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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.

***
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“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.

***

[image: ]


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. 

***
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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.

The only other possibility that she could think of was that Pedro would be prepared to buy her share of the farm. That was unlikely though as it was very doubtful that any bank would finance a deal of that size when the applicant was a young man with no practical experience in the cultivation of grapes and the production of fine wines.

Renata decided eventually that she would have to discuss the matter with Jorge and devise a plan that would force Pedro to agree to sell the farm. But even then the problem of sharing the proceeds with Jorge remained. But perhaps Jorge was the answer. If she persuaded Pedro to sell his share of the estate to her and she married Jorge, then the bank, knowing of Jorge’s experience in running a vineyard would probably be prepared to finance the deal. Then they could work off the loan and sell the farm. That way her share of the proceeds would be sufficient for her to live the life she envisaged.

This would take years to materialize though, and Renata wasn’t prepared to wait that long. By the time that plan reached finality she’d be an old woman. No, there had to be another way. But she had to find that way soon. She desperately needed to get away from Riverside.

***
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“So that’s what happened.” Renata said as she lay next to Jorge in the bed at his house. They had made love immediately upon reaching the smallholding but it had been unsatisfying; Renata being too distracted by the problems that she faced and Jorge too on edge with anticipation. Renata had then told Jorge about the reading of the will and the disappointment she’d experienced when she and Pedro had been bequeathed equal shares.

Jorge nodded and reached for a cigarette from the pack lying on the bedside table.

“Yes, that really does put a spanner in the works.” he said. “And, as you said, there’s no way of contesting the contents of the will. And even if we did manage to persuade Pedro to agree to sell the farm, your share isn’t close to what we need to live the way we planned, especially as it’s going to be divided between the two of us. However, if we are living together and split our expenses we could still live very comfortably without having to touch the capital. Seven hundred and fifty million pesos is a lot of money and, if used judiciously, could provide us with everything that we need.”

“Yes.” Renata said. “It would provide us with everything that we need but not everything that we want. Bear in mind that we still have to buy a house in the city and they aren’t cheap. That alone could eat up a large portion of the capital and wouldn’t leave us nearly enough to live on in the style that we’ve both been anticipating.”

“That’s true.” Jorge said. “But we don’t have to pay cash for the house. With our capital we could easily mortgage the cost of an up-market house and pay it off over twenty years. That would then leave us with plenty of capital.”

Renata nodded.

“I hadn’t thought of that.” she said. “That will make a big difference. Maybe we can live the way we want to after all. Of course, we’re presuming that Pedro will be prepared to sell the farm and this could very likely be a major problem. The way he’s spoken about the farm in the past it seems obvious to me that he’ll insist on keeping it and running it with me. He loved his father dearly and I’ve no doubt that he’s determined to continue with his legacy. He’s not going to change his mind easily.

“I haven’t spoken to him about the future of the farm but I’m sure that he won’t be prepared to sell. If we want to persuade him to change his mind we’re going to have to go about it very carefully and present a case that will be difficult for him to reject.”

***
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After Renata had left to return to the Riverside vineyard Jorge walked to the small wooden bench that he’d built under a large Monterrey pine. He sat down, lit a cigarette and began to think about what Renata had told him.

Without doubt he would now have to abandon his plans to move to the USA. The exchange rate between the Chilean peso and the US dollar would reduce his share of the inheritance to a pittance. But this didn’t mean that he’d have to remain with Renata. He could still strike out on his own but he’d have to either settle in Chile or one of the other South American countries. Argentina was a strong possibility. The Argentineans spoke Spanish and it was very possible that he could purchase a small vineyard where he could settle and make a comfortable living.

But if he did decide to stick with Renata that also had good prospects. Although she could be tedious at times she was a pleasant companion and their sex was fantastic. The one problem that he foresaw was her penchant for social occasions; something that didn’t appeal to him in the least. He was a man of the soil and mixing with the aristocratic residents of Santiago left him unmoved.

But then another possibility reared its head. If he married Renata in community of property and if something fatal happened to her, he’d inherit her estate. With that added to his own fortune he’d be able to realize his plan to move to the USA.

But what was important was that he was now a man of means. Three hundred and fifty million pesos was a sizable sum of money and would easily see him through to the end of his life in comfort.

Jorge stubbed out his cigarette on the edge of the bench and stood up. He could live comfortably for the rest of his life. No longer would he have to do other people’s bidding. He could now be his own man and he intended to enjoy that to the hilt.
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CHAPTER 3
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“Well, we’ve both had time to think about what Juan left us.” Renata said as she walked through the eastern vineyard with Pedro. “We’ve also had time to grieve over the loss of Juan. Are you up to discussing your thoughts about our futures?”

It was a cool early spring day and the sun shone brightly from a cyanic sky. To the east the mighty snow-capped Andes Mountains were clearly visible. The paucity of leaves on the vines made them appear to be stark and vulnerable and the hard dry ground crunched under the soles of their shoes. It was two weeks since the meeting with the solicitor, Carlos Salinas, in his office in Concepcion and neither Renata nor Pedro had said anything about the division of the estate’s shares or what should be done in this regard.

“Yes.” Pedro said. “A few days before dad died he told me about the plans he had for the farm. The farm was his whole life and I would like to see those plans through to fulfillment. This farm is dad’s legacy and I believe that it’s our duty to honor that legacy and take it to the level that dad envisioned. I loved him dearly and I know that you did too. By following his ideals I believe that we’ll also find closure with regard to his death.”

Renata remained silent for so long that Pedro glanced at her in alarm.

“Have I said something wrong, mom?” he asked.

“No, dear.” Renata said. “Not at all. I’m just trying to analyze the enormity of what you’re proposing. Are we capable of achieving the ideals that Juan had? Do we have the drive and the courage to attempt such an undertaking?”

Pedro nodded.

“Yes.” he said. “I’ve also wondered about that. But we don’t have to do it on our own. Firstly, there’s Jorge, who has a vast knowledge of grape and wine production. Secondly, there’s the staff who work here and who, collectively, also have a vast store of knowledge of what’s needed to reach dad’s dreams and thirdly, there are other sources of knowledge such as the bank and the Department of Agriculture. With all that support I truly believe that we can succeed beyond our wildest dreams.”

“Pedro.” Renata said. “Are you sure that you aren’t letting your emotions override reality? I know how much you loved Juan and that, right now, you want to honor him and show your love for him. But will those ideals last as long as it’ll take to achieve the goals that Juan was striving for? We will without doubt encounter very challenging and even overpowering obstacles along the way. Will our resolve be strong enough to see us through those times or will these challenges erode it and lead us to eventually fail?

“And if we were to sell the farm, would it mean that we no longer love and honor Juan? I don’t think so. Wouldn’t the farm have a better chance of becoming what Juan wanted if it was managed by people who had a far greater knowledge of how to achieve Juan’s goals than we have? My love for Juan will never die but the pain of failure would be devastating.”

“Yes, it would be.” Pedro said. “But for me it would be tempered by the fact that we tried.”

“But failure could destroy what Juan has created completely.” Renata said. “Would you be able to live with that?”

“I don’t know.” Pedro said. “But if we start off with failure as a possibility we will fail, and failure isn’t an option as far as I’m concerned. I know in my heart that, with the help that’s available to me, continually improving my knowledge by learning from each failure and the will to succeed, I can achieve Juan’s dreams for the farm. And I also believe that we would need to take this on one step at a time and not look too far ahead. Looking at the whole endeavor is devastatingly daunting but not when you look at it bit by bit.”  

Pedro could see that Renata didn’t share his enthusiasm or his determination. And it wasn’t just a lack of confidence or courage. There was something else that was preventing her from embracing his ideals. Her objections were realistic but not convincing. Her attitude hinted at ambiguity, almost as if, regardless of what he said, she’d find some reason to negate it. Did she have her own agenda and, if so, why didn’t she express it?

“Mom.” Pedro said. “We don’t have to make any decisions now. We’ve got plenty of time. Let’s give it some more thought. I’m ready to discuss it at any time and I’ll listen with an open mind. It’s important that we understand each other’s fears and you’re right; it’s very important that we understand our motives for what we want to do. We need to analyze these motives and make sure that they are based on realistic grounds.”

“Okay.” Renata said. “Let’s give it some more thought.”

***
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“Pedro’s determined to keep the farm and run it himself.” Renata said as she and Jorge sat on the bench under the Monterrey pine on his property. “He believes that it’s our duty to fulfill the goals that Juan was aiming for. I had to very careful not to show too much opposition to his plans. We don’t want any kind of confrontation. Pedro can be very stubborn and to get him to agree to sell the farm needs careful manipulation.”

Jorge nodded.

“Yes.” he said. “I thought that would happen. He’s young and doesn’t realize the enormity of what he plans to do. Juan was an exceptional man who had the tenacious character that creating a large enterprise like the farm requires. But it also needs leadership and confidence, especially in persuading others to follow. Whether or not the workers at the vineyard will respect Pedro’s authority is what will make or break him. He has no experience in running a vineyard and if he continually relies on me to get things done, the workers will soon see this and lose respect for him.

“Of course Pedro can’t stop you selling your share of the farm. If we found someone suitable would you consider selling your share?”

“Yes, I would.” Renata said. “Pedro would be very disappointed of course, but I can live with that. I would feel more comfortable though, if whoever did buy my share was someone that Pedro would accept as a partner.”

“Well, then we need to find someone that Pedro would accept as a partner in your place.” Jorge said.

“Yes, but that’s unlikely to happen.” Renata said. “Who would be prepared to buy a share in a farm where the other partner has no experience in farming?”

“If a potential buyer was offered a larger share of the profits for managing the farm I think it would make the sale possible.” Jorge said. 

“Okay, let’s work on that possibility. In the mean time I’m going to continue throwing obstacles into our discussions.” Renata said. “If you get the opportunity to speak to him, tell him what you’ve just told me. It would have more impact if it came from you. Pedro has always looked up to you and respects your opinion and knowledge.”

“Okay.” Jorge said. “But I have to be very careful. We can’t afford to make Pedro suspicious of my motives. After all, I’m only an employee. If he does become suspicious it’s very possible that he might link the two of us and that would be fatal. As far as everyone at the farm is concerned you and I are only on speaking terms and it’s very important that it remains so. If Pedro finds out that it’s not confined to that, he’s bound to become suspicious.”

***
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Pedro walked through the open doorway into the office of Sayen Cayancura, the private detective that had been recommended to him by an old school friend who was now a successful attorney. The room had a row of filing cabinets along the wall to his left and a series of street maps of Concepcion were tacked to a large notice board fastened onto the wall to his right. In the middle of the room was a large wooden desk with two green visitor’s chairs in front of it. The young woman sitting behind the desk stood up and walked around the desk.

“Senor Salazar?” she asked.

“Yes.” Pedro said. “I made an appointment to see you this morning.”

Sayen Cayancura smiled and indicated towards one of the visitor’s chairs.

“Please sit down, Senor.” she said and walked back to her chair behind her desk. She sat down.

Sayen Cayancura was 24 years old, had a light golden complexion and straight black shoulder-length hair with the fringe hanging over her forehead, thin straight eyebrows and dark brown eyes. Her nose was slightly upturned, her mouth wide with attractively shaped lips and a strong chin. She was five foot seven inches tall, attractively built with strong well manicured hands. She wore a short sleeved checked blouse, blue denim jeans and black low-heeled shoes.

“Firstly, please accept my condolences on the death of your father.” she said. “I never had the honor of meeting your father but from what I’ve heard about him he was a fine man. Before I started my Private Investigator business I spent the seven years after I left school, working full time with my father on his vineyard just outside Talca. Even there your father’s reputation as a fine vintner was well known.”

“Thank you.” Pedro said. “May I ask why you left your father’s vineyard?”

“As I’m sure you know, when the Pinochet regime took over the country they began seizing all the land owned by Mapuche people and selling it to their own supporters. Eventually, three years ago they repossessed our vineyard without compensation and sold it to an inexperienced individual who evicted my family.

“I fought against the eviction with everything that I had but the government was too strong. I had to be careful though. The authorities threatened to jail me and, with my parents now totally dependent on me for their continued existence, I couldn’t afford to antagonize the government further.”

“That’s terrible.” Pedro said. “But the Pinochet government is likely to lose control of the country in the near future and the new government will return your farm to your family.”

“Unfortunately it’s already too late.” Sayen said. “The new owner has completely ruined the vineyard and it would be an impossible task to rebuild it.”

“Well perhaps your family will be adequately compensated and you can start again.” Maria said.

“My father and my mother have lost their will to even live.” Sayen said. “Even if we did receive compensation they aren’t capable of starting again.”

“That’s very sad.” Pedro said. “Would you like to get back into grape and wine farming?”

“I’d love to.” Sayen said. “I feel that grapes and wine vinification are in my blood and if the opportunity presents itself I’ll grab it. But that’s unlikely to happen. Even with a new government the Mapuche people will always be viewed by the rest of the population as second class citizens, people to be discriminated against. It’s always been like that and there’s no reason why it should change.”

“It will change.” Pedro said. “Discrimination is wrong and good will always triumph over evil.” 

“Anyway, that’s all in the past now.” Sayen said. “Before we get down to business I’d like to clear up something. You obviously knew that I’m a Mapuche and yet you’ve still chosen to seek my services despite the Pinochet government encouraging Chilean citizens to avoid Mapuche people when doing business. May I ask why you’ve decided to ignore the government’s initiative? The reason I ask this is that the government’s discrimination policy against Mapuche people has made me far less effective than other private investigators. People are less likely to be co-operative than they’d be to other Chilean detectives.”

“Yes, I did take this into consideration.” Pedro said. “But firstly I believe that discrimination of any kind is wrong and secondly you were recommended by Senor Armando Castro and that’s good enough for me. The fact that the government has made your job more difficult is unfortunate but I’ve no doubt that you’ll prevail over these restrictions. Also, the Pinochet government is unlikely to last much longer and I’ve noticed a marked improvement in people’s attitude towards the Mapuche people.”

Sayen inclined her head.

“Thank you. I won’t let you down.” she said. “Now, what can I do for you?”

“Senora Cayancura.” Pedro said. “I don’t believe that my father committed suicide. It’s inconceivable that he would take his own life. In the short time that I’d been back in Chile he’d shown a passion for his future and that of the vineyard that only someone who was eager to continue with his life could harbor. What I want to do is hire your services to investigate my father’s death more thoroughly than the police have done.”

“Do you think that your father’s death was accidental?” Sayen asked. “Or, if you suspect foul play, could someone have stolen your father’s gun?”

Pedro shook his head in frustration.

“No.” he said, his voice tight with anxiety. “The gun and the box of bullets were kept in the safe in my father’s study and he and my mother were the only people who knew the combination. I don’t know what to think. All I know deep within me is that my father would never have killed himself.”

Sayen stared down at the desktop in front of her. Eventually she looked up.

“Senor, please understand that I’m not trying to dissuade you from following this course but people who are intent on taking their own lives seldom give any indication of their true mental state.” she said.

“Yes, I’ve given that a great deal of thought.” Pedro said. “But my father’s enthusiasm for the future was just so obviously genuine. I don’t believe that it could possibly have been faked.”

Sayen nodded.

“Senor.” she said. “An investigation like this is going to cause you a great deal of distress and pain and could possibly end in bitter disappointment or the unearthing of some or other even more traumatic evidence. Are you prepared to accept the outcome of such an investigation?”

Pedro looked down at his hands clasped together on his lap.

“Yes.” he said quietly. “I have to know the truth, no matter what it is.”

Sayen looked at the young man sitting in front of her. His distress and grief were heartbreakingly evident. She wondered if she had the courage to see such an investigation through to finality. Regardless of what the conclusion was, it would undoubtedly cause this young man even more pain than he was already enduring.

Pedro looked up at Sayen.

“Will you help me, please?” he asked.

“Yes.” Sayen said. “I’ll help you.”

“Thank you.” Pedro said, his relief at Sayen’s answer very evident.

“May I ask you a question?” Sayen said after a brief pause.

“Yes.” Pedro said.

“What are your plans for the Riverside vineyard?”

“Senora Cayancura.” Pedro said. “I’m determined to keep the vineyard in the family although my mother, who has a half share, is keen for us to sell it. Right now we haven’t been able to come up with a suitable plan for the future of the farm.”

Sayen nodded and they stood up. She walked with Pedro to the door.

“I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve discussed the case with the Concepcion Police Department.” she said.

“Thank you.” Pedro said and walked away.

***
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As Pedro drove back to Riverside vineyard he thought about his meeting with Sayen Cayancura. The detective had appeared to be reluctant to take him on as a client. Was it because of the discrimination that the Mapuche people were being subjected to or was it because she felt that he was pursuing a pointless cause? He also wondered if she would apply the same dedication to his case as she would have if he’d been a Mapuche. But whatever the reason for her reluctance was it was too late to withdraw now. He’d paid her the retainer that she’d asked for and she’d promised to start immediately.

Sayen Cayancura had also referred to the pain and distress that he was likely to have to endure during the investigation as well as whatever the outcome was. He’d thought about this on his way to the appointment and had resolved to accept whatever the investigation exposed. Whatever it was it would enable him to attain closure.

But what if Sayen Cayancura discovered that Juan hadn’t taken his own life? What were the alternatives? That it had been an accident? And what if it turned out that Juan had been murdered? Would he be able to cope with that?

Pedro realized that he was letting his imagination run wild. He shook his head to bring himself back to reality. It was pointless to try and guess the outcome of Sayen Cayancura’s investigation. He’d have to be patient and allow the investigation to run its course.

***
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Sayen Cayancura sat down at her desk after seeing Pedro to the door. She leant back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. All she could do at this stage was scrutinize the police report and discuss it with Teniente Lautaro Melilan. From what she’d heard about the case it was a straightforward case of suicide. What else could it be? It surely couldn’t have been an accident. But if Senor Salazar hadn’t been intent on taking his own life then why had he been carrying a gun? The terrorist organization, the Revolutionary Left Movement, had been destroyed by the government and was no longer a threat. What other reason could possibly have caused him to arm himself on his own property? Had he been threatened? If so, surely he’d have reported the matter to the police?

Sayen picked the receiver of the phone on her desk and dialed a number.

“Lautaro? It’s Sayen Cayancura.” she said. “I’d like to meet with you regarding the Juan Salazar suicide case. When will you be available?”  

***
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Sayen Cayancura sat down in the visitor’s chair in front of Teniente Lautaro Melilan’s desk. They’d known each other since their school days and when Sayen opened her private detective agency, Lautaro had offered to help her as much as he could. As they were both Mapuche people, their friendship was strengthened considerably.

“What would you like to know about the Juan Salazar suicide case?” the policeman asked.

“I’ve been retained by Senor Salazar’s son to investigate the death of his father as he believes that he didn’t take his own life.” Sayen said.

“Sayen.” Lautaro said. “I can assure you that the verdict handed down by the inquest into the case was correct. The Concepcion Police Department looked at all possibilities but the only conclusion that they could come to was that Senor Salazar had taken his own life. There were absolutely no other possibilities. The evidence compiled by the investigating team was thorough and beyond dispute. Firstly, there was no reason for Senor Salazar to be armed on his own property other than to use the weapon to kill himself.

“Secondly, when the weapon was discharged the muzzle was actually touching Senor Salazar’s temple. This is evident from the size of the powder burns around the entry wound. This could never have happened accidentally. Thirdly, nobody, apart from Senor Salazar and Senora Salazar, knew of the existence of the weapon. Fourthly, the weapon was still in Senor Salazar’s hand when the body was discovered and no other fingerprints were found on the weapon. Fifthly, there was absolutely no evidence of the presence of an assailant.”

“Was Senor Salazar’s hand tested for gunshot residue?” Sayen asked.

“Yes” Lautaro said. “And traces of gunshot residue were found although they were extremely sparse.”

“Could they have been transferred to Senor Salazar by someone else?”

“The Forensic Department did consider this.” the Teniente replied. “But, as there was no evidence of an assailant being present, they rejected this theory.”

Sayen nodded as she digested what the policeman had told her.

“What, in your opinion would be needed for your department to open the case again?” she asked.

“We would need strong physical evidence of foul play or evidence of a motive that contradicts the motive that Senor Salazar took his own life.” Lautaro said. “But, Sayen, the department is satisfied with the outcome of the investigation and won’t enter into any further exploration. I’ll help you as much as possible, but think carefully before you attempt to disprove the outcome of the investigation into Senor Salazar’s death. The Concepcion Police Department has an exemplary record and won’t tolerate any attempt to degrade it. I can arrange for you to look at the police report. It’s an unusual request and it’ll take two or three days to arrange.”

Sayen stood up.

“Thanks Lautaro. That would be a great help” she said. “I can assure you that it’s not my intention to disprove the findings of the department. All I’m trying to do is bring closure to the death of Senor Salazar for his son, Senor Pedro Salazar.”

“I understand.” Lautaro said. “Officially, I can’t get involved, but if I can help in any other way, just ask.”

***
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“Mom, I’ve hired a private investigator to look into Juan’s death.” Pedro as he and Renata sat in the breakfast nook waiting for their coffee to percolate.

“Oh dear.” Renata said. “I wish you hadn’t. All that’s going to do is prolong the pain that both of us are enduring. I wish you’d spoken to me first.”

“I decided not to speak to anyone but rather to trust in my own intuition.” Pedro said. “I still cannot accept that Juan took his own life. It’s inconceivable.”

“I also didn’t believe it at first.” Renata said. “But all the evidence points to suicide. The Concepcion Police Department has one of the best reputations in the whole of Chile. They’re efficient and thorough. They just don’t make mistakes. And you can’t get away from the fact that there is only one valid reason for Juan taking that gun with him that night; to end his life.”

“Only one valid reason that we know of.” Pedro said.

“What other reasons could there possibly be?” Renata asked.

“That’s what I’m hoping this detective will find out.” Pedro said.

“Who’s this detective?”

“Her name’s Sayen Cayancura.” Pedro said. “She was recommended to me by Armando Castro, the lawyer in Concepcion. He highly recommended her.”

“A Mapuche woman?” Renata said. “You know the government is opposed to the hiring of Mapuche people. She’s going to find it difficult to get anyone to co-operate with her.”

“Yes, she said as much.” Pedro said. “But she has an excellent record and whatever she finds out I’ll accept, even if she comes to the conclusion that Juan really did take his own life.”

“Is she going to snoop around the vineyard?” Renata asked.

“I don’t know what she’s going to do.” Pedro said. “And I’m not going to ask her. She knows what she needs to do and I don’t think that she’ll interfere in the running of the farm.”

“Okay.” Renata said. “What’s done is done. But please Pedro, keep me informed about what she’s doing. I don’t want to be suddenly confronted with anything that’ll upset me.”

Pedro placed his hand on his mother’s.

“I promise I’ll tell you everything she does, mom.” he said.

***
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“Don’t worry about it.” Jorge said as he stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on the bedside table. “There’s nothing for her to find out. There’s absolutely no evidence that anyone was at the scene of Juan’s death and nobody has even suggested that he didn’t leave the house with the gun that night. The police did a very thorough investigation and found nothing untoward. This Mapuche woman can spend ten years looking into the case and she still won’t find anything.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Renata said. “I’m overreacting. But I can’t help worrying that something will go wrong.”

“What can possibly go wrong?” Jorge asked. “Forget about the detective. She won’t unearth anything. Concentrate on getting Pedro to agree to sell the farm. That’s the most important thing right now. I’ll also start looking for a potential buyer.”

“Won’t that look suspicious?” Renata asked.

“No.” Jorge said. “As a senior employee it’ll be quite natural for me to be concerned about my future. In fact, if I didn’t do this, people would be more likely to become suspicious. But I’ll be very careful and make it obvious that I’m concerned about my future and nothing else.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Pedro sat down in one of the visitor’s chairs in front of the bank manager’s desk.

“Before we proceed, Senor Salazar.” Senor Arnold Romero said. “Allow me to offer my sincere condolences on the passing of your father.”

“Thank you.” Pedro said. “As you probably are aware, my father left the Riverside vineyard in equal shares to me and my mother. My mother, however, is keen to leave the farm and move to Santiago and is interested in selling her share. As I’m determined to keep the farm in the family I’d like to buy my mother’s share and I’ve come here today to request that the bank finance the purchase.”

The bank manager nodded.

“From our records it’s clear that the farm has been very well run and is in a healthy financial state.” Romero said. “However, before we can consider your request we need to know how you intend to maintain this profitable situation. Do you have sufficient experience to continue to run the vineyard profitably?”

“I believe that I do.” Pedro said. “But I’ll also have the advice and knowledge of Senor Jorge Martinez, the General Manager at the farm, and the staff, most of whom have worked there for many years. I’ll also regularly consult with other experts and in particular, the Department of Agriculture.”

“That’s all very well, Senor, but will your employees respect you if you’re continually relying on them for advice?” Romero asked. “Your father’s strength lay in his vast knowledge of growing grapes and producing fine wines and this undoubtedly made him highly respected by his employees. And what would you do if Senor Martinez decided to leave? Would you be able to cope until you find a suitable replacement? From what I know of the grape and wine industry, managers with Senor Martinez’s level of competence are very hard to find.”

“Yes, that’s very true.” Pedro said. “I’ll have to make sure that I offer Senor Martinez sufficient incentives to keep him in my employ.”

“Senor Salazar.” Romero said. “If Senor Martinez loses respect for you and begins to doubt the future of the farm he’ll seek employment elsewhere, regardless of the incentives that you offer him.”

Pedro nodded, his heart sinking as he realized that what Senor Romero was saying was very true. At the moment he didn’t have sufficient knowledge of wine farming to satisfy the bank’s requirements for the loan he sought.

“I’ll take your request to the Finance Department and the director’s of the bank but I must caution you that their decision is very likely to be negative.” Romero said. “Even with your share of the farm as collateral the bank is unlikely to approve the loan. However, I’ll let you know of our decision as soon as possible.”

***

[image: ]


As Pedro drove back to the Riverside vineyard he realized that he had no chance of raising the money to buy Renata’s share of the farm by following the normal procedures. To achieve his goal he’d have to find some other means of raising the money.

During the five years that he’d been in the United States Pedro had made the acquaintance of a wealthy heiress, Jill Nathan, who was studying at the same New York university as he was. Their relationship had developed into an affair as both were lonely and in need of friendship. Jill was twenty two but because of her inherited wealth found it difficult to trust people, always worried about the motives behind their friendship. She owned a small apartment in the city and she and Pedro met there regularly for sex and friendship. Both Pedro and Jill were saddened when he decided to return to Chile and agreed that, should he ever return to the USA, they’d continue their relationship.

Desperate not to lose his father’s legacy Pedro decided to approach Jill for help. She was extremely wealthy and always on the lookout for lucrative investments.

***
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Pedro passed through customs at Kennedy International Airport in New York, collected his suitcase from the baggage roundabout and walked out into the vast concourse. He saw Jill waving to him and walked to her. They hugged and kissed.

“It’s so good to see you, Pedro.” Jill said. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too, Jill.” Pedro said. “It’s been a difficult time.”

“I was very saddened to hear about your father’s passing.” Jill said. “From the way you spoke about him I could see that you loved him dearly.”

“Thanks. Jill.” Pedro said. “I wonder if I’ll ever get over the fact that he’s gone forever.”

Jill Nathan was a slim but very attractive young girl with long blonde hair, pale blue almond shaped eyes, a small slightly upturned nose and a wide well shaped mouth. Her figure was attractive with small firm breasts and very shapely legs.

The two lovers walked to the parking area.

“Shall we go to the apartment?” Jill asked. “I need you badly.”

“Yes.” Pedro said. “I need you too.”

***
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Pedro closed the front door of the apartment and locked it. He turned to face Jill. She smiled at him coyly and put her arms around his neck. He bent slightly and kissed her gently on the mouth. She moved closer, pressing her body against his, acutely aware of the bulge in his trousers. His arms went around her, hungrily roaming over her back and buttocks. She moved away from him slightly, dropped her right hand and began to massage the bulge in his trousers. His breathing quickened as he moved his right hand onto her left breast and then began to unfasten the buttons of her blouse.

As Pedro moved his hand in under Jill’s blouse she deftly pulled out her blouse from under her skirt, reached up and unclipped the clasp of her bra. Her breathing quickened as Pedro cupped her naked breast in his hand, gently rubbing the engorged nipple.

Jill found the buckle of Pedro’s belt and undid the strap. She slid her hand in under the waistband and down in under his underpants. He gasped with pleasure as she wrapped her fingers around his penis and began to rub the slippery tip with her thumb.

“Let’s go to the bedroom.” Pedro said, his voice husky with lust.

The two lovers moved to the bedroom and stopped beside the bed. They began kissing again as they slowly undressed each other. Soon they were both naked, Jill gently moving her hand up and down Pedro’s penis while he tenderly massaged her clitoris.

Slowly Jill fell back onto the bed and opened her legs. Pedro moved onto her and slowly entered her. They moved rhythmically together, gradually gaining momentum until with gasps of pleasure they both released their pent-up lust in a cascade of ecstasy.

***
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“So what I need is financial backing that’ll allow me to buy my mother’s share of the farm.” Pedro said as he and Jill sat in the small breakfast nook in her apartment.  A jug of coffee and two mugs stood on the table top in between them. “Do you think that you might be able to arrange finance for me?”

“Yes, I’m sure that I can.” Jill said. “I’ll get my guardian and financial adviser Luke Gleeson to organize it. I’ll arrange for you and Luke to get together.”

***
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Pedro and Luke Gleeson met in Jill’s apartment.

Luke Gleeson was a tall man with prominent features. Rapidly going bald at fifty two, his thinning hair was light brown with a heavy tinge of grey, his thick black eyebrows also sported some grey and his heavy black moustache underlined a large bulbous nose. His small eyes were pale blue and expressionless and his mouth a thin wide slash above a prominent chin.

“Jill explained the situation to me and the finance can easily be arranged.” Luke said. “It’s simply a matter of agreeing on the terms. Would you be prepared to put up your share of the farm as collateral?”

“Yes.” Pedro said. “I’m convinced that I can continue where my father left off and be very successful. I have a very experienced and knowledgeable General Manager, a very helpful and experienced staff and the Chilean Department of Agriculture will give me advice as I proceed.”

“Good.” Luke said. “I’ll also need a production schedule and some kind of cash flow projection. Can you get those for me?”

“Yes.” Pedro said. “Before I left I consulted with the Agriculture Department and they helped me to draw up both items. I’ve got them in my suitcase.”
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