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      This is a work of speculative fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead; events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The timelines are a blend of documented history and speculative predictions intended solely for entertainment purposes. This novel is not intended to serve as a source of  historical information, or future predictions. It is only intended to entertain, and generate constructive dialogue.
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            A Recent Political History of Puerto Rico

          

        

      

    

    
      2008: Former Governor Aníbal Acevedo Vilá is indicted on 19 counts of campaign finance violations, wire fraud, and conspiracy. Subsequently acquitted of all charges, the scandal casts a shadow on his political career.

      2009 Former Senator Jorge de Castro Font is sentenced to five years in Federal prison after being convicted of 20 counts of bribery, wire fraud, and money laundering related to accepting bribes for political favors.

      2010: FBI’s Operation Guard Shack, a multi-year investigation into the corruption in the Puerto Rico Police Department, leads to over 130 arrests of members of the PR Police and Justice Departments

      2016: Governor Alejandro Garcia Padilla declares the island unable to pay its debt, which exceeds $70 billion. The U.S. Congress responds by passing the PROMESA Act, which places the island’s finances under the control of a Federally appointed Financial Oversight and Management Board (FOMB).

      July 2019: Former Education Secretary Julia Keleher is arrested alongside five other people on charges of steering federal money to unqualified, politically connected contractors.

      August 2019: Governor Ricardo Rosselló resigns after two weeks of massive protests triggered by the leak of hundreds of pages of racist, abusive, and profane chats between Rosselló and his aides. Leaked chat transcripts suggest the Governor directed consultants—paid with taxpayer funds—to persecute political enemies, and uncovered evidence of widespread corruption and mishandling of the response to Hurricane Maria.

      December 2019: Governor Wanda Vázquez Garced faces various scandals during her short tenure, including allegations of improper influence in hiring and procurement processes, and handling of government contracts.  The Puerto Rico Incentives Code, or Act 60, consolidates the island’s tax haven laws into one statute, pointedly scaling back government oversight of residency, documentation, and investment requirements.

      2020: Governor Pedro Pierluisi is elected Governor. Several key members of his administration, to include the Secretary of State, are holdovers from the Rosselló administration. Former Governor Wanda Vázquez is arrested on Federal bribery charges related to her failed 2020 campaign.

      2022: Six Municipal mayors are arrested across the island in an FBI sting operation. FBI agents also arrest Rep. María Milagros "Tata" Charbonier, the former head of Puerto Rico’s House Ethics Committee, who was charged in a public corruption case involving her son, husband and assistant.

      2023: The government of Puerto Rico claims to pass the first of five balanced budgets, required by Federal Law to remove FOMB oversight of the island’s finances. In the absence of any audited financial statements, the US Government questions the validity of the claim.
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            Tomorrow

          

          Puerto Rico, 2045. Twenty Seven Years After Hurricane Maria

        

      

    

    
      2027: Puerto Rico’s population drops by 250,000 from the benchmark during Hurricane Maria. The influx of wealthy transplants begins to visibly alter the island’s economy and housing market, with local residents being priced out. The percentage of the population relying on government assistance climbs 6% due to lack of job opportunities and economic stagnation.

      2031: Energy costs are 51% higher than the average in the continental US, impacting both residential and commercial sectors. The Legislature passes a law providing energy rebates to Act 60 residents in order to “incentivize economic growth.” The student-teacher ratio stands at 42 to 1 in public schools, although actual data is difficult to obtain. Waste management becomes a critical issue as every landfill on island is operating beyond capacity, leading to the San Juan metro area suffering from the worst Air Quality Index outside of Beijing or Caracas, Venezuela.

      2035: The mismanagement of disaster recovery funds becomes front-page news in the mainland US, after the GAO publishes a report that 87 cents out of every recovery dollar has been allocated to firms all related to a single, well-connected lobbyist. When the lobbyist is arrested by the FBI in a pre-dawn raid,  Congressional representatives from New York, New Jersey, Florida and Ohio push emergency legislation stripping the FBI of funding for further investigations. Puerto Rico becomes a global economic curiosity by having the highest number of billionaire residents per capita, while the mean per-capita income drops below 10% of the US average.

      2039: The disparity between the wealthy transplants and local residents becomes stark, with 30% of residential properties, and 60% of commercial properties, owned by Act 60 expats. A majority of the population is now dependent on some form of welfare assistance, straining government resources. Labor participation rate drops below 25%.

      2042: The labor participation rate plummets below 20%, with a significant portion of the population either unemployed or underemployed. The Legislature unanimously votes an income tax increase, with a specific exemption for Act 60 residents. The primary education system has effectively collapsed, with the majority of schools closed, and student teacher ratios stabilizing only due to a massive exodus to the mainland US. Pollution becomes a health emergency when over-capacity landfills spontaneously ignite due to methane outgassing. A solar energy bill, which would remove all taxes on renewable energy, is defeated in the Legislature, who instead passes a bill approving a fifty-year concession for diesel fuel to a startup company run by a former governor’s daughter. The current Governor promptly signs the bill into law.

      2045: An education bill seeking to close and demolish empty schools — increasingly used for homeless shelters, human and organ trafficking, and drug distribution — fails in the Legislature, which cites “Cultural Heritage” as the reason. “Riñonero” (“kidney harvester”) becomes the third-hottest job for public housing residents, just below human trafficking and meth production. Legions of unemployed youth scouring streets for homeless people, targeting immigrants from Venezuela and Ecuador. Kidneys with the correct genetic match are in hight demand by Act 60 residents suffering from diabetes, fetching up to $5000 on the black market. Fortaleza dismisses these reports as “fabrications of the opposition party.” The Legislature fails to pass the first balanced budget since the introduction of the Financial Oversight and Management Board in 2016.
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      The engines throttled back, slowing the jet below transonic on the descent into San Juan. Isabel Perez gazed at the brilliant ocean and emerald hills and caught her breath. She imagined a different scene twenty-seven years ago, days after her birth, hours before Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico, when her parents took her from a birthplace she never expected to return.

      Until today.

      The SST, wings swept forward for the approach, descended over the outskirts of an island simmering in glorious disorder. Gray sprawl emerged from the vibrant green of lush forest, dotted with blue tarps in various shades of age. Closer still, traffic choked the roads. A thousand roofs, mottled with black mold, clustered around infrequent islands of the solar collectors that covered every structure back in Tampa.

      She wondered if one might belong to Titi Luisa, the aunt she hadn’t seen since her quinceañera a decade ago. Luisa, as wide as she was tall, survived Hurricane Maria’s wrath huddled in her childhood home. Reliving that history through photos and holos had never been enough. Isabel had not returned to her birthplace since age five.

      The landing gear protested as the craft touched down and rumbled down the tarmac, using every inch of runway to decelerate. Long wings swept back, their tips cycling up and down from the buckled pavement as they taxied to the terminal. The jet, a routine sight back home, seemed outsized and unwelcome in the shimmering heat.

      She disembarked into the humidity, blossoming into a sweat despite the cool fog emanating from the aircraft’s frozen metal skin. The smells hit her first: decay from rot, coffee, and pastries, a wisp of flowers, and something that burned. Then the noise: traffic, rock doves, and something beyond, perhaps surf and the comfort of the sea. Clouds fractured the deep blue sky, taming the stinging assault of the sun.

      She stepped into the terminal and entered a forgotten world. Everything and everyone moved in a dull roar. Families smiled with anticipation and relief, adults talked animatedly on handsets, professionals acted busy and important. Everyone seemed to reach out and smile, holding onto the fabric of life with palpable energy. The arrival lounge reminded her of the Puerto Rican cafetines sprouting all over Tampa, testaments to a twenty-year exodus from the island that had yet to ebb. The smells—coffee and bread and tobacco and sweat and life—covered her like rain.

      She stopped at a deli for a quesito, a rolled pastry with sweet cheese and sugar glaze, her favorite delicacy. None of her payments worked when she flashed her chip at the cashier. Her glasses listed the options—cash, something she hadn’t seen since her first kiss—and a local crypto she’d never heard of. She chose that one, paid through her backup coin account, stunned to find the treat cost more than lunch back home.

      “Disculpe,” she asked the squat woman behind the counter. “Is this right?”

      The lady nodded, sneering in expectation of cancelling the transaction. “La deuda.”

      The debt. For the rest of their lives, everyone born on the island was doomed to pay for the excesses of decades past. How anyone might afford one of these delicacies escaped her. Her first economic interaction had been disjointed—exactly as she’d been warned.

      She thought of the reason for the trip as she walked towards the baggage claim area. A few months ago, she landed the job of her dreams: a nonprofit advocating for the growing diaspora of displaced Puerto Ricans living in the US. When Isabel spoke about political inequality and climate justice, the director cut her off. The woman, visibly tired through the holo, was brutal and succinct: “We only have room for the facts. Go to the island and see for yourself. You’ll start when you return.”

      Isabel protested, replying with selections from months of research. Her future boss nodded politely, then reminded her of the Balkanization of national news. “You of all people should know just how biased the news has become,” she nodded with a sad smile. “Your birthplace is no different. Do you really believe that the Puerto Rico you see online is the truth?”

      The blunt retort was shocking and rational. Isabel, already a heavy user of social media filtering, redoubled her skepticism. No more curated media, glossy tourist holos, or precious white papers from idealist think tanks. Seconds after finishing the call, she booked flights to visit her Aunt Luisa. Whether on vacation or research, she’d spend a week immersed in the island of her birth. The anticipation of the unfiltered experience now filled her with a vague sense of dread.

      She thought of that and more as she passed dozens of video ads promising adventure, luxury, and pampering in slick clips augmented by AI. The images, she noticed, did not include anyone who appeared local. Every AR ad superimposed on her glasses advertised an island at odds with her surroundings. Her soon-to-be boss had been right: something was off, and she had to see it for herself.

      She muted the incessant ads with a flick, ignoring the barrage of images of an island cosplaying as paradise. The Duty-Free area loomed steps past the lift to baggage claim. The AR on her glasses lit up once more, this time with offers superimposed on all manner of kitsch, liquor, and jewelry. Bottles of imported rum for a day’s wages, perfumes no one back home could afford, goods meant to showcase opulence at the expense of practicality. The prices were high for Tampa, and stratospheric for what she’d experienced over the past ten minutes.

      The soft ping of the lift rescued her from the excess. She exited into a chaotic baggage claim area, with two belts delivering suitcases of all sizes. Her glasses showed no timeline or location where hers might arrive. Then a small glowing arrow popped up: US PASSPORT ONLY. A handful of her fellow travelers waited around a belt carrying a few boxes, while the rest stood around an empty carousel with a sign reading PASAPORTE LOCAL.

      “Excuse me,” Isabel tapped a gruff-looking young woman with body armor and neck tattoos.

      “Diga?”

      “I think those people were on my flight.”

      The woman nodded.

      “Why are there two different lines?”

      She answered in perfect English. “US passport there, locals over here.”

      “What does that mean? I thought we all had the same passport. US passports?”

      The woman laughed, as if told a sad joke. Isabel was about to ask why when her glasses flashed, notifying her of her bag’s arrival.

      She popped the wheels out and followed the RIDESHARE signs to an area outside. A wet heat slammed into her, a pungent wave of dead vegetation carried on the salt breeze. People surrounded her: a round woman kissing a tired old man; two middle-aged women squealing in delight meeting an old friend; a wrinkled man enveloped by a younger woman masked with tears. The raw emotion of families and friends reunited tore at her heart. She, too, would meet a loved one soon.

      Isabel tapped her glasses and swiped through several apps, looking for transportation, when she noticed a paper sign taped on a light post. An outdated square made of dots—QR codes, if she remembered her mom’s stories—clung to a metal light post. The glass recognized it after a few seconds. She blinked to accept, justifying the inconvenience as support for the local economy.

      Most of her fellow passengers had left by the time a sedan with flickering orange headlights rumbled up. It smelled like it ran on gasoline, something abolished long ago in Tampa. Cars running on fossil fuel? Progress had eliminated engine smoke, remaining only in Texas, Idaho—and apparently San Juan. The only way to bring gasoline to an island was by ship. Expensive pollution, to create more expensive pollution. Was her island still importing fossil fuels to power cars when half the world drove EVs?

      She shook her head at the thought and nodded at the driver. He was young, with the hard part, sculpted eyebrows, and chains typical of petty dealers back in Ybor City. She was about to wrestle her bag inside when a hand clamped on her shoulder. A woman, with eyes as sharp as her tone, barked at the man.

      “¡Ella viene conmigo!” she spat before slamming the door shut and pulling Isabel back.

      The young man pulled out something shiny and black. A gun? Isabel froze. The kid flashed the lady the middle finger, yelled something profane, and sped off.

      “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      “Cancel your ride,” the woman snapped. “Now.”

      “Señora, I’m sorry but⁠—”

      “Cancel it!”

      She stood back, shocked at the woman’s demand, and cancelled the request with a blink. No penalty for the cancelled pickup.

      “Did you cancel?”

      “I did. Why did you do that?”

      “Don’t tell me—You’re from Orlando?”

      She stiffened at the affront. “Tampa. But I was born here. Cupey.”

      “Ah. Well, don’t get in any of those,” she said and pointed at the flyer. “You would have arrived at your house with one less kidney.”

      “He was going to take my kidney?” She snorted a derisive chuckle. “Oh, please.”

      “You have been gone a long time. Why do you think all the rich expats come to Puerto Rico? It isn’t just to avoid paying taxes, mija.”

      “I’m sorry, what? You’re crazy!”

      The woman grimaced, as if saying “what did you expect?” and glanced back at a younger woman a few paces from them, who nodded in assent.

      Isabel’s insides lurched. “Are you serious?”

      “Si.” Both women nodded, disgust palpable in their stares. This wasn’t a convoluted tourist trap, or some trick. Their eyes bled with anger and shame.

      “Well, should we call the police?” She scanned the area, looking for help, and found none.

      The older woman touched a warm palm to Isabel’s arm. “Ay bendito. Tan inocente.” She squeezed her hand and gestured the sign of the cross. “The police will do nothing. Much has changed since you left, mija. Que Dios te bendiga.”

      Then they left to meet a nervous man with a thin mustache emerging from a tangle of beat-up cars, and disappeared into a gentle, misting rain.
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      Isabel stepped back into the dry safety of the terminal and tapped her glasses. She could not believe the women’s admonition, but the eyes of the young driver haunted her. The bizarre encounter had delayed her too close to work traffic, and Luisa had warned her to do everything possible to avoid “el tapón.” She played it safe and chose a US based rideshare. Several EVs were only minutes away. She selected a ride, noticing an option for something unexpected: security. The information was stark:

      Armed, bonded driver/operators for elevated threat areas.

      Spooked by the women’s warnings, she accepted the surcharge and added something in the comments.

      I’m back after a long time, and unfamiliar with the neighborhoods.

      She figured that bit of personal information would be innocuous.

      After a brief wait, a large black SUV, a cross between a limo and a military vehicle, whined up to the curb. The light rain had stopped, bathing the afternoon in a steamy heat smelling of burnt metal. She stepped close to the vehicle as a handsome man sporting a neatly trimmed beard, killer sunglasses, and dark gray body armor lowered the window.

      “Isabel?”

      She nodded and stared at the bulletproof vest. The man waved his watch by hers and read her ID before breaking into a smile.

      “Cupey, huh?”

      She nodded again and allowed him to load her bag in the back seat. The heavy doors closed with less a click than a thump, and she settled into the cool, comfortable interior.

      “First time back?”

      “Yes.” She gazed outside as they left the airport behind and entered Baldorioty Avenue. The boulevard, pockmarked with holes and debris, reminded her of reels of conflicts in Somalia or Azerbaijan. Cars missing wheels, doors, or engines dotted the sides of the road, and white crosses popped up like mushrooms, almost hidden by the ever-present weeds. She counted at least three masses covered in dirty cloth, which she hoped were not bodies.

      “The lady back there… she told me about a black market for organs?”

      “Los riñoneros.” His smile did not involve his eyes. “A lot of the Act 60 people have diabetes.”

      “The what?”

      “You haven’t been back lately, have you?”

      She shook her head, hoping he’d continue.

      “There are three Puerto Ricos,” the man said. “Ten percent of the people are rich beyond your imagination.” He pointed behind himself at the gleaming luxury hotels of Isla Verde, sparkling in the afternoon sun. “Stateside millionaires move here under this law called Act 60, promising to invest in exchange for paying no taxes. They never do. But the government lets them get away with anything because they need the bribes.”

      Then he indicated to decrepit high-rises over Santurce. Their outdated architecture, dark concrete, and decay were clear from a distance. “Those shitholes are filled with the twenty percent of Puerto Ricans like me who actually work, usually to make the expats money.” Finally, he pointed to his left. Isabel struggled to find what he meant until she understood he was pointing at a faded yellow apartment complex covered in graffiti. Curtains flapped from broken windows, and gnarled guardrails dangled from tiny balconies. An entire corner of one building, perhaps six stories tall, had crumbled to the ground below.

      “The rest live in places like those. The government has kept them unemployed for three generations, living del mantengo.”

      He adjusted the rear-view mirror to look her in the eye. “Organ harvesting for the rich is one way out of that hell.”

      Isabel tried to swallow. “I thought that only happened in the third world.”

      “Happens all over the Caribbean and Central America. You would’ve been fine. As soon as he scanned your passport, he would’ve stolen your luggage and dropped you off somewhere. They look for migrants and locals, not US citizens.”

      “That’s still sick!”

      “Well, it is better than being unemployed your entire life.” He pointed at another tenement tucked across the avenue from a bombed-out grocery store. “Two-thirds of Puerto Rico live like that.”

      “Seventy percent of the island doesn’t work?”

      “Eighty percent don’t pay taxes,” he corrected. “This is the last tax shelter for the American dream.”

      She winced at the reminder of the injustice. For decades, Puerto Rico had been a tax haven for those not born here. Many decried the practice when it created what everyone expected: a failing system of haves and have nots. But the digital fog of thousands
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