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One night a few decades
ago, when this white beard was still mostly yellow, I walked along
Avenida Veinticinco de Mayo on Esperanza’s east ridge where the fog
crawls up from the jungle. I passed the American Embassy and the
sheet metal gates of homes with guard dogs barking, and I entered
the Boar’s Head Tavern, the Bore’s Arse as I called it. I remember
a table of American mountain climbers, their eyes placid and keen
even in candlelight. I heard the names of peaks: Chinguráhua,
Tingáy. I continued into the bar, which was empty except for
the ambassador from Panama, who was well into his cups.

“Maria Dolores, good
evening. Would you be so kind as to give me some vodka and a little
ice with no amoebas.”

“Mac, your Spanish is
better every day.”

“And you, Maria
Dolores, grow daily more beautiful.”

“Take me away then,
Mac. Take me to Canada - Bancouber.”

“That’s Vancouver.
Bite your lower lip. Like this - Vuh. And as for your good
husband and that enormous belly?”

“The
husband I will leave behind. The belly I have to bring with me. The child can be yours,
Maquito. Don’t you want a son?”

“We won’t talk about
families.”

“Malhumorado.” Which
meant, of course, grumpy.

In the dining area
near the bar I saw some people leave. Gustavo, the
waiter, cleared
their table, and
a man
I knew entered and sat at it and ordered fish and chips and beer.

“Arturo is here” I
said. “Did you know I am teaching him English?”

“Malhumorado.”

Behind Maria Dolores,
among bottles, rested a petite wooden sign: BIG CATS SCRATCH. BUT A
LITTLE PUSSY NEVER HURT ANYONE.

“Does Arturo pay?
Policemen usually don’t.”

“Always - an
honourable and a dangerous man, who leaves impressive
tips.”

“Is it
thus?”

“It
is.”

“In that case, another
vodka. But tell me, Maria Dolores, why do you stir it? And why do
you use your finger?”

“For your good luck,
Mac, and long life.”

“Then insert another finger, my child. Now
there is a pornographic thought.”

“Is it far to Bancouber?” She winked.

“And there is Liz coming in, the British
Council teacher.”

“The skinny.”

“She seems to be with a handsome Arab.”

“The terrorist. He knows by heart the
address of every gringo in the city.”

“Thus?”

“Sí, Mac. A dangerous.”

“But not an honourable.”

“It is his
amante who smiles behind
the bullet-proof glass at the American Embassy.”

“And Liz?”

“Another
amante.”

“A sad and strange city, Maria Dolores. Fog
and Arabs and oil. Bananas and cops and girlfriends.”

“And - what was your preposterous word?”

“CIAjerk?”

“That. CIAjerks.”

“Maria Dolores, do I look like Humphrey
Bogart?”

“El
Bogey? Are you drunk so soon,
Maquito?”

“If there was a piano I
would play As Time Goes By
if I knew how to play the piano. I will switch to
beer now.”

“And you will eat?”

“Soon. Maria Dolores, tell me what this
country of farmers and llamas will do, with the price of oil gone
through the floor.”

“It is said Mac” she
whispered “la coca.”

Damn. Cocaine.

I managed to keep drinking beer, not vodka.
I assisted the Panamanian Ambassador out into the fog and tumbled
him into a cab, and told the driver to take him to the vilest
barrio I could name.

Back inside, I nodded to Liz and sat in a
chair at the table of Arturo.

“Mac, is good for see you again.”

“Marshal Art, good evening.” We shook hands.
His soft grip. His soft controlled laugh through clenched
teeth.

“Marshal Art
- this is one Canadian joke, no?”

“It is a pun, Arturo.”

“I know this word - once a pun a time.”

“Exactly. Arturo, you have a way with
languages. This is a new suit?”

“Yes. You like?”

“I don’t lie when I say a handsome piece of
cloth. But release that fake leather-covered button. You’ve no gut
to hide.”

“What is gut?”

“This…” I patted my own stomach. “…but
big.”

“No gut, only gun.”

“A gun in the Bore’s very Arse? I must see
it. Please.”

He opened the coat. There was a pistol
tucked under his belt.

“Maybe my English lessons have been less
than first rate. Do you plan to plug me?”

“What means
plug?”

“Shoot. Bang.”

“You like make the jokes. But in this
country we have such bad peoples. And maybe they try shoot me. Or
pay money and I have to arrest.” The black Indian eyes glazed with
concern.

“Arturo, I’ll never plug you. Or pay you
either.”

The soft laugh through the strained smile of
teeth white as his starched shirt. The brightening Indian eyes, his
weak handsome chin. The long forehead slope like that of some
smooth volcano of the Andes - on it a birthmark in the shape of a
purple hummingbird. His slicked hair, the dash of cologne.

“You are busy finding bad people for the
police?”

“Please, Mac” - the finger to the lip - “is
better you talk more quiet.”

“For Christ’s sake!” I shouted. “Where is
the movie camera? Don’t the police know that Bogart is dead?”

“El Bogey? Como?
Mac, maybe you are drink. Drink?”

“Drunk. All right, I’ll whisper, then” I
whispered. “What bad things do the bad people do?”

“How you say -
drogas.”

“What - drugs?”

“Drugs, yes.” He buttoned his suit jacket
over the pistol, looked left and right. The birthmark on his
forehead twitched purple wings.

“Aw, son of a fucking bitch.” I felt limp,
flopped my head over the chair’s back. There were threads of dust
up there in the darkest cavity of the Bore’s Arse. And this was a
dirty, poor, corrupt and inhuman city.

I said “I wish I missed Vancouver, so I
could go home.” I saw Liz and her Arab staring down at me.

“It’s winter there, Mac” said Liz. “Rain,
rain, rain, right?”

Arturo paid, leaving, as Dolores had said,
an impressive tip, and stood and went out quickly, patting my
shoulder.
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I tried to sit up, but the chair took off
over backwards. I laughed and shouted and flailed. The Arab sprang
and clutched my knee and tipped me upright.

“Wow - saved from sure death at the hands of
a chair. Sir, thank you.”

“Bloody hell, Mac.” Liz almost laughed.

Now, patrón, being a spectacle was not
what I had intended, but merely some social contact, a squirt of
alcohol, an innocent evening out. I rose and walked out to the
street, where I would let my mind settle. I saw Arturo drive off in
a cab, which he owned but which his cousin drove for a living. It
sank into fog. Across the street, on the roof of the squat
Esperanza International Hotel, tinselly letters said
Merry Christmas Feliz Navidad. All in a line the blurred mountain climbers went in through
its door, past the doorman dressed like a native of Ichibamba, into
the lobby’s welcoming light. I wheeled back into the Boar’s
Head.

“Come on, then, Mac.” It was Liz, inviting
me to sit at her table. The Arab eyed me coolly.

I placed the customary peck on Liz’ cheek,
which had a crosshatch of acne scars.

“Mac, this is Isman.”

We shook hands. He politely rose, a decently
dressed young man in checked shirt, pressed slacks, leather shoes.
Liz, as always, wore T-shirt, overalls, sneakers.

“I am going to buy you both drinks. Isman, I
see by your present gin and tonic that we won’t be frustrated by
religious considerations.”

“It’s mineral water” says Isman.

“Ah.”

“But not because I am a Muslim.”

“Oh.”

“It’s because I have, as they say, a
drinking problem. I find it’s best to be frank.”

He had a New England accent. There was a
disturbing ease about him.

“So, not a Muslim, but you are...?”

“Lebanese.”

“Perhaps a Christian?”

“Above all not a Christian.”

Urbane, smug, amused. If he went to the
bathroom I would pour vodka into his glass, hook the superior prick
again on drink, make the wire bomb connections tremble in his hands
so he could blow himself to Lebanese bits.

“I’ll have that gin and tonic, Mac” says
Liz.

“Gustavo” I called. “One gin and tonic and
one vodka with no ice and no amoebas.”

“Bourgeois irony” she said. “Yes, so
predictable. Mac, tell us what your father did.” I observed her
mousy tufted haircut, her mousy face, her grey overalls.

The drinks came.

How seldom, I reflected, did nights out
conform to expectations of cultured exchanges among expatriates.
Rather, there was the poisoned mocking of drinkers. And now the
memory of Jock McKnight had been called upon to add another toxic
drop or two.

I took the merest slurp of vodka and said
“My poor dad worked all his life with his hands, a business
executive stroking the lithe bodies of his many secretaries.
Cheers.” We clinked glasses. “So, Isman, you’re a terrorist?”

He choked and sprayed mineral water.

“Oh, did I say terrorist? I meant tourist.
Here, let me thump your back. I’ll try again - a tourist?”

“Yes. I’m just here for a couple of months.”
In the handsome Eastern eyes, watery from coughing, I detected some
fear.

“That’s funny. I thought I saw you at the
American Ambassador’s garden party last Fourth of July, with
Consuelo, that stunning girl from the embassy.”

“No.” His cheek twitched. Good old Maria
Dolores - right again. I would return to the bar and hand her a
nice tip, maybe two worn-out pink bills, see her stuff them down
the neck of her blouse, in next to the breasts, which expanded
daily with milk. Many years before, when Jeff was a baby, I
sometimes put my mouth on Evelyn’s breast and drank – sweet it was
and warm and made me feel safe.

“And you, Mac?” said Isman, attempting to be
nice. “You don’t seem to be a tourist - or a terrorist.”

“Neither tourist nor terrorist” I said. “But
I suppose a terror.”

His dry ha ha.

I drank some vodka, would save enough.

I looked around. At a table at the other end
of the dim dining area, by a window, sat Flossie Pazmiño, the
principal of the American School, and Doreen Muñoz, the Whale of
the Andes. I waved, they waved back.

I did not want Isman to be a real killer,
but I knew he was. I felt nauseous.

I rotated my glass on the
table, inspecting it and inspecting also, on the back of my right
hand, that embarrassing part of me that would always be eighteen -
a tattoo in faded blue gothic script that said Who Me?

“What do you do for a living, Isman?”

“I’m in the meat business. I remember now -
Liz mentioned you - you’re a teacher at the American School. I
think I got stuck behind one of your school buses in a taxi the
other morning. Is there one that goes through that posh area by the
tennis club, then along Avenida Colón, República, La Prensa, and
out Avenida América to the school? They sure pack those kids on,
don’t they?”

The bastard! “Gustavo!” I bellowed. “Bring
me a steak! Rare!” I looked boldly at Liz. Her eyebrows were
quizzically arched. Did she understand that we were not referring
to school buses and steaks but bombs and blood? Isman excused
himself and went to the washroom. Liz got up to say hello to
someone at another table. And by God I did it. I dumped my vodka
into the mineral water of this pretty purveyor of meat.
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Liz sat down again. She said “You want a
job?”

“What job?”

“I just heard about it. Tutoring the
president - Pancho Perales. Everyone else at the Council is already
moonlighting. I won’t go near that smelly Nazi.”

“Pay?”

“Three thousand dorados. Just
conversation.”

I excused myself and went into the tiny bar,
which was now jammed with loud men who spoke English. I had Dolores
refill my glass. Tomás was there, the chairman of the Union of
Indigenous Peoples. It was said that he had been raised by
missionaries. Tomás had an Indian face like Marshal Art’s, but with
resentment like a cloud over it. He wore a slouch hat of straw, a
yellow silk shirt and a white blazer. Gleaming black hair in a
braid hung down to his ass. Once, I had seen him unfold from his
wallet a photocopy of a Stanford degree. As always his young blonde
American woman, Holly, hung from him like a parasitic plant.

When I returned to the
table Isman was there. He smiled pleasantly, which meant he
wouldn’t mention meat and packed school buses if I didn’t
say terrorist.

He squeezed a quarter of lime into his
half-full glass, smiled, drank and almost set the glass down. But
before it touched the table he returned it to his lips and with
three gulps drained it. He placed both manicured hands palm down on
the tablecloth. Slowly the gorgeous eyes glazed, the smile drooped.
For a minute he stared placidly at nothing. Gradually the shoulders
sagged.

“So, what’s new, Liz?’ I said. “Think this
fog’s going to clear up? Personally I like to go around in a fog.
Isman, what do you think about going around in a fog?”

He did not answer but said instead “I am
going to have drink.”

“Isman” said Liz.

“Scotch. God, how I’ve missed scotch.
Waiter!”

“Isman!”

“One drink. Liz, it’s nothing to worry
about. I refuse to be a cripple. If I can’t handle one drink I may
as well shoot myself. Don’t you think so, Mac?”

I said “Gustavo is busy. I’ll get it.” I got
up. Liz’s eyes burned. I felt seared.

I turned and went into the bar. “Double
scotch for the dangerous.”

In Dolores’ eye was a tear from her own
Marlboro smoke. “Be careful” she said.

I handed her two pink bills, rumpled and
soft as wool. “For the child” I said. She tucked them down her
blouse.

Liz left when she saw me coming.

Isman sat stonily. I gave him the scotch.
“My treat.”

“Thank you.”

“Goodbye.”

“Must you go?” He did not look up.
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I ate a steak in the bar on a stool beside
Tomás.

“Maria Dolores?”

“Sí, Mac.”

“Do you ever get lonely?”

“Only when the bar is full of lonely men. I
am lonely now.”

“Fill my glass. How is it
that you know about such things as la
coca and el
terrorista?”

“I have more English than you think, but I
only understand to listen, not to speak.”

“Then I pray you have listened well, so that
I have not lost a friend for nothing.” I left half my steak for her
to take home.

“Tomás” I said “what is that attached to
your right arm? My God, it’s a beautiful woman! Good evening,
Holly. Now, Tomás, you appear to be drunk. Have you ever tried
mountain climbing? I think it’s exactly what we need, you and I. It
leads to self-realization, also to plummeting through space - sheer
exhilaration.”

“I wouldn’t worry about Liz. Good riddance
to bad rubbish.”

“A pithy phrase - something you picked up at
Stanford?”

“The English look down on the whole world.
Bitches like Liz think this is the Em-pah.” He flashed a quick ugly
grin. “We’re their subjects the ny-tivs.” He stared at the puddled
black formica of the counter.

Tomás owned a penthouse in Esperanza as well
as a sprawling bamboo house on the Rio Colorado, so they said. He
lived like a nabob on what some of the poorest people in the
hemisphere paid him to represent them to the government, and also
on what the government, foreign diplomats and oil companies paid
him to see that oil exploration on tribal lands continued.

“Tomás, in British Columbia we have a
certain creature called a rangitang.”

“A what?”

“You don’t want to know. Don’t call Liz a
bitch.”

“The jungle villages used
to do it right” he said. He had a California twang. “Some
missionary shows up - handing out comic books about a gringo with a
beard walking on water, telling us we have to stop being what we
are and start being citizens. A dart. A little curare.
Pht. No more problems.
Nice blond shrunken head. Go home, little
schoolteacher.”

“What if a guy with a beard came in and told
you you had to stop being an asshole?”

Tomás drew from a pocket of his blazer a
black spring-loaded knife and set it on the counter. He still
offered no eye contact for the little schoolteacher. Holly did not
move away - there must indeed have been tendrils. I resolved in
future to call her Ivy. Tomás’ wispy sideburn fluttered in the wind
of my breath.

“Maria Dolores?”

“Sí, Mac.”

“Maria Dolores, I am going to tell you what
a rangitang is. It is a hideous creature from the frozen wastes of
the north.” The sideburn fluttered. “For pleasure it tears the arms
off hypocrites and long-haired buggers who insult the teaching
profession, and all black knives go right up the ass.”

“Ah, that.” From under the counter she drew
a pistol and laid it on her shelf of bottles.

All the men stopped talking. Tomás glared at
Dolores.

Delores smoked and watched him glare. He
took his knife and left, and Holly went too, but not without an
eerie little smile in my direction.

Then all the men were hollering things like
“Atta girl, Dolores!”

Knives! An enemy who knew
how to make poison darts! I would practise with my own blowgun. A
magazine was taped to the wall of my living room, on its cover a
portrait of the genial face of Pancho Perales, el presidente. Forty feet from that
wall, through a hallway and the open door of my bedroom I would aim
my weapon. The
freckles were really holes made by darts - I was getting
good.

I slid out of the bar, away from Dolores’
reproachful eyes.
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“Hello Flossie.”

“Hi Mac.”

“Hello Doreen.”

“Evening Mac.”

“May I join you?”

“Of course” said Flossie without removing
from her mouth a short cigarette drooping a long ash. Flossie
Pazmiño was fifty and jowly and had rusty grey hair cut like a
boy’s but poorly combed. Tonight she sported a massive blue bow at
her throat, lopsided and daubed with tobacco ash.

Doreen was the proprietress
of a thriving whorehouse. She had the beefy sweaty face of a
Georgia sheriff and was stupendously fat. Tonight the brown hair
was waved, and there was a blue frock dress, but there was no
stroke of paint on that pasty face. She picked energetically at the
wax of their table’s candle. Because of too many deep infoldings of
flesh a tang of sweat always surrounded this woman. She melted
flakes of wax, and the candle grew fat too - phallic. I wondered
about her husband Raul, Esperanza’s chief of police - how had she
gotten him? Was it that aggressiveness of all gringas?

I looked around and saw solitary Isman,
slouched now, head thrown back, laughing. Gustavo took away his
glass and gave him another.

“Mac” said Doreen “I want you to come and
teach English to the girls.”

My mouth, I’m afraid, hung open. “In the
name of God, why?”

“Tourists. A lot of them are passing
through, these days. It would be good if the girls knew a little
English.”

“Pay?”

“How much do you want?”

“Two thousand.”

“Deal.”

We shook hands. Hers was
larger than mine. I had acquired two evening jobs in one night:
president and prostitutes. But, patrón, at that moment I did not
care. An internal fog had rolled in to match the fog beyond the
window that reflected the fire of our candle.

Then, above me, I heard the crack of a man’s
voice. “Doreen, you’ve made that candle look exactly like a big
white dick!”

Jack Kelly, CIAjerk.

He leaned on the back of my chair and
Doreen’s, with his curly dark hair and happy face. The ladies
traded glances.

“Maybe one of your girls could put that
candle to good use.” He laughed.

I said “Jack, did your son tell you he
failed the Christmas English exam?”

“His report card said he passed.”

Flossie butted her cigarette. The end of her
bow drooped into her drink, sucked up gin like a wick. “Mac” she
said “we did discuss that. Jack, I personally reviewed Gordon’s
grade. His report card is correct.” She butted vigorously, snatched
her bow out of the glass and said “Damn” as she wrung out gin into
the ashtray

“I caught him cheating” I said. “- standing
up over his desk, chin hooked over Alegria Bustamante’s shoulder,
obviously reading her answers.”

“I talked with him, Jack” said Flossie.
“It’s all straightened out. Mac, we did discuss this.”

I said “I tore up his paper, of course.
Later he found me in the classroom alone. He explained that his
father could get my visa cancelled. He said I had better pass him.
So of course I had to assure him that his father was just a
pleasant and harmless embassy official and was incapable both
personally and technically of arranging such things. Not so, said
Gordon. So clear it up for me, would you, Jack? Is my visa
safe?”

His hand patted my shoulder firmly. “Mac,
you seem to have drunk a little too much. Maybe you better head on
home.”

Flossie’s face was all closed off. She was
not pleased with her English teacher. She fished out another
cigarette.

I said “I am a genuine colourful expatriate.
I like the fog, the sun, the altitude, the earthquakes, the
language and some of the people. Maybe it’s the harmless
functionaries who should go home.”

The hand lifted from my shoulder.

Doreen said “Mac, I’ll get you a cab.”

I said “You won’t.”

Jack laughed richly. “Mac, you’re a strange
one, you are.”

I said “You just want the oil. And to keep
the Russians out. Ever see a Russian in Esperanza?”

“You’re damn right that’s what we want. And
if you think….”

“Oil and cocaine.”

“What did you say?”

“Cocaine.”

“Flossie, when does this guy’s visa run out?
There must be an American around who can teach English.”

Our reflections floated in the window, above
the candle’s flame.

Tomás came back in from the street, with the
collar of his white blazer turned up, wearing a red scarf. He
glared at us for a while, and we watched him glare. Then he
left.

Then Isman reeled past us on his way out,
laughing. He said “One fiftytwo San Javier.”

Jack gaped at Isman’s back. “What the fuck?
Who is that guy? That was my address.”

I left, also reeling. I
crossed a small yard where Clancy, the Boar’s Head’s wolfhound,
slept in the slack arc of his chain. I passed through a portal of
mortared stones and two pots of geraniums. Perhaps the mountaineers
were now in their rooms counting pitons. Feliz Navidad, I wanted to holler but
could not. I walked away from that corner of light and taxis, the
Arse, the hotel, the floodlit yard of the American Embassy next
door.

I wondered if I was falling and did not know
it. A crucial piton had popped, and this was the long plummet.
Faster and faster the world went past, brighter and brighter.
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It was the last class of the week. I went to
an open window of my classroom, where eucalyptus smell drifted in
on the wind. “One day Poe’s wife was singing” I said. “She was
younger than any of you. Just singing out of pure happiness. You’ve
done that, some of you, I’m sure. Singing away. Then a pound or so
of blood and lung comes flying out of her mouth. Tuberculosis.”

In the middle row, second
seat, Alegria Bustamante said yugh.
Fine, she would remember about Poe’s wife. Behind
her, Gordon Kelly, son of Jack the CIAjerk, would not remember, not
with his cheek flattened against the desk and him asleep in a
puddle of his own drool.

Out there the school buses were arriving.
Beyond the chain-link fence old Marúchi waited for the bell in her
Andes fedora, with her table of candies for sale. I turned to see
if anyone besides Alegria was listening. It didn’t matter - no one
ever listens in the last period of the week. But Montserrat was -
alert and calm in her desk at the back by the slide projector.

“In a few years” I said “she died. Poe’s
mother had died of tuberculosis at the same age. So Poe had a
nervous breakdown. That’s when he started writing of such
light-hearted subjects as being buried alive.”

There was a lot of looking
at wristwatches. No one laughed when the sleeping Gordon snorted.
Behind Gordon sat dark skinned Lorena, a gorgeous and friendly girl
who had returned from Chicago to wealth and privilege: banana
plantation on the coast, quinta
the size of Ireland in the sierra. And there was
Marco Cádiz, son of a cheese magnate, in the window row at the back
- handsome, hardworking, respectful. He was always leaning across
toward Montserrat, pretending to check her notes, even touching her
arm to turn her wristwatch toward him. Here - just make a note on
my lesson plan. Get Cádiz.

In the dusty chalk of the
American School, I wrote on the board, El
Dorado.

 


El Dorado: the gilded, the golden one. Jeff
had said something about gold that last time I saw him, there in
Vancouver where I stuck it out while the wife was alive. It was
nice, back there in the past. We had our own house in the Italian
district, next door to loony Carmela, who drank home-brewed
muscatel and sang arias to her flowerpots.

We spent a week in each of those few good
northern summers in a tent on a Gulf Island.

“Where’s Jeff?” I remembered Evelyn asking
once.

“Way over there. You can just see him. There
by the cliffs.”

We shaded our eyes against the glare of the
bay. His blue inflated raft was just edging into shadows below
sandstone bluffs.

“It’s deep there, Mac.”

“I know, but he says there’s treasure in
those caves.”

“Treasure?”

“Gold.”

“What if he falls in?”

“He’ll swim.”

“Will he?”

 


 


There at the back of the class, in
Montserrat’s Mediterranean eyes, was the same trusting gaze I
remembered in Evelyn’s blue ones.

 


 


We bought Jeff pastels, and every winter
night after school he drew furiously, snatching coloured bits from
the fragments spread on his desk.

I cannot remember any of the summers after
Evelyn died.

I do remember, though, Jeff saying once “Why
did God make Mommy die? Did we do something wrong?”

Another time, maybe the same winter, our
neighbour Carmela burst out her back door, drunk, ranting in
Italian at Jeff for leaning his sled against her chicken-wire
fence. She slipped on ice, cartwheeled down her high steps, broke
her neck.

More and more fragments appeared on
Jeffrey’s desk - colours beyond naming. He drew and drew, painting
those bleak winter nights with faces of women. It was then that I
started to drink.

 


 


A certain previous night, over straight
vodkas at the Arse, I had asked Dickie Pendergast about her.

“Dickie, there’s this girl, Montserrat
Dávilos.”

“Will you stop fucking calling me that. Your
dicky is your pricky. Which you sticky. For a quicky.” His guffaw,
and a challenging smile across the table. Yes, a happy and
obnoxious man was Dick - red beard, red hair sticking up in chunks,
nose eternally fried by Esperanza’s intense sunlight. He’d been
here twelve years and still could not believe how cheap the liquor
was and how eager the Latin ladies.

“It’s not what you think, Richard.”

“Oh no. ’Course not. Man, it must be
something about the mixture of Catholicism, bubble gum and
equatorial sun - turns them into sizzlers, green but eager.”

“You’ve never laid a hand on a girl student.
You’ve got principles in spite of what you say.”

“You know Lorena - Banana Lorena?”

“Yes.”

‘Tm still trying to get her bubble gum off
my banana. But at least now she’ll pass Social Studies.”

I had to laugh. “Dickie, you’re as big a
liar as you are a lecher.”

“Does Montserrat blow? Jesus, don’t hit
me!”

“You’ve no right to say that about her!”

“Okay, okay. But don’t fucking call me
Dickie.”

“Okay.”

“Jesus.”

“Sorry.”

“Okay. Now - Montserrat Dávilos? What’s the
big deal?”

“I’m not sure - something different about
her - makes me curious.”

“Uh huh, curious about her snatch. Don’t hit
me, just kidding. Buy me one of those... what is that piss you’re
drinking?”

“Vodka.”

“Fucking communist drink. Buy me one and
I’ll tell you all about her.”

I did, and Dickie continued.

“Old family. Rich. Her great-granddaddy was
president  dictator - for a few months in the nineteen-forties.
Her father, Charlie Dávilos, is head of the armed forces, a wild
and moral man, so I’m told - Davy Crockett of the fucking Andes.
Apparently all the government crooks are scared of him, even
Perales. He has one child, his treasure, your Montserrat. Watch
out.”

“I think maybe she just reminds me of my
wife. Ricardo, do you believe in El Dorado?”

“Of course. It’s between Lorena’s legs.”
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There was some stirring in the room now, in
anticipation of the approaching bell. Gordon slurped in his sleep
at his trickle of drool. There were laughs here and there, Lorena’s
like a calf in a Chicago stockyard.

I bellowed. “Gordon!”

Up he rears with an expression of terror on
his face. A long streamer of drool flies from his cheek, across the
aisle into the hair of Marisol, the student council rep. There is
laughter, a lot. Even Alegria Bustamante was hooting at her gringo
beau.

“Gordon, would you please close the
curtains.”

He croaked some reply and stumbled to the
window. The class all took a last look at the rescuing buses. And
then, under insipid electric light, twenty-three people were all
suddenly paying attention to me.

“Eldorado. A poem by whom, Lorena?”

“By Edgar Allan Poo.”

Loud shouts of laughter. A blush and an
embarrassed smile on Lorena’s dusky face.

“Not quite, Lorena. That should be Edgar
Allan Poo-Poo.” Louder hollers of mirth, even some desk thumping.
But on Gordon Kelly’s half-awake mug there was only a wry smile.
“Gordon, clean your desk.”

Marisol threw him a tissue, which landed on
his expensive haircut. Lorena’s laugh again, like an orphaned
calf.

Now that they were all awake there was an
orgy of glancing at wristwatches. Some of them fingered filthy
bills to purchase suckers from Marúchi. Marco Cádiz leaned across,
took Montserrat’s left wrist and drew it toward him, pretending to
care about the time. He lowered his face toward her hand, almost as
if to kiss.

“Marco!”

“Yes, sir.” Montserrat snatched her hand
away. “Marco, are you paying attention?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Was Poe a lighthearted man?’

“No, I think he was
very nervioso.”

Lorena’s Illinois honk.

“Nervioso.
Yes, Marco. And broken-down?”

“I think so.”

“And why, Marco, do you think he was so
nervous and broken-down?”

“Because he was buried alive.”

Aside from Marco himself, only Montserrat
did not laugh. Her eyes, calm and fascinated, were on my face. Yes,
she was studying me. And suddenly I did not want to take the piss
out of Cádiz anymore.

“He was in a way buried alive, Marco -
emotionally speaking. But no. Who can…?”

And before I finish asking the question,
comes the answer. It is Montserrat. Her voice is eerily distinct.
“His wife died. He loved her very much.”

I turned away from them and
wrote on the board, trembling, knight,
sunshine, shadow, journey, search and El Dorado.

 


The winter Evelyn died darkness started to
grow in Jeff cell by cell. As for me, I drank.

One blowing, sleeting November night I was
drunk and wretched and marking papers in my bedroom at my desk by
the window. Jeff came in. He was eleven.

“Jeff, come and cheer me up. What have you
got?”

I stared at the pastel painting for maybe
five minutes. Finally he gave me a shake.

“Jeff, this is astounding. Where did you get
these colours?”

“I have a lot of colours.”

“Is that me? I look so happy. Is that you -
you’ve made yourself tall. Who are all these people in the bright
outfits?”

“They’re called
índios.”

I put Ella Fitzgerald on the stereo, and
Jeff and I sang along scat style and laughed far past his
bedtime.

I sent my contract for the next semester
back unsigned and dumped the house into the hands of a rental
agent. Three weeks later Jeff and I were in Guatemala.

 


 


I turned to the class and
bluffed my way through knights, quests and the Holy Grail. When I
asked what they knew about El Dorado they came to life and
said Is a city of gold; Is a man covered
in the gold; Is in this country; and
Is just a story. I
considered making a joke about all the gold in that room - chains,
pendants, bracelets and pedigrees, but said instead “Poe had a hard
life. He drank. Maybe he even used opium. What would such a man
mean by shadow, by sunshine? By journey? What would such a man mean by El
Dorado?”

No reply. I walked to the slide projector.
Someone turned out the lights. The first shots were of old
engravings of conquistadors in beards and armour, fighting off
Indians. The next slides were of gold artifacts form the high
Andes, crude little gold male and female figures, pure gold
penises, pairs of gilded titties. There were whispers and
giggles.

Gold man. Gold woman. Gold man. Gold
woman.

 


 


She had a solemn and peaceful face, with
wide mouth and full lips, high cheekbones and those wise trusting
eyes with no makeup. Straight dark hair lay heavy on her shoulders.
When she wore a skirt: such fine legs - woman’s legs. Once I spied
on her from my classroom, watched her outside in the sun at
lunchtime, sitting alone on the unhealthy grass, eating a wizened
red apple of the Andes. I put on my glasses, watched her eat.

She was at my left hand now. The edge of my
sports coat touched her forearm. I pushed the electric button to
urge the images on.
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We lived in Guatemala for
three years. There was sun, there were índios, there was a blue mountain
lake and there were hippies from every part of the world. In the
woods near town was a squat stone idol where Indians cut the
throats of turkeys. I gave English lessons and lived on Canadian
rent. Jeff grew tall, too damn tall.

Samantha was forty and had
wrecked nerves. She styled herself Sam. She wore tie-dye and no
underwear and was blonde and attractive in a jittery way.
Born to lose, read the
tattoo on her thigh when she lay naked in the sun on lakeside
gravel. She snatched up tall Jeff in his teenaged bewilderment and
showed him how to screw and to smoke marijuana.

Guatemala wasn’t working, so I hustled Jeff
back to Canada, where we heard in the middle of another soaked and
ragged December that Sam had taken sleeping pills. There was a
suicide note. Jeff’s name was prominent in it.

He quit school. His paintings turned
suddenly powerful – portraits, all of them disturbing. They started
to sell.

I could not stand the Vancouver winters for
very long. Nepal was next. Am I attracted to high places, to being
closer to the sun? Jeff came too. We met an interesting Swedish
writer called Bo, who introduced my son to opium.

Yes, I remember now what Jeff said about
gold. It was in that downtown room of his.

“What’s this?”

“Your present” I said. “Here, open it.”

Our breath made shooting plumes of steam. I
wore a down jacket and leaned against a stained table in front of
his window. On it lay bent tubes of paint, a rag soiled with
colour, and a wee plastic envelope with his heroin. Outside there
was a snowstorm, so that only a fragile light fell in on the table,
like ash. He sat near me, pale, hunched, pinching at his throat a
grey blanket. On a mattress in a corner slept his friend
Elizabeth.

I started to open the package for him. The
crackling foil made him blink.

There were paintings stacked against a wall.
The top one was me, unfinished.

He said “I wanted to have your portrait
ready.”

“It looks damn good already. You high?”

He nodded. I stopped unwrapping, leaned back
against the table, fished out my flask of vodka, had a heavy
pull.

“You going away?” he asked.

“How’d you know?”

“Because it’s winter. It’s okay, you know”
he said. “I’ll be all right.”

“No, it’s not okay. But I’m going
anyway.”

“Did you tell the principal to stuff
it?”

“Stories, Jeff! The poor, sweet yo-yos -
never written more than a sentence in their brutal little lives.
But for me - for Mac, whom they loved - they wrote stories.” I took
another swig. ‘“But Mr. McKnight’ says the principal - nice phony
smile - ‘these, ah, compositions are full of sex, violence and four
letter words.’ ‘They have made stories’ I say - no smile- ‘they
have achieved something marvellous.’ It was a case of either lose
my soul or lose my job.”

“Also, it’s winter.”

I continued with the package, careful for
some reason not to tear the gold foil. “They tried to keep me out
of the school. But I had worked up a damn good farewell speech. The
students came up one by one. ‘Goodbye, Mr. McKnight.’ ‘Thank you,
sir.’”

“This time where do you go?”

I took the black wristwatch out of the box,
but he did not look at it. Instead he observed my face like a
child.

“Jeff, there is no going back, is
there?”

“No, Dad, there is no going back.”

“It would be good, though, wouldn’t it?”

“Sure. It would be a good thing... start
over... try it again.” I took his wrist to strap the watch on. He
released the blanket. It slid from his shoulders. So thin he was,
so pale. There could have been a light behind his skin… phosphorus…
uranium. I fastened the watch strap. He did not try to hide the
scars on his arm. I heard the watch ticking, and kept holding his
hand, and finally had to kiss it.

“And when you get there?” he said.

“Where?”

He smiled, reached with his
free hand and slid from a pocket of my jacket the paperback,
El Dorado. He stood
beside me, and I put my glasses on, and we leaned over the table in
that miserable light and leafed through the colour plates, shoulder
to shoulder. He flipped his bag of smack out of the way. There was
gold, gold, gold every turn of the page. He had an ace memory for
poetry. “A man saw a ball of gold in the sky” he said. It was a
poem by Stephen Crane. “He climbed for it. And eventually he
achieved it - It was clay.”

I stared out the window at the storm, but
Jeff went on turning pages. “Now this is the strange part” he said.
“When the man went to the earth And looked again, Lo, there was the
ball of gold.”

I took a drink.

“Now this is the strange part: It was a ball
of gold. Ay, by the heavens, it was a ball of gold.”

 


I looked at my watch but
could not see it in the dark. I wanted the students gone. Fuck Poe.
Bugger literature. In the bottom drawer of my desk waited my pint
of Bellows Vodka. That same El
Dorado paperback was there too, with
Evelyn’s photograph among its pages, and her smile of a young
woman, and with Jeff’s photograph under Evelyn’s.

The day before, from the school bus on the
way back to town, I had seen an Indian funeral procession - thirty
brown people in dusty black suits or best shirts or blue velvet
skirts and Spanish lace and gold and red beads and fedoras and rope
slippers or barefoot, walking at the edge of the highway toward
Esperanza’s graveyard in the sooty exhaust of trucks, the coffin
right there on the shoulders of some of the men, the husband and
his son walking behind, the Mrs. up there inside. But it was the
god damn light! - that light of the Andes that comes down like
hammers on death and life and on all weakness.

I would try once more. I said “So, what do
you think this knight is searching for?” I thought there was at
least one more slide. But when I pushed the button the screen came
up white, glaring. I even threw up my arm to shield my face.

Then Montserrat said “I think he is looking
for something he has lost, a kind of happiness that is impossible
for him to find again. That is why this lonely man must keep
searching and searching all his life.”

I dared to look down. Her face was not far
from my elbow, ghostly in reflected light. She was looking up at me
with parted lips and eyes in shadow.

The bell went off like a
yell. Then desks were scraping and crashing, and all their voices
were going at it, and the door was torn open, and the screen went
black because someone tripped on the cord, and Gordon Kelly was
walking across the tops of the desks. Then there was just me in the
empty room, and out in the hall a torrent of Spanish chatter -
fading soon enough to echoes, like all the rest, all the
rest, patrón.
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The next Friday there were
parent-teacher conferences instead of classes. A sign in felt
marker outside my classroom door read Sr.
McKnight. English. Pase adelante.

Señor Cádiz, the cheese magnate, Marco’s
father, was an English speaker and a gentleman, in his grey
three-piece suit and matching moustache.

“Señor Cádiz,” I said “I think you should
have a talk with Marco.”

“Is there some problem?”

“Yes. Quite serious.”

“Please, you must tell me.”

“He leers at the girls in class.”

“Leers?”

“Like this.” I leered at Señor Cádiz, let my
tongue hang out, panted.

Cádiz leapt up. “He does that? My
Marco?”

“And he rubs himself against his desk and
moans.”

Señor Cádiz clamped his hand over his mouth.
He clenched his eyes.

“I’ve had complaints” I said.

He nodded. Could not speak. Poor fellow.
“You will talk to him?”

He nodded.

“Perhaps some punishment? Tell him to leave
Montserrat Dávilos alone! He must not bother Montserrat Dávilos! Do
you understand!”

I was shouting, but Cádiz took it humbly. He
shook his head in despair and turned and left the classroom.

Now what had I done! Lies. I would be fired.
Reckless! A fool! But I didn’t care. The business with Gordon
Kelly’s father at the Bore’s Arse - now this. It was like in
Vancouver, when they wrote those stories. Reckless! “Then what
happened, Spike?” “I kicked the fucker in the head, sir.” “Write
it, Spike.” “If you say so, sir.” But if she fired me, would
Flossie find another English teacher strolling around the Andes?
Not likely. I checked that the door was shut. From the bottom
drawer of my desk I hauled out my vodka. I took a swallow, leaned
back, loosened my tie and placed my feet on the desk.

It was late, there would be no more parents.
I closed my eyes.

“Sr. McKnight.”

Damn, I had dozed off!

“Sr. McKnight, I am Charlie Dávilos.”

I saw gold braid, medals, ribbons.

I stood up, almost saluted. “Sorry - must
have fallen asleep, didn’t think anyone else was....”

“Is no problem.”

We shook hands. There was the required
contact of eyes. And I was sure that everyone who looked into the
eyes of Charlie Dávilos saw, as I did at that moment, that if you
messed with him he would rip your liver out.

He had a shaven head and a puggish face. He
was not tall but was damn sturdy. His general’s hat lay on my desk,
next to... my bottle.

I could not restrain an ironic snort.

Dávilos reached - his khaki sleeve so
crisply pressed - and picked up the bottle. His eyes were still
upon mine. “You like vodka?” he said.

“See for yourself.”

“I prefer scotch.”

“Expensive and vile. But appearance is
everything in this country, isn’t it?”

“Exacto.”
He spun off the cap and took a drink, passed the
bottle to me. There was no outrage on his face. I took a heavy
pull.

I said “Medals. Ribbons. Pompous pricks
wherever you look. Mercedes fucking Benzes. While the Indians
starve.”

He reached, took the bottle from me.
Something new was in his eyes now. He drank, passed the bottle
back.

“Tell me more” he said.

I drank. “You people don’t know how to run a
country. You couldn’t run a fucking errand.” I laughed. This seemed
to please him. “Bunch of stuffed-shirt incompetents. No one farts
unless he gets a bribe first.”

He reached, drank, kept the bottle.

I said “I hope you don’t think I care. I’ve
had enough. Enough. I only wanted to do my job and have a drink or
two and get away from the fucking rain and darkness and.... But I
see that’s impossible. Not pompous enough. Not incompetent enough.
Not false enough.”

He drained the bottle, slammed it down on my
desk.

“Hijo!”
cried Charlie Dávilos, and punched the air.
“Que cojones tienes!” What balls you’ve got!

I went quiet, had to sit down.

“Montserrat told me there was something
special about you” he said. “So I must to come and see. She was
telling me about the El Dorado - what you say about it - that it is
existing only in the human spirit. You are right about something
else, too - this country. Everything you are saying is true. Is
being run by an idiot, and everyone is corrupt and is receiving
money to make the farts. But I, a patriot, say this: Please do not
go away. Stay here. In this country we are needing men like you.”
He charged around the desk, hauled me up by my lapels and, with the
clasp of a grizzly bear, crushed me against his medals.
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On a hurtling school bus as
tightly packed as any crate of chickens, would a single student of
the American School ever rise and say “Sir, would you like to sit
down?” Jesus, never. The driver was gunning it back to town. He
blew his air horn every second, careened left into a space the size
of a bicycle, then veered right into the parking lane to pass a
taxi. At this point I was catapulted forward onto Señorita
Espinoza, the biology teacher. I righted myself, said sorry. And to
put that air horn out of my head I composed the following
verse: In the bower of your lab, Beneath
the pickled foetus, For to grope and for to grab, Señorita will we
meet us.

You see,
patrón, what pointless
crap I come up with?

We made a circuit through the rich barrios
as students got off every few blocks and waiting Indian maids
rushed to open their gates for them. And now, almost home, outside
the American Embassy, I saw Dickie Pendergast walking with his
briefcase. I got off and hauled him into the Arse.

“Richard, I feel old.”

He burped, called for another beer. “You
need some diversions. Not into Montserrat Dávilos yet?”

“It wasn’t like that. But that’s gone too.
My classroom is like a morgue these days. I don’t even hate Gordon
Kelly anymore.”

“Aw shit, Mac, that’s bad.”

“I want to go home. I worry about my
son.”

“You’re depressing me now. What
happened?”

“I don’t know. I make up stupid verses. I’m
a lonely old fucker of an English teacher.”

“Want to go to Dude’s tonight? Round up some
whores?”

“Don’t you know me yet, Richard?”

I took a long walk through the city to keep
an appointment. There was dog shit on the cracked sidewalk.
Wherever there was no dog shit there was a jagged hole to fall
into. At a construction site an old Indian woman in velvet, lace,
gold beads and baseball cap was shovelling gravel. Here was the
pizza place where I went for my amoebas. And here came a crippled
fellow I always gave a coin to. He was sliding across the street on
a hip, his pants rolled up above the knees, twig legs twisted to
the side, as buses sped toward him. But he was at my feet now,
holding out his hand, in which I placed fifty dorados.

I was well into the Old
City now. I turned a corner, and what’s this? Flames! A tire and
some broken boards were burning on the street. Fifty or sixty
people were walking back and forth. There were shouts and raised
fists. A cardboard sign was being waved that said,
Bajo Perales. Nearby
stood three unhappy policemen. Perhaps I should not have been there
at that moment, with my gringo height and my gringo hair. Too
late.

“Gringo! Join us!”

One of them was walking swiftly toward
me.

“I am sorry” I said. “I have an
appointment.”

“Join us! Forget your appointment. What is
your appointment?”

“I have an appointment to teach
English.”

“English is the language of the oppressors.
To whom do you teach English?”

“Mind your own business.”

“To the government whores?”

“I teach whom I please.”

“Come,
gringo, join us.
What is in your briefcase?”

“That’s my business.”

“English lessons for Perales and his whores?
Come. We need some paper for our fire.”

He reached toward the briefcase. I pulled it
away.

“Fuck you” I said in English. “Fuck your
fire.”

There was a clank, and my eyes stung. Tear
gas. I turned and ran.

In the other streets all was normal. I
passed hopeless shoe stores, restaurants with roasted guinea pigs
toothy and oily behind filthy windows. I slowed to a walk to let my
heart slow down.
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There were two guards, each with a little
machine gun. I fished out a letter I had received from the Office
of the President’s Secretary and was allowed to proceed. Inside, a
military officer met me.

The Palace was hardly palatial: red carpet
worn through, bulbs burnt out. I was shown into an anteroom of
bone-yellow brocade wallpaper and a half-dozen stuffed brown
leather armchairs.

But strange: in one of those chairs sat a
woman. She wore stretch jeans and a satiny green shirt unbuttoned
well down the chest. It was Holly, known as Ivy, Tomás’ clinger,
whom I had last seen at the Arse. She slouched back with one
sandaled foot up in the chair and showed me her eerie smile as the
green eyes took my measure.

“Hi” she said.

My accompanying officer opened a door, and
through it and into the anteroom strode a man in a maroon velvet
suit, tan silk shirt, no tie, gold chains. The officer stepped
back, surprised, as the man pushed past him.

“Schoolteacher.”

“Mr. Chairman! Good to see you. I was
beginning to think life held no more nasty surprises.”

“What are you doing here? Jesus, get
yourself a suit.”

“Tomás, I must, seeing you - the dignity of
velvet.”

He took a quick step toward
me. The chains hissed at his throat. I felt like crying
ole!

The officer laid a hand on his pistol. A
kind of clattery music burst through the door. I heard a
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