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Thursday, October 10, 1:30 pm

––––––––
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Elizabeth Bernadette Oberto Rodriguez de Maguire-Murphy was exhausted, and the day was only half over. Getting five highly educated and highly opinionated women from Baltimore to Quebec for what was supposed to be a relaxing “women’s retreat” was already turning out to be a disaster. It didn’t help that Liz was the youngest of the five. It also didn’t help that Patsy Murphy Howard, the oldest, wealthiest and most opinionated member of the group, had hijacked the trip Liz had planned and turned it into something Liz was stuck managing yet didn’t really want any part of.

The trip Liz had envisioned was to be a Christopher Columbus weekend getaway for her and her mother, Jill Murphy, at a quaint B&B somewhere near the beach in Rehoboth, Delaware, a two-and-a-half-hour drive from their respective homes in Baltimore. Liz wanted to have a few days of uninterrupted time with her mother—no kids (Liz had four wonderful if demanding children), no husbands, no worries. Just sand, sea and salty air. She’d planned for them to forget dietary restrictions, forgo make-up and elaborate hairdos (never very elaborate in Liz’s case), abandon their “professional” wardrobes in favor of sneakers, sweatshirts and faded jeans, and just hang out.

Then Karen Murphy Johnson, Liz’s cousin by virtue of her mother’s second marriage, got into it. She’d heard about what Liz was planning and decided that this kind of outing was exactly what she needed to have with her mother, the not so recently widowed Claire Murphy. However, Karen wondered about the B&B in Rehoboth. Wouldn’t a five-star hotel in New York City be a better choice? Especially for Claire’s impending nuptials? They could visit the city’s chic bridal salons specializing in couture for mature ladies. 

Liz had rolled her eyes and tried to counter with a remark on the lines of “what impending nuptials?” Claire had been dating Dave Meyers, Liz’s boss, almost since the day of Claire’s husband’s funeral some five years ago, but Liz didn’t see any trip to the altar on the horizon. Not because Dave didn’t want to tie the knot. Claire seemed to be the skittish one. 

Liz was very fond of both Claire and Dave. A romantic at heart, she thought a marriage between the two of them was ordained in the stars. Why should two lonely people live apart when they could spend their declining years blissfully together? 

Karen said that was exactly what she was thinking. If Liz herself and her mother Jill, now very happily ensconced in a second marriage to Judge Murphy (himself twice widowed), provided the encouragement, Karen was sure that Claire could be persuaded to take the plunge.

Liz was more realistic. Her mother Jill even more so. Claire’s first marriage to Brendan Murphy, Jill’s brother-in-law, had not been ideal. A devout Catholic, Claire stuck with her alcoholic husband through thick and thin. She supported their four children by working long hours as a teacher while also selling real estate on the side. Claire might not be able to admit it—she had promised to stay with Brendan in “sickness and in health” and alcoholism was a disease—but she had to enjoy the freedom that Brendan’s death afforded her. Would she really want to take that marital leap again?

Then there was Dave Meyers himself. Alcoholism wasn’t going to be a problem; Dave was not much of a drinker. As chair of the Bethsaida Medical Center’s Department of Psychiatry, he was well-established professionally, and as Liz happened to know, quite well off financially. He would not be looking for a “nurse with a purse” (as Liz had once termed her mother’s value to elderly would-be spouses) to make him comfortable in his old age. But Dave had baggage of his own—two or maybe three ex-wives (Liz wasn’t sure about the status of an annulment from his third spouse), an uneasy relationship with his grown children, and what Catholic theology called a “Disparity of Cult” issue. Dave was a Jew. A pretty secular Jew, an almost non-practicing Jew from the point of view of religious ritual. Other than food, that was. Dave loved Jewish cuisine, especially foods like gefilte fish on Rosh Hashanah, which Liz thought you needed to be born into the culture to appreciate.

In any case, a trip to New York City instead of laid-back, out-of-prime-season Rehoboth? No private time one-on-one for Liz and her mother but a four-person outing intended to convince a reluctant bride to take a leap of faith? That wasn’t what Liz had in mind at all. However, Jill was very fond of Claire and wanted what was best for her, so she wouldn’t turn down Karen’s suggestion.

There matters stood at the beginning of October. Two double rooms booked for the Columbus Day weekend at the luxurious Whitby Hotel overlooking Central Park and in close proximity to the finest stores Manhattan had to offer. 

That was about when Patsy got into it. Patsy, as in Dr. Patricia Murphy Howard, wife of Dr. Bruce Howard, president of the aforementioned Bethsaida Medical Center, and dean of its medical school. Bruce was not only Dave Meyer’s boss; he was also his best friend. Patsy was appalled that anyone would think of going on a weekend to convince her brother’s widow Claire to marry her husband’s best friend and not include her. The insult! Patsy was beside herself. No, indeed. This so-called weekend could not take place if she were not included. And who had thought that this weekend should take place in New York City? Not hardly. Far too close, and far too ordinary. She would take charge of all the planning. They would head to Quebec, they would plan for the trip to last five or six days, and she and Bruce would pay for everything. After all, who would Dave choose but Bruce as best man for the wedding? While there was no guarantee Claire would choose Patsy as her matron of honor (there were other possibilities in Jill or one of Claire’s three daughters), Patsy was certain she would still be expected to have a prominent role in the wedding. In fact, she planned to make sure that happened. Assuming there ever was a wedding.

On being accosted by Patsy (and there was no other word for it) Liz threw up her hands. “Okay, okay. If Karen, Claire and my mother agree, I’m in,” she said. As far as she was concerned, they could go to Quebec instead of Manhattan. Hell, they could go to Boise or Oshkosh or Waukesha, Wisconsin for all she cared, since it was pretty clear that her cozy tete-a-tete weekend with her mom in a B&B in Rehoboth had become a non-starter.

Much to Liz’s dismay, Jill said she found the whole thing a bit distasteful, especially Patsy’s grandiose insistence that she and her husband Bruce pay for everything. What Jill didn’t let on was that she was actually relieved. She had problems of her own that were making it increasingly difficult to get away for a couple days, even if it were just to Rehoboth.

With all things considered, Jill decided to back out of the expedition. There would still be five women headed to Quebec for a “women’s retreat” as Patsy kept calling it, but Jill would not be among them. Instead, Jill would be sending along a substitute: a relative that it was high time Liz became closer to. And how better to do that than to have them share a room?

That’s how Liz found herself, on Thursday, October 10 at 1:30 in the afternoon, exhausted, standing in line at the taxi rack at the Aeroport Internationale Jean-Le Sage de Quebec arranging for a limousine to take herself, Claire, Patsy, Karen and Martina Alvarez to the Chateau Frontenac in Quebec City. For it was none other than Luis’s half-sister Martina, a woman Liz barely knew and whose very existence had been a secret for most of Liz’s married life, that Jill had enlisted as her replacement.
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Chapter Two
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Thursday, October 10, 5:30 pm

––––––––
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Liz felt her whole body go limp with pleasure. The pool at the Chateau Frontenac was a sybarite’s dream. Marble walls, murals and fabulous lounge chairs, it looked like it belonged in a 1940’s movie set with Katherine Hepburn and Cary Grant trading insults even as they became more romantically attracted to one another. And best yet, she was all alone in the pool. She could have been on an island in the middle of the Atlantic, or the Saint Lawrence River, for the peace and quiet she was enjoying.

Yet there were noises in the distance. Though the hotel was in Upper Town Haute Ville, far above and a funicular ride away from Lower Town Basseville, it was not immune to the noises of urban life. Liz heard engines revving, police sirens, and an ambulance wailing. She also heard hotel personnel scurrying to attend to the wants and desires of the customers.  Away from her family members and with her traveling companions otherwise occupied, she ignored the commotion. At that moment, she had only herself to answer to, and she reveled in it.

She swam to the edge of the pool, pulled herself out, reached for a towel, and sank into a lounge chair. It was getting late, she thought. Must have been after five o’clock. She needed to dry herself off, take a quick shower and return to the room she was sharing with her sister-in-law, much against her will. 

The omni-present Martina Alvarez. To be fair, and Liz was trying hard to be fair, Martina was not the most challenging of Liz’s travel companions. She was neat, non-demanding so far, and she kept her thoughts to herself. When Martina spoke at all, it was to utter pleasantries about the weather—sunny, 72 degrees, glorious for October, must be Indian Summer, if one were still allowed to call such weather by that name. If not describing the weather, Martina spoke eloquently about the scenery, the beautiful trees all wearing their best fall colors, and the luxurious appointments of their shared room. When Martina waxed poetic about the size and depth of the soaking tub in their huge bathroom, the thickness of the towels, and the quality of the cosmetics, Liz had decided she’d had enough.  

“Martina, I’m feeling restless and dying for some exercise,” Liz had said. “Would you mind if I left you alone for a bit? I’d like to check out the gym, maybe walk on a treadmill and perhaps even go for a short swim. I won’t be too long.”

“That would be fine with me. I’m not feeling energetic enough for exercise, but I’d love to get into that tub and have a bubble-bath.”

Liz’s swim had been a pleasant interlude, but, of necessity, that time was now drawing to a close. As she unwillingly dragged her 38-year-old body from the depths of an elegant lounge chair and proceeded to hit the showers, she groaned.

One day down of the women’s retreat, dinner ahead, and as far as Liz knew, no forward motion on the scheme to marry off Claire and Dave. On second thought, perhaps there had been some movement. Patsy had been intent on a shopping expedition and Karen had eagerly joined in. They were supposed to be searching for a French-inspired boutique that specialized in designer quality children’s clothes. They had three children to shop for: Karen’s son who was turning five, and Patsy’s two boys, whose “approximate” ages were six and seven; “approximate” because the boys had been born somewhere in Eastern Europe and had been trafficked in a kidnapping scheme until “rescued” by Patsy. (See The Antwerp Alchemist)

Liz herself had four children, son Juan Diego, who was a grown-up-in-his-own-mind seventeen-year-old, already taller than his father Luis; a second son Francesco who was fourteen; a nine-year-old daughter officially named Jillian Elizabeth, but called Lili; and another daughter, Lucie, age four. Patsy had suggested—really, ordered—Liz to join the shopping expedition, claiming it would be fun to have Liz’s two girls to shop for in addition to her and Karen’s boys. Patsy whispered to Liz that her attendance was critical because otherwise, Claire might bow out. Patsy let on that the real purpose of the shopping trip was to get Claire thinking about wedding outfits. 

Clothes shopping was always the last thing Liz wanted to do, and she was especially reluctant to fall in with the plan when she learned that the expedition had a hidden agenda. Patsy hadn’t suggested Martina accompany them—a mistake, Liz thought, since Martina was exceptionally fashionably turned out and had mentioned that she enjoyed shopping. Still, it gave Liz a way out. She said she couldn’t leave Spanish-speaking Martina all on her own in a strange city in a foreign country. Martina needed Liz as a friendly face to help her get accustomed to the hotel and its environs. 

Liz was glad Martina wasn’t present when she said this to Patsy. From what she had experienced of Martina so far, the woman spoke excellent English. Other than her comment about shopping, Martina had not been particularly forthcoming about herself. It was patently obvious, nonetheless, that she was more than capable of speaking up when she felt the need. 

Liz had mentally crossed her fingers behind her back. “I’m sorry, Patsy. You, Karen and Claire, go on ahead. Martina and I will catch up with the three of you over dinner tonight.”

That fib about needing to be with Martina had paid off in spades. Martina seemed happy to be left to her own devices, whether or not she took that bubble-bath she’d mentioned. The swim had been a delightful, very needed interval for Liz. But it was now time to resume her obligations to the other members of the Quebec Quintet.

Yet what obligations did she really have? Liz had originally planned to spend quality time at the beach with her mother, but Karen and Patsy had hijacked Liz’s intended trip. Then her mother had dropped out and foisted Martina on her daughter. Hold on a minute, Liz chastised herself. Jill had strongly suggested that Martina be invited in her place, but “foisted” was too strong a word. Liz could have said “no.”

Karen? Patsy? Were they really “hijackers?” Nope, Liz thought. She had let them take over. Bowing to the Murphys had become something of a habit. Liz had a tongue in her head and could have used it. Why hadn’t she? And as for her mother backing out? Her mother didn’t have a mean bone in her body, and she had always been Liz’s strongest supporter. Okay, Jill had maneuvered Liz into accepting Martina as her replacement, but Jill herself would not have backed out if she didn’t have a good reason. Liz found herself worrying about what that reason might be. 

Liz dawdled, taking a good twenty minutes in the shower. Wrapped in an oversized towel, she took an extra ten minutes in front of a wall of mirrors complete with marble sink and gold-plated fittings to style and blow dry her hair. She then went to the locker where she had stowed her clothes and got dressed. Having completed her toilette, she headed to the reception area to sign out and return her locker key. 

But she saw with dismay that the attendant who had signed her in, assigned her a locker and handed her towels, was nowhere in sight. She went out to the hallway and glimpsed the attendant talking with other staff near the entrance to the steam room. After trying and failing to catch anyone’s attention, she decided she could leave without signing out with the attendant or saying goodbye. It was time to stop daydreaming and get on with the program. 

She chuckled to herself. “Getting on with the program” would be a lot easier if she had any idea about what the “program” actually was. Patsy (and her husband Bruce) were being exceptionally generous in picking up the costs of this “women’s retreat.” Knowing the two of them, Liz was sure there must be something more to it than a desire to play Cupid for Claire and Dave. Patsy in particular never did anything, especially anything that involved money, without some sort of quid pro quo.

“I’m back,” Liz called out to Martina as she entered their suite. “Did you miss me?” She cringed as she heard herself saying that. She hadn’t missed Martina herself. Far from it. She was glad to be spared her company. 

Yet Martina played along. “You’re back. Did you enjoy the treadmill? Were you able to get in a swim?” Martina continued, “I had a lovely bath and then took a nap until the phone rang.”

“Who called? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I really just wanted to ask whether the call was for me. I always worry about the children. I hope everything’s all right back in Baltimore...” Liz found herself stuttering as she talked. Martina was family, for God’s sakes. Her husband’s half-sister. She was acting like a nervous Catholic schoolgirl who had been caught in a lie by Mother Superior. 

Martina cut in before Liz could make an even bigger fool of herself. “I’m sure your children are fine.” Then she grinned slyly and a little nastily. “The call was from Luis.”

“My husband? That Luis?”

“How many “Luises” do you know? Yes, of course, the call was from your husband.”

“I wonder how he knew to call me here, in Quebec. The last time we talked I was supposed to be heading to Rehoboth.”

“That’s not what he said. He thought you were in New York and called Josefina to get the name of your hotel. She’s the one who told him where you were.”

“Josefina, of course. Did Luis say what he wanted? For that matter, did he tell you where he was calling from?” Liz hated that she’d let Martina realize she didn’t know Luis’s whereabouts, so she tried to cover for the slip she’d made. “He’s been traveling for his investment business, so we’ve not been in touch for the last couple days.” Liz blushed scarlet. Damn. Why was she feeling embarrassed? She and Luis were both busy professionals. Of course, they didn’t live in each other’s pockets. Two-career families seldom did.

“Luis said he was in Montreal.”

“Montreal, Canada?”

Martina snickered. She enjoyed seeing Liz flummoxed. “Is there another Montreal?”

Liz began to laugh. She shouldn’t have bothered pretending. Martina was clearly on to her. “I suppose there’s another ‘Montreal’ somewhere, but I gathered from the expression on your face that Luis was in Canada.”

“That’s what he led me to believe.” Martina was openly smirking. “Luis did seem surprised that I answered the phone. He first thought that I was Jill.”

“Jill? You don’t...”

“You don’t have to tell me that I don’t sound anything like Jill. I never said I did. Luis was the one who didn’t recognize my voice, and he seemed quite taken aback that you and I were roommates.”

“I was surprised by that myself.” Liz said nothing for several seconds. “Did he seem annoyed?” She cursed herself. Why was she asking Martina to analyze how Luis felt? “I meant—”

“I knew what you meant,” Martina interrupted. “I don’t known Luis well enough to judge whether he was annoyed. You’ll find out for yourself soon. He said he was going to be here tomorrow.”

“Here? He told you he was coming here?”

“That’s what he said.” Martina smirked again. “It’s not like he would have to cross the Sahara to get here. Montreal’s only a few hours away by car or train.”

Liz collapsed on the bed. “Of course, you’re right. I was just startled that you were getting a glimpse into our marriage that most outsiders never get to see. But you haven’t been an outsider. You’re Luis’s sister, and our children’s one and only aunt.”

“That’s not accurate. I’m not their ‘one and only.’ In fact, I’m pretty sure you’ve met another one.”

That’s right. I almost forgot. I was introduced to your sister Olivia at a cemetery several years ago. It was at a celebration for dia de los muertos. She was married to Luis’s brother, Miguel. I remember how unhappy my mother-in-law looked.”

“Isobel was always unhappy. You do know by now that Miguel was actually Luis’s uncle, not his brother, and the marriage was a fake. Olivia was actually eloping with another man. Someone the Alvarez family didn’t approve of.” 

“Isobel had a reason to be unhappy. She knew back then, although she certainly wasn’t going to tell me, that Olivia was also Luis’s half-sister, making her Miguel’s niece. My mother-in-law was pretty ruthless when she set her mind on something, and it had seemed at the time that she wanted Miguel to be married, but almost certainly not to his niece. Even for her, incest would have been a step too far... I’m curious. Were there any other relatives on the Alvarez branch of Luis’s family tree?”

“There was one younger brother, Jaime.” Martina gulped and turned away. “Jaime has been out of touch for some time. When I met you, I didn’t know where Jaime was, or whether he was even alive. I still don’t. I also didn’t know how much you knew about the Colombian drug dealers...”

“Probably more than I wanted to, but far less than I should. Luis promised me that he would give up chasing the cartels in favor of a career in international investment banking, but our son, Juan Diego—”

“The pious Juan Diego. The son who can do no wrong. Luis bragged about how smart he was, how thoughtful. He was so good to his—” Martina stopped in mid-sentence and covered her mouth with her hands. “Did Juan Diego know Isobel Oberto-Rodriguez was not his grandmother?”

“Isobel was his bisabuela. His great-grandmother. We didn’t focus on the difference. She was old and sick, and all our kids saw her as their Colombian grandmother. To the day she died, she called Juan Diego her caballero.” Liz sank down on the bed and began twisting her hair, undoing the style she had worked so hard to achieve. “Juan Diego loved her.”

“She was a bruja.”

“You’ve said that in the past. I’m not saying that I disagree, but whatever she was, she’s gone to her eternal reward.”

“Eternal damnation more likely. Do you not remember the condor?” 

Liz grimaced. Martina would bring that up. The damn bird that kept swooping over the cemetery as Isobel’s body was being laid to rest in the Oberto crypt. But condors were signs of good luck, weren’t they? Liz wasn’t exactly up to date on the latest in Colombian myths. 

“Martina, I won’t argue with you. But one thing Isobel insisted on, and where Luis backed her up over my objections, was that Juan Diego had to be educated in a manner befitting his station.”

“She didn’t really say it that way, did she? Her English wasn’t that good.”

“I was paraphrasing. She meant that he had to be brought up with the sons of the hacienda families—the aristocrats, I guess, so he could take his proper place in society when the time came.” Liz teared up thinking of her oldest son. Juan Diego was in his last year in the same boarding school in Cartagena that Luis had attended, and with things as they were in Colombia, she found herself terrified that something awful would happen to her child.

“You seem to be worried about the drug cartels. Don’t be. That school has always been well protected by the Oberto and Rodriguez families. They kept Luis safe, and they would not allow your son to come to any harm.”

“But you just mentioned your brother Jaime. He was an hacienda child. I don’t know where he went to school, but...”

“Jaime did not go to that school, because he was not the oldest son. He would not inherit the responsibilities of the Alvarez hacienda. We loved him, but he could never be the head of the family. He was a member of the nobility, but he was not the one who would ever be in charge.”

“So, Jaime was not the heir. You had another brother? One older than Jaime?”

“You know I did. I still do.”

“You can’t mean Luis?”

“Who else?”

“The fact that Miguel, not Luis, was the head of the Oberto-Rodriguez hacienda and that Luis was an investment banker not involved with the Cartagena cartels made no difference to you?”

“Not to me; not to the Alvarez family.” Martina strode over and sat on the bed next to Liz. “It’s getting close to dinner time. The others will be waiting for us. We will talk about this another time, but for now, I must change, and you should as well.”

Liz glanced at her sister-in-law. Martina needed to change out of her fabulous silk dressing gown—Liz bet it was couture, maybe Dior or Galliano, and she probably planned to throw on an elegant dress or pantsuit, but there was little else about her that needed changing. From the not-a-hair-out-of-place in Martina’s raven black French twist to the skillfully applied eye shadow, blush and eye liner and the perfectly manicured nails, Martina was prepared to dine at the finest restaurant in Quebec City that Patsy could find.

As for Liz herself, that was a different story. In her brief time back in their shared bedroom, Liz had already spoiled her fire-engine-red chignon she had worked on when she finished her swim. Cosmetics had never been her thing. A dab of lipstick was all, bought on sale years ago at the Walgreens Drug on Charles Street in Guilford with scant attention paid to the color. Unfashionable turquoise eye shadow, likewise a Walgreens purchase, and mascara for her eyelashes that had probably dried up from disuse. 

Liz began organizing the clothes she planned to wear. Cotton bra and underpants bought off the shelf at Macy’s. A well-worn, black polyester suit jacket with matching flared skirt set off by a cream-colored faux silk blouse, also from Macy’s. Beige nylons from Target and slightly scuffed black kitten heels bought on sale from DSW several years ago looked okay to her, if a bit funereal. She could probably get away with wearing the outfit to dinner, if the place weren’t super fancy, but compared to Martina, she’d be a drab little thing next to a glamorous peacock. 

In nature, females weren’t supposed to look like peacocks, she consoled herself and editorialized mentally. They were peahens and they attracted peacocks even though peahens themselves were pretty drab and didn’t have glorious plumage. 

Still, if Martina were correct and Luis was in Montreal and planning to arrive in Quebec City, maybe she should try a little harder with her appearance. Not that she was jealous or anything. 

“To get back to Jaime. I didn’t mean to pry, but I gather from what you said that Jaime had fallen into some bad circumstances. Were these cartel-related? I thought the great families like the Obertos and Rodriguezes and Alvarezes had their own...not exactly “cartels,” I think they were called “clubs.” These “clubs” were under control, more or less... “

“The problem, and it’s growing fast, is that these small clubs which used to grow the plants to produce marijuana, cocaine and heroin, are being swept up by the much larger and far more powerful international drug cartels,” Martina said. “These big cartels controlled the drug markets from start to finish. Take fentanyl, for example. American politicians kept describing what a scourge that drug has become in the US, and they blamed immigrants from Latin and South America, but they didn’t understand us. Mexicans, Colombians, Venezuelans have always participated in the drug trade, but the raw materials for fentanyl were produced in China then shipped legally to the US in small packages. The USA has a de minimus law that discourages US Customs from investigating goods worth $800 or less. The shippers send hundreds of millions of these packages first to the US, and then to Mexico for processing. They then get sent back to the US and to Europe for that matter. The border guards sometimes catch the small fry, but the big importers get off scot free. Jaime...he was caught up in this when he disappeared.”

“Martina, how do you know so much about it? When I first met you, I mean, when Luis sent you to the US five years ago...”

“Luis didn’t send me...”

“I know. It was all very complicated...”

“And it still is. Far too complicated for us to discuss when we need to get dressed and meet up with the other members of the Quebec Quintet.”

Liz grimaced. “I couldn’t agree more. Just tell me one thing, and I won’t badger you about anything else tonight. In all these games of “cops and robbers,” which side were you on?”

“Cops and robbers? No entiendo.”

“I think you understand me perfectly well, but how about if I rephrase it as the game of good guys or bad guys? Do you get my meaning now?”  

“I am a good guy. I do the kinds of work Luis used to do. Does that clear things up?”

“For now. Somehow, I’m not surprised. All those years ago when you worked for my family as a nursemaid—an assistant to Josefina—I kind of thought that wasn’t your career aim.” Liz giggled. “I thought you were looking for a rich American husband.”

Martina returned the giggle. “Who said I wasn’t?”
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Chapter Three
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Thursday, October 10, 12:00 midnight

––––––––
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Later that evening, Liz paused to reflect on what had turned out to be an enjoyable time. Patsy wanted to do the town in style. Karen had suggested going all out and celebrating their freedom from kids, husbands and their normal routines. She had methodically read guidebooks and sought advice from her colleagues in the legal profession about the best restaurants in town. She had also solicited opinions from her social set—Baltimore’s well-traveled Guilford and Roland Park matrons. Her offer to make reservations was appreciated, but ultimately the group decided that for their first night in Quebec City, they preferred to stay in the hotel and dine at its fabled Champlain Restaurant.

Despite all odds, Patsy had abandoned her usual I-know-better-about everything-than-anyone-else stance and had been gracious to a fault. Karen had exhibited a bubbly, girlish side much different from her important lawyer-society-matron persona. Claire abandoned her usual practice of holding back and quietly absorbing the ebb and flow around her. Instead, she had been warm and actively involved in the conversation, even when she was the butt of some good-natured teasing about potential changes in her matrimonial status.

Martina was the surprise. The other four were all part of the Murphy clan, Patsy and Karen by birth, Claire by marriage to her deceased husband Brendan (Patsy’s brother) and Liz by virtue of her mother’s recent second marriage to Judge Frederick Murphy (also Patsy’s brother).  Martina could have been overwhelmed by the boisterous Murphys, and their noisy and quarrelsome repartee filled with “do you remembers” and “wasn’t that hilarious” and “you’re telling a lie,” but that’s not how it happened. Instead, she joined in with a vengeance, offering amusing stories of her own and Luis’s childhood exploits growing up near one another in Cartagena.

Whether Martina’s stories were true or not (and Liz was pretty sure many of them were not, especially the one where Luis fell into a ditch while chasing the neighbors’ pigs), it didn’t really matter. Martina was both an amused and an amusing guest. In short, an excellent addition to the party. 

By being entertaining and laughing at herself, Martina also aided Liz in keeping the focus off Claire’s marital intentions. When the conversation veered close to the love life of the attractive Dr. David Meyers, Martina jumped in and talked about her own romantic history, describing her youthful foibles and her bad luck with prospective suitors. She spoke in Spanglish, a charming mixture of standard English, American urban slang and Colombian Spanish. To hear Martina tell it, if she “swiped right” on a computer dating site, the person selected was guaranteed to be a miserable date. On the other hand, if she “swiped left,” the person she rejected she would later find out could have been the very prince she was searching for  

The dinner conversation became a Baltimore/Colombian version of Sex and the City, complete with hilarious and increasingly raucous stories all around. While Martina was amusing, she was not very forthcoming about who she really was and why she had agreed to Jill’s request to become the non-Murphy outlier of the Quebec Quintet.

Martina didn’t tell the group that Luis had called from Montreal and that he planned to be in Quebec City on the following day. Liz decided to say nothing about that as well. A part of her didn’t quite believe her attractive and vivacious sister-in-law. Martina was clever and very entertaining, but from the little Liz knew about Luis’s childhood, she was pretty sure the hijinks Martina described were exaggerated at best, if not outright lies. Did Martina and Luis really spend that much time together as children? It didn’t seem very likely, not if the aristocratic Doña Isobel Bernadetta Liliana Rodriguez y Oberto had anything to do with it. Not if she intended to keep Luis’s parentage a secret.

It could have been that Isobel, the woman Luis had been raised to believe was his mother was actually as playful, generous and understanding as Martina said. If so, by the time Luis had brought Liz home as his new American bride, she had undergone a serious personality change. The mild-mannered, family-centered, house-proud, saintly La Doña Doctora Jekyll that Martina described had morphed into the spiteful, cruel, nasty, evil bruja, La Señora Hyde.
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Chapter Four
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Friday, October 11, 9:00 am

––––––––

[image: ]


On Friday morning, as Liz stretched out in her comfortable bed and planned her day, she decided it was time to face up to her responsibilities. She would have loved another swim in the Chateau’s fabulous pool, but duty called. At dinner the previous evening, Patsy had been disappointed by the items they had seen for offer in the French-focused children’s boutique that she, Karen and Claire had visited. She said jokingly that the problem had been that Liz hadn’t come with them. The store had many beautifully made and very dressy outfits for little girls, but nothing much in the way of comparable clothing for little boys. Claire had whispered to Liz that the so-called problem was that Patsy wanted to dress her two boys as if they were the children of the British royal family, with adorable haircuts, short pants, starched shirts, rep ties and classic blazers. Patsy was shopping in the wrong part of Canada. The province of Quebec was proudly French, not English. If she wanted to dress her boys like Prince George and Prince Louis, she might have had better luck shopping in Toronto or Halifax.

Nonetheless, Liz dutifully tried to comply with Patsy’s desire and had promised that the entire Quebec Quintet would assemble on Friday morning to hunt out other children’s shops. With a wink to Karen, she also said that she had planned a mini-splurge on clothes for herself. Back in Baltimore while packing for the trip, she’d been brought up short by the state of her wardrobe. She was particularly interested in exploring exotic French lingerie. She’d be hitting forty in a few years and already had an expanding waistline and stretch marks. If she were ever going to wear satin and lace undies and featherlight push-up bras, this was her chance.

“And negligees,” Martina added slyly. “You should see what my roommate slept in. A faded and raggedy stretched out purple thing—I think you’d call it a tee shirt—with an ugly black bird on it. With that tee shirt, she wore droopy cotton underpants showing all her cellulite. No wonder Luis was never home.”

“I’ll have you know, that’s a classic Ravens shirt. It was a souvenir from when the Ravens won the 2012 Super Bowl. And as for my cellulite—”

“Liz, querida, I was teasing you. Luis adores you, but he has to work very long hours to keep you and the children well clothed and well fed. I thought you might put a little more effort into how you dress, especially for him.”

“I get what you are saying and there is some truth to it,” Liz said, then winked naughtily. “But what makes you think I wore Ravens’ tee-shirts, or anything else, when Luis was my roommate?” She yawned and said it was past her bedtime. With a nod to Martina, she added that her Ravens tee shirt was waiting for her.  

“So early?” Karen eyed the elaborate lounge nearby where a jazz combo was playing. “No time for a nightcap?”

“I’m done, but the rest of you should enjoy yourselves.” Liz left without a backward glance. She was beginning to recognize that she was about as good at herding sophisticated women with minds of their own as she would have been herding cats. Or frogs. She let loose with an even larger yawn and stumbled toward the elevator.

Now wide awake as she prepared to head out for the day, Liz glanced at her roommate, who was still asleep. She tiptoed into the suite’s adjoining dressing area where their luggage was piled up: a modest and well-worn Samsonite weekender plus a matching cosmetics and jewelry case for Liz and four or five pieces of Louis Vuitton for Martina. 

Liz opened her weekender and examined the clothes she’d brought with her. She’d known that none were especially suitable for a high-class shopping expedition but planned to make do with the same black suit she’d worn to dinner that last evening. She would, however, exchange her cream-colored silk blouse for a royal blue, turtle-necked, fake cashmere sweater from TJ Maxx. She looked longingly at her well-worn and very comfortable Doc Martens. Those shoes would have been great if they ended up walking any distance, but she thought they were too informal for high-class shopping. She’d better wear pantyhose and black kitten heels. 

Liz glanced at her other case. She’d moved her simple cosmetics to the bathroom the previous evening along with her toothbrush, toothpaste and sunblock, but she hadn’t touched her jewelry. Most of what she had brought was fake stuff and easily replaceable—earrings and chunky necklaces from Chico’s, fake pearl studs from Macy’s and the like, but she did have the string of cultured pearls that her father had given her for her eighteenth birthday (a necklace that many years ago had caused her husband to be suspicious that she had another man in her life).

She also had with her a very valuable 18 karat gold bracelet adorned with old rose-cut diamonds and some forty karats of top-quality Colombian emeralds. While she wore the matching emerald engagement and wedding rings every day, she wore the bracelet only when she was attending a fancy reception at the Colombian Embassy or some similar gala. The bracelet and rings were all part of an elaborate parure of antique jewelry made more than 200 years ago, using emerald gems mined from land owned by her husband’s family.

Liz chided herself that she should not have brought the bracelet with her. Quebec was a relatively safe city, but there were pickpockets around. Her suite contained a safe where she and Martina had stored their passports, credit cards and some cash, but Liz had forgotten about the bracelet. 

“Good thing no one saw it last night,” she muttered as she opened the safe to lock the bracelet away.  
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