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​ An Account
In The Crimson

 


 


Twilight followed Gareth Williamson into the
courtyard by a matter of minutes. From his wrought iron chair with
its gleaming white paint, he peered up at the wooden railings of
the balcony and the high, yellowing walls above, and beyond that
the deepening indigo of the sky.

The day had been tiring. He was glad of the
chance to sit and let impressions wash over him without the need
for dialogue with his wife or fellow tourists.

Angular shadows advanced over rooftops and
plants, and he felt a chill that was more than physical, as if a
lid were closing over him. Dusk amplified ambient sounds, adding to
his unease. The chatter of birds in the bougainvillea mingled with
banter in the bar beyond the lobby of the Hotel Santa Maria. Nearby
bells sent out their stern summons to the faithful.

It was enough to drag his mind back through
the day’s itinerary. Half the details were already lost to him. He
tried to remember. Now what was the name of that cathedral again?
Everything here seemed to be ‘Santo’ this or ‘Santa’ that. He
pictured the great stone shrine beside the zócalo and the effigies
revered by the local hybrid of Catholicism and pre-Columbian
belief, each with its own nuanced grip on the soul of the
disciple.

A familiar voice disrupted recall.

“Hi honey,” he heard from behind his chair,
and before he had a chance to respond his wife was reporting on yet
another sortie to see Indian crafts. He’d had his fill of the local
vendors hours ago of course. That’s what he’d told her when she
wanted to cap off the day with one last circumnavigation of the
town. His back ached from a morning spent craning over blankets
spread on the sidewalk and covered with the fruits of an economy
still almost entirely ‘hecho a maño.’ Happily, she’d agreed to go
it alone.

He listened to her sermon on what he’d
missed. At last the narration tapered, and his wife paused long
enough to check his expression. He was staring up at her and
nodding, but she could see he was just humoring her.

“Wow, you do look crabby,” she purred with a
sympathetic smile. Now why did she have to say that? That word
alone was enough to upset him. There was no dignity to it.
‘Irritable’ would have been acceptable. There was a machismo about
being irritable. But ‘crabby’? Schoolgirls were crabby, not middle
aged businessmen.

A sour grimace accompanied his reply as he
tried to make his point.

“Well, I feel crabby.”

Not that she was paying much attention. She
was still on a high from the market. It would take more than his
disapproval to bring her down.

Well, he couldn’t blame her really. Perhaps
he was being too sensitive. Perhaps he should tell her why he was
crabby or irritable or whatever it was. No, that was out of the
question — at least for the time being.

He was still shaken by his experiences of
the previous evening, still unsure of what was dream and what was
reality in this place so far from familiar haunts.

Yesterday had started out much the same as
today. First there had been an eternity of walking around markets
and ruins, and then the extended lunch during which their elderly
but effusive guide, Señor Jorge, had insisted on herding their tour
group from one restaurant to another for well over two hours.

“Trus’ me, trus’ me, ladies an’ hentlemain —
thees you haf to try,” Jorge would cry in encouragement as his
charges straggled through the barrios in his wake, cursing quietly
— in Williamson’s recollection at least — as they tripped over
loose cobblestones.

The vacation had been his wife’s idea. He
had gone along with it, but he told himself it was more for her
sake than for his. He had never been one for impulsive ideas or
sudden change, especially now that he was in his late 40s. The New
England accountancy business he had dutifully inherited from his
father buttressed a dour caution that was already deeply
instilled.

His wife, Isobel, was 10 years his junior
and, as is so often the case with reasonably contented couples, she
was his antithesis in many respects. In their three years of
marriage, they had discovered, without rancor, that the mutual
interest that had brought them together — namely love of the rural
life — was a tenuous bridge between two vastly different
shorelines. Where he clung to the tried and tested, she opted for
fresh experience and adventure.

At home, he felt he had the advantage in
that respect. Most of the business and financial decisions were
left to him, while Isobel devoted much of her time to a study of
anthropology at the local community college. After years of
motherhood and homemaking in a city suburb, she had found new
purpose in this second marriage. The prospect of qualifying
academically and perhaps going on to teach had put an excited gleam
in her eyes, and Williamson was pleased to see it. At the same time
he secretly felt slightly superior to one who showed such unbridled
emotion on the threshold of middle age.

To his chagrin though, he found the position
abruptly reversed on arrival at their vacation destination.
Suddenly it was Isobel’s impetuous curiosity that drew attention
and produced results, while his own state of studied aloofness
carried all the weight of a ball and chain.

At first he had reacted with exaggerated
disdain as they confronted their new surroundings. Smugly he had
dismissed the colonial and pre-colonial treasures Señor Jorge took
such pains to point out to them. Instead he dwelt on what he called
the “regressive tendencies” of the local religious authorities and,
for that matter, the secular ones also. He remarked on the “civic
backwardness” of the region and its “tradition-bound” inhabitants.
Such a world away, Williamson implied, from their own enlightened
institutions.

Yes, Isobel conceded, in some respects he
was right. On the face of it, her husband’s views had some
validity. Certainly the people were inscrutable, and their hard,
vulnerable lives seemed at odds with Gareth’s codex of efficiency
and tangible assets. But, and her eyes sparkled guilelessly as she
asked him, couldn’t he fathom a resilience and a passion behind
those guarded expressions? Wasn’t there still, after all these
centuries of oppression, a kind of collective consciousness here
struggling to emerge from bondage?

Sitting in the courtyard of the Santa Maria,
Williamson brooded as Isobel’s phrases echoed through his mind. It
hadn’t occurred to him until the previous evening that the forces
his wife evoked could take such a chilling form. Memories returned
that he wished he could cover over.

Looking back on it, the biggest shock had
been his own reaction. Why had he just stood there like that?

Perhaps it had been the uniform. He had
never had much to do with policemen. But those he had met were
almost invariably civil, or at the very least acted by the book.
None of them had ever brandished a studded club or barked
incomprehensible commands at him. And above all, none of them had
ever fixed him with the cold, ruthless stare that had instantly
turned his protestations of the night before into a whimper and
sent him scurrying back to their room at the hotel.

Just as well Isobel had been down in the bar
bonding with the Supinskis from Akron, Ohio and that frenzied
multi-lingual couple from Toronto. Of course, he couldn’t tell her
what had happened. He shuddered as he relived the experience. How
would he explain? How could he explain in a way that would convince
her there was nothing more to be done?

Isobel would only want to make inquiries
about the victim. He could picture her striding over to the small
medical center they had passed in the tour bus and pestering the
staff about the admission of an Indian woman, possibly a badly
beaten woman, almost certainly a woman who had been violated
repeatedly and was in the grip of terror or denial.

Would his wife be brazen enough then to
march over to the anonymous stone building with the bars on the
windows and demand an internal investigation? Williamson was afraid
that she would, and the thought made him conscious of a clammy
stream of perspiration running down his back.

For a moment the itchy dampness of his skin
brought him back to his immediate surroundings. He admired a blouse
that Isobel was holding up for his approval.

Picturing the stocky, solemn,
buff-complexioned vendors in their heavy woolen serapes and
dresses, he added, with an attempt at humor: “I hope they treated
you fairly.”

Isobel gave him a quick, sidelong glance
tinted with indignation.

“Do we treat them fairly is more to the
point,” she said. There was a pause, and Williamson prepared
himself for the social critique he felt sure was to follow.

“Did you know, it was illegal for these
people to be in the city after sunset not so long ago, and they had
to walk in the road whenever they did come here?” his wife asked.
“They weren’t even allowed to use the sidewalks.

“I was reading about it in the books I
brought,” she explained. “They’re virtually serfs in their own
land.”

“Things are very different down here,”
Williamson replied with acquiescence. “How they behave is not the
same as how we behave. We have to remember we’re visitors.”

Heartily he wished that they were no longer
visitors. Even as they talked, Williamson couldn’t shake the fear
that they were both in imminent danger.

Damn it, he hadn’t asked to see anything.
He’d just as soon not know what occurred in the chilly shadows of
this alien city, on moonless fall nights, when tourists were meant
to be securely confined to their hotels.

But there was no getting around it. He was a
witness, and he had read in the newspapers back home about what
happened to witnesses in places like this. To make matters worse
they might assume that he had told his wife, making her culpable as
well.

With an inward shudder, he recalled the
heavy black boots and the glitter of badges and insignia caught in
the glow of a streetlamp. The muffled thumps. The moans from the
disheveled bundle lying at their feet. The blue shawl, torn and
streaked with crimson, as they dragged their burden towards the
truck waiting by the curb. The rapid pumping of his own heart as he
stood there, shocked at first and then emasculated by fear.

Perhaps, even at that moment, they were
talking about him in some hastily convened meeting with their
superiors. Chances cannot be taken, it would be agreed. Then some
facile case for detainment might be constructed, and Isobel and he
would watch the tour bus depart without them and wonder whether
Señor Jorge would really consider it worth his risk to phone the
U.S. consulate. Or there would just be one of those fabled raps on
the door in the dead of night, and later two more bodies would be
found by the roadside in the hills. The work of bandits, or
guerrillas spilling over the border? Quién sabe? Who would ever
know?

Isobel smiled affectionately at her
husband.

“It’s getting late,” she said, cutting into
his morbid introspection. “I’m going to go upstairs and rest for a
while. Will you be down here?”

“Um, yes. I’ll probably be in the bar. Will
you feel like a little supper later?”

“Mmm, sounds good, hon,” Isobel mused,
bending to kiss him on the cheek. “See you then.”

She hurried through the lobby and up the
stairs to their room. She really did love her
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