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Chapter One

Aaron Jenks

It was a January morning when I woke up early
to drive to Escazu to meet with my lawyer, Marisol Ramirez. Her
offices were in an old villa on a quiet residential street not far
from the shopping mall. We talked about various matters related to
my ownership of a Costa Rican corporation which holds title to my
home in Dominical. The issues were technical and boring but Marisol
was handling them in her usual competent fashion.

Escazu is often called the “Beverly Hills” of
Costa Rica. As a former resident of Los Angeles who once knew
Beverly Hills well enough, I would say the comparison is warranted.
A suburb of the grand metropolis, San Jose, that is the capitol of
Costa Rica, Escazu sits on the edge of the long deep valley in the
mountain range that runs the spine of Costa Rica and is home to
three quarters of the country’s population. The streets of Escazu
are lined with elegant stores and restaurants that would not be out
of place in the real Beverly Hills, nor would their prices. Jewelry
stores, clothing boutiques, glass-walled office buildings, a large
modern shopping mall, and elegant multistory condominiums line the
streets. The hillsides above the commercial area are dotted with
elegant villas, many housing American expatriates, as well as some
of the wealthiest “Ticos” as Costa Ricans call themselves.

Marisol brought a sheaf of papers in Spanish
to the conference room table and carefully explained each one
before asking me to sign. She is a slender brown-haired woman in
her early forties with high cheekbones and large brown eyes. She
patiently explained when and how I was to file my Costa Rican tax
return and took the receipts and documents I brought to turn over
to her accountant. When we finished, we shook hands and she briskly
headed to her office to attend to other business. I left the
meeting satisfied that my affairs were being handled and headed to
a café several blocks away. It was almost eleven. I wanted brunch
and a mimosa badly before heading back down the mountain to
Dominical on the Pacific coast.

I found a table at La Selva, a little bistro
with an open front facing the street. It was not crowded. As I
waited for my omelet sipping my mimosa I watched Mercedes, BMWs,
Land Rovers and other luxury vehicles roll by. They seemed out of
place in this country of bad roads, incompetent mechanics and
expensive auto parts. As a remedy for boredom, had I been forced to
wait for Marisol, I brought a copy of Serotonin, the latest
novel by French author Michel Houellebecq. It was sitting on the
edge of my table while I watched the parade of expensive cars roll
by.

A slender, diminutive man in his late fifties
or early sixties with thinning blond hair stopped by my table as he
passed. “Excuse me,” he said in English, pointing to the
Houellebecq book, “have you read this yet?”

He was dressed in a pair of tan linen slacks
with a white, short sleeved, cotton shirt and closed toed leather
sandals. Around his neck was a lanyard attached to a pair of
Cartier sunglasses.

“I’ve just started it,” I responded. “To be
honest, I’m only about ten pages in so far.”

“Have you read any of his other books?” The
man’s accent was curious.

He rolled his Rs differently than
Spanish-speaking Costa Ricans and there was a curious lilt to his
English pronunciation.

“Yes, I think I’ve read most of them. He is
different, to say the least. Look, why don’t you join me? My name
is Aaron Jenks, by the way.”

“Thank you, I’d be delighted. My name is
Felipe L’Heureaux. You are American, are you not?”

“I am, but now I live permanently in
Dominical. I haven’t been back for almost three years. Your name is
French, isn’t it?”

“Indeed, my ancestors were French but that
was a very long time ago. They first came to Costa Rica in the
seventeen nineties and before that they were in Saint
Domingue.”

“Saint Domingue?”

“They call it Haiti now. Getting back to
Houellebecq, I am intrigued by his perception that western culture
is in a state of decay and threatened by outside influences like
Islam. Have you read Submission?”

“Yes, I have and I know what you mean. It’s a
position that a great many right-wing thinkers and politicians in
the United States share.”

“Are you in agreement, Señor
Jenks?”

In truth, I did not know to what extent I
agreed with Houellebecq’s dystopian view of the demise of Western
civilization but I answered diplomatically.

“Please, call me Aaron. I suppose in a way
that’s why I’m living here in Costa Rica. The sense of decay and
the political polarization in the United States have become
unpleasant. In many ways, Costa Rica feels like a young country
full of vigor and self-discovery. Do you live here in Escazu?”

“We have a house here, yes. My family also
has an estate in the Talamanca Mountains where we usually spend the
dry season. Your mimosa looks good. Perhaps I’ll order one myself,
if you don’t mind.”

“Please do. What do you do for a living,
Señor L’Heureaux?”

“Well, really nothing. My family own several
thousand hectares of agricultural land on the Caribbean side and we
lease them to American fruit-growing companies for sugarcane,
bananas and pineapple. So, we have a steady income from that and of
course a portfolio of investments we’ve acquired over the years.
We’re quite comfortable thanks to my ancestors who settled the land
back in the eighteenth century. Please call me Felipe, by the way.
Aaron, what do you do?”

“I’m presently retired and living permanently
in Dominical these days. Once upon a time I was a cardiovascular
surgeon back in Los Angeles but I no longer practice medicine.
These days I spend most of my time reading and drinking.”

We both laughed. Felipe ordered his
mimosa.

“It interested me that you were reading
Houellebecq because I know he is controversial. These days, both in
Europe and the United States, the notion of outsiders coming in and
undermining what had been the preeminent civilization in the world
is becoming more prevalent. I was educated in France and, of
course, the influx of Muslims has caused great distress among the
real French people. That’s the whole topic of Submission
with a somewhat gloomy perspective on the inevitable decline of
French civilization. Even here in Costa Rica, people are quick to
point out there are few indigenous people in the country and almost
no mestizos. They mourn the influx of mixed-blood
Nicaraguans who work in the agricultural sector on the coffee
plantations and the palm oil plantations down by where you live. We
Ticos want to be seen as European. Indeed, I think the success of
this country can be ascribed to its European values. What you have
here is a functioning democracy with a growing middle class,
excellent education, medical care, no leftist insurgency anywhere
to be seen and, of course, no army nor any need for one. The
stability is why you Americans flock here and it’s due to the fact
that, unlike places like Honduras or Guatemala, we are, most of us
here, of European descent.”

Of course, I had heard arguments like this
before and this, as L’Heureaux said, was an implicit theme in
Houellebecq’s work. I had also seen arguments like this from
alt-right, white supremacist proponents in the United States on web
sites like VDare and American Renaissance. These sorts of
sentiments were no longer forbidden in the American mainstream of
ideas and, of course, had fueled much of the right-wing opposition
to immigration. I pegged L’Heureaux as one of these sorts of right
wingers. Even so, he was pleasant enough to pass the time with. I
wasn’t entirely sure I disagreed with everything he had to say.

As I ate my omelet, L’Heureaux told me a bit
about his family’s estate in the Talamanca Mountains. It was only
about three hundred hectares which would have been a bit more than
six hundred acres. Much of it was planted in coffee, the only crop
his family actually raised themselves and one for which they
received much acclaim. The main house was built in the early
nineteenth century by the descendants of slaves his ancestors
brought with them from Haiti.

“There are so many myths about slavery,”
L’Heureaux expounded “but the reality was a bit different. These
people from Africa were quite primitive, way behind where Europeans
were at the same time. It’s not surprising they were exploited. At
least as slaves they were given employment, shelter, food,
discipline and exposure to a more advanced culture. It was not the
nightmare so many historians picture it as having been. The most
talented and intelligent of the slaves became overseers themselves.
I hate to say it but the African has limited capacity to evolve.
Indeed, many of the descendants of my ancestors’ slaves still live
on the land their ancestors farmed hundreds of years ago now
working for the American fruit companies as laborers. As free men,
their lives are little different than their ancestors’ lives had
been as slaves. I would hardly call that evolution, would you?”

I nodded vaguely to this expostulation, not
sure whether or not I agreed with him and not actually caring much
about the issue.

“The house in Talamanca has been modernized
and is quite nice even though it was built in the early eighteen
hundreds. The coffee we raise there is some of the finest produced
in Costa Rica. We are quite proud of it. My wife and I usually go
there in the dry season when it is hottest in Escazu. My sibling is
there as well then. It’s very pleasant there at that time of year,
cooler than here, it’s higher in elevation even though it is
further south. You might come and visit sometime, get away from the
heat of the coast.”

“That actually sounds appealing but you’ve
only just met me. Do you want to invite a virtual stranger to your
family vacation home?”

“To be honest, my wife and I have few
friends. It might be nice to bring a little new blood into our
family retreat. We would be delighted to have you. Of course, you
could always reciprocate by inviting us down to the coast.”

His mimosa came and he stopped talking to sip
it. I was on my second and beginning to feel a pleasant buzz. The
air felt warm and clean and L’Heureaux’s companionship seemed as
pleasant as anyone’s. We chatted for a bit longer and I sipped a
cup of coffee to sober up for the long drive back to the coast. As
I prepared to leave, he gave me his card and once again urged me to
come up to his Talamanca estate for a three-day weekend. I told him
it seemed like a good idea and in truth it did. The area was lush
and beautiful and being the guest of a wealthy family at an
ancestral estate seemed like a novel adventure. We arranged for me
to come up the following weekend.


Chapter Two

Amanda Jenks

She slithered into a middle coach seat
between an elderly woman at the window and a twenty-something boy
wearing an earring and a Pokémon T-shirt. She had scraped together
the money for the fare when dear old dad had not responded to her
texts, calls or e-mails. She was going to force him to deal with
her face to face by showing up at his door. Let’s see him turn
me away then, she thought. If he wanted to get rid of her, he
could give her the money she needed to finish graduate school,
money she knew he had.

Her relationship with her father had
degenerated rapidly after his divorce from her mother. He was a
highly successful surgeon in great demand but when her mother
required a disclosure of their assets, they were surprisingly
sparse. Ultimately, they negotiated a financial settlement in lieu
of alimony. She and her sister, Amy, were too old for child
support. So, her mother got the house in Brentwood, the settlement
money, but nothing else. As it turned out, her father had, for
years, been secreting large sums in offshore bank accounts over
which the divorce court had no knowledge or jurisdiction. He
escaped the divorce with several million dollars which he never
brought back into the country.

The divorce was prompted by a flagrant affair
her father conducted almost right under her mother’s nose. Although
her mother, Caroline, had been emotionally distant from her father
for years, the affair came as a deeply felt insult. Not long after
the divorce, her father retired at age sixty-two and disappeared to
Costa Rica. Neither she, her sister or mother had heard a word from
him since. Amanda wondered what happened to the young woman with
whom he had the affair, a classmate and former friend of her
sister. As far as she or Amy could tell, she too disappeared from
the landscape. Amanda wondered if she went to Costa Rica with her
father.

The red-eye flight from Los Angeles to San
Jose, Costa Rica was uneventful. Amanda slept for several hours and
awakened as the plane was making its descent. As she strained to
look out the window she could see lush green mountains, clusters of
small buildings and even some pastures with cattle. The plane
lurched into its landing and taxied rapidly to the gate. The
passage through immigration and customs was quick and she walked
outside the terminal through a mass of taxi and tourist van drivers
crowding around the exiting passengers. A man holding a handwritten
sign reading “Jenks” appeared and she went with him to the car she
arranged to take her all the way to Dominical to her father’s
house.

She climbed into the white Toyota Tercel with
a sign on the door reading “Topaz Transportation.” She dozed for a
half hour or so in the back of the car. When she awakened, they
were crossing a long bridge with green mountainsides surrounding
them. The road from there crept gradually downhill until they
passed a long row of open-air fruit stands on either side of the
road then exited after a sign that said “Jaco.” The road
here was flat and the vegetation thicker and taller. When the
driver rolled down the window to pay the toll at the exit, she
could feel the warm, steamy air enter the car.

They came to a long bridge over a wide, brown
river, there were cars parked at both ends of the bridge and a
cluster of people in the middle looking down. “Aqui es donde hay
cocodrilos,” said the driver.

Amanda spoke no Spanish but she gathered that
the people gazing at the river were looking at crocodiles. “Es
Rio Tarcoles,” the driver added.

Amanda nodded but had no idea what he was
saying.

The drive from the bridge was pleasant. The
road was flanked by tall trees and occasionally they got a glimpse
of the ocean, gray sand beaches with battered wooden boats
sprawling on shore. Everything was intensely green. Coming from a
place like Los Angeles where rain was a novelty, she appreciated
the lush foliage and tall trees. Occasionally they passed a thick
green pasture occupied by hump-backed white cattle. They passed
through a place called Jaco with cavernous, vacant
multi-story condominium buildings, rust-stained concrete and gaping
windowless openings, gas stations, a large food market and a warren
of dilapidated housing on one side of the road. Not long after
passing through, they went round a bend in the road and she could
look back to see a curve of pretty beach with high-rise
buildings.

“Es playa Jaco,” said the driver.

Beyond this point the road was fairly
straight, there was little development, here and there a little
restaurant, a few houses or a cattle pasture, but mostly tall trees
and thick foliage.

Amanda began to get nervous. What if her
father told her to go away? Where would she go? She used up most of
her money paying the airfare to get here. She only had two hundred
dollars and her credit card was maxed out. She was depending on her
father’s guilt at abandoning her and some sense off parental
responsibility to take care of his daughter. What if the last
vestiges of those emotions had fled? She realized it was too late
now. She could only hope for her father to act decently and, if he
did not, find a way to cope.

They passed through a crowded and somewhat
dilapidated town called Parrita. The broken sidewalks were
crowded with people patronizing the little one-story cinder block
shops and restaurants that lined the highway. On the way out of
town they passed a crowded bus station and crossed another bridge
over a wide, muddy river. From here the drive was straight and the
road was lined with groves of tall palm trees planted in neat rows.
They passed a bullock cart full of what looked like giant pine
cones and a grim looking factory spewing white vapor with a sign
reading “Palma Tico.”

As they continued south there was less
development and more open land. Eventually even the palm
plantations were gone, replaced by thick stands of forest. The
mountains, which for most of the drive seemed far off to the east,
were suddenly almost at the highway.

Occasionally, through the trees, she could
catch glimpses of white ocean water swirling at the rocks along the
coast. They crossed yet another bridge over a sullen, slow moving,
brown river. The driver pointed to a side road to the right off the
highway they traveled on. “Es Dominical,” he said, pointing
at the road.

She was confused. Her father supposedly lived
in Dominical, so why weren’t they turning off there? Instead, about
three quarters of a mile down the highway, the driver turned to the
left, inland on a narrow dirt road. They immediately began climbing
into the hills. The road twisted as it climbed and Amanda was
terrified that they would smash headway into a car coming from the
opposite direction around one of those curves. As they climbed, she
could see the ocean and beach below from various points on the
road.

They passed first one, then another, large,
modern, elegant home. Finally, the driver turned right onto an even
narrower road up a steep slope arriving after a few hundred feet at
a semicircular drive lined with palm trees in front of a large,
white stucco house with a blue tile roof and arched windows. The
front door was a double span of blonde wood, elegantly carved with
toucans and monkeys in relief. The driver unloaded her suitcase,
waved and pulled away, leaving her standing at the front door
alone.

She touched the button by the door and heard
a muffled chime from within the house. After several minutes the
door was opened by a young woman. She was in her early twenties
with long, light brown hair and huge, soft, green eyes. She was
dressed in a white and blue striped cotton cover-up over what
appeared to be a very brief navy-blue string bikini revealing a
lush figure with round hips and a narrow waist. Although her skin
was darker than her own, it was much lighter than the Costa Ricans’
she had seen since landing.

She was, thought Amanda, exceptionally
pretty. For a moment she thought she might be at the wrong house.
After all, there was no address or other identifying marking
anywhere on the house. It was a mystery how the driver had got her
here. “May I help you?” asked the woman in English with a heavy
Spanish accent, looking at her quizzically.

“Yes, I’m looking for Aaron Jenks.”

“Well, he’s not in right now. He went up to
Escazu on business. What is this about, can I help?”

“I’m his daughter, Amanda. I urgently need to
see him.”

“How nice to meet you, Amanda. I am Andrea
Aviles, Señor Jenks’ companion. Would you like to come
in?”


Chapter Three

Andrea Aviles

The skinny girl at
the door was about the same age as Andrea. She had straw-colored
hair, pale blue eyes and pale white skin with a hint of acne. The
eyes reminded her of someone, then she realized they were the same
distant, cynical, skeptical blue eyes as Aaron. Aaron was tall,
well-built and handsome. This girl was scrawny and homely,
flat-chested with long skinny legs. The eyes told her she was truly
Aaron’s daughter. “Why don’t you come in?” she said, and noticing
the girl’s bag, added, “Are you staying with us?”

“I don’t know,” said the girl. “He didn’t
know I was coming, but I have nowhere else to stay so I hope he
lets me. I won’t be here long. I just need to ask him something and
I’ll go.”

Andrea felt sorry for the little thing. She
was clearly afraid of Aaron but she seemed desperate about
something.

“Well, I’ll have Minerva take your bag
upstairs, I am sure he will let his own daughter stay a bit. We
have plenty of room. Do you want something to eat? You must be
starved after your long flight. Did you come from Los Angeles?”

“Thank you so much. Yes, I am starving, I
could eat anything.”

Andrea escorted her out to a table on the
patio by the pool which was in the center of the horseshoe shaped
house with a spectacular view of the Pacific. A cooling breeze blew
off the ocean up the hill mitigating the heavy heat.

“Minerva, our cook and maid, has made some
poke with Ahi tuna, will you eat something like that?”

“Oh sure, I love sushi, poke and stuff like
that,” said the girl with a thin smile.

“I’ll get Minerva to bring you some, how
about a beer?”

“I don’t drink,” said the girl, “but if you
have some ice water, iced tea or something…”

When Andrea came back, the girl was leaning
back in her chair with her eyes closed. “What do you do at home?”
she asked the girl trying to make polite conversation.

“I’m a student, a chemistry major, and I’ve
been accepted into a doctorate program at USC but I can’t afford to
go. That’s why I have to talk to Dad. I need his help. I’m sure you
don’t want to be bothered with our family drama. So, are you Costa
Rican?”

“No, I am from Colombia. I was born in Bogota
and I lived for a while in Cartagena before coming here to Costa
Rica.”

“Why did you come here? You didn’t like
Colombia?”

“Well, I came originally to San Jose for
work, for better opportunities.”

“What do you do?”

“Well, you might call it the hospitality
business if I am using that word right in English.”

Indeed, thought Andrea she had been quite
hospitable to a great many men since her days in the La Estrella
neighborhood of Ciudad Bolivar, the worst slum in Bogota. She, her
mother and two brothers lived in a tin-roofed, cement block shack
by a ravine used to dump trash. Many of the local residents made
their living by combing through the trash for things of value and
even edible items if they were hungry enough. She never knew her
father and she was not sure her mother even knew who he was. She
used Aviles as a last name because it was her mother’s. Her
brothers were younger and conceived long after her father
disappeared.

Even today, living in lovely Dominical, the
smell of those crumbling cement streets was in her nostrils, the
acrid smell of burning charcoal mixed with the odor of rotting
vegetation and human waste. She would always remember the sound of
cumbia, rap and Shakira blasting through tinny speakers throughout
the day and night, the hot days and cool nights in the mountain
city, the screeching of bickering neighbors, the sharp ache of
hunger, the dirty water from the water pump in the nearby square
with its funny metallic taste, the reek from the cement collective
toilet behind their concrete shack. She remembered how good a plate
of rice and beans could taste on those occasions when her mother
had money for food. She remembered how it felt to be always dirty,
her hair greasy, her nails smudged, to have no shoes and only the
same plain cotton dress to wear every day.

Life in La Estrella was hard. Her mother
worked occasionally as a maid in hotels when they needed her but
could not find full-time work. The children ran rampant during the
day if their parents had work and the gangs ruled the streets.
Andrea was beautiful, something she began to realize at age twelve
or thirteen as she felt the hot stares of the local boys and men
devouring her. By fourteen, she had been taken by a local gang
leader who made her his mistress but provided protection for her
and her family. Eduardo was a bad fellow and ugly to boot. He
treated her badly, hitting her if he felt another man paid her
attention, but she had no choice in the matter. By the time she was
seventeen, however, her mother left to become a live-in maid in a
wealthy household and her young brothers melted into the urban
landscape. She was free, finally, to escape Eduardo without
worrying about repercussions to her family.

She knew what to do. There was a brothel she
heard about through a friend. It was in an older, middle-class,
residential district in a handsome old house with many rooms. She
spent her last money on a taxi to that house and presented herself
to the madam who ran it. She brought with her every last possession
she owned, all of which fit in a small duffel bag. The woman looked
her up and down and asked her a few questions about her age, her
health and the status of her romantic life. She hired her on the
spot. At the house she was well fed for the first time in her life.
She had her own room. They even gave her a few decent clothes to
wear and makeup to use. The work was not too bad. After Eduardo,
the brothel customers seemed tame. She usually had two or three
customers on a normal weeknight and perhaps five or six on a Friday
or Saturday. The girls were given Sundays off. The men were often
older and wealthy. She quickly became a favorite and had a stable
of regular customers who tipped her generously. When the madam
wanted to take most of her tips, she decided it was time to move
on. One of the girls had worked in Cartagena on the Caribbean coast
and told her that there some of the girls worked on their own
plying their trade with tourists from the cruise ships that stopped
there.

So, one day she packed her belongings and
left after everyone had gone to sleep. The night watchman said
nothing as she slipped out. She caught a bus for the coast and
began scouting the territory in Cartagena. It was a mélange of the
ancient walled colonial city with its narrow cobblestone streets,
ornate pastel sixteenth-century mansions and modern high-rises
lining the pristine beach on the Caribbean. She found a small,
cheap hotel in the older Gethsemani neighborhood used by
many other
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