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PRAISE FOR FIVE DAYS IN BOGOTÁ


“A . . . romp through the beauty and mysteries of Colombia. Each page is rich with adventure and intrigue!”


—Joshua Mohr, author of Model Citizen


“It’s rare to encounter a book that so convincingly and vividly evokes a time and place, as Five Days does with Pablo Escobar’s Colombia. Part thriller, part historical fiction, part glimpse into the small but intriguing world of international art dealing, it’s great fun and a worthy read.”


—Ron Currie, author of One-Eyed Man


“Five Days in Bogotá is dazzling in its pace, incredibly detailed in its descriptions, and emotionally gripping. Moore writes from hard gained knowledge in the art world and it shows . . . an exciting read, with twists and turns that surprise and delight. There’s politics, danger, and action. What a great read!”


—Paul Chitlik, film and television writer, producer and director, and author of the Rob Berns series of mysteries and Lies, All Lies


“Featuring actual historical personalities and events, Linda Moore has penned a captivating page-turner that has you on the edge of your seat from beginning to end . . . thrills galore alongside a healthy dose of suspense, mystery, and intrigue. Moore paces the narrative nicely and uses well-placed curveballs throughout the plot that will keep you guessing as to what’s coming next . . . captures the socio-political turmoil of Colombia in the early 1990s, making the setting feel rich, vibrant, and lived-in . . . highly recommend it to thriller and historical fiction readers alike.”


—Readers’ Favorite, FIVE STAR review


“Five Days in Bogotá is a gripping literary thriller that sweeps you into the international art world from the first page. Colombia is brought vividly to life, as is the darker, seamier side of the art trade with moments of heart pounding tension that will leave you breathless.”


—Lyn Liao Butler, author of Someone Else’s Life


“Five Days in Bogotá is a well-wrought story wrapped in a thriller structure where the setting is equal to a main character. This is a delicate balance . . . Moore accomplishes it with a deft hand. The author also knows this world. This book put me on the ground in Bogotá, with the colors, the smells, the people, and most of all the wonderful art. . . . From the first pages I was pulled along wanting to know how it would end. What a great read.”


—David Putnam, award winning author of the Bruno Johnson Thrillers


“Linda Moore has done it again. Set during an international art fair in Escobar’s 1990’s Columbia, her new novel, Five Days in Bogotá, is a fast-paced, compelling read filled with intrigue, corruption, betrayal, and danger at every turn. Complete with prehistoric whistles, . . . contraband paintings worth millions, and men with guns and nothing to lose, this story . . .will keep readers on the edge of their seat until the very last page.”


—Anastasia Zadeik, author of Blurred Fates


“From its explosive first chapter, Five Days in Bogotá is an intelligent, brilliantly imagined page-turner that captivated me until the suspenseful end! Ingeniously plotted and expertly written with gut-wrenching twists and turns, Linda Moore has crafted an irresistible white-knuckle thriller!”


—Laurie Buchanan, author of the Sean McPherson crime thriller novels


“Did you ever think about how Colombian cartels, para-militaries, and shady U.S. operations could be involved with artwork? . . . Linda Moore has written a wonderfully taut thriller that shows just how dangerous that world can be. Moore is a helluva writer. She makes the plot zip by while she immerses you in the setting and her deep knowledge of the art world. Take a breath, you’ll need it.”


—Carl Vonderau, award winning author of Murderabilia and Saving Myles


“. . . a masterclass in immersive storytelling. With vivid prose that transports you to the heart of Colombia’s bustling art world, Moore crafts a thrilling tale of intrigue and betrayal . . . a cinematic experience waiting to unfold, and I can’t recommend it enough.”


—Jesse Leon, author of I’m Not Broken and No Estoy Roto
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CHAPTER 1






ALLY BLAKE JOINED THE LINE, if you could call it that, and jostled her way toward the front to claim her two art crates. Bogotá customs held her artworks hostage somewhere in this building along with the freight of the other weary travelers crowding the counter. Together they endured the smell of diesel fumes that belched from a bus outside. Those odors merged into a noxious mix of cigarette smoke and mildew making it difficult to breathe.


A clerk at the counter demanded everyone move back and take a seat. Ally helped a woman struggling with crutches find a chair next to a scratched and stained table. Reading material or perhaps discarded trash, including a newspaper a few weeks old, dated November 21, 1990, littered the floor. A headline in two-inch type screamed ‘KIDNAPPED’ followed by a photo of a body next to a colonial fountain, bubbling unawares as it had done for centuries. The body, which seemed more corpse than kidnap victim, added to her apprehension about the realities of Colombia and how much she’d chosen to ignore.


Financial necessity had landed her in this strange place for the Bogotá Art Fair. She had navigated many South American countries, each with its unique brand of turmoil, and recognized that Colombia was a special case. Going forward, she’d move with more caution, heed warnings, and do everything to return to her children in California in one piece.


She flipped the newspaper to the sports page with a soccer score broadcasting a big win for Atlético Nacional over a rival, in the same large type as the kidnap story. Colombia boasted its wins and its losses as though they were equivalent, at least in headline size. She tossed the paper onto the table out of view.


Her singular goal to exhibit her gallery’s art in an elegant art fair with collectors ready to love her artists and buy their works, sprung from a crisis too. When the life insurance company failed to pay her husband’s death claim, her family’s finances went into a tailspin. Without Nick’s high income, gallery sales became her only source of money to pay the household bills, especially the mortgage. Those art fair sales could only happen if her art crates were released.


She rose from the egg-shaped chair rattling three others ganged together in plastic unity and approached the clerk at the shabby counter. “Excuse me, did you find the paperwork for our shipment?”


The clerk rose from his desk and appeared ready to reprimand her for leaving her seat. Instead, he paused, glared at her, and then rifled through a stack of papers. He pulled out three pages in the yellow color the U.S. Government called goldenrod, the same color of the forms she’d handled when she worked at the State Department.


“Here is your document.” He flicked the pages at her and added, “Missss All-eee-son.” His voice carried over the heads of chatting supplicants who had again crowded the desk without a queue.


The word Miss rankled her. She twisted Nick’s wedding ring that she’d kept on her left hand.


The clerk made illegible scribbles on her paperwork and handed the forms to her.


“Gracias.” She smiled to hide her frustration about unanswered questions. “Will you release my crates and deliver them to the convention center?” She aimed for a sincere and grateful tone.


The clerk turned up the music on an old radio on top of a file cabinet, sat down at his desk, and lowered his head. Her question dangled in the air like an empty hammock.


She sighed and shook her head. He’s trying to do a job. Earn a living. Feed his family. Just like she was.


“Excuse me, perdón. Please can you help me understand?”


He shuffled papers on his desk, lit a cigarette, and dialed the phone. Colombians waiting in line smirked at the interchange.


Funcionario. Bureaucrat. Such a good word. Just to say it is to expel spit and anger.


Fuuuuun siiiiiinnnn ario. Her Spanish was passable, she’d thought, but every country had its words, phrases, and nuances. Subtlety of meaning could result in disastrous misunderstandings, and in this situation, she needed to understand and be understood.


The clerk issued another command to disperse the line. Some returned to sit on the plastic chairs. Others left the stuffy room to stand outside and smoke. The waiting room filled with lively conversations between Colombians who either accepted the reality of interminable waits or had no urgency to retrieve their goods . . . or both.


She remained at the counter and tried again. “The forms say the art crates were transferred to Sub-estación 1109. Is that here or somewhere else?” She had no clue what to do next. “Is there an address? Are they open now?”


She pointed to page three and stood, silent, waiting, hoping he’d respond.


He shook his head.


She took that to mean . . . well, nothing.


Who smuggles anything into Colombia? She couldn’t imagine why crates of original artworks, most not valued over $10,000 would create an import problem or be attractive to steal. If thieves knew where to sell the paintings, she’d like to hire them to work in her gallery.


She stuffed the forms in her purse, gathered up her briefcase, and left to find the friendly driver who was parked outside. A chaos of horse carts, a cow sleeping on the median of the road, and vendors pushing useless things at her cluttered the pathway to the car. These sellers called out desperate to make a deal, foreshadowing herself at the art fair. A sardonic smile lifted her tired face.


Despite these noisy, smelly surroundings, the driver slept. She nudged him awake like he was one of her sleepy children.


He lifted his head, without apology or regret, and got out to open the door. He demonstrated a kind attitude as though he practiced this sleep-to-fully-functioning transition often.


She sat in the back seat, envious that after the long flight and the struggle in customs, she had not spent the last two hours the same way he had.


The driver fumbled for the keys to start the engine and asked where they were going.


“Tequendama Hotel. To check in.”


He drove through a slalom of obstacles and open spaces in the parking area and finally entered a ramp of the main freeway to central Bogotá.


She stared out the window, studying the surroundings of this unfamiliar city. Worry about whether this gamble would pay off, whether the high cost of leaving her sad children would reward them all with financial security, filled her thoughts. Her tired head slipped to the back of the seat and sleep took over.


SCREECHING BRAKES JERKED HER awake as the driver left the lullaby of the highway to enter the city streets. Pedestrians, not vehicles, controlled the road. Men dressed in elegant suits, alone or with fashionista women on their arms, exited their limos leaving their drivers blocking traffic. In the shadows, ragged beggars, especially women with babies at their breasts, had their hands outstretched for coins. She ignored the faces begging at the car window and focused her eyes on the streets ahead.


In a couple of blocks, the car entered a driveway and stopped in front of a doorman in a gold-buttoned jacket. He opened the car door and she paid the driver before she stepped out. The doorman directed the bellman to take the luggage, but she stayed near her belongings, following them into the hotel.


Vehicle exhaust and blaring street noises undermined the elegant arrival. Guards, police, military, everywhere, serious guys with rifles or machine guns, she couldn’t tell which was which. Their camouflage uniforms differed from the spotless and neatly pressed one the doorman wore. Their dirty, torn, and mismatched gear had seen action. Recently.


She hustled to the door, out of range of the chaos of taxis, soldiers, and hawkers of everything from woven shawls to suitcases.


Inside, she paused by the reception desk, which provided a familiar moorage to anchor herself and take a breath. Classical music piped through speakers and drifted over the bustle of people. The pristine lobby, free of debris, displayed well-groomed plants and dated but elegant decor including a beautiful mural on the far wall. The place smelled of a blend of soap and bleach, a good thing.


A young woman in a grey uniform stood upright behind the counter. Her nametag read Maria. Beneath that, it said ‘Trainee’ in Spanish.


Ally managed a smile and presented her passport. “Checking in. Reservation for Allison Blake.”


“Check-in 4:00 p.m. Would you like to wait in the bar?”


Ally checked her watch: fifteen minutes to four. She considered pointing an angry finger at the time but was too exhausted to fight about fifteen minutes and did not want to start with a bad impression. She summoned patience and kindness with the prospect a drink could take the edge off.


“We can store your luggage until your room is ready.”


“No, I’ll keep my things.” She couldn’t face more disappeared belongings and lifted her suitcase, duffle, briefcase, and a tube of rolled art works struggling like an overloaded camel. The three-foot tube was awkward to handle, but if the crates were never delivered, the tube contained the only art she had to sell in Bogotá.


She rested near a bench by the elevator to collect herself, place her duffle on top of the rolling suitcase, and organize her load. A potted plant and a large globe of the world crowded the sides of the bench. The globe displayed a red arrow pointing at Bogotá, in case a guest might not know where to find one of the largest cities in South America.


That morning her children, at five and eight, still small and fragile, had sat teary-eyed on the couch of Nick’s office. The three of them gathered in this room where they felt close to him, a place that smelled of him, with piles of papers he had touched and stacked with a purpose. Claire ran across the room to the large globe next to Nick’s mahogany desk. “Show us again. The place you are going.”


Ally helped Claire twirl the world to find Bogotá, spinning and stopping it with her finger, trying to hit the spot. She guided Claire’s thumb to rest on San Diego. Claire stretched her index finger, but her small hand could not reach Bogotá.


“So far away.” Claire’s voice quavered, and she turned her face toward her only surviving parent.


Ally pulled Claire, her little worrier, closer, drawing her into a hug. Mikey snuggled himself into the middle and Ally encircled them both still dressed in their matching dinosaur pajamas.


The decision between securing income for her family or staying beside grief-stricken Claire and Mikey ripped her heart out. But she’d had no choice. Too young to understand the difference between leaving and dying, the two of them stood on the curb and waved at the taxi. She had blown kisses at them through the rear window until she could see them no more.


The elevator door pinged and rattled open. She stood aside to let an elegant couple get off and then gave the globe a twirl. She picked up her things and moved forward with new resolve. Five days was not long. She could do this one thing to gain financial security, protect their family, and make Nick proud. At least, she hoped he would be proud. He often nagged her to close the gallery because it never made much money. She pushed back, and thank God she had. Now the gallery, the art and the artists were her only lifeline.


A man stood near the entrance of the bar with his back to her. She didn’t need to see Mateo’s face because she recognized his artist’s uniform: shredded jeans, black t-shirt, and Converse tennis shoes, covered in paint spots like some Jackson Pollock designed footwear. Other males in the lobby had that GQ elegance expected of Latin American men of wealth. Amazing what an Italian suit, cufflinks, and a silk tie could do for an ordinary man. She tried to picture him like them but couldn’t. His rebel style, his don’t-give-a-shit attitude, his candid remarks made her respect him as a person even more than she admired his art.


“Mateo.” She put her arms out. “Great to see you.” She meant it and squeezed him in a bear hug.


He bent down to give her one kiss, Uruguayan style. “Bogotá. Wouldn’t miss a chance to visit the planet’s most violent city.” He chuckled.


She smiled and responded with another hug. “Thanks for coming, for helping me.” Her voice cracked when she said the words.


His cheerful face disappeared. “Tragic about Nick. How are you doing? And the kids?” He held her shoulders with both hands, and she looked up at his face, a foot above hers.


“Struggling, Mikey can’t stop crying and Claire barely speaks, which is worse. And me, no time for emotions. So many challenges, especially money.”


Her kids loved Mateo. He spent a month with them last year, painting for his exhibit in her gallery. Despite his limited but improving English, he had them laughing at the littlest things. Nick too. Nick didn’t take to all her artists, but Mateo had won him over.


Mateo took a couple of steps pulling her away from the door to let several customers enter. “We got this, jefa. We’re going home with suitcases of cash.”


She smirked. “We’re starting out, no bueno. Customs won’t release our crates.”


“¿En serio? Customs hassled me too. Pulled me out of line because of the white stuff on the back of my canvases.”


“White stuff? Mateo, you didn’t!”


“No, no. I pin the large canvases to the plaster walls in my apartment. The wet gesso base bleeds through, makes the walls damp, and the plaster attaches to the back of the canvas. White stuff, get it?”


“Got it.” She shook her head. “What did they do?”


“Bureaucrats. Big delay to justify their jobs. Then, nothing.”


“Thank God. I could not have faced getting you and the crates out of jail.” This place was a minefield, a misstep could result in catastrophe.


Mateo shifted from one foot to the other. Whether he was uncomfortable with the memory, fears he would joke about and never own, or just wanted a cigarette, she couldn’t tell. “The real dealers—over there.” He nodded his head toward the men at the bar. “Narcos in their fancy-pants suits, reap the big money.”


“Let’s grab a booth.” They entered the bar. Leaning closer as they walked toward the tables, she whispered, “No rants. Don’t earn us enemies. Those guys at the bar could be art collectors.”


Mateo Lugano, the infante terrible, created challenges, but also earned her respect as a talented artist with outrageous paintings that grabbed collectors’ attention. In a six-by-eight-foot canvas, a giant penis wrapped in floral garlands, stood up between a reclining, frozen, almost dead-looking couple. Mateo entitled it The Marriage Bed, a cynical commentary from a bachelor who thought he understood marriage. A female doctor bought the provocative work. After she got married, the doctor phoned hysterical, complaining the painting made her new husband nervous. Ally, amused at that reaction, arranged a swift donation of the work to a Florida museum. She hadn’t told Mateo. She expected he’d find the story funny, but she could never predict his response.


Mateo led the way to a small booth near the wall and motioned for her to move into the banquette first. A waiter appeared, pen and pad at the ready.


“Beer for me. Campari for you?” asked Mateo.


“With soda and a lemon twist.” The acrid, medicinal taste of the Campari was perfect for her mood. When the waiter left, she slipped Mateo five twenties under the table. “For expenses.” In Colombia, women, or women from good families, didn’t go to bars alone, did not order, nor pay the bill.


Mateo took the cash without a word. He had nothing on him, she was certain. The last time she’d visited his apartment, the fridge contained a bottle of water and one egg. An airline ticket from Uruguay to Bogotá for Mateo to bring a tube of un-stretched canvases with him would be less than shipping costs. He had embraced the idea of visiting a city that might provide new material for his cynical paintings and relished the opportunity to observe the truth about Colombian violence that made the daily news in Montevideo. And a chance to show his paintings and perhaps sell one or two. Yes, that was most important.


He gulped his beer, and she sipped her Campari, and then took a big swallow.


“What happened to you in customs?”


“I was told to go to this building to claim the crates. Spent two hours and got some paperwork stamped. But no art.” She pulled the goldenrod pages from her purse. “Maybe you can understand what it says.”


He flipped through the forms and shook his head. “These don’t say anything.” He tossed them back on the table. “But we do have art. . . . my art, more than enough to fill the booth. It’ll be a one-man show, a Mateo exhibit.” He laughed, lightened her mood, and reminded her how their carefree banter lifted her spirits. “I also brought a few new paintings from Morini’s studio, the brown-Torres-Garcia-palette ones you like. They’ll sell.”


She’d forgotten he was bringing the Morini’s, but those paintings were not enough to make the numbers work without the art in the crates. She pictured a strange exhibition: Morini’s muddy Rio de la Plata palette alongside Mateo’s color explosions. The difference between the two artists reminded her and the world that Latin American artists had diverse and complex styles. The catchall phrase ‘Latin American’ didn’t describe a consistent style or any connection except geography.


She added the dollars in her head. The Morinis would sell, but the three or four works Mateo brought weren’t enough to pay the cost of the fair and the travel to get here. They needed the larger artworks in those crates to make the big sales to keep the gallery open and pay the bills for the Blake household. She ran her hands through her hair and left her palms on her temples to ease the throbbing.


Mateo craned his neck forward to study the paneling behind her. “Look at these walls. Zebra stripes.”


She turned her head to look at the wall behind their booth. Panels of exotic hardwood reached to the ceiling, probably from endangered trees, but no one called them that. Colombia had many problems, including rebels, civil war, drug lords and drug kings, corruption, all threatening mayhem every day. Environmental concerns didn’t even make the top ten of government priorities.


Mateo ran his hand along the wood next to the booth, admiring nature’s art.


She welcomed his adept distraction from her worries, perhaps well-practiced as he dealt with his own substantial financial challenges.


They rested in tranquil silence until a disturbing but familiar squeal came from across the room.












CHAPTER 2






SANTIAGO NAVARRO SANG OUT, “Guapa, guapa, pretty lady.” He sashayed toward them with a bounce in his step, a unique gait she applauded but couldn’t imagine replicating. Men at the bar turned, gawked, and rolled their eyes as though disapproving of him would affirm their own manhood.


Santi, as everyone in New York called him, found his way to their booth. She laughed just to see him and stood to hug this dependable friend. He planted so many kisses on her cheeks she lost count and blushed. When their reunion excitement subsided, she stretched her arm toward Mateo who by now, was standing, waiting to be introduced. “You remember Mateo, the artist—”


Santi finished her sentence, “Best new talent at the Cuenca Biennial.”


Mateo put out his hand, but Santi was having none of that. The New Yorker surprised him with a bear hug, and Mateo reacted with his arms pinned to his sides and a crimson face. This was going to be a long fair if the two of them didn’t get on.


Santi’s choice of a purple Versace blazer with a paisley ascot set him apart from the other bar patrons. “Look at you. No boring black for this New York art guy.” She stroked the velvet sleeve of his jacket.


Santi smiled, apparently pleased that his choices impressed her. He’d be a stand-out at the fair too, as it was a rare day when an art dealer wore something beyond black grayscale. Limited color wardrobe choice had not been her preference. But over time it made sense to her, spending all day considering color and form in artists’ work. Black eliminated choices. By removing what-to-wear deliberations, her mind opened to a myriad of decisions that mattered, hard choices like coming to Colombia.


The idea of exhibiting at the Bogotá Art Fair had come from Santi. Colombian artists filled his gallery roster and he’d been invited to become a member of the first art fair organizing committee, a role he regretted. He’d explained to her a year ago his primary function was to convince American gallerists to exhibit at the fair. Colombia was considered too dangerous even by money hungry gallery owners, and everyone had declined.


The bar was filling up, and they waited for the waiter. Was that why they were called ‘waiters?’


She toyed with the plastic stick in the Campari and waited to drink, considering it rude to drink when Santi hadn’t been served. She pointed to the wall behind them. “We were admiring the unique wood paneling. Do you know what it is?”


Santi turned his head and nodded. “Beautiful, isn’t it? Panels from the tigerwood tree. Gorgeous yellow flower and striped wood.”


“Does it grow here?” She lifted her glass, set it down without drinking, and searched the bar for the waiter.


“Yes. There’s a small grove up in the mountains about five miles from Bogotá and maybe a few elsewhere. A sculptor uses it for his pieces, gorgeous work. The wood has been labeled endangered.”


Hard to imagine sophisticated Santi in a forest of trees. He ran with that crazy Warhol crowd, even after Andy died. Santi probably had some good Warhol paintings stored away that he could sell for major money. But he was more than a dealer who flipped works for cash. Santi’s eye for spotting new talent, a special skill few art dealers had, earned her respect and that of many others.


A waiter arrived, finally recognizing a new guest had joined their table.


“What are you drinking?” Mateo asked, performing the host’s role.


“Can’t get absinthe here.” Santi pouted. “I’ll have Pernod. With a pitcher of iced, very cold, cold water.” The waiter nodded and left for the bar.


“Why not aguardiente-guaro?” Mateo suggested. “Licorice taste, right?”


Santi laughed. “Good idea. Start with Pernod and move on to guaro.”


She stirred the straw in her Campari, and her mind returned to the crates. A mirrored border on the wall behind their table reflected her face with the two vertical lines between her eyebrows, her worry grooves, she called them. She rubbed the lines with her thumbs.


Santi noticed too. “Why you look so down, little lady? No, no, no, must not wrinkle your face.” He reached his two thumbs to her forehead and stretched the groove between her eyes until the skin laid flat. No one was allowed to be troubled in Santi’s world, a quality that endeared him to her, but could be exhausting for an ordinary human.


“Customs. Our crates. They’re here, but not here, here. I’m afraid we won’t get them in time.” Her worry lines returned, and she stopped trying to hide them.


Santi, with his wrinkle-free forehead, appeared unconcerned. “So, chica, was your bribe not enough?”


“What bribe?”


“Please. You Californians have no street smarts, like us New Yorkers. A customs guy makes a dollar an hour. How do you expect him to live? Bribes feed the Colombian GNP and its people too.”


The grimace on Mateo’s face revealed he’d guessed what she was thinking, not like doing business in the U.S. or Uruguay. Bribes were not in Mateo’s repertoire either, but maybe worry wrinkles were.


Ally shook her head. “What if some Colombian official complains to the U.S. Government? I’d get thrown into prison here. I’d need an even bigger bribe, which by the way, I do not have. The point is to make money, not spend it.”


Santi stopped. He reached his arms around her, drew her to him, and squeezed. “Dear Ally, so sad about Nicholas, so young.” Santi lifted his hand pulled her head closer and stroked her hair. “Sorry, sorry, querida.”


She felt loved by him, like a brother that stayed close and loyal. She tried to calm the wave that swept over her and brought the glass to her lips to quiet their quivering. “Tell me what to do.”


He sat up straight. “We got this. You don’t offer the bribe. The broker clearing the crates pays whatever is necessary and adds a miscellaneous charge to your bill.” He said with a wink, wink that made his message clear, if it wasn’t already.


“We’ve got no money for brokers or funds to burn like New York galleries looking for losses to get a tax break. You’ve got deep pockets for your $20,000 a month rent and handle expensive works to pay it. We hope, no, we need to make money, an actual profit to pay the bills. We’d happily pay taxes because taxes would mean we had made a profit.”


She regretted her snarky words as soon as she’d said them. She’d been unfair. Santi didn’t deserve projected anger that belonged to the Colombian customs bureaucracy.


Santi recovered and spoke first. “Sheeet, Doña Ally. Who pays so little for rent? You Californians have no clue.”


San Diego was not New York, she knew that, and didn’t need it thrown in her face. Sometimes Santi was annoying, but this sarcasm toward her had been earned. “Sorry, I’m frustrated . . . and tired.”


“Well, let me fix that.” Santi turned to the waiter who’d arrived with his drink and ordered another round for the three of them.


She raised her glass toward Santi and Mateo. “Here’s to getting our crates and selling lots of art.”


“Salud and sales,” Mateo said laughing and lifting his glass.


They chuckled with him, and moods shifted again. “I haven’t seen you since the party in New York.” She sipped her Campari.


Santi drizzled the ice water into the Pernod, tasted, and added more. “Sí, Mami. A special night that sings in my memory.”


After seeing Mateo’s raised eyebrows, she added, “A surreal gathering of Colombian luminaries.”


He raised his hands, palms up, moving his fingers in the universal sign asking for more information.


Last January, she’d gone to New York to make the rounds of new gallery exhibitions. Santi had hosted a dinner for the Colombian United Nations delegation. His tiny apartment in the old police building in SoHo had no dining room, and they sat on silk cushions on the floor, eating take-out Chinese. A classic Santi event with his special touch of breaking social conventions between strangers to open the human connections. Across the room, Santi’s partner Tom and some Colombian artists danced to cumbia music. Selena Quintanilla had brought these irresistible rhythms to the American audience, and Ally found such joy in them. She joined the dancing, learning the steps, throwing her whole body into it until her head swirled from too many glasses of guaro. She stumbled and landed to rest on the cushions.


Santi confided his challenges about the Bogotá Fair, shouting over the throbbing beat. “U.S. galleries don’t want to come to FIART to exhibit in Bogotá. Too dangerous, they think. Murders, torture, kidnappings.”


“The way you describe it, I wouldn’t go either.” She’d lowered her voice so that the Colombians wouldn’t hear.


“I understand. Bad guys blew up the Supreme Court building and assassinated a presidential candidate. Life is dangerous, no?” He tried a smile and then turned somber. “I need you. A woman gallerist could lead the way to influence others to sign on. We’ll have exceptional security to protect you.”


She’d looked across Santi’s apartment at the Colombians enjoying themselves and questioned how they managed. Their world existed in the now. The epidemic of violence happening in their country did not enter the joy of this moment.


“These guerillas, narcos, whatever, their fight is not with us. Art happens in the intersection of places of tension: Berlin, Cuba, and yes, Bogotá. Be part of it. It will become part of you.”


Not her world. She’d traveled a lot, done art fairs on four continents. In the past, Nick, with Margarita’s help, had cared for Claire and Mikey while she’d been away, a gift to allow her to focus on the crazy art world without worrying about home, about them.


She’d been to many Latin America countries, but not Colombia. The violence had put her off, too, but she recognized the troubles were a mix of good intentions to fight poverty, the repression of autocratic regimes, and the greed of criminal elements including corrupt officials. Drug cartels, the military, the FARC communist rebels combined into a toxic soup, a terrible civil war with confused battle lines that enveloped the whole country.


“The gallery schedule has exhibitions through January,” she’d told him, shaking her head.


Santi repeated that there would be fah-boo-lowss parties. She smiled at how different his priorities were. He had also promised wealthy collectors and cheap prices on the five-star hotel where they could stay.


“I’ll look at the schedule, develop a budget, and see if it works. If I do it, you must stop calling me Mami.”


“You have kids, you are a mommy. Right?”


She’d given him that look that told him to back off. “Call me Ally.”


“Ok, Allison.” Santi pinched her cheek. “Please agree we’ll meet in fantástica Bogotá.”


Then Nick died. And here she was in the Colombian capital, not out of choice as she might have been, but of necessity. She’d postponed one exhibition and left the gallery with a part-time sitter to keep the doors open but didn’t expect the sitter would sell anything. Margarita would be Ally’s co-madre and care for the kids with their aunt Dawn backing Margi up from a distance in Los Angeles. Everything was on the line to make some real money at this art fair.


Santi finished his drink and turned to her. “Look, talk to Enrique Rodriquez. He’s the head of the fair organizing committee. You know him and his gallery, right? He might have a connection to get your crates.”


Enrique had a serious art gallery in Bogotá, was married to an actress who ran with a wild crowd of entertainment types. His father-in-law, Ponce Goméz, created paintings that commanded serious money in the international market, but Ponce didn’t show his works in Enrique’s gallery.


“Can Enrique help with this?”


Santi set down his neon green Pernod. “The fair cannot allow the exhibitors to suffer from local, shall we say, practices. By the way, your booth at the fair is on a corner where two aisles meet, great location for collector visibility and traffic. What artists did you bring, or . . . ah when you get the crates, what art is in them?”


“McGraw, a Californian, did some encaustics with themes related to García Márquez’s novels. Maybe Colombian collectors will relate to the content. What do you think?”


“Good plan. What else?”


“Some safe sales like Morini paintings, some more risky.” She looked at Mateo.


“Morinis will sell, but for me, they’re boring. I’d rather see the crazies. Show what you love.”


Mateo lifted his hand to high five Santi. “Yes. My new friend.”


Great. Common ground between the two of them. She made a mental note to allocate high visibility space to Mateo’s paintings no matter who might be offended. He was helping her with the other artists, and she needed to give him a shot. “Maybe you can send me some buyers for the crazy art?”


“Sure, of course. Let’s see who shows up.”


Santi got it. What was the point of a gallery if unknown artists couldn’t add their unconventional ideas? He’d organized a New York exhibition of three very different, but terrific Colombian artists, some who were at that party a year ago. The artists were riding high from their first show. Santi would take the momentum from these artists’ exhibitions into Bogotá, hopefully without the cocaine they consumed. Some careers could soar to the stratosphere in just a few days. An art fair could do that for an artist.


The Latin American auctions in New York had just finished the first week of November and dealers analyzed the sales results to predict the mood of collectors. She’d barely had time to open her mail much less keep track of the results. “How did the Ponce paintings do at auction?”


“Ponce prices—desorbitados.”


Santi made her laugh. Values out of orbit, or on the moon, told her everything she needed without studying price sheets.


Mateo perked up his ears, no doubt dreaming someday he could make that kind of money and asked, “Ponce’s auction prices increased again? New records?”


Santi nodded. Rumors circulated about the source of collectors’ funds who’d bought Ponce’s cartoonish paintings of anorexic figures with huge feet. His last sale at Ellsworth’s Auction in New York hit eight digits.


“Ellsworth is happy. Ponce is happy. Who cares if . . .” He leaned to whisper the rest of his sentence, an unusual moment when he did not want to be heard. “. . . who cares if the narco guys buy his paintings to launder their money?”


A man in a suit with the telltale earpiece sat down on a bench near their booth.


Santi stopped talking. He communicated by nodding his head over his shoulder toward the man. His mood turned serious, and he added in a normal voice, “Let’s focus on getting the crates pried out of customs’ claws.”


She was grateful to put their attention to solving the crate problem. “When does customs close?”


Santi shook his head and finished the last gulp of his Pernod. “For a price, never.”


Maria from the front desk stood three feet from their table, waiting for a break in the conversation. They looked up and seeing Maria, without speaking, they stood up to leave. Eager patrons from the standing room only bar, swarmed to grab their seats.


Maria approached and said, “Señora, your room is ready. The reception manager awaits you.”


Ally turned to the guys. “I’ll change out of these travel clothes and meet you in the lobby in 30 minutes. Let’s go to the Convention Center, talk to Enrique to track down our crates.”












CHAPTER 3






A SWARTHY MAN BEHIND THE CHECK-IN counter looked at her in an up and down sort of way and held out an official-looking envelope.


He pushed the envelope toward her. “A package from the U.S. Embassy for Allison Blake.” The young man in his well-pressed shirt and tie had an odd look, but his Puig cologne distracted her from his attitude. He smelled like Barcelona, not a bad thing.


“I’m not with the embassy or the U.S. Government.” She handed the envelope back to him. “It’s a mistake.”


“It’s addressed to you. I can’t give you a key until you sign for it.” He handed her a pen.


People stopped talking and the lobby grew quiet. South Americans suspected every American working in the region of being CIA, but surely there were some who did not suspect all Americans. Those who knew her, like Mateo and the other art dealers trusted that she had nothing to do with the U.S. Government. Collectors didn’t care.


Too tired to argue and impatient to get to her room, she scribbled her name on the receipt. She juggled her passport, credit card, and wallet trying to put them into her bag with the large envelope and pick up the art tube and her suitcase.


The clerk stepped away from the counter and turned his back to work on something else.


She spoke to the clerk’s back. “Ah, could you please call the bellman?”


Without turning around, he rang a small buzzer and even that was with a bit of drama that made no sense to her. Maybe he disliked Americans, because of ancient history. The U.S. helped Panama become independent from Colombia, a wound still raw from the early 1900s. No doubt, a long history of arrogant actions by the U.S. provoked everyone in the region and in the entire continent.


“Take madam to room 934.”


The cologne followed her and the bellman as they left the desk and walked through the now noisy lobby. The bellman rode the elevator with her in silence.


The drab room didn’t surprise her. When international chains took over these old hotels, they decorated the rooms in bland, outdated colors, that set standard expectations for all hotels on the continent, chains or not.


She had bigger problems to handle than an unpleasant room. But the visual aesthetic mattered, it was in her DNA to want a nice room to relax, kill stress, and—yes—even sleep. She’d learned to add taking care of herself to the top ten list for surviving an art fair anywhere. “Is this room the same as all the other rooms?” Maybe she could change rooms.


“Sí, except the penthouse suite. She is not happy with the room?”


She abandoned the idea. “No, it will be fine.” She handed the young guy a twenty-dollar bill, probably a day’s pay for him.


There were practical reasons to be generous when she couldn’t afford it. Before the elevator hit the lobby, the hotel staff would know there was a lady who tipped well on the ninth floor. This gesture might buy prompt responses and establish a helpful home base to balance the mad pace she’d face for the next five days. The money would be worth it. She made a silent promise to herself, don’t think about money.


The bellman returned with a bucket of ice.


She checked her watch, poured a glass of water, sat down, and kicked off her shoes. “What’s interesting in Bogotá?” She studied his nametag and added, “Frederico.”


“Casa Bolivar. Lots of history and emerald stores there. You like emeralds?”


“Emeralds are expensive.” She rubbed her fingers together in the universal symbol of money. Perhaps the tip had left the wrong impression.


She continued. “I have clients who are interested in pre-Colombian artifacts.”


A good collector of her gallery’s Latin American art had a passion for pre-Colombian history and had approached her when he’d heard she was traveling to Bogotá. He’d been on a dig in central America, a volunteer archeologist, and participated in writing a monograph. He ticked off a list of unfamiliar pre-Colombian cultures. When she’d asked him about the laws related to removing historical objects from the country, he brushed her off by remarking small things can be found in marketplaces. He added he’d be glad to buy them, authentic or not. She warned him she knew little about pre-Colombian cultures but would be on the look-out for objects like he described.


“Artifacts?” The bellman shook his head. “Government prohibits certain things to leave the country. Guaqueros, gravediggers poke the ground with sticks and find graves. If you are interested, I will ask.”


She couldn’t reconcile his last comment with the remark about government prohibitions but had more important things, like her crate, to deal with. Frederico left the room, offering to help her with whatever she needed, and closed the door behind him.


She washed her face and let the cool washcloth linger on her temples and forehead, drawing out the tension. After she’d dried her face and brushed her teeth, she rifled through her suitcase and pulled out the one thing she could not travel without: the photo of Claire and Mikey. She placed her palm on the glass of the little frame as though she could touch their cheeks. Soon, she told them, soon, she’d be home.


A hard desk chair, the only chair available, provided a perch to rub her swollen feet. She poured more water from the bottle that sat on the desk next to where she’d tossed the mysterious embassy packet.


The envelope contained a letter on embassy stationary, with a salutation addressed to her. Last month, she’d reached out to the U.S. Cultural Attaché requesting that the embassy invite García Márquez to the art fair to view McGraw’s paintings, a tribute to his book, One Hundred Years of Solitude. The embassy responded that Gabo, as his friends called him, was unavailable. He’d been scheduled to accompany the Colombian president who was hosting five Latin American presidents at a Medellín summit. Seriously five presidents? It had been a wild ass idea to invite him in the first place. Regardless, McGraw was thrilled to learn that his name and the painting series had gotten in front of the Nobel prize-winning author. So was she.


The embassy packet letter read:




Dear Ms. Blake,


Congratulations on being selected to bring artwork from the United States to the Feria Internacional de Arte (FIART). As part of our efforts to promote cultural exchange between the United States and Colombia, we want your visit to succeed.





Hard to stomach that one. The U.S. didn’t help art dealers promote their artists abroad. Every foreign gallery had artists’ catalogues, booth space, shipping costs, and sometimes airfare and hotels, all paid by their governments if they exhibited their country’s artists. U.S. galleries got zero, nada.






Colombia is extremely dangerous for American citizens. The Department of State has placed Colombia on the Travel Advisory list with a Do Not Travel designation. Violence by narco-terrorist groups and other criminal elements continues to affect urban, rural, and coastal regions of the country. United States citizens have been victims of muggings, kidnappings, and other acts of violence. Since 1990, thirty-two Americans have been reported kidnapped.







The U.S. Government places the highest priority on the safe recovery of kidnapped Americans. However, U.S. policy prohibits negotiation with terrorists and the U.S. Government has limited ability to assist American citizens.
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