after Jorge and the policeman had arrived. She smiled in the darkness as the images of her breakdown flitted through her mind. It had been a command performance and, if it had been on film, she would surely have won an Oscar. She clearly remembered Jorge’s face as he watched her and it was obvious that he was stunned. Even the policeman had been convinced that her grief was real. And Pedro hadn’t shown any signs of suspecting her emotions to be anything but genuine.

With a satisfied smile Renata began to plan her future. After Juan’s estate had been finalized, she would put the farm on the market and, once it had been sold, she would move to Santiago where she would begin to build her social position. That was going to be such fun. And when Jorge joined her they would live the life that she’d always dreamed of.

Renata snuggled up under her duvet and fell into a satisfied sleep.

***
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Jorge lay in his bed and thought about how the evening had progressed. The killing had been easier that he’d imagined. Juan had been totally unaware of his presence and he’d been able to put the muzzle of the gun right up against the man’s temple and pull the trigger. The placing of the gun in Juan’s hand had been perfect, just as if the man had done it himself. And the position in which he’d left the body had also been perfect. He’d been able to leave the body untouched, especially after he’d put the gun in the dead man’s hand and dropped it to the ground. And with the ground being so hard in that particular area and at that time of the year, there would be no footprints to indicate the presence of another person at the scene.

As he thought of Renata’s performance he shook his head in amazement. It had been astoundingly real. Even he had begun to feel sorry for her. Without doubt the Teniente had also been fooled and Pedro hadn’t shown the smallest sign of suspecting that Renata’s emotions weren’t real.

But Jorge cautioned himself not to be overconfident. The police hadn’t yet done a complete investigation and anything could happen before that was completed. The one thing that worried him though, was that there would be no evidence on Juan’s hand if it was tested for gunshot residue. The police apparently used a test called a “gunshot residue test” to establish this but he felt confident that, from what the Teniente had said, there would be no doubt that Juan had killed himself. If this was so, then undoubtedly no tests would be done to disprove this. The police already had their hands full with coping with the crime in the campamentos and the drug trade that was getting out of control. They’d be loathe to spend time on what was obviously a suicide.

Jorge began to think about his future. After the estate had been finalized and Renata had moved to Santiago he would extricate himself from the farm as quickly as possible and join Renata. They would get married and as soon as he was in possession of his share of Renata’s inheritance he’d desert her and leave the country. The real action was in the United States. Chile didn’t interest him in the least.

***
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An overpowering sense of grief enveloped Pedro’s mind and body as he lay in his bed in the darkness. He’d been afraid at first to switch off the light, terrified of the images that would flood into his mind if he didn’t have something to focus on. Eventually he’d found enough courage to switch off the light and face the darkness. Even with the deep sense of loss that he was experiencing, his mind wouldn’t accept that Juan was gone forever. He was too real in his imagination to simply disappear.

Images of his smiling face, the love that he always saw in his eyes when he looked at him, the small mannerisms of affection that he displayed whenever he was with him, flitted through his mind. So many memories crowded his mind, each one so real that he cringed at the pain that they brought with them.

Pedro knew that he would treasure these memories for the rest of his life and live his life in honor of the man he’d admired so much. Never would he forget him.

Pedro drifted into a fitful sleep, the emotions that he was experiencing now a permanent part of his soul.

***
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Carlos Salinas, the solicitor administering the estate of the late Juan Salazar looked up over his reading glasses at Renata and Pedro sitting in the visitor’s chairs on the other side of his desk. As Juan had always been meticulous with regard to his affairs it had taken the solicitor a mere six weeks to finalize his estate.

“And now we come to the dispersal of the two main assets of Senor Salazar’s estate, namely his extensive portfolio of shares, annuities and properties and the farm “Riverside”.

Earlier, the solicitor had gone through the list of creditors who’d been duly paid and the list of minor beneficiaries who’d received various amounts from the estate, the most important one being Jorge Martinez, who’d received an amount of one million pesos.

“Senor Salazar consulted with me several times concerning his investments and the “Riverside” farm and eventually he decided that both the investments and the farm be bequeathed to his wife Renata Salazar and his son Pedro Salazar jointly in equal shares of fifty percent.”

Pedro glanced quickly at Renata and was surprised to see the shocked expression on her face that quickly changed to one of impassiveness.

“The total value of Senor Juan Salazar’s investments is six hundred million pesos and the farm “Riverside” has been valued at nine hundred million pesos. To put that in perspective, those figures equate to one million US dollars and one million five hundred thousand US dollars respectively.”

Senor Salinas looked at Renata and then at Pedro.

”Do either of you have any objections to the terms of the will?” he asked. “Should either of you wish to contest the terms of the will you must understand that there’s no definitive right to inherit from a deceased estate and challenging its validity is generally based on some form of fraud, legal non-compliance or misrepresentation of facts. Bear in mind that the burden of proof lies on the party alleging irregularity or foul play.”

The lawyer looked at Renata and Pedro over his reading glasses and raised his eyebrows questioningly.

“No.” Renata said. “I don’t have any objections to the terms of the will.”

She turned to Pedro.

“What about you, Pedro?” she asked.

“No.” Pedro said. “I also don’t have any objections.”

“Excellent.” Salinas said. “I will therefore begin to process of transferring the right of ownership as laid out in the terms of the will. This could take some time as it involves several Government and financial institutions but I will make every effort to complete the process as quickly as possible.”

***
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Pedro steered the car onto the main road leading back to the Riverside vineyards. Renata sat in the passenger’s seat, deep in thought. The road wasn’t busy and Pedro found that he was able to give some thought to what had transpired in Senor Carlos Salinas’ office. A huge responsibility had suddenly been thrust upon him and he wondered if he was capable of handling it successfully.

Apart from Jorge Martinez, there were almost forty employees who relied on the farm for their livelihood and if one took into consideration that each person had at least three dependents that meant that one hundred and twenty people depended on how he managed this responsibility. One thing that he knew for certain was that he would never allow the farm to be sold and he desperately hoped that Renata would take the same stance.

Although he’d been brought up on the farm and knew a great deal about the basics of growing grapes and the process of producing quality wines, he wondered if he and Renata would be able to handle the responsibilities that running the enterprise efficiently required. Having someone like Jorge Martinez as General Manager would ease the burden significantly but his contribution would be limited to overseeing the production processes, whereas he and Renata would be responsible for the administration of the whole enterprise.

Pedro realized though, that his studies would be a great help to him. Economics was closely related to finance and other administrative responsibilities although it did so in a very broad sense. He thought about how Juan had run the estate and realized that his greatest strength had been his ability to delegate responsibility and had always been prepared to listen to other people’s advice and knowledge before making a decision.

It dawned on Pedro that this was exactly what he needed to do. He had to involve others in the process and not try to shoulder all the responsibilities personally. This would depend very much on trust but, he realized, it would still be up to him and Renata to make the final decisions. But the trust wouldn’t only involve others though. He had to also trust his own initiative and intuition. Mistakes would be made but this was to be expected. What was important was to learn from these mistakes and, as a result, overcome the problems and move forward.

What worried him was whether or not Renata would be able to rise to the occasion. Although she’d lived on the estate for twenty five of her forty four years she’d never taken much interest in how the vineyards were run and only had a very vague idea of all the processes that made up the enterprise.

But, Pedro realized, he was getting ahead of himself. It wasn’t necessary to do everything immediately. The farm was quite capable of running itself under the stewardship of Jorge Martinez in the short term and there would be plenty of time to establish how he and Renata would continue to fulfill Juan’s vision of the future of the farm.

Something that had been constantly on Pedro’s mind ever since Juan’s death was the fact that Juan had killed himself. He found it impossible to accept. He’d told Pedro repeatedly about the plans that he had to build the vineyard into a much bigger and more profitable enterprise and his enthusiasm for his goals was a total contradiction to the behavior of someone intent on ending his life. Juan was also very healthy and had no terminal condition that would have influenced him to end his life.

The more Pedro thought about his father’s death the more convinced he became that something sinister was involved. What it could be, he had no idea. The police were completely satisfied that Juan had committed suicide and all the evidence that they’d gathered indicated that this was correct. But deep down, Pedro couldn’t accept this. He decided eventually that he would do whatever he could to get to the truth, no matter how painful it was. Right now though, he would keep his suspicions secret. He didn’t want to upset Renata who, since Juan’s death, was becoming dearer to him than ever before. 

***

[image: ]


Renata sat in the passenger’s seat oblivious to her surroundings. The shock of the conditions in Juan’s will had numbed her and it had only been with a huge amount of self-control that she’d been able to behave in a way that contradicted her true feelings. Now, as she and Pedro travelled back to the Riverside vineyard, she had time to think.

Her share of the estate was almost seven hundred and fifty million pesos which would comfortably cover the way she planned to live in Santiago without her having to use any of the capital. The problem though, was Jorge. When they’d first embarked on their plan to get their hands on Juan’s fortune they’d agreed to split the proceeds fifty-fifty, but now her share would only be just under three hundred and seventy five million pesos and that was definitely not enough to support the life she planned to live without her drawing from the capital.

On top of this, she had a vague feeling of uncertainty with regard to Jorge. Although he seemed enthusiastic about them marrying, he’d never actually committed himself to this, which now caused Renata to wonder just how sincere he was about their relationship. What was there to stop him taking his share and deserting her? Nothing. And there was nothing that she could do to prevent him taking this course. They were both in this far too deeply for either of them to threaten or coerce each other. The crime that they’d committed bound them both to silence.

The biggest problem though, was Pedro. By the way he spoke about the estate there was little doubt in Renata’s mind that he had no intention of selling the vineyard. And, as he had a fifty percent share in the farm, there was no way that she, Renata, could force the issue. Unless they both agreed to sell, the farm would remain unsold.
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