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The survey of the track was like the tracing of the path of life.

Joseph Conrad
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1

Abandoned Railway

The train crept into the darkness as though it was dragging its feet, as though it was as reluctant as I was myself. We had been approaching the tunnel for hours, certainly a lot longer than the ‘five, six minutes’ promised so much earlier by the chorizo vendor with his tray of scandalizing sausage, but the blackness was still shocking after the brilliant morning. There were lamp shades in the ceiling of the carriage but no light coming from them. Children squealed, half in terror, half in delight. Somewhere a deeper voice groaned. There was a sensation as though the benchseat beneath me was falling away, and then the train was gathering speed, the air sieving through the open windows. The bogies were slipping, there was a rasp of metal on metal. A spark threw a flaring, phosphorescent arc around the roof of the tunnel. The train was jumping the tracks. It was racing downhill. Or at least it felt as though it was racing: the shrieks of children, the rattle of wheels, the tumult of air. To look back over my shoulder, towards the open doorway at the rear of the carriage, was also to look up; it was an effort to turn my head. There was a smudge of light. I couldn’t see it if I looked directly – I wasn’t used to the dark – but it was there in the corner of my eye. Where was the man who had been standing by the doorway? The man was as thickset as a bouncer. He had a green shirt and a bull-neck and a crew cut. He had spent most of the journey out on the footplate of the carriage, reading a newspaper. He had shown an interest in me, I’d thought, or perhaps it was an interest in my belongings. The man had held a series of conversations with other people who had wandered to the rear of the train. Sinister consultations, I had convinced myself. Over my shoulder, the smudge that represented the end of the tunnel dwindled until it was the size of a cameo brooch, until it was like a memory of light. Where was the man? What was he doing?

This was the train out of Medellin, the train I’d been warned about, though frankly the same warning applied more or less firmly to every train in Colombia. Every train and pretty well everything else besides. Yes, the line out of Medellin was very pretty, running alongside a river; no, the city was no longer the fiefdom of the terrible Pablo Escobar, the late nabob of narcotics. But the bad news was that people were robbed on the train. The worse news was that it ran through territory controlled by guerrillas and the worst news of all was that from time to time they boarded the train and kidnapped passengers. The guerrillas had been very much on my mind as the train had wound up into the mountains. At Porcecito, sixty-five kilometres out of Medellin, where there had been a fire to clear sugar canes and ash hung in the air, the initials of the ELN faction were painted on a shack. The further we went, the thicker the graffiti on the breezeblock walls beside the line. The reluctant train dragged itself past these slogans and I found myself studying them with the concentration you were supposed to bring to charcoals in a gallery. It wasn’t that they were good, or original, or had anything to say – anything to say that I wanted to hear right then, at any rate. But you had to admit that a lot of work had gone into them. Someone must have spent hours over them. This meant that the guerrillas could do as they pleased with the peasants’ shacks. Either that or they lived in them themselves. I thought of a diplomat in the capital, Bogota, who had told me that a foreigner – any foreigner – was irresistible bait to the guerrillas. ‘If they think anyone will pay for you – employer, family, whatever – they’ll take you,’ he said. Colombia had the highest rate of kidnappings in the world, an average of four a day. But the official rate was a fraction of the true one, the diplomat claimed. ‘There were two thousand five hundred reported kidnaps last year but the real total is – ten thousand? Who knows?’ It was body-snatching as a business proposition. ‘Sit tight, pay up – you’ll walk. The average length of time of a kidnapping is five months. It might freak them out if it happened any faster.’ It might have been an estate agent counselling patience to a first-time home buyer.

The diplomat told me a story about an embassy colleague, a keen ornithologist, coming to the end of his posting with an unfulfilled craving to see a Tolima dove. As well as having the highest rate of kidnapping in the world, the Colombians also had the greatest diversity of bird-life, with some species found nowhere else on earth, the splendid leptotila conoveri among them. ‘Sides of neck and upper breast dark vinaceous buff, in sharp contrast to buff lower breast and abdomen,’ according to Hilty and Brown’s definitive Guide to the Birds of Colombia. The Tolima dove was indigenous to a ‘red zone’, an area with high guerrilla activity. The embassy man ‘cracked’, the diplomat said, and took off to see the bird. He spent a long, fruitless day in the red zone with his binoculars. As he was folding up his stool and shaking out his flask, he was surprised by guerrillas. ‘They took him off in his own vehicle, made him get behind the wheel,’ said the diplomat. ‘As he was driving away, he saw a flock of Tolima doves.’

As I say, the guerrillas had been uppermost in my thoughts as we approached the tunnel, and might have been so still, if anyone had told me about their spectacular record of derailing the Medellin train, levering up the track in the darkness. But in the whistling freefall of that mountain borehole, I was aware of the man with the green shirt. I was aware of him and I was aware of my neck, in the same way that a visit to the dentist’s concentrates your mind on your teeth. This was in anticipation of the forearm I expected around my throat at any moment.

In a nice example of comeuppance, I was a journalist with a cliché foisted upon him. Looking for light at the end of the tunnel was no longer a lazy image but an eye-straining vigil. And naturally it didn’t help that I was crouching down in my seat the whole time. How long was this bloody tunnel, anyway? There was a jet of light, and a pool of light – snatches of light. But these were the flame of a cigarette lighter, the glow of a watch-face, the distress signals of my fellow passengers. We were all alone together in the headlong blackness. If you had seen us a few moments earlier, you would have been struck by the holiday atmosphere in our carriage. It was the weekend, after all, and the weather was fine. True, there had been an early start at the railway station in Medellin, people queuing since before seven o’clock in shorts and trainers. There had been a yapping dog, and a group who jumped the queue, a drunk among them – not a harmless drunk, you felt. Before long, though, we were diverted by chulos, vultures, making their toilet at the sulphur-smelling river, and by salesmen catwalking up and down the train: the man selling greasy meat rissoles from a bucket; the Hindu convert carrying a faggot of joss sticks like King Wenceslas’s poor man with his winter fuel. The medellinos had adapted the old Spanish custom of el paseo, the promenade, taking the air. They had turned it into a day trip, an excuse to leave their city behind at the weekend in favour of a rustic spot in which to prepare a meal, a stew, for everyone to share. Understood in this way, el paseo caught the charabanc mood of my companions exactly. However, the expression has a second, ironic usage in Medellin. In recent times, it has come to mean being taken to the same out-of-town hollows in order to be killed: the roadsides of the holiday routes have been used for a number of years as a dumping ground for corpses.

In the darkness, something touched me, something brushed my shoulder. Someone was there! The man in the green shirt? I was terrified. I was exhilarated. I was more terrified than exhilarated. Hunching myself deeper into my seat, I knew a morbid vindication: I had been right all along, Colombia was as bad as I’d been told, as bad as I’d thought, and this was it. This was it. Without moving, I explored the rushing air – where was he? Where had he gone? There had been a man selling green mangoes in the carriage earlier. He had been sharpening a knife. I was bristling for a knife.

There were flashes of light on the carriage ceiling. They were bright, and getting brighter. Now they weren’t flashes any more. This was incoming light. We careened into the sunshine and there was a man standing in the aisle beside me, a short man wearing a cap, with a leather bag, a carriel, slung around his neck. The carriel was level with my shoulder, close enough to rub against it … At the rear of the carriage, the man in the green shirt was leaning against the jamb of the door, opening up his newspaper again.

Hearts were lighter on the train. People were chatting busily, turning to look at their neighbours, happy to see faces and make eye contact. In the spirit of Medellin’s authentic paseo, they were behaving as though they’d had a spree, as though they’d survived a scarcely licensable funfair ride and then found that their loose change had stayed in their pockets. I was smiling at the people across the aisle from me. I began to look forward to a late breakfast. The train was nearing the hamlet of Limon. From the map in my lap, I worked out that the tunnel had been more than two kilometres long. Alongside the carriage windows, the cane stood tall. In the middle distance were shacks, smoke, people. And then the train stopped and I saw the very last thing I wanted to see. Stepping towards us out of the cane were figures in camouflage fatigues. They were moving with the air of men who were breaking and entering. They were holding machine guns and they were boarding the train …

The train crept into the darkness. The following account is about darkness, a darkness which has overwhelmed an entire country, another which has fallen across a single life. It’s also about reclaiming something from darkness, or attempting to – something that may be said clearly and verifiably about the country, details and truths about the life; something to remember them by. The country is Colombia, the life is my grandfather’s.

Suffering Colombia is in danger of losing touch with the rest of the world. In his own rather less dramatic fashion, my grandfather is also shrinking over the horizon of recognisability. As I write these words, it strikes me that I have bracketed the pair of them together for as long as I can think: Fred Leslie Frost, my own flesh and blood, and a country separated from me by an entire hemisphere, to say nothing of other gulfs. For years, Colombia was a fuzzy outline, a blank space, Colombia was not known. As far as I was concerned, it went directly from being unknown to renowned – but that would happen much later. Leslie Frost, dead in his sixties, dead before I was six, belonged to a stripe of man I had no experience of: grandfathers. (The only other person to fit the bill, who was actually longer-lived than Leslie, had rejected his birthright, or perhaps I should say mine, on grounds of vanity, and insisted on the style of ‘uncle’ instead.) Like Colombia, Leslie Frost was a fuzzy outline. He was never known by a pet name, an intimate diminutive. He was never Grandpa, Pops, Gramps. I didn’t know him well enough to remember him by anything less formal than Grandfather, than Leslie Frost. His life in Colombia was one of the few established biographical facts about him – established and dinned into us by rote, my grandmother returning to the subject at Sunday lunchtimes, so much so that the word ‘Manizales’, the name of a city where my grandparents and my mother had lived, became a private joke among younger members of the family, Gran’s innocent mentions of it enough to provoke cretinous giggling. Colombia was the place where Leslie had been; Leslie was the handsome man in the black-and-white photograph who had been to Colombia. Thinking about the one put me in mind of the other. Not that I did think about either of them much.
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A Colombian railway of the 1950s

The train crept into the darkness. Another black-and-white photograph, secured by cardboard corners to a page in an album belonging to my mother. A locomotive and tender are disappearing out of the left-hand side of the picture. There’s a tree on the right of the shot and a mountain or peak in the background. The engine appears to be running through a valley, or perhaps across a plateau. The photograph was taken in the 1950s, before my mother left Colombia to come home to Great Britain, before the private railway company which employed my grandfather was nationalised and sights like the one in the photograph became a good deal rarer. Leslie Frost had been manager of the La Dorada line – the Railway of Gold – and of a stupendous aerial ropeway which spanned the Andes. In the course of half a lifetime spent in Colombia, he’d travelled across the country by railroad, mapping the tracks, carrying out surveys in areas where it was proposed to extend them. It must have been idyllic – why else would he have stayed so long? Colombia was renowned, now, but it had an unsung beauty. The story went that when God was creating the Earth, he decided to give Colombia the best coffee, the most breathtaking mountains, fertile lowlands, its own oil supply, the Tolima dove … finally, the angels could contain their curiosity no longer. ‘Are you trying to turn Colombia into Paradise?’ asked one. ‘You haven’t seen the Colombians yet,’ replied God.

After the government got hold of the railway lines, they failed to put any money into them. The guerrillas blew them up or stuck them up and the rain washed them away. I bought an updated map. The index included a symbol for ferrocarril, railway. It was a neat and tidy stitch, of the kind that a cosmetic surgeon might leave behind, with an assurance that it would drop out by itself within a few days. Next to this character was another, representing ferrocarril abandonado, abandoned railway: also a stitch, but one suggesting a mortician’s sinewy hand. This coarse needlework was more common on the map itself. It seemed that little remained of the railways my grandfather mapped and ran.

The train crept into the darkness … This story is bound up in death, the death of the Colombian railway, for one. According to one of the few generally available guidebooks to the country, ‘There have been several short-term campaigns launched to bring the train back to life but nothing much has come of it. Actually, it would mean rebuilding the railway from scratch, as the abandoned railtrack has been largely dismantled by locals and enterprising trade operators.’

The demise of the Colombian railway is not surprising when you bear in mind the death of the host country. This has been so gore-spattered and melodramatic that good taste practically insists that you look away – except that it happened, except that it’s all true. In the United States, which has a well-merited reputation for violent crime, nine people in every 100,000 are murdered. You might expect the Colombian picture to be rather grimmer, you might brace yourself for a murder rate double that of America, or quadruple, or even quintuple. For the true multiplying factor, however, there is no -uple available in everyday speech. Colombia kills more of her own than the United States by nine times. Visualising football grounds is a favourite way of grasping population statistics: I’m afraid it’s as though, for every Colombian stadium, there is a Hillsborough disaster, with more than eighty people in every 100,000 meeting untimely ends. Violence has officially been the primary cause of death for the past twenty years. Police records for 1997 show that 31,808 people were killed. In 1998, it was 36,000 – that’s ninety-nine a day. Many of these fatalities were as a result of mass killings, of which there were more than a hundred: ‘massacre’ has entered the language of demographics in Colombia, the only place where it has done so, a term as coolly neutral as ‘road traffic accident’ or ‘natural causes’. During an average twenty-four hour spell there were also 204 assaults or muggings, eight highway robberies and two bank raids. If average is the word.

Colombia is shocking. This is a place where paramilitaries behead their victims with chainsaws – and then eat their brains, or so trembling villagers have claimed. It’s a place where insurers quote politicians against assassination and insist on bulletproof vests and bodyguards the way the man from the Pru is pernickety about window locks and smoke alarms. Blue-chip companies allow for extortion payments in their annual budgets. Criminals have been caught attempting to move drugs by way of everything from a 1977 Ford hearse to a cashiered atomic submarine and a Colombian air force Hercules transporter (the Hercules was seized in the United States in November 1998 with a ton of cocaine in the cargo bay: the Colombian president had just been on a state visit to Washington). The authorities in Bogota have considered banning alcohol on 20 September, Love and Friendship Day, the Colombian equivalent of St Valentine’s Day, because of the staggering body count. ‘It’s traditionally been the day when the number of bogotanos who are willing to kill their neighbours soars,’ said the mayor. ‘The Day of Love and Friendship is the day when we love the most and kill the most.’ Some families were so violently divided against each other – father in the army; son with the guerrillas – that they could only be left together safely at Christmas. ‘If they come across each other at any other time, they kill each other,’ said a director who made pro-peace commercials. Even a dispute over local government jobs could be shocking: after the mayor of a town called Cartago announced plans to lay off 150 workers, three of them crucified themselves. ‘As they bit down on cloth, supporters drove six-inch nails into the men’s hands,’ according to an eyewitness.

Colombia is shocking. On the other hand, as you can’t help noticing, no one is behaving as though they’re shocked. Colombia is shocking, but has become virtually unshockable. Think of the worst, the most outrageous thing that can happen: in Colombia, it’s already happened. Many of the hair-whitening facts above have been carried to the outside world by means of international news agency wires, but few of them have been given airtime or page-space by subscribing outlets. I’ve read the wires – I’ve read the wires on Colombia obsessively – and I’ve thought about why editors haven’t made anything of them. I can imagine their arguments: that Colombia is a faraway place, with few obvious links to a country like Great Britain; that it’s an expensive, and dangerous, story to cover; that it’s become bogged down: it’s drugs and guns, drugs and guns, over and over again. I can see their point. But at the same time I find myself thinking of another explanation. It’s ridiculous, so ridiculous that I hesitate to mention it. On the other hand, I’m sure that it’s true; that it contains an element of truth, at any rate. What keeps Colombia out of the newspapers and off the television screens is embarrassment. Colombia is unshockable – it can’t be embarrassed – but to everyone else it’s embarrassing: Dear God, what have they done this time? This embarrassment perhaps conceals a measure of guilt, on the reasoning that drugs are at the root of Colombia’s affliction and most of them are consumed outside the country. Or, as the Colombian Gabriel Garcia Marquez has described it, ‘a human tragedy for which the consuming nations bore primary responsibility.’ Partly it’s a question of getting started: how do you fill in the back-story on news items, items about the death of a country, without inadvertently letting on that this has been going on for years without your having made much of a fuss about it? (And I’m just the same, I’m just as bad, I looked away for years.) Really it’s about the way Colombia confounds us, the way it confounds our principles – even our elastic principles – of how people behave towards one another. As a government spokesman admitted in 1997, ‘In Colombia, the notion of the value of human life has been largely lost.’ The country is as abandoned as its railways. It took the catastrophe of an earthquake in January 1999, in which as many as 1,200 people were killed – a natural calamity, I note, an act of God – to focus the world’s attention.

As it happens, the media’s assumptions about Colombia are wrong. The drugs didn’t produce the guns; the guns were there first. Comfortably first. The drugs didn’t produce the guns; if anything, it was the other way round. There was a ready-made labour force for narcotics-trafficking among young men hitherto talented only in violence. When coca was still just a pleasantly anaesthetic leaf that the campesinos, peasants, liked to chew, my grandparents and my mother postponed a journey to Britain for three months because they dared not move for gunfire. ‘There was a lot of shooting, and bombs on the railway line,’ my mother said. This was at a turning point for Colombian society and, in its own unremarked way, for my family too. In the late 1940s and 1950s, Colombians lived through La Violencia; or some of them did. La Violencia was a period of internecine bloodletting so savage as to render even the respected academics of the Latin American Bureau speechless (‘beyond the powers of human beings to comprehend or control’). It was the beginning of Colombia’s travails, the antecedents of what is by some margin the longest-running civil conflict in Latin America; it was the beginning of the end.

Luckily for them, my relatives came home, my grandmother accompanying my mother, who was about to go to college. My grandfather followed some years later, having overseen the transfer of La Dorada Railway Company into government hands. Thousands died in Colombia during La Violencia, but he wasn’t one of them. Colombia didn’t kill him; it was leaving Colombia that killed him – that would become the invariable postscript to his life. (I think of one of my mother’s sayings, something she probably picked up from Leslie, something you never hear now: ‘It wasn’t the cough that carried him off, it was the coffin they carried him off in.’ I used to think, Well, yes, but what about it? What about this coffin?)
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Rosemary Smith, née Frost, and Leslie Frost

Family history catches up with Leslie again in the guise of a village postmaster in the West Country. He’s there in my mum and dad’s wedding photographs, and some years after they were taken he came to stay with us, though I remember this interlude only for the house calls of Leslie’s barber, Mr Robinson, who was also put upon to give my brother and me a trim, seeing as he was there anyway, and had the scissors out. I don’t remember my grandfather as a physical presence, I can’t close my eyes and hear his voice. But I do know the smell of him, his scent. There was always a bottle of bay rum in a bathroom cabinet while Leslie was alive, and, I think, for some time after he died, too, its masculine tang perhaps a source of comfort to my grandmother. This peppery solution was like a distillation of Leslie’s old-fashioned qualities, I imagined. Rub the bottle of bay rum and you would release a genie of Englishness. Rub the bottle and it might rub off. I didn’t appreciate that it was part of an invalid’s medicine chest, a preparation used by a man too ill to go to the barber’s, or even to wash his hair for himself.

And then there was a cemetery next to a dual carriageway which we visited for a while, and pieces of exotic armour hanging in the hall – a breastplate and a pudding-bowl helmet – which I convinced myself were trophies that Leslie had won in battle, childishly mindless of the anachronism. And always the black-and-white photograph: a pullover; a book and a pair of tortoiseshell glasses in my grandfather’s hand; an unreadable expression. No, not unreadable; full of conflicting meanings. A smile, which became a level return of the camera’s gaze, which turned into a minatory expression, one which seemed to say, ‘You won’t get anything out of me.’

I learnt more about Leslie as I got older: he was born in the first year of the century, on 10 June 1900; he had been a smoker, he died of emphysema (I’m sorry to say it was the cough that carried him off); he had spent some time as Her Majesty’s Consular Agent in a town called Mariquita – His Majesty’s, rather: this was in 1950, at the time of La Violencia. This seemed right. He bore a striking resemblance to Clark Gable and, by my mother’s account, possessed something of the actor’s screen charm and self-assurance. I imagined that he had been approached because he was the only British householder for miles around. In him, however, the King’s representatives lit upon the very model of the cool, resourceful Englishman you would expect to find serving his country in some flyblown spot. Frost by name, Frost by nature, as it were. My mother said that Leslie had been strict with her, but she idolised him all the same, perhaps because of this very sternness. And he loved her; although he had really wanted a boy, a son, she told me.

I liked hearing about him, of course. He was my grandfather, after all, and with the film-star good looks and inscrutable expression disclosed by the photograph, he had the makings of an enigma. He had been, or should I say he would have been, an indulgent grandparent. There had been a telegram for my mother when I was born (CONGRATULATIONS FONDEST LOVE TO YOU AND OUR GRANDSON = MUMMIE AND POP + +) and a postcard a few days later, a cartoon showing storks flying over a village, one of them carrying a baby in a sling which was tied around its bill, and the caption ‘Now then girls – watch your step!’. Leslie wrote to his daughter, ‘Glad to hear all is going well with you and junior and am looking forward to seeing you all. Hope you will be able to pay us a visit before the end of summer. In the meantime, I shall have to be satisfied with second-hand accounts – lots of love to you all …’ On the front of the card, next to the tot in the sling, he had printed ‘JUNIOR’.

But I didn’t remember him, and I wasn’t prepared to invest the curiosity which was required to make Leslie enigmatic. As far as I was concerned, he couldn’t really compete with relatives on my dad’s side of the family, colourful, eccentric people who ran boarding houses and sailed tugboats on the Mersey, and who knew how to lay their hands on Cup Final tickets. At a time when children increasingly counted themselves lucky if they knew their fathers, it didn’t occur to me to feel hard-done-by on the grounds of an unknown grandfather.

That would have been the long and the short of it if it hadn’t been for another death; another death, and a life. I was having dinner with my parents at a hotel in Yorkshire. My mother’s train of conversation returned to her girlhood in Colombia, as it does with minutely greater frequency year by year. In Mariquita, where the Frosts had lived for some years at a house known as ‘Number Two’, she had been a favourite with the servants: she was the teenager who was always riding a horse. My mother told me again how she’d kept in touch with friends in Mariquita after she came home to England. I was only half-listening. I was thinking back to the afternoon, to a walk in the Dales. It was October but the sun had been warm, the paths by the Wharfe dry. I was surprised how far Dad had walked. One day, a letter had arrived, my mother said. It was news of Leslie. There was something in my mother’s voice. The news was shattering, she said. I was looking directly at her by now. Her father had had an affair. And it wasn’t an act of loneliness with an American or European, the wife of a coffee planter, a bored ex-pat. My mother’s friends said that Leslie’s lover had been a Colombian, a woman of Mariquita. Well, not so much a woman; more of a girl, a teenager. (‘They mature earlier there.’) And it had been less of an affair than a common-law marriage. They had lived together, not at the old place, not at Number Two, but just down the road, at Number Five. There had been a baby, a boy.

I said, ‘I’ve got an uncle!’ I didn’t have an uncle. I’d never had an uncle. Oh, I’d had uncles: ‘Uncle’ Stephen, my namesake, was my other grandfather, the one who had declined the role because he thought it would age him; and there was good old Uncle George, an explorer and climber, who had married my Aunty June. I had had any number of great-uncles and honorary uncles and godfathers. But I’d never had real, blood uncles, for what they might be worth. Well, now I did; a half-uncle, anyway. My mother had a half-brother. Leslie had had his longed-for son. I was waking up in a hurry to the puzzle of the man in the photograph.

It was a story my mother had forgotten about for forty years, she said – had deliberately forgotten about. She had kept it a secret from my grandmother, who only learnt the truth after Leslie had finally returned to Britain. And then it had come out in the most banal way, Gran discovering some letters when she was patting down a suit that was going off to the cleaners, a cornered Leslie passing off his involvement as a fling, a one-night stand. Except that it hadn’t come out, not really. My brother and sister and I had never had an inkling of it. I’d never have imagined my grandfather as the sort of man who’d have a mistress on his arm. I could tell by my father’s face that this was news he had heard before; not news, in fact. But also that it wasn’t a story which had been brought out and turned over and considered very often, even when my parents had been alone together.

Now my mother was saying that Leslie had been quite open about the relationship in Colombia. According to her correspondents, who were servants working for another of the ex-pats in Mariquita, my grandfather and his girl would join the promenade on Saturday evenings, the local version of the paseo, he in his mid-fifties, she still a teenager. They used to push the pram together. The idea of the very proper, very English Leslie taking a turn about the town with his fancy woman and their son was almost as staggering as the affair itself. It transcended class and age; it transgressed the taboo of race. What on earth had made him do it? Apart from sex, I mean. Had he loved her?

My mother guessed how I would react to her secret: Leslie’s life in Colombia was a good story. It was all so long ago and so far away that it didn’t hurt her any more, she said, and it couldn’t touch me, the grandson who had never known Leslie Frost; or that’s how it seemed at the time. It was not something that could be looked into immediately, however. Nothing more needed to be said – did my dad, at the table with us, know it too, I wonder now. It was inconceivable that I would go to Colombia while he was so ill – while he was dying – that was the truth of it, though I didn’t put it in those terms at the time, not even to myself.

And then something changed, and going to Colombia was no longer just about gathering a story but also about that taken-for-granted thing, family. My family was the club with the large membership roll and open-house entry policy which I had belonged to for as long as I could remember, and which had dwindled without my noticing it into a fringe movement, a minority interest. I thought, my uncle would be in his forties now, not all that much older than me, perhaps with a family of his own, my cousins; a thriving branch of the old club. My mother didn’t know his name. She couldn’t remember the name of Leslie’s mistress. ‘That female,’ as she called her, with as much resentment as you were likely to hear from her, had been related to Elvia Quintero, the Frosts’ cook. But the mistress’s name, the name written on the long-ago letter from Mariquita, was one detail of her vividly remembered Colombia which eluded her. What did my uncle do, I wondered. Was he a peasant, a football star? Was he a presidential hopeful, a narco-baron? Was he alive?

It was my grandfather’s map I had in front of me on the train outside Medellin when the sugar canes parted like a safety curtain and the camouflaged gunmen climbed aboard. It was the army, someone said. They weren’t the guerrillas, they were looking for the guerrillas. I suppose that this was intended to ensure the peace of mind of passengers, though I can vouch that it didn’t have that effect in every case. The soldiers passed down the train. They didn’t give a very convincing impression that they expected to encounter their quarry. I felt a stirring of sympathy for them. What was I doing but chasing shadows, following marks along the way just as they were tracking graffiti on breezeblock walls? I was retracing my grandfather’s travels on the railways. His annotated map, dated 1941, with its blue rivers, red roads and thick black ferrocarrils, was like a set of instructions he had left behind: the fluke of it having endured among his foxed and incomplete papers made me think of it, or allowed me to think of it, as instructions for me to follow. From the map, I knew that we had travelled through Villa and Bosque and Acevado and Bello …

Reports of the death of the Colombian train had been exaggerated – though not greatly, not greatly at all. It was on its last legs, all right. Of the lines Leslie had known, the surviving routes could be reckoned on the fingers of one hand. In a year or two, they might all be gone. Little boys famously like train sets – older boys, too – and I had at last tumbled to my grandfather’s full-scale train set in Colombia. I wanted to have a go on it. Coming round to the mystery of my grandfather, I was prepared to invest the curiosity to get to know him, and the train was a rusty, fatigued – but still tangible – connection. Colombia was at the heart of it; this story of sex and drugs and rolling-stock.

So I was looking for Colombia and for Leslie himself, for a lost country and a missing person. Two missing people, in fact – there was Leslie’s son to find, my Colombian uncle, the man who had been excluded from the family club: this seemed a dauntingly tall order. I didn’t have a name. I didn’t have a photograph or a telephone number. I didn’t have a clue in the world, really. If I did but know it, though, this task was as nothing compared to the one of finding Colombia, of discovering Leslie Frost.
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