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CHAPTER 1 - THE ADVENTURE
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On June 10, 1998, Ruby Rutledge was sitting very erect in the atrium of a new sleek hotel in San José, Costa Rica.  Looking up at the glass ceiling with the palms and plants spreading their branches to capture the light, she felt as if she could capture the sun rays but also knew she was rooted just like the plants. Ruby felt she was already in the jungle that she came to explore. Feeling a little cocky that she had made it this far on her adventure with the past tugging at her heels while her future seemed to be right above her head. 

The longer she waited for her room the more time she had to reflect on what had happened to her, although reflecting wasn’t easy for Ruby. It had been three years since her beloved husband, Jay, died in a freak skiing accident. She had made it through the pain of his loss. Being a widow afforded her certain advantages, a position with respect and an untouchable quality. The longer she waited the more she drifted back to the pain that was still in her heart. After twenty years of marriage, Jay’s death hit her hard. And for him to die in such a senseless stupid accident was in itself more gut wrenching. 

As she wallowed in her self-pity for the millionth time the bellman came over to tell her the room was ready. Ruby signed the registry then waited to be shown to her room. She didn’t want to stare at the desk clerk, so she looked around. This new modern structure without much character was a tower to the progress of man. She thought that was funny, since San José was an old city, it seemed silly to build a ridiculous building without any embellishments in a city designed to make you feel you were just stepping back in time when the jungle was right at the door.

The desk clerk looked up from the phone, “Mrs. Rutledge, I’m so sorry for the delay. I’ll not give you excuses, but please be patient. Have something from the bar on us, of course.”

Ruby said politely, “I’m in no hurry, would you please bring tea to where I was sitting.” 

She smiled and went back to waiting. She wanted to be angry about the inefficiency of the hotel but told herself she was on vacation in a foreign country. 

Soon a waiter with a smile as big as the silver tea service he was carrying said, “Señora Rutledge, do you need anything else?” as he put the tray down. 

She looked carefully, making sure it had cream. “No thank you.” She tried to tip the waiter who wouldn’t accept her money. 

The tray had a beautiful silver tea service on a white paper doily. Sugar, cream and lemon slices plus small cookies, Perfect! Back home in Medford, Oregon she ran a day spa called The Oaks, she knew how to provide good service. She decided to make her dreams a reality after Jay’s death. It had opened with the unusual fanfare for something new in the community, but to her surprise last year it turned a good profit. 

Just thinking about The Oaks brought her back to the reason why she was in Costa Rica; to find mud, well clay, when rubbed on the skin it would make cellulite disappear. Not that she was into that sort of thing, but figured others would be. Ruby wasn’t in bad shape, a little overweight and breasts that were no longer riding high, but since the spa opened, she was certainly in better shape.  

Cellulite came up in conversation at a dinner party that her and her husband attended a few years back. Jay told this incredible story, and they were all intrigued. His patient, who had been on tour in Costa Rica, went wandering away from the group and ended up lost in the jungle. Rescuers found her the next day confused and disoriented in a Mangrove Forest covered in mud. 

By the time she returned home, her skin had a different look, so she went to see her dermatologist. Jay went into great detail about the changes in her skin tone and texture. Jay even said, “It’s a miracle.” Everywhere the mud had touched the woman’s skin on her legs and buttocks she no longer had cellulite. The woman had found a miracle cure describing in detail where the mud was located. It was in the northeast corner of Costa Rica in a Mangrove Forest near the Atlantic Ocean. Ruby now had the time and resources to track down the mythical mud and thought about the millions that could be made off that mud.

Preparing for this trip she had researched Jay’s private papers hoping for a clue instead of the story at the dinner party. Before Jay died, they had discussed going on this quest after he retired from his practice. One of her biggest discoveries was a Dr. Symmington; a botanist from the University of Chicago who worked the Mangrove Forests in Costa Rica. The University informed her that he would be in there all summer and she could locate him through the University of Costa Rica. That’s why she had come to find Dr. Symmington. If she could persuade him to look for the miracle mud she would help pay for his research. Ruby felt very confident that he would be interested in women’s cosmetics, but at the same time she knew this old fart was probably into plant life and didn’t give a damn about women’s behinds.

As she sipped tea, she spotted a very handsome man at the front door. You don't often see a man that handsome. 

He was wearing a white t-shirt, khaki shorts, and a straw hat with a brown ponytail hanging out. When he turned back towards the lobby, she couldn't get a good look at his face with the dark glasses covering his eyes she said to herself, “What a beauty!” 

A bellhop came over to the table and said, “Mrs. Rutledge your room is ready.”  

She turned back to the door to spot the handsome man one last time, but he was gone. She had a brainstorm walking back to the registration desk she asked if Dr. Symmington of Chicago stayed at the hotel. 

To her great surprise the desk clerk said, “I’m sorry you just missed him. He’ll be back in about three weeks.” 

She was stunned all this time she had been waiting and she could’ve been speaking to him. He had been in the hotel the entire time. It was only by a fluke she even asked about Dr. Symmington. She beat herself up for being self absorbed but thought he might not have had time for her anyway. 

She followed the bellhop who was heading for the elevator. In the room it was high enough for a view, but low enough for a ladder to reach in case of fire, which being one of Ruby’s idiosyncrasies. The room was comfortably done in soft pinks not feminine, but soft enough to escape the heat. Taking a long shower and wondering how she would get to Dr. Symmington’s Mangrove Forest camp. After a nap she woke disoriented and confused. It took her several minutes to realize where she was then gathered her wits about her, making it to the lobby. 

Walking out of the hotel and hearing the noise of the city was a shock. She took a taxi to the University of Costa Rica, so in the morning she could walk over to talk with the Botany Department. It turned out to only be a few blocks from the hotel, so she had the driver take her on a little tour of the city lights. 

The night was warm, and lovers were out in force making her blue; twenty years of bliss, twenty years of true devotion and twenty years of love for him. She was lost once again in her sadness and wanted nothing more than for the tears to come. How long could she let this grieving go on? How long would his lips entwine hers? How long would this shroud of lost love cover her? 

The lights were fading as her eyes filled with tears and her voice cracking as she said to the driver, “Please, take me back to the hotel.”

Loneliness and depression were still haunting her, although Ruby was determined to be alone and like it. She found her way to the bar sitting at a window table looking out on a tropical garden. It was lit with colored lights giving the glow of a surreal landscape. A waiter gave her a menu and asked if she wanted something from the bar. She ordered a cerveza not her usual, but she had gotten hot in the cab and wanted to cool down. The bar was quiet and relaxed. When her cerveza came she ordered Arroz con Pollo. It came to her automatically from years before when she really spoke somewhat fluent Spanish. Chicken with rice sounded good. 

When the meal was delivered the plate was overflowing with food. In the middle of dinner, with her shoulders just starting to release from their tense position the band started playing salsa music. People came pouring into the bar. She watched the hot pulsating bodies’ rock rhythmically to the music. 

Being aroused was a new feeling for Ruby. When she wanted relief, she went to her vibrator drawer. Chastising herself afterwards but she always felt better. Now she felt interested in sex. Watching the dancers, she knew what she wanted was a real person. Person hell - she wanted a real man. With no man in site and she wasn’t going to thrust herself on just anyone. Leaving the bar with her frustration and disappointment she headed to her lonely room. 

The sun was up when she woke out of a very arousing dream. It made her skin crawl with yearning. A cool shower brought her back to the task at hand. Breakfast was fresh fruit and yummy baked goods with coffee so strong it would grow hair on her chest - something that she definitely didn’t need. Under a big hat, she walked to the University with sunglasses and enough sunscreen to keep out any sun damage. The campus had the air of respectability although it was a slightly aging institution. Most people spoke English, the difficulty was following the directions. She enjoyed the buzz of the young people and the general hum of the university. 

The Botany Department was located in one of the older buildings. It was definitely of Spanish design with heavy teak wood paneling lining the corridor. It was so dark, she had to remove her sunglasses in order to continue. There were classes under way leaving the hallway completely empty. At the end of the corridor there was an office on the door read Botany Department, Dr. Jesús Lindo in Spanish. She knocked, but there was no answer. She went in to find several chairs and a big desk in the corner for a secretary. She looked at her watch and knew it wasn’t time for a siesta. 

Hearing a voice coming from behind a door she decided to wait a few minutes, no one came out. Ruby’s impatience got the better of her. She knocked on the door. A bellowing voice said, “Entra.” She entered with a man at the desk who was surprised. He was talking on the phone. He motioned for her to sit down. She preferred to look at the interesting wallpaper that turned out to be leaves of every size and description. Soon he was off the phone. 

“How can I help you, Madam?” 

“I’m Mrs. Rutledge looking for Dr. Lindo?” 

He stood up with his large frame around six feet four extending his large hand. She took his it as he pumped it instead of shaking her hand. When she got her arm back, she sat down across from his desk with a mound of messy papers He was around her age with thick glasses and a big mustache. 

“My name is Jesứs Lindo,” he said with a big smile. His English was exquisite with all the low rolling undertones of Spanish meshed in. He was polite as he listened to her explanation of why she needed to go the Mangrove Forest camp. 

“Mrs. Rutledge, you haven’t explained why you want to see Dr. Symmington?” 

Ruby didn’t want to get into the detail of her cellulite mud so all she told him was she might be interested in funding his research with that Lindo’s ears seemed to grow. She got the distinct impression that he was more interested in her money that helping her out. After several bouts of questions and answers he finally started to explain how to get to the camp. Although she didn’t know what kind of research Dr. Symmington did, she was more than confident that she could convince him to help her. 

The phone rang, and he said in Spanish, “Fifteen minutes, please,” then he slammed the phone down hard. Ruby was hypnotized as he explained the trip to Dr. Symmington’s research camp. After many confusing explanations he said, “A plane will be flying up there next week if you would rather wait.” 

“No thank you, I have been on enough planes getting here, I would like very much to see the scenery and drink it in.” 

He wrote out instructions for her.  Even after he wrote down the instructions in English, she felt a bit of uncertainty about them. She had nagging suspicions about Dr. Lindo in her gut but crossed it off as nervousness about the trip. 

When she was leaving Dr. Lindo said, “Hope to see you next week?” 

She turned and smiled, “Thank you again, Dr. Lindo.” 

Walking back to the hotel she put her gut instinct out of her mind, concentrating on her task ahead. In the morning, she would take the bus to Puerto Limon. Then a boat went up to Barra del Colorado and she would figure out how to get someone to take her to the camp. They must have boats for rent, she thought.

No one bothered her in the hot sun of this a beautiful afternoon, she went swimming then rested in the shade with a nice Pina Colada. For dinner she stayed in her room ordering a Martini and a steak. Packing was difficult, it would be humidly hot and riding on public transportation would be sticky and close. She decided on one light backpack. Clothes were more puzzling but decided she would take one dress that she would wear tomorrow. Packing one pair of long pants, three pair of shorts, 4 t-shirts, bathing suit, underwear, a light sweater and a stylist yellow plastic poncho; although she took the sweater out then decided in the end to take it just for protection. Ruby didn’t have a clue what a Mangrove Forest was like other than what she had read. 

Then she emptied her cosmetic bag putting in only the essentials sunscreen, bug repellent, tampons plus a small first aid kit. She also took a bag full of zip-lock Baggies just incase she found the miracle mud. In the bag that was nearly full she put in her camera, maps and research information. Being satisfied with her choices she called room service having her suitcases taken to the storage room. 

The phone rang in what seemed to be the middle of the night she picked it up and the voice said, “Wake up, Senora Rutledge, 5:00 a.m.” As she was coming out of the shower, room service was knocking at the door. She slipped on the plush robe and answered the door. 

The bellhop said, “Good morning, Mrs. Rutledge, your taxi is downstairs waiting for you, there is no hurry.” 

She gave him a few Colons for his service. She dressed and gathered her things. The coffee was still terribly strong, but she was getting use to it. She took the extra sweet rolls from her tray with her, checking the room for mislaid items and then she was off.

The taxi took her to the bus station, which was crowded, for almost six in the morning. She went to the ticket office and got a ticket for Puerto Limon. 

The clerk said, “Hurry, you’ll miss the bus.” He pointed to the bus that was pulling out.” 

She grabbed the ticket running toward the bus dropping her hat along the way. There was much yelling and commotion for the driver to stop and a man ran behind her with her hat. The bus was crowded, but she squeezed on. She found a seat next to an old woman placing her backpack on her lap. The bus made many stops loading and unloading people, but no one took much notice of her. She felt every bump knowing she must be over shot shock absorbers. It was more than uncomfortable. 

The old woman next to her seemed happy every time they hit a pothole. She was very happy she couldn’t speak Spanish that well for she would have tried to carry on a conversation. Ruby could barely see out the windows for all the people standing in the aisle. She felt safe and comfortable, until the bus turned left off the main road. The bus started to groan as it made its way into the mountains. By now Ruby realized that she was on the wrong bus but decided what goes up must come down. 

When it came to a stop everyone piled off including her. Her near panic dissolved when she saw they were at a lookout overlooking a volcano. Panic gave way to patience as she took out her camera taking pictures of the bus and the volcano steadied her fears. People slowly disappeared down dirt roads and paths that lead into the jungle. A few Americans had been on the bus, but they were in the back and didn’t acknowledge her. The bus driver called out for her to get back on the bus. The trip down the mountain was great, having the best seat in the bus. The driver had music blaring surprisingly she was relaxed. Being in no hurry she knew she would get to Dr. Symmington’s camp sooner or later.

The bus stopped at the bottom of the mountain dropping her off in the middle of nowhere on the main highway. It went back down the road toward San José while she crossed the road to a small drink stand. She told the woman she wanted the autobus to Puerto Limon. She smiled. After about an hour she ordered a coke. Around three the woman with her beautiful thick black hair braided down her back brought her a dish of beans, rice and tortillas with a little meat mixed in; she didn’t refuse. 

The woman was standing up inside the stand eating while Ruby ate at one of the little wooden tables under a tree. It was good food because she had nothing to eat since her last sweet roll around eleven. She waited and waited, but no bus stopped, only a few went by. Around five a pickup pulled up with two men inside. They got out walking to the drink stand to talk with the woman. The woman pointed to the pickup bed and motioned for Ruby to get in. She fumbled for some Colons giving them to the black-haired woman.  Ruby climbed in the bed sitting on a bench behind the cab. The pickup took off blowing Ruby’s hat off. She recovered it just as it was about to fly out of the truck bed. The ride was less bumpy than the bus, but dustier. 

The pickup turned right off the main road onto a rutted dirt road until they came to a hotel. The driver stopped motioning for Ruby to get out. She knew they had not discussed money but once again she gave the driver what she thought was correct of course she was figuring out what it would cost in Oregon then cut it in half. The driver seemed satisfied pulling off in a cloud of dust. A young girl took her backpack inside. The registration form was in English, and the mother spoke English well enough. The room upstairs was nice. Ruby thought this place was probably a nice hotel in the fifties, but its heyday was long gone. The sheets and towels were fresh smelling of sunshine. The bed was soft but not uncomfortable. She was hot and dirty even though her dress was covered in dust, so she took a shower with her dress on. The dress would be dry by morning, and she would be in Puerto Limon tomorrow. She hoped!

Ruby needed to walk after being cooped up in a bus, she craved exercise. She walked around the town finding a cantina down by the creek under a big tree besides that it was going to rain in a little while. Ruby sat there for a long time drinking her cerveza enjoying the peace unmolested.

At dinner, which was served family style, stewed beef cooked down till tender, stacks of tortillas and all the trimmings. Ruby ate hers like a taco. Others just scooped the beef and beans with the pieces of torn tortilla. The mood was light and refreshing until the men around the table discussed the directions Dr. Lindo had given her.  The men, who were all boarders, spoke Spanish told her it would have been so much easier if the train was still running. The tracks were buried in the earthquake of ‘92. The bus would be here in the morning for Limon.  The town of Moin is where she would actually catch the boat north through the canals. None of them knew exactly where the Mangrove Forest camp was but were sure a boat captain could help her out. The last warning, they gave her was it might take more time that she thought. 

One man added that maybe she would have been better off waiting in San José for the plane. She understood most of what they had to say. She could understand more Spanish than she could speak. She kept her thoughts to herself as she headed upstairs but thanked each one individually at the dinner table.

The bus was on time as Ruby waited on the porch. This was a deluxe bus with seats that had doilies on the headrests filled with well-dressed people. The driver took her ticket asking for ten Colon. She paid and found an empty seat next to the window. The bus made good time and she thought they would be in Limon by noon, but a flat tire twenty miles from nowhere changed the plans. Most of the people waited patiently in the noon day sun for the repair truck to come. 

Ruby was ill equipped for the long wait. She had no food or water. One of the women called her over to a blanket off the edge of the road where food had been laid out as a picnic. Ruby refused out of politeness, but the woman wouldn’t take no for answer. Ruby graciously thanked the woman then ate. Surprisingly, it was not tortillas, but bread sandwiches. Ruby even had an orange soda that someone handed her. Only a few people spoke English, but soon the group was lying around waiting. Ruby wasn’t used to siestas and paced the road up and down. She was restless not knowing if she would get on a boat tomorrow. 

Finally, the truck arrived with a cloud of dust and much fanfare. Ruby knew it would be an hour or more to fix the tire. She figured everything was as slow in Mexico. Boy was she wrong! They were on their way in twenty minutes.  She was looking forward to seeing the scenery outside the bus but was soon asleep against the window after being in the hot sun for so long. 

It was four in the afternoon when the bus finally pulled into the bus station at Limon. She went to the Park Hotel getting a room overlooking the harbor and a nice sea breeze coming in the window. Sleeping on the bus had taken her from Spanish Central America into the Caribbean side, where everything was hot, up-tempo and cheerful. 

After taking a shower she changed and went to the bar. Having a rum and coke she talked with the bartender who had a calypso twang in his voice. He told her that port cities were always dangerous after dark. She heeded his words walking around the hotel grounds. The dining room was vacant, and she returned to the bar ordering dinner. The bartender said, “Slow night, but around eleven things will liven up in here.” 

Ruby responded, “I hope I’m asleep by then.” 

The fresh shrimp was good, and she felt satisfied with her own company.

The next day after checking out of the hotel she made her way to the mercado. She was wearing long shorts as it was hot outside, but she didn’t look out of place. She bought fruit, smoked fish, two beers and some cookies for the trip on the boat. She had filled her water bottle at the hotel bar. At the bus station she picked up two hot fresh empanadas, now she was becoming addicted to the fried turnovers. These had meat in them.

The bus ride to Moin was just like any other local bus ride in any city. People getting off and on nothing major to look at, but the people on the bus.

Traveling is in your head as much as in distance she thought, she was getting closer to her true self the further she was from Oregon. There seemed to be very few boats at the docks. No one was interested in taking her to Barra del Colorado. One boat told her to come back early tomorrow morning. She found a bench and sat down hoping something would turn up. The sun was hot, and the sweat was running down from her armpits and in between her breasts. Antiperspirant didn’t work in this climate. 

Then three Americans poured out of a taxi shouting and carrying on. The old boatman who told her to come back tomorrow welcomed them aboard. They took on many cases of beer and other provisions. She watched as they worked to pack everything on the boat. Then they all started looking at her as the old boatman talked. One of the men waved for her to come over. 

“Hi Ma’am, we’re going up the coast would you like a ride? I know it will be cramped, but if you want to leave now for Barra del Colorado, we’ll gladly take you.” 

“Thanks, but I need to use the restroom. Can you wait a minute?” 

Before he could answer she ran down the dock to the bar at the end. The toilet was filthy, but she didn’t care when you got to go, you got to go. She ran back to the boat picking up her backpack and bag full of food. They helped her onboard. She looked for a place to sit, under the canopy there was no room. She sat her backpack down and took the food to the bow of the boat.  She found a comfortable spot and waited for the men to strike up a conversation. 

The boat took off and the men settled in without giving a thought to her. Her hat securely tied with the breeze in face and the sun high above. She relaxed into watching the scenery. She could hear the men talking about their home Lubbock, Texas. They passed the trip by drinking. Ruby sat alone contemplating the jungle that engulfed the canal.  What a wild beautiful place. She could hear the monkeys but not see them. A hand came from under the canopy handing her a pair of binoculars. 

She said, “Thanks” but got no response. 

She could see the monkeys playing high up and the more she looked into the trees she could see birds. It didn’t bother her she didn’t know the names or varieties, only that she was bearing witness to the magnificence around her.

She ate her smoked fish, and someone said, “Ma’am that sure smells good. How would you like a cold beer to go with that?” 

Leaning down she handed him the fish, “Help yourselves, I’ve had plenty.” 

Another Texan handed her a beer. “We’re real cads on vacation and please don’t mind our rude manners ma’am.”

She shouted down, “That’s okay fellows”. 

As soon as she was part of the conversation, they went back to their huddle formation. She enjoyed the cold beer and watched the world go by. Clouds were coming in. The old boatman stood up and motioned rain was going to come down. Ruby picked up her stuff and climbed down under the canopy. She started digging in her pack to find her yellow poncho. They laughed when she put it on because it was so damn hot. The sweat was now rolling off her. She went back to the bow and waited. 

Sure, enough the boatman was right within five minutes it became a downpour. Huge drops that almost hurt as they hit the skin. Soon the inside of the boat required bailing, it was taking on too much water and rapidly she was bailing too. Then the thunder and lightening kicked in the wind that was now whipping around. The boatman did his best, but the engine soon flooded leaving them adrift. Everyone bailed. The sky continued to open up for a good two hours as they drifted from one shore to another. The boatman did his best to steer, but the current did what it wanted with them. Everything was wet. Her pack was floating. She couldn’t worry about that now she just kept bailing.

Off in the distance they could see a boat. The boatman yelled as loud as he could the others joined in. The boat came along side and after much negotiation over money the boat was put in tow. They were on the move, but bailing was still necessary. When the rain stopped the smell from the jungle was like an intoxicating perfume; musk, dank and sweet forming a raw sensual scent. 

As Ruby took off her yellow poncho once again the heat was still penetrating just as the last rays of the sun were breaking through. Ruby thought she would get to Barra del Colorado before dark. The night creatures where playing a symphony and the bugs were out to find willing hosts. Ruby had used the rain to cover pissing in her pants. Now she rapped a towel around herself and hung it over the stern. She thought men had it so much easier than women did. She kept her dignity but drank no more beer. 

It was almost ten, if her watch was running correctly, when they pulled into Tortuguero. The boat was tied to the dock as some people looked on at the mess in the boat. 

Ruby said, “I’ll stay here tonight. I need to get some rest. Where should I stay?” 

A woman said, “Madam, come to Miss Julie’s!” 

Ruby looked at the boatman who nodded his approval. Putting on her backpack the water streamed down her back into her shorts then down her legs into her socks into her shoes that were already soaked. Ruby didn’t look back but followed the woman down the path to Miss Julie’s. After several twists and turns with a footpath over a few bridges, she could see the open door where there were lights on. A middle-aged black woman greeted her at the door. She was large with a dirty white apron having on a scarf on her head like Aunt Jemima.  

“Honey, what the hell happened to you? I have seen wet rats, but you look near drowned. Park yourself down.” 

She had a pleasant voice, but when she spoke to a girl coming down the hallway something changed in her tone almost cruelly. Ruby realized she was in a foreign country and there was nothing she could do how people treated children. Ruby slipped off her wet running shoes and socks. She walked over signing the registry. The black woman showed her to her room, very nice and clean with a good bed. 

“Honey, have you eaten?” 

Ruby said, “I can wait till morning. I don’t want to put you to any trouble, but could I have a nice cup of hot tea?” 

“Honey, I’ll get you a robe. Please clean up and come in the kitchen down the hall and to your right. I’ll fix you some eats.” 

She left the room and soon the girl with short dreadlocks was knocking at the door. She smiled, handing her a cotton robe. After all the rain and wet of the day Ruby took a warm shower washing every inch. She towel dried her blond hair and then put on a robe. Nothing was in her room. She didn’t care that she had no underwear on. She just wanted food and sleep. 

The big woman was cooking as Ruby came into the kitchen sitting at the table. 

“I’m sorry for putting you to all this work.” 

“What else is there to do, but work in this life? The next one, I’m going to take it easy!”  

She put down a plate of fried fish, beans and rice. My name is Selma.” 

“Oh, I thought you were Miss Julie.” 

“Oh no, Miss Julie is off buying supplies. I cook for her and run the place when she ain’t round.” 

“This fish is very good. Thank you.” Selma poured tea for both of them. 

“What in the hell are you doin’ in this part of the world?” 

Ruby told her she was looking for Dr. Symmington’s Mangrove Forest camp. 

“Oh, Doc Symmington is sure a good lookin’ man. His camp is north of here somewhere. It’s best if you go on to Colorado and find a canoe to take you. If your things are dry, you can take a boat up in the afternoon. It’s a nice ride.” 

Ruby finished every bit of her meal. Thanking Selma, she went to her room. To her surprise everything except her clothes were returned. Her toothpaste and toothbrush were laid out and there was even a nightgown. 

It was ten in the morning when she opened her eyes to the flooding sunlight. When she was in the bathroom someone had come in, placing some clothes on the bed. They were clean and smelled like sunshine, her favorite smell. She walked to the kitchen and there was no one there. She went out the front door and there were people sitting at tables. 

“Oh, Mrs. Rutledge, I’ll bring you tea.” Said the young girl with her eyes as dark as her dreadlocks smiled as she placed the teacup on the table. Then she said, “Mrs. your food comin’ right up.” She was soon returning with eggs over-easy, fish and toast. 

Selma came to the table and sat down. “Mrs. Rutledge, a boatman will take you up to the Colorado at one. You’ll be there before dark.” 

Ruby thanked her saying, “I appreciate all you have done, but I need the bill.” 

Selma looked surprised, almost offended. “I’m sorry have I said something wrong?” Ruby apologized. 

“Usually, I just put the bill in your room, and you leave the money there.”

Ruby stumbled on her words, “Please just do that. I just love your fish.” She had offended Selma. She was a long way from Oregon. Now that she had thought about it there was very little discussion of money. 

Ruby felt a bit awkward about the money, but she did as Selma instructed, leaving the money on the nightstand. She gave generous tip but took some of the money back thinking it might offend Selma again. Her backpack had been packed even though her maps and papers were dry. She was glad that she brought a waterproof camera and there was a pair of binoculars in the pack. She felt bad after all she didn’t take them intentionally and besides that she didn’t know whose they were. She stuffed her guilt in the backpack and slipped it on. The young black girl escorted her to the dock and there was a boat waiting. 

The man helped her in and said, “No boat trouble today only clear skies.  Did you see the turtles?” Ruby looked at him with surprise. “Missy, the turtles come to our beaches to breed. Parque Nacional Tortuguero is world renown for turtle conservation. You can see them dig their way out of the sand and scramble to the water before the birds get them. Next time you come to Tortuguero you must see the turtles.” 

Ruby sat silent thinking she had a tour guide instead of a boatman. It wasn’t long before he was pointing out things for her to see. He explained how the canal was dug and redug from the earthquake of ’92. He talked the whole hour and half until they got to Barra del Colorado. This cruise was informative and satisfying. He docked at the Rio Colorado Lodge. She paid the tour guide giving him a small tip. He seemed satisfied, but she never knew. That was one thing she didn’t understand, the money. Discovering that paying too much is as bothersome to people as stiffing them. Soon someone came to take her pack and show her the way. 

At the front desk, she asked, “I want to go out to Dr. Symmington’s Mangrove Forest camp. Could you arrange transportation?” 

“I think so,” said the desk clerk in his crisp white uniform. “Would you like to check-in? I don’t think it could be arranged until tomorrow or the next day.” 

She signed the registry. “Do you know if three American men checked into the hotel last night?” He looked and shook his head. “Do you think it would be possible to find out where they are staying? I’ve something that belongs to them?” 

“I’ll check-in to both things for you. I hope you enjoy your stay with us and if there is anything you need just call.” 

A boy picked up her bags and she was off down the hall. Once in the room that was filled with breeze and light, she felt restless. She walked out on her patio and could see the water in the late afternoon sun. The phone rang. 

“We’re working on your canoe trip, but the gentlemen you want are at the Silver King Lodge.” 

“Could you please connect me? Thank you.” 

After a few silent moments she heard, “Ola, Silver King Lodge.” 

“Hello, I’m looking for three American men who checked into your hotel last night. Could you connect me to their room?” 

“I’m sorry, Señora, they’re out.” 

“Could I leave a message for them?” 

“Certainly!”  

“Please, tell them the lady from the boat is at the Rio Colorado Lodge and I’ll be in the bar around five and the drinks are on me?” 

“Very well Señora, I’ll tell them as soon as they come in. Adios.”

Offering them free booze they would be stepping over one another to get here.

She walked on the beach in peace and solitude. The waves were gentle, and she had the place all to herself. Being far from home hadn’t made her homesick or even scared. Contentment was washing over her just like the waves lapped at her ankles. 

At five she put on her cotton dress, sandals and a touch of make-up. She placed combs in her blonde hair pulling it away from her face. They were waiting for her as she entered the bar. The bar looked right out of the Fifties with its South Seas theme looking like it could have come out of a Trader Vic’s restaurant. Ruby wondered where they got all the bamboo since bamboo was not native to Central America. 

Walking over to them she said, “Gentlemen, my name is Ruby Rutledge, and I’m returning your binoculars.” 

“Ruby, what a nice lady,” one of the Texans said. She handed him the binoculars.

“We aren’t much for formality. My name is Hank. This short redhead is my cousin Pickle.” 

“My given name is Frank. But feel free to call me Pickle.” They shook hands. 

“Last, but not least is my partner in law, Lyle.” Lyle shook her hand all six-foot-six hunk of him. 

“Gentlemen, what are you drinking since I didn’t pay my share of the boat trip the drinks are on me.” 

Lyle stated, “Ladies first and we’ll settle the bill later.” He winked at her with his sparkling blue eyes. They must have been ten years younger, but they were flirting with her. She ordered a Martini. They moved to a table outside. She listened to their stories as they bantered back and forth. 

After the second Martini she said, “Boys!” 

She had their attention “I need food.” They nodded their heads in approval. The waiter brought menus. Hank was a Texan through and through everything to him was bigger and better. He was smaller than Lyle by a few inches but there was real competition with him about everything. Pickle wanted a steak, but when Ruby asked him how many cows, he had seen lately he ordered shrimp as she did. 

The shrimp was grilled to perfection, the light sweet pink meat was delicate and needed no enhancement, but Pickle pour ketchup all over his. Pickle was the nicest man, married with three young children. You could see Hank was ringleader and the others followed. Ruby not wanting to be impolite, asked the redheaded Pickle how he got his nickname? Before he could open his mouth, Hank explained that as a kid Frank liked pickles better than candy. 

“He would literally suck a dill pickle for hours.” 

Ruby asked, “Do you still eat dill pickles?” 

Pickle answered unashamedly, “No, they give me heartburn.”  

A band started to play reggae music Pickle took Ruby’s hand to dance. She couldn’t object because she felt she had embarrassed him already. Ruby hadn’t danced in a long time. It was fun and when she returned to the table there was another Martini waiting. The band played, and she danced. They were a few people in the bar with it’s out of place South Seas atmosphere. 

They were having fun but, when Ruby persuaded them to let her have a breather she said, “Gentlemen, this has been a wonderful evening. I haven’t had this much fun in a very long time, but tomorrow I have a long canoe ride ahead of me. I need to be clear headed as I go into the jungle.” 

Hank looked at her puzzled as to say this wasn’t your final destination. 

“Where are you going?” Pickle asked with concern in his voice. 

“It’s much too long and complicated for me to explain, but I’m going to see a Dr. Symmington who is doing research in a Mangrove Forest near here.” 

They wanted to know everything and all three talked at once. She was firm, “I need to pay the bill now and I want to thank you, Hank, Lyle, and most of all you, Pickle for a wonderful time.” 

She stood up and they followed suit. 

Lyle said, “I already paid in advance I know that women can be stubborn about men paying for things.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek, “Thanks again.” 

As she walked off, she could hear Hank say, “What a hell of a woman.” They even toasted her. Ruby!

In the morning as she was eating breakfast in the dining room, the desk clerk came. “Senora Rutledge, the Gentlemen left these for you. They said you might need them more. I still haven’t found anyone to take you in to the interior, but we should know something later. I sent word to the native settlement. If the man comes, he will require you to buy things at the store. He won’t take cash. Will that be acceptable?” 

“Since I won’t speak the language could you take care of the details and just add it on my bill.” 

He looked a little uncomfortable and she added, “How much will this trip cost me?”

“About ten U.S. dollars.” 

“In that case would you put an extra ten dollars worth of goods on the canoe.” 

He smiled at her generosity. “Consider it done but remember you might not leave till morning.” 

“I understand Señor, but I hope I can leave today.” 

“Stay near the hotel just in case.” 

Ruby finished her breakfast. Wandering the grounds of the Rio Colorado Lodge she came across a little zoo not really a zoo, but a few caged animals and birds; a beautiful scarlet Macaw who said, ‘Ola’ as she walked by. 

She stood talking to the bird when a bellhop peeped, “Señora,” and motion for her to come. She followed the boy. The desk clerk told her at two this afternoon the local native, Cayo, would pick her up on the Rico’s Landing. The trip would take several hours. He handed her a map on how to get to the landing. He asked, “Do you want someone to show you the way?” 

She said, “No, I’m a pretty good map reader. I’ll be ready. What time do they start serving lunch?” 

“Anytime you want? I’ll make sure the cook packs something for you to eat along the way.” She smiled and went back to her room for a rest.

Now the nerves kicked in. What if Dr. Symmington didn’t want outsiders at the camp? What if he wasn’t at the camp? 

In the dining room she ate seafood stew. The cook came with a packed lunch including a beer. Her pack and food were waiting for her on the landing. Her watch said 2:10 when a very long canoe came to the dock. In the middle were the supplies and the only place for her to sit was the bow. 

A boy on the dock said, “Señora, it’s safe.” 

She climbed in and once the canoe was steady then they were off. The canoe had a motor and it was soon whisking across the water. The sun was beating down as she reapplied sunscreen for the third time. There was some air generated by the canoe passing through the water, but away from the open water the hotter it got. Her battered straw hat was covering her face and soon she dozed off. She was sound a sleep when Cayo woke her by beating a paddle on the side of the twenty-foot canoe. She was startled sitting erect she looked up over the supplies at Cayo was making the universal sign for alligator opening and closing his hands together. One arm had fallen into the water. She pulled it in splashing water on her face to keep awake. Besides nerves now her fear had to be kept under control. What in the hell are you doing here, Ruby? You have a good life back home in Oregon. What are you doing here? 

Opening a beer and eating a sandwich she looked around the jungle that seemed to be creeping nearer and nearer the canoe. She calmed down when the canoe came to a complete stop. Cayo, only in shorts not a bug around his naked body skillfully made his way to the middle of the canoe. He lifted a gas can and made his way to the back to the motor. He replaced the gas can then walked back again to the middle of the canoe. The canoe tipped from side to side meanwhile he looked at Ruby and she tried not to let the panic grip her throat to tight. 

Soon they were off, but not before he turned his back and pissed over the side.  She needed to do the same but couldn’t figure out how to hang her ass over the side. When he turned back, he could see her needs were the same as his. He tossed her a bucket. She had never done anything like this before not even in her youth. He could only see the upper part of her body Mother Natures calls was greater than any modesty. 

As the jungle grew denser and the air harder to breathe the fear in her chest pounded out a drum beat that she was sure Cayo could hear. To take her mind off her fear at what she would find at the Mangrove Forest camp, she used the binoculars scoping in on the sights around her. She spotted a few Caymen on the bank. A three-toe Sloth was hanging high up in the tree and the birds were everywhere. There were even ducks. The time passed, as she was more relaxed. 

It was getting on dusk as the canoe pulled into a cove where there was a dirt boat ramp with several small canoes tied up. Cayo hopped out and secured the canoe, then helped Ruby out.  As she went to put on her backpack, he grabbed her left arm. He pointed at the watch. He pointed at twelve and then made a circle. He looked at her and she nodded. He pointed to the ground. She nodded again. He will be back for her at noon tomorrow.
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CHAPTER 2 – THE SPARK
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She stood there at the drop point watching as Cayo motored off into the dusk. She couldn’t believe she was here. It was stranger, more foreign than she could have ever dreamed. The bugs were making their nightly symphony. Ruby was ready for whatever was ahead, putting one foot in front of another that seemed to be stuck in mud. She had the strangest feeling, a cross between fear and ecstasy.  She was only a little panicked as she climbed up the incline to the flat spot where there was a campsite or maybe several campsites. It was getting dark and there were trees that blocked the sun. She wasn’t quite sure what she was looking at but thought there were stones marking out areas, maybe campsites, and some had huts, others only campfires. She saw a light and stumbled toward it. There was a man sitting at a desk. 

She called out, “Are you Dr. Alexander Symmington?” 

An answer came back in a very curt sarcastic voice. “Who wants to know? 

She was puzzled like he gets a lot of visitors out here. As she walked nearer, she said a little nervously, “My name is Ruby Rutledge.” 

She stopped dead in her tracks. It was the man from the hotel. His long brown hair surrounded his face as his eyes were shining at her. 

He said, “Forgive my manners, I never have company. Come in, Miss Ruby Rutledge.” As he came running over to guide her into camp. 

She smiled and looked at him and said a stupid remark. “It’s Mrs. Rutledge.” He took her hand to help her over a log and an electric Spark shot between their hands. She fell over the log on her face with her pack, bag and camera scattering everywhere. She tried to right herself but felt slightly disoriented because the backpack was preventing her from getting up. He was there to rescue her. This time he grabbed her arm there were no sparks. They went and sat down at a big table in the largest area. It had a tin roof but no walls.  He went back, picked up her stuff and returned to her side.

He said confused, “Have you ever felt anything like that?” She looked into his brown eyes and shook her head. He continued, “What are you doing here? I'll get you some water. How do you feel? I don’t get any visitors out here!” 

She stared at him running around muttering to himself. He was still muttering when she finished the water. She stood up. Weaving a bit but managed to stay up right. 

“I’m pretty confused.” She went down on the ground. He picked her head up and wanted to splash water on her face, but none was in reach. 

She seemed to be coming around when she said looking into his unshaven face, “I have loved you my whole life and now you’re my life.”  

He was stunned at what just came out of her mouth. He now stopped talking and started looking into her face. Who was this mad woman? He felt her forehead and she did have a slight fever. She just looked into his piercing brown eyes. They stood there drinking in each other’s essences.  He touched her face again and she melted. Ruby looked at him as he was looking at her strangely. 

She said, “What the hell happened?” 

“I was just wondering that myself. Do you often profess your love to someone you have never seen before?” 

Ruby bolted up, almost falling over again. “What?” 

Alexander could see she was regaining composure. He started teasing her, “Not that I would mind a woman of your determination being in love with me.” 

“That’s the best you can do, a woman of determination!” She huffed. 

Alexander looked at her hands and there was no wedding ring. “Maybe we should start again.” 

Ruby wasn’t in the mood to be toyed with. She seized him kissing those delectable lips a strangely odd kiss not quite romantic, but not quite friendly. They broke away from each other and starting to talk at the same time. 

“Where did you come from? Who are you? What do you want? Where the hell am I? Am I under a magic spell?” She held out her hand and said, “Hello, my name is Ruby.” 

He looked at her again, “My name is Alexander Symmington.”  They kissed again, only this time they exploded. Their mouths locked while their tongues explored all surfaces until they had to break and breathe.

Ruby sat down, “I thought coming to the jungle would bring new experiences in my life, but nothing like this. You must forgive me. I’m usually a rather rational person with control over my impulses, but somehow you look so available and so sexy. There I go again forgive me.” 

“Look, whoever you are, don’t apologize for what just happened. I liked it; I liked it a lot. I want more.” As he stared at her their lips locked in the infatuation of the moment. He took her hand and led her to the cot in far corner of the campsite. She staggered behind him. As they sat down, she said, “Dr. Symmington.” 

He said, “Yes.” He took her hand and held it looking at every dirty fingernail, every mole almost an act of memorizing her skin. His eyes drew her into his breath. They started breathing together in the same rhythmic pattern. She kissed his neck feeling the goose bumps rise on his flesh.  It was all too much, sensory overload. They kissed drowning in each other’s fluids. She couldn’t stop. She didn’t know this man, but at the same time she believed this was her new life’s partner and she wouldn’t let him go. He had never experienced such passion from a woman. She was everything to him in one second, one Spark between their hands. 

Ruby asked, “Shouldn’t we be practical? What about AIDS? I don't have any condoms, do you?” 

His answer was no. Then he said, “If this were the only time in my life I could have you, I would risk everything. Not having you would certainly be a death in itself.”

She started to take off her clothes. He stopped her. 

“Please let me.” She watched as this beautiful, handsome man, who was much younger; undress her with such care and tenderness she felt tears running down her cheeks. He licked them away. The moon was out by the time she was naked. As she was lying in the cot his silken chest hairs were touching her breasts. Someone walked by the light. 

He stiffened as someone said, “Dr. Symmington, your dinner is ready.” 

He said, “Leave it.” Then with voice full of excitement while staring into her green eyes said, “Please bring another plate. I have a guest.” 

With that his body relaxed into the grooves of her flesh. Every time she touched his skin, she felt the faint signs of a chill. The more they kissed the more they wanted to kiss. She became aware of people around but not near,  she knew they were there. 

She said to Alexander, “The jungle has many eyes.” He was so lost in her body that he had not noticed. He got up grabbing their clothes. He showed her the ladder helping her up. 

She said, “I hope you don’t expect me to climb that.” He smiled. She demanded, “I need some water and food would be nice too. Oh, what about a toilet?” 

With that he laughed and said, “Start climbing!” As her naked shapely body was climbing the stairway to heaven, he was busy gathering stuff in a gunnysack. When Ruby got to the top and sat on the edge of loft, she didn’t know what to do. It was black behind her and in front lay a billion stars through the treetops. The loft started shaking as he climbed the ladder. His body was young, lean, strong and agile. Alexander was about the most beautiful man she had ever seen. He lit a candle; she could see the loft was cozy and practical. There was a roof over them made from palm fronds on the outside were ropes used as support instead of a wall. He pulled up one rope it was dinner with warm bottles of beer. He gave another pull and there were bathroom facilities. A pot with toilet paper attached all the comforts of home. She used the toilet not proud or modest anymore but making sure to wipe herself well. Alexander lowered it.

Dinner was fried bony fish with lots of strange looking fruit. Ruby watched Alexander for instructions on how to open and release the fruits inner substance. When a drop of juice would run down Ruby’s chin Alexander would lick it off. They didn’t communicate with words only with actions. They were happy to be naked. Happier than either one had been in a long, long time. 

Alexander was stunned that he had never enjoyed another person more than Ruby. She had stumbled into his life with such force that he knew his life, his world, and his spirit would never be the same. 

Ruby went to get on the mat he yelled, “NO.” 

He removed the sheets hanging them over the edge of the loft shaking them out. She helped him make the bed. When she lay down, she pulled the sheet over her. Alexander came to the bottom of the bed and pulled the sheet off exposing her nakedness to the jungle. He started at her feet. Kissing each toe and caressing it with the gentleness of a feather. The calves and thighs were next, Ruby resisted touching him. She spread her legs expecting him to come inside instead he caressed and kissed her groin. She began to moan. He resisted any touching of her vulva. Ruby was almost out of her mind with excitement when Alexander touched her vagina with his finger. She moaned exploding into orgasm around his finger. Alexander was so inspired that he started licking the interfolds of her most sacred space. Ruby pulling at his hair as she had another orgasm.

Alexander was on a roll feeling the power between his legs grow with his passion then kissed Ruby’s breasts, her mouth and everywhere as he inserted his penis. She shook with excitement. Ruby felt his penis deep inside her in a space that had not been used in a long time. She moved under him wanting desperately to show him how deeply she wanted him. The deeper he shoved the more she responded to his moves. She was working as hard as him, but neither wanted it to be over too soon. He would stop and look deep into her green eyes to get more inspiration and stamina to continue. Their first sexual experience lasted longer than either one could believe. She thought it would be a quickie and so did he until he groaned with fulfillment. Their wild calls blended with the jungle noise. The finality of their explosion was the union of two people becoming whole for eternity. They fell asleep exhausted in each other’s love.

She awakened out of a hard sleep like a jolt bolted her out of slumber. She was disoriented and confused. “Where the hell am I?” She thought to herself. Then she saw a large note on the floor made out of yellow legal paper tape together.

By the time you drink your coffee, I'll be back.

Sincerely yours,

The honorable Dr. Alexander J. Symmington, PhD

Last night hadn’t been a dream; it was real. Her clothes were laid out and he had even provided a glass of water next to her toothbrush. After climbing down, she found a thermos of coffee, a jar of sugar and canned milk. All the comforts of home she thought. Just as she was pouring her coffee the jungle came alive with noise. Alexander was running toward her leaping over rocks and logs with his arms full. 

When he saw her, he stopped! “You’re so beautiful,” he said. “Why haven’t you come before this?” She thought it was an odd question, but before she could answer it. He was there in front of her. The box dropped to the table knocking the coffee all over her clean clothes. She jumped into his arms and he smothered her with his mouth. 

After a few minutes she broke away and said, “Good morning, Dr. Symmington.” 

Alexander said, “You’ll think this is strange, but all I can remember is your body. What in the world is your name and where in the world did you come from?” He just looked at her with a big grin and with that they began to laugh. 

“What in the world am I doing here is the question? My name is Ruby Rutledge from Oregon.” 

“Last night, didn’t you tell me you were married?” 

“No, I said it was Mrs. instead of Miss.” Alexander looked at her confused. “I was married, but now I’m a widow.”  She drank the rest of the coffee that hadn’t spilled.

He jumps up, “Good, I don’t like committing adultery.” She just looked at him blankly, adultery is something that never entered her mind. 

“According to your bio I got off the Internet, you’re not married either.” 

He held up his hand and there was no ring on his finger.  “Don’t you think you should get out of those coffee-soaked clothes?” 

Her reply, “Aren’t you just trying to get me naked again.” 

He yelled for all the jungle to hear, “Yes.” She tried to explain that she needed a bath and to wash her clothes, but she could tell that he had stopped listening to her. He was off in his own private pleasure zone. Finally, she snapped, “Alexander, can I take a bath?” It jolted him back to the reality at hand. “Ruby, gather your stuff and I'll take you to bathe.” 

She couldn’t find anything because Alexander had put all of her things away. He helped but couldn’t remember where he put the shampoo.  They went down to the water where the canoes were. With grace and style Ruby almost tipped the canoe over trying to get in. Their laughter woke up the birds and they made a great noise.

As they were gliding through the water Ruby saw a few children from the seclusion of the jungle. Ruby was in heaven. Alexander had found himself; for thirty-five years he never knew who he was, until last night. He had always known what he was since age ten, plants were his lifelong obsession. Plants were his reason for living fulfilling every need. Sure, he’d had women once he even considered marriage, but there had been no passion, no lust, and no love. When she walked in or stumbled into camp, Ruby Rutledge changed his life. She was older, wiser and funnier than he. She was lust, sex, orgasm, and intoxication to him; for the first time he felt complete and was satisfied to his very soul.

Alexander landed the canoe and Ruby made a graceful exit. The air was heavy with moisture. Sweat was running off Ruby. She thought why do I need a bath. I'm wet to the bone! 

As they walked up the embankment Alexander regained his senses and started pointing out different plants. Ruby was mesmerized by the Latin names rolling off Alexander's tongue. She could tell there was a clearing ahead by the brightness of the sunlight. They walked up to a blue pool. Not dark brown water like the Mangrove swamps, but a pool of clean blue water about 150 feet across completely surrounded by trees and bushes. Very private, she thought. Alexander took her hand and led her to another spot. She started taking off his clothes.  He motioned no. He pointed across the pond. There were women maybe 5 or 6. She laughed thinking they were alone in the jungle. 

They got undressed and slipped in the water. It was warm and not at all refreshing. Alexander shampooed her hair with soap. She did feel cleaner. There was only one towel so while she dried off, he washed her clothes. After she was dressed, he got out. When they started to walk back to the canoe about a mile away one of the women from across the pool yelled out something. He yelled something back. Ruby asked what she had said. He didn’t answer. 

She stopped dead in her tracks and said, “We’ll have no secrets between us, Alexander.” 

He said in rather a low sad tone, “She asked if you were my mother. I yelled back; you were my wife.” 

With that she smiled and took his hand asking. “Exactly how old are you?” 

He said sheepishly, “Thirty-five and can your husband ask how old you are?” 

Ruby gulped, “Fifty.” She waited, “You aren’t ashamed that I’m so much older than you. You’re a young thirty-five and I’m an old fifty.” 

“Ruby, I’m not ashamed of you; I’m not a fool. I can’t begin to tell you that when the Spark came between us it woke me from a dreary boring dull existence. I’ve no way of knowing that a creature of such beauty and wisdom could be involved in my life. It’s almost as if that man of yesterday is not here anymore, but the man of last night is here to stay.” 

“You don’t have to justify how you feel. I also feel reborn shaken from an endless sleep. I just didn’t expect to be with someone so young and beautiful.” 

She stopped by the canoe. “If I
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