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      The jungle breathed a wet exhale onto the beach as Miguel and Daniela stepped from the cool confines of their white Toyota Hilux, marked as POLICÍA by massive stickers on the outside. Palm fronds hung still in the heavy air. It was early, but the sun already burned white against the sky.

      They walked the curve of the bay like they did every morning, boots sinking into sand, still cool from night. Ahead, three pangas lay scattered on the beach like dropped toys. The hulls needed paint. Everything here needed something.

      "Fredo makes the best coffee in town," Daniela said in Spanish. She was young, eager. Her uniform still held sharp creases. She was trying to finish up an earlier debate the two of them had been having on the drive to the crumbling beach at the North end of Playa Dorada.

      Miguel spat into the sand. "Amparo's is better."

      "But Fredo's beans…” Daniela said. 

      "Amparo's is free," Miguel said. “What don’t you get?” Miguel remembered when everyone took care of the police. Free meals, cool empty motel rooms for afternoon sleeps, respect. Now the town had forgotten how to be grateful. Or maybe they had nothing left to give. Or didn’t know who to trust anymore. 

      Daniela fell quiet as they kept walking. She looked out at a few of the homemade pangas drifting out past the cove, into close open water. They bobbed hypnotically on the Pacific. A warm wind made the palms behind them click and shudder. Daniela dusted off her shoulder and peered down at her dark blue uniform that looked nearly black in sunlight. Her girlfriend, Anita, helped to press it. She took such good care of it. Daniela had two uniforms. The one she was wearing was the newer of the two.

      A flash in her mind took her back to an earlier time. A memory that drifted into her brain often. A memory that welled up in her like a distant song that warmed her with a sense of pride. It was a day she remembered well. The day she decided to become a police officer. She saw the face of her mother, broken in a Santa Cruz hospital bed. The whirr of machines dripping life-giving fluids. The female officer with strong hands who made Daniela feel safe. Who made her believe everything would be fine. 

      The priest at San Sebastián, one of two churches in the town of Dorada, just a little inland, was always warning of pride. But Daniela liked to feel it, even if it was a sin. She liked the way the shifty men looked away when she drove the Police Hilux near their rambling corrugated metal houses, in the barrio San Juan. She liked the way some of the local kids would ride their dusty bikes alongside the truck shouting “Muéstranos su arma! Muéstranos su arma!” “Show us your gun! Show us your gun!”

      But eleven months working Playa Dorada had started to smother her songs of pride. The drunks singing through the night in their single cell. The wives who wouldn't press charges. The husbands who came back angrier. The untouchable Narcos. The powerlessness of it all.

      They rounded a bend where the beach narrowed, and the jungle crept closer to the water. Black vultures hunched over something in the sand. Miguel saw the commotion first.

      “Zopilotes,” he said. “Vultures.”

      At first Daniela thought it was probably a dead turtle. One of the unlucky Olive-Ridleys that had reached the end of its cycle. But as they got closer, they could see it was something smaller. Smaller and more shocking. It hit their nostrils and their empty stomachs at the same time. 

      "Jesuscristo," Miguel said. “Es una maldita mano. It's a fucking hand."

      The birds scattered, reluctant, their wings flapping heavy in the morning heat. The hand lay palm-up like a fallen starfish. A tattoo curving up the side showed half a scorpion, with the stinger end missing, then disappearing into the clean cut at the wrist.

      Daniela pulled her elbow over her nose. The smell was sweet, terrible.

      For a moment, she felt it again—that old song inside her welling up, wanting to help, to solve, to make things right. She thought about the hacksaw that must have done this. About the arm it belonged to. About the truth hiding in the jungle's dark shadows. She wondered how they would go about solving this. The job would be to knock on doors; find illegal card games; shake down the local ringmaster of the cock fights, Don Gerardo; interview the kids at the skatepark who had their eyes on everything, even though they never disclosed much.

      She turned to Miguel for orders. Some kind of direction from her superior.

      Without hesitation, Miguel put a hand on his holster and dug a trench with his cheap black police boots. He gingerly toed the hand into the trough and kicked sand over it. After it was covered, he gave it a good stomp.

      "But we…” Daniela started.

      "Paperwork," Miguel said, looking up the beach. "Besides, Amparo's coffee is ready now."

      Daniela looked over her shoulder. The beach stretched empty in both directions. Out on the water, fishing boats bobbed like drunk dancers. Above, the black zopilotes wheeled against perfect blue, patient and hungry.

      The hunger in Daniela’s stomach had turned. No longer hungry, now it surged with a mounting nausea.

      They walked back the way they came. The sun had climbed higher and the offshore wind was picking up, making the palm fronds clack like shuffling cards. Soon the beach would fill with locals and some tourists, who would hopefully never know about the hand in the sand. It wasn’t the main beach after all—it was the rockier part of the sand where fewer folks ventured. And Miguel had buried it quite deeply.

      "You'll learn," Miguel said, smoothing out his black mustache. "Some things are better left to the vultures. Or buried.”

      They walked back to the truck, not saying anything. Miguel climbed in and turned on the diesel engine that purred to life, the AC still blowing ice cold. They’d spent barely ten minutes on the beach, but the heat made it feel longer.

      Before climbing in, Daniela gazed into the black plastic bed of their pickup truck. A lone road cone. A length of frayed rope. Not much. They could barely help a stranded motorist if it came down to it.

      She thought again about the kind officer in Santa Cruz, about her strong hands, her sharp face and warm words. She wondered if that female officer had ever found a severed hand and walked away. 

      Daniela looked back out at the pangas, where a little lone fisherman sat bobbing in the center of one of the boats, pulling on one of the nets. She wondered what kind of fish the man might be hauling up and wondered what else lay buried at the bottom of the ocean and under the burning sands of Playa Dorada.

      The jungle watched them go, its breath mixing with the hot exhaust from the Hilux. In its depths, secrets moved like snakes through the undergrowth. 

      On the beach of Playa Dorada waves washed in and out, erasing their footprints. Soon there would be no trace they had ever been here at all.
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      The air was thick with the smell of palo santo, as the women lined up outside the door of the yoga shala. Polite, timid, unsure, like baby Pizotes waiting for their mother to let them know it was safe to cross the road. Sweat dripped from the women’s temples and down their necks, leaving dark marks under their breasts and between their thighs. They looked around nervously, smiling at each other, like children on the first day of kindergarten, excited for what was to come, but nervous about the strangeness of the situation.

      Kayley, an attractive, slim blonde woman in her late 30s or early 40s, with the lean body of a distance runner, greeted each one of them at the door, with a warm smile on her face. She paused to look each woman in the eyes, taking the burning stick of palo santo and ceremoniously clearing the space around them of any negativity or dark energy.

      “I see you,” she said to each one, as she enveloped them with a warm, full body embrace.

      Several of the women began to tear up, as she seemed to see directly into their souls. They had not been held this warmly in a very long time and had not been seen this deeply, perhaps ever.

      As the women walked into the wooden-floored space, they were greeted by a circle of yoga mats, with several candles burning in the center of the room. Beside the candles were two decks of tarot cards, splayed out in a perfect fan shape, ready to be chosen, to reveal the fates of each of the women, who had gathered here for what was described as a week of “healing and transformation.”

      Sally, a heavyset, light-skinned African American woman from Chicago, looked around awkwardly at the circle of mats and the small cushions laid out on each one. Her braids clung to the roots of her real hair, starting to grow out and revealing a sparkle of grey roots. She had uneven, chipped nails that had also been neglected for some time, as she barely had time to eat or sleep between cases in her career as a surgeon. She preferred the sterile intensity of the operating room, where she was in control and could hide behind her brilliance and skill. Her round face felt flushed, and she self-consciously pulled her oversized t-shirt over her bulging hips. There was no way she was going to be able to balance on one of those little cushions without falling over. With her knees as bad as they were, she would barely be able to lower herself onto the ground.

      “Shall we go and get those spots over there?” asked her sister-in-law, Maggie. Maggie was a slim, petite brunette in her early 50s. She had a vibrancy that exuded her lifetime of healthy habits. Married to Sally’s brother Carl, Maggie had dragged Sally down here in a desperate attempt to pull her out of her years-long depression and fifty-pound weight gain. Maggie was convinced that it was a classic perimenopausal funk and was determined to get Sally tuned up and back on track during this week in Costa Rica.

      Sally looked at Maggie with a combination of disdain and rage. What had she been thinking? How did she ever agree to come on this godforsaken trip? She didn’t even like going to Sunday night dinners with Carl’s side of the family, never mind a week with a bunch of strangers in the middle of the jungle in Central America. This was, quite possibly, the worst decision she had ever made.

      “Look at all these cute yoga outfits,” Maggie said, gesturing to the women around the room.

      “Looks like a bunch of Barbie dolls to me,” Sally replied, a little too loudly. 

      Sally waddled over to the cushion, sweat now pouring down her face. One hand on her knee, she leaned forward, trying to reach the cushion that seemed hopelessly far away. As she bent awkwardly forward, she let go for the final free-fall to the ground. She landed with a thud, releasing a soft fart as she fell.

      Maggie looked over and coughed out a giggle, before she caught herself and quickly put on a straight face.

      Sally wished that the ground would open up and swallow her whole. 

      She awkwardly got to all-fours and tried to pretend nothing had happened. Besides Maggie, nobody seemed to pay her any mind, which Sally knew was simply their politeness at work. Or maybe, she reasoned, they didn’t want her to break the magic yogic spell they were under. 

      After a few more fumblings, Sally finally got herself positioned, barely balancing on the ridiculously small, round cushion, as Kayley slinked her way to the front and center of the circle.

      “Hello, all you beautiful women!” Kayley said, as she looked around the circle, once again locking eyes with each woman. Sally quickly looked away when Kayley’s beaming gaze landed upon her. She was going to book a flight home as soon as she could get out of this room. This was literally hell on earth, including the heat. It was a goddam inferno in there.

      “Congratulations on making the biggest and most important decision of your life—your decision to choose YOU,” Kayley continued. All the women in the room looked around, smiling and nodding, as if they were all drunk on the same positive Kool Aid as the little annoying one at the front. Sally rolled her eyes and sighed loudly.

      “This is a turning point moment… if you want it to be,” she said, pausing for effect. “You will never be the same as you are in this moment and, I promise you, if you choose, you will leave this magical jungle transformed. This jungle is mystical and holds many truths. She will hold you and nurture you. She will challenge and confront you. You may experience miracles. You might face some of your darkest fears. In the week that lies ahead, you may not get everything that you want, but you will absolutely get exactly what you need.” Kayley paused again and looked around at the faces. Some of the women stared down nervously, others forced a giggle. Initial inauthentic smiles faded to slight concern.

      “Just remember, you are exactly where you need to be. You are in a safe space. You are safe to be you, to express your truth, whatever that may be. You are safe to fall apart. You are safe to soar. We are in the Blue Zone of Costa Rica, where people are among the longest living and happiest humans on the planet. We are going to study the culture of Pura Vida and learn the secrets of the people and this place,” she continued. 

      “While you are here, please make this adventure your own. Follow your intuition, go with the flow, see what magic you can find. In order to get to know each other a little better, we’re going to start by going around the circle and sharing our ‘why’—why are you here and how can we support you on your journey. I’m going to pass around our sacred talking stick and each of you is going to have a chance to share your story. Let’s just go in a circle, starting with Sarah,” Kayley said, passing a piece of driftwood with shells hanging from it to the woman on her right.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Sally thought to herself. She had made it this far in her life, forty-five, single, with no kids, by doing the exact opposite of sharing her most private thoughts with strangers. She hated social events, had only a few friends from work, and had entirely given up on dating, after a few colossal failures with dating apps. Her only steady companions were her two cats, Bonnie and Clyde. There was only one thing she hated more than small talk, and that was public speaking.

      Sally watched as the homemade talking stick made its rounds from woman to woman. Each one of them shared a story of betrayal, burnout, self-abandonment or some other sob story. Some of them were crying, as others consoled them and passed them tissues to dry their tears.

      Sally’s mind started to race as the stick got closer and closer. Her shirt now had full sweat stains under the armpits, and her hair was plastered to her forehead. The sound of strange birds and bugs that seemed too close encircled the yoga shala.

      She had tuned out what the other women were saying and suddenly felt the stick being passed over to her. As if in a dream, she took the driftwood totem. On autopilot, she looked down and noticed that her hands were shaking uncontrollably, making the little shells on the stick shake too, betraying her to every person in the room with the truth of just how
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