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“A mind can make a heaven out of hell, or a hell out of heaven.”
— Costa Rican proverb
Everything was clear to him now, as clear as the views across the water of the bahia to the those two little islets, sentinels of stone that broke up the sweeping panorama of dark blue ocean and royal blue sky.
He realized he was to live here forever—not in body as he’d imagined, as he’d been in life—but in spirit. He was done living, and now, would fully be here in Guanacaste.
The last thing he felt was the cold slice of metal, the angry baritone of men’s voices as their hands gripped his body. He heard one voice whisper Lo siento, hombre…Muñoz se ha cabreado contigo and then felt the sting of the blade’s edge, followed by a strange warmth. The empty road blurred; he lurched forward, but the men’s hands drew him back.
Now the land was clear and he could wander. He could walk without weight and see without light.
He stood above his battered body, its blood soaking the dusty earth, and thought about his son. His boy, now a grown man, in America. About his grief and sorrow. And about tender, sweet Milena, who would be worrying. Who would save her now from this…life?
The same hands that had held him, held that long, sharp blade against his throat, now picked his body up, swung it, left it semi-hidden.
Lo siento, the one gruff voice had said. That man—maybe all of the men there—had wanted someone’s forgiveness. God’s. He imagined they wanted God’s.
Or was it his they wanted? They gave him no chance to respond. And now the forgiveness was no longer his to give.
Lo siento, his ghost-voice said to the men, and the azure sky.
He, too, had had his share of sins in this place.
Lo siento.
~ * ~
The body of Robert McGowan, 56, lay face up on a dirt road leading out of Playa Cocal, Costa Rica. His throat had been slashed from ear to ear; his hands and forearms showed defensive wounds: bruises, scratches and one broken fingernail. A button was missing from his yellow and tan aloha shirt; drops of blood on the front of his khaki shorts indicated he had been standing or bending forward when the attack took place.
In his right front pocket were keys to his villa in Playa Cocal and to his condominium in Westlake, Ohio, as well as to a black Ford pickup that investigators eventually located in long-term parking near Cleveland Airport. A leather wallet in his back pocket held two credit cards, a driver’s license, 17,000 Costa Rican colónes ($34) and three 20-dollar bills.
“Señor Bob,” as he was known locally, wintered here in Costa Rica for a month, sometimes longer. He’d done so for years. An agency rented out his two-bedroom villa when he wasn't using it, which more than paid for maintenance as well as upgrades to the patio and driveway that curved out to Calle Esmeralda, the dirt road running alongside Paradiso Bay.
~ * ~
In the interest of full disclosure, Sharon Donnelly noted in her amended police statement, I developed a romantic interest in Bob McGowan. But it wasn't mutual, to my disappointment.
Yet I had no way of knowing what kind of man “Señor Bob” really was. It seems that’s how things are when you meet fellow Americans in Costa Rica. They can be anyone they want to be.
Sharon Donnelly had come to Playa Cocal for six months to a year in order to work with kids on a pay-to-volunteer program. The American-run Literacía Cocal welcomed volunteers with little or no background in teaching who wanted to do something constructive rather than just spending time on the beach, or drinking tropical cocktails in the bars.
The town at first stunned her with its relative quiet. Chickens roamed the dirt streets and fenced little yards, and in certain areas near the town square with clusters of trees, she could see a group of fifteen or so little howler monkeys napping, climbing around, and taking care of their young. Her tiny, poorly appointed apartment had a bedroom barely larger than the twin metal-frame bed in it, a small tiled shower and toilet, and a miserable little kitchenette, but Sharon managed to acclimate herself to the lower standard of living, even smiling at the yellow geckoes on her ceilings and walls. Tourism hadn’t taken hold in the area for much longer than a generation, and with no shopping anywhere nearby, it seemed logical that people’s homes would be spartan. Only at night, on Saturdays, Sundays, and Wednesdays, was there any real noise, and it always came thumping from Cocal’s three dance establishments, restaurant bars that hired a DJ to work their unfortunate sound systems until two or three in the morning with the pelvic sounds of reggaetón.
It was Iris Álvarez, Sharon’s Costa Rican landlady, who first told her about Bob’s murder. Sharon had just stepped out of the little one-bedroom place she rented next door to the Álvarezes’ lime green cement stucco house. Iris, on her haunches, hacked at weeds with her machete, the chop-chop-chop going on uninterrupted as she spoke.
“Hola, Sharon," she called out. "Do you know the news about the gringo?”
“The gringo?” Playa Cocal, in the wintertime, had plenty of them.
“The gringo who is dead,” Iris urged. “The old American man with yellow hair.”
Sharon froze. “You mean Bob? Bob McGowan?”
“Yes. On the road, on Calle Esmeralda.” Iris pointed west with her chin, her hands too occupied with the weeding. “Señor Bob, the yellow hair old man. He is…killed.”
For a few seconds Sharon stood, mouth open, the shock of her landlady’s words not nearly as great as her own disbelief.
“Well, that’s just not possible, Iris." Her mind began to race. “I’m going to my English class right now. Hasta tarde.” She headed out the gate, hurrying down the dirt road toward the town square.
“It is true, Sharon. Be careful!” Iris called after her.
Her landlady’s tone only confirmed Sharon’s fears: What she’d seen earlier in the day on Calle Esmeralda wasn’t from an animal, but a human.
And not just anyone. It was the one person she’d had her heart set on.
Just six hours earlier, close to 9 a.m., she’d been walking with Molly and Brent, two of the younger program volunteers, to their twice-weekly group Spanish class held in Señora Blanca’s home on the outskirts of Cocal. They had just passed the walled and gated Perla del Mar hotel complex on the Calle Esmeralda and were heading east, away from the ocean, to Blanca’s fork in the dirt road when they heard the rumble of some large truck coming up behind them.
“Get over, you guys!” Sharon yelled, a knee-jerk response simply blurted out, since no car on these unpaved Costa Rican roads ever considered pedestrians. Sidewalks were but a distant memory from her life in North America; these two newcomer, college-campusy types somehow hadn’t caught on that here, pedestrians were not king. On the contrary, people on the road were expected to dart so far out of a car's way that they would find themselves teetering at the edge of a creek bed as the car curved around a deep, wide pothole. But Molly and Brent ignored her warning and kept walking side by side, taking up half the road. Someday, Sharon thought, someday, some pissed-off Tico is going to run one or both of them over, or come really damn close.
A faded-red Mack truck approached, very dusty, bearing on its hood a little silver ornament of a bulldog, and on the back, a tall wood frame cage for hauling livestock, or more accurately, Brahma steers. With cattle ranching so big in the region, nearly every road and highway offered scenic pastures of Brahmas shading themselves under an iconic, sprawling Guanacaste tree. Yet this particular truck didn’t belong here so close to their village skirting the sea. It passed the three of them empty of livestock, carrying instead a handful of sweaty-faced workers in bramadero hats in the back who stood bracing themselves on the vertical wooden beams as the driver bumped through each pothole.
And then a curious thing happened. The truck slowed up ahead, right by one particular strangler fig tree Sharon liked look at whenever she walked by. The tree had an enormous wasp’s nest, larger than a watermelon, in its upper branches. Whenever Sharon saw it, she imagined its papery texture and shape as being like some sort of piñata. A dangerous one, she mused, not something a person would ever want to whack with a bat.
That was where the truck slowed and then stopped. At her favorite strangler fig with the piñata-looking wasp’s nest. One man jumped out of the cab and started kicking up dust.
Molly and Brent didn't appear to take any notice that the truck had paused like that; they were clowning around, walking into one another and giggling. Sharon, however, couldn’t understand the scene up ahead. The farm workers in the back of the Mack all leaned their heads out of the frame and looked on at the one man kicking the dust on the side of the road.
When the three got closer, one of the men looked over at them, then shouted “¡DA-le, DA-le!” to the driver. The man kicking dust jumped back in the passenger side of the truck and slammed the door. The Mack’s engine revved and the truck surged forward, leaving a tall cloud of diesel exhaust and dust in its wake. The truck sped up, thudding through all of the potholes, sending even more rocks and dust flying before it disappeared around a corner.
When the three reached the spot where the truck had stopped, Molly and Brent craned their necks up at the huge wasp’s nest.
"They're going strong as usual," Brent said.
"Looks like they haven't abandoned it yet!" Molly added.
Sharon, with her back to them, scanned the side of the road across from the tree until she saw it: an area of the ground curiously soaked in…blood. A few flies hovered and landed on the dark red stain; kicked-up dust covered less than half of it.
"We'd better get a move on to Spanish," Sharon urged them, and they walked on.
She tried to envision the bloodstain as coming from some sort of animal. Road kill, perhaps. Some stray. There were countless feral critters here, since no one in Playa Cocal wanted to pay the money for a pet to be spayed or neutered. Yet there was too much blood on the ground to have come from some cat, dog or howler monkey.
It bothered Sharon again when, after Spanish at Blanca’s, the three of them passed back by the spot. Too, too much blood.
So when Iris Álvarez told her about the death of the “yellow hair old man,” Sharon didn’t bother to let Molly, Brent, and Andy know she’d be late for the Cocal children’s literacy class that afternoon. She marched straight over to the Calle Esmeralda. To that blood on the road.
Her cheap flip-flops slipped and twisted and the sun’s heat penetrated her white canvas hat. Please don’t let it be what I think it is, she thought, her face breaking into a sweat that trickled down into her bra. Please don’t.
Three police cars sat along the road near the strangler fig: a dark sedan with yellow lettering on it, the Fuerza Policía, and the two green and white vehicles from the Policía Turistica, the Punta Paradiso-based division of special police tasked with keeping foreign visitors to Costa Rica safe and out of trouble. She passed a lone family home on the left with pink concrete outer walls; a white metal sign mounted on the iron gate had a menacing photoshopped image of a Doberman on it and next to it the warning Peligro: Perro Bravo. Several uniformed men stood near the three cars; Sharon could just make out one of them talking on a cell phone, his left arm circling outward as he spoke. Another man held a clipboard at his hip.
Sharon passed a white cement structure, some sort of water company maintenance box with a rusted metal rectangle on the top. Beyond the police cars, a photographer stood directly across from the strangler fig tree with his camera angled toward the ground. He crouched down, adjusting his lens, then stood back up, taking a few backward steps with his camera still aimed, shooting more pictures.
She passed a white two-story building on the left with a row of narrow, ground level storage units and, beside it, a defunct artificial soccer field.
Who would want to kill Bob, anyway?
“Buenas,” she said to one of the policemen when she got close enough. “Please, can you tell me what’s happened here?”
The young officer, clean-shaven and maybe thirty, looked up at her from his clipboard with bright, intent chestnut-brown eyes. “It is a crime scene.”
“Bob McGowan? Is this where Bob—”
“You know Robert McGowan?” he interrupted, raising his brow. The other two officers stopped talking and turned toward her.
“Yes. I know him. I live here. Down the road toward town, by Puente Prieta. What happened?”
“He...is dead. I am very sorry.”
Sharon grimaced, locked her fingers behind her neck, and started weeping, both elbows forward. “When did it happen? What time?”
"Today."
She’d spotted Bob just last evening, as he ate dinner at El Tiburón. A fixture in Playa Cocal and Manzanillo, he always chatted with tourists at breakfast places like Café Morpho, El Tiburón and Sol y Mar. Always enjoyed an evening drink somewhere, too. Bob appeared quite normal and relaxed, even though his dyed hair looked out of place. Too glaring, the yellow blond. Too Big Bird. In a world full of naturally gray older men, what did he want hair that yellow for?
“Officer, I was here at nine o’clock this morning. I saw men in a truck who stopped to look at this spot. One of them got out and kicked around some dirt. When exactly was his body found?”
“At seven o’clock this morning. But the body was not found here. Here was the crime, yes, but the man's body was found over there.” He gestured toward some shrubs fifty feet away, behind three sagging strands of barbed wire. A cow pasture. “Like, they throw the body over there. Over the fence. They…toss it?”
“They tossed it.”
“Do you know about this truck? You saw men in a truck?”
“Yes, I saw men in the truck.”
“And you are a friend of Robert McGowan?”
“Yes.”
“If you can come with us to the police station, it will be very good.”
She exhaled. “Alright. I guess I’d better.”
Abuelita was at it again with her usual nagging.
“Gracing us with your presence, are we, Luzita?” she announced from her plastic lawn chair, which, as usual, faced the estuary creek.
Mariluz, wearing her gold strappy heels, shut the gate behind her. She thought again about how much she longed for a back entrance to their house, some way to come home unnoticed. But that would never happen. Papa—when he still lived with them, that is—had put all those concrete bricks up along Fernando and Iris Álvarez’s property line, making sure the two families would forever be bad neighbors. The only way now into the López house was to walk through the front gate, past the bouvardia bushes, and across the yard where Abuelita always kept her great-grandmotherly vigil.
“Buenos, Abuelita,” she answered. She ignored the venom, choosing instead to kill her with cheery kindness. Mariluz’s hooking money helped the family get by, and that was that. Abuelita could say whatever she liked about her because Mariluz had long since tuned her out.
Her feet ached in the strappy gold heels, the same ones she wore last night with the Arizonan gringo. He made her dance with him in the Toucan Bar for a short time that seemed like hours, and she obliged, feet aching, her thoughts on the money: maybe using it to buy herself a new stretch top, and a new short skirt, and of course getting something pretty for Aracelly from Lula’s Boutique. Just when she would lose herself in her reverie, the gringo’s body odor would snap her out of it, a mixture of old feet and male sweat that filled her nostrils up. Arizona Man hugged her so hard she couldn’t get air. And this got worse after the bar, back in his room. He played American country, the same song over and over, grabbing and swaying her around his big hotel room bed. Then he had her take a shower, and stood there watching as she rinsed herself, not bothering to take a shower of his own.
Disgusting. Eighty American dollars, and his nasty body odor still ringing in her nostrils and clinging to her clothes. She shuddered at the thought that she would probably meet another one like him from el estado de Arizona this month, maybe even this week.
She drank cool water straight from the tap and then walked barefoot into the bedroom she shared with her daughter, Aracelly. She flopped onto Aracelly’s smaller bed because it had the better mattress. Her daughter would be expecting her in the late afternoon at the Salon Comunal; parent pickup time gave Aracelly the chance to let the mean girls in her group see that her mother had her back. Whore’s daughter, their parents muttered or whispered to each other on their porches whenever Aracelly walked along the side street of Jiménezes opposite the soccer field to Calle Cocal. So now Mariluz and she had begun to walk that street home together, Mariluz in between them and her child. Mariluz holding her head up high as they whispered.
Because, Mariluz realized, what Aracelly was too young to know, and what all of them were too high and mighty to figure out, was this: The real fools—the chicas Mariluz knew around here who men’s girlfriends, and especially the town’s many wives—were giving up for free what they could get good money for. They were the misguided girls, the ones selling themselves short. Not her.
The officer with the intent-looking brown eyes, who introduced himself as Rodríguez, opened the passenger door of one of the Policía Turistica cars, and Sharon got in. For a moment she wondered what it would look like, her blonde, gringa face passing the Tico villagers through the window of a cop car. Would they gossip about it? Would people assume she had something to do with Bob’s death? She sat in the front, of course, not in the back, and they were already on the outskirts of the village of Cocal, nowhere near the village square. She figured she was safe from any gossip.
They hit pothole after pothole as the road passed closer to the glistening, blue Bahia Paradiso. As Bob’s villa came into sight on the right, just past a stand of thick, jungly trees snaked with vines, Sharon noticed two police cars, one parked at the end of his driveway, and another right next to his place. But Officer Rodríguez drove right by the scene and on to the tourist enclave of Punta Paradiso.
Bob had a son. Ed, she thought, Ed is his name. And an ex. Sharon remembered the first time meeting Bob, while walking from the dirt access road over the hot sand at Playa Cocal. There he stood in a pair of red Birdwells, barechested, cooling his feet in ankle-deep surf while holding a thick paperback open and reading it in the midday glare. The two chatted, Bob eventually giving up on his book. She remembered the warm lilt of his voice, a resonant baritone. When he answered that he wasn’t married, her heart skipped a beat.
But then things never got going. In and around town, Sharon did everything she could to show Bob her interest, but he just wouldn’t take the bait. She went by herself to El Tiburón for meals just on the off chance she might catch him there, also dining solo. She frequently scanned the town square for his gringo-yellow head of hair, to no avail. Sometimes she would come across him engrossed in conversation with some Tica girl in Las Brisas, a so-so sort of restaurant by the Bahia Esmeralda beach landing which held very meat-markety Wednesday Ladies’ Nights. Sharon would say her grand hello, only to get dagger stares in return from the Tica, and a much more superficial response from Bob than how he’d spoken to her before on the beach.
Perhaps, after the few times she’d asked his whereabouts in El Tiburón or Sol y Mar, word got back to him à la Hey, Señor Bob, that teacher lady Sharon was in here again asking about you. Maybe, she thought, he knew she was just lonely, reaching out, and a good person, and didn’t want to be so mean as to tell her Buzz off.
And now. Bob was dead, in this little beach town where nothing much ever happened. Jeff, his American wife, and others with Literacía Cocal had warned Sharon that living in Costa Rica would have its little ups and downs, but…this? This was all wrong. Bob was a sweet, sweet man.
Had she seen his killers on the way to her Spanish class?
“We will go into the office now. We just take a statement from you today, Señora Sharon.” Officer Rodríguez stopped the engine in front of the small painted concrete building at the foot of the hill in Punta Paradiso. Up the paved road, a handful of swanky restaurants, a casino, a Western pharmacy and the Punta Paradiso Marina Resort offered those with dollars an escape from the dust and poverty of the area. The Resort was no Club Med, of course; six or seven prostitutes would line the barstools, even the swim-up bar seats, at all hours of the morning and afternoon, and the overpriced menu lacked imagination. At the top of the rocky hill, expensive stucco homes with infinity pools commanded the best ocean views. Sharon realized why the police situated their office at the entrance to Punta Paradiso: Here were the majority of foreigners for them to keep a watch over, expats as well as many short-term tourists. Despite its gringo population, Cocal stood, relatively speaking, out in the sticks.
Rodríguez, it turned out, didn’t want to interview her then and there so much as arrange for a next-day interview. According to his information, U.S. embassy people, investigators perhaps, would be coming up from San José and would be speaking with her at length.
Did Rodríguez assume something here, a relationship with Bob that in fact had not had the chance to form? Sharon sensed she was being spoken to almost like a surviving spouse, or at least a significant other. For a few moments she enjoyed her perceived role, the importance of it, but then, as Rodríguez began detailing the crime scene—the bloodstains, the machete gash, and the way Bob was just left there on that road—her giddy, heroic notions gave over to a stinging feeling of queasiness and breathtaking sorrow.
“Don’t you want me to call his son?” she pleaded, teary all at once. “Ed? His son? Don’t you have his telephone number in the States?”
“That is the job of the American Embassy,” Rodríguez replied, smoothing out his furrowed brow with his left hand while scanning a curled sheet of fax paper in his right. “You have a phone?”
“No. No, I don’t. But you can reach me at Iris Álvarez’s house. She’s my landlady.”
“You are living by the estuary creek? By the bridge on Calle Esmeralda?”
“Yes, yes. I rent from Fernando and Iris Álvarez.”
“Next door to Yorseny López, who is working here at Punta Paradiso Marina Resort?”
“Yes, but I don’t know Yorseny so well. My landlady and she are not very good friends.” Sharon thought about the wide yellow house, the generations of women there, and the youngest one, her afternoon student, Aracelly, who told her she was an only child. Sharon knew of no men at all in that family. There was the old woman with plump arms who sat all day long on a plastic chair watching the creek go by. And her daughter, Yorseny, a younger yet similarly plump woman with a slow gait, always either coming from or heading to her job. Then the beautiful one in her twenties with the too-revealing outfits, the one Sharon guessed to be Yorseny’s daughter. This was Aracelly’s mother, yet she was only ever around very briefly in the mornings and then for a couple of hours in the afternoons. Iris hated the López family, made no effort to hide it. “Stay away from her…the whore,” she would mutter, forgetting that Sharon had heard the remark more than enough times.
“I know Yorseny well. A good woman. Nice woman.” Rodríguez seemed to want to convince Sharon of it.
And then, reaching for his cell phone, he indicated they were through. “I call you a ride to Cocal now.”
“That’s fine. I wouldn’t want the teachers in my program to worry about me.”
She found herself five minutes later in a taxi, heading for her class at the Salon Comunal.
Mariluz woke up to the hissing sounds and heady banana scent of plantains frying in oil; Abuelita was in the kitchen, preparing pork casado for the evening meal. The balls of Mariluz’s feet still ached. She stood beneath the faint, cold sprinkle from the family’s corroded showerhead, a far cry from what always gushed out of the shiny, silver fixtures in the hotel rooms where she tricked. The gringos always liked to bathe warm, sometimes even hot, but not Mariluz. One fat Canadian man (one she didn’t go on dates with anymore) used to have her sit in a tub filled with soapy hot water before sex. It bothered Mariluz so much after the first two times that when she refused to do as he asked, the fat man told her to leave. “I’ll get some other girl from the Toucan Bar next time!” he yelled, as she slipped on her shoes. “Girls like you are everywhere, you know that? A dime a dozen.” Maybe so, she thought, as she left without a goodbye. But in her pocket were fifty dollars—five hundred of his dimes. And she didn’t even have to do him for it.
She left Abuelita to her cooking without an hasta tarde, making sure to call out “Buenas!” to Iris Álvarez next door, though Iris ignored her as usual and didn’t even look up from her weeding. Mariluz thought about the Álvarez family: nosy, self-righteous Iris, her guaro-loving drunkard husband, Fernando, and their shy little son. Each day, as Fernando slept off his nightly binges, Iris was reduced to hacking at their crabgrass and earning the family’s food money by taking in a lodger in their narrow guest apartment, a shabby add-on building that Fernando had half-heartedly built which edged up to the cinderblock fence put up by Mariluz’s father. Only the beautiful cashew tree that shaded both properties offered a neighborly détente.
The English lesson wrapped up right as Mariluz arrived. The Salon Comunal, a large, covered open-air pavilion, hosted most meetings, special town events, and the literacy program. Some of the kids seated at the old wooden tables still wore their school uniforms, like Aracelly, and others had on regular clothes. Mariluz recognized little buck-toothed Emanuel Jiménez and his older brother, Golber. When the two boys saw her their faces turned hard. She recognized other Cocal families’ kids: Maritza Alarcon, Wendy Gutierrez, Marta Álvarez, Sebastian Mora, and several others whom Mariluz had known since they were tiny.
What always differed in these afternoon classes were the foreign volunteers leading the group, a revolving cast of North Americans, some older, but most of them Mariluz’s age or even younger. Literacía Cocal drew mainly college students, pot smoking, surfing types with small tattoos and prim-sounding Spanish accents. The newly arrived North American volunteers often talked about the area beaches and how they planned to clean them up. You do that, Mariluz always thought to herself, nodding at their words, feigning agreement with a “Sííí, sí, muchas gracias.” But hell if she would be going out there with trash bags, picking up filthy rubbish. When Aracelly first asked Mariluz for permission to take part in one of these “beach cleanup” events, Mariluz told her no way, no way would any child of hers be out there picking up nasty, washed-up junk. “Let those American teachers hire all the unemployed illegals to do that,” she told Aracelly. “There are enough of them in this town with nothing else to do all day.”
Except steal her business, of course. A few of the illegal immigrant girls in the area caused her problems. They’d figured out what Mariluz had years ago: to put on skimpy clothes and eyeliner and make some money from the tourists. No need to own a Jeep for ecotours, or a boat for fishing trips. Mariluz had gotten her start the usual way, by accepting a lift one afternoon from an older gringo in a rented car. Though young, her breasts were already the size of mangoes, and the man took her for just one hour, making sure to drop her off along an inconspicuous stretch of the road out of Cocal. Since then, the steady increase in poor migrant families to the area meant that there were girls in town quite happy to take her gringo customers away, even the shabby-looking men Mariluz needed for income in the off season. If she, Sonia, Clemi, Yessenia and others would only stick together and fight for their territory here and over in Punta Paradiso, these puta-wannabes would learn their place. Bad enough, she thought, that the older migrant kids in town sat in on Aracelly’s English class in the Salon Comunal—this meant nothing other than free English lessons for all the future little whores who’d try to hone in on Mariluz’s business.
She recognized the American lady who’d been staying next door in the Álvarezes’ narrow guest apartment. The woman wore a tedious cotton blouse with three-quarter sleeves and a frumpy safari-cloth khaki skirt, her coarse blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her small, round blue eyes sparkled as she talked to the group of children, saying numbers and counting with them. Aracelly seemed bored, though, and Mariluz knew why: She already knew perfectly well how to count in English. They often sat on their beds and counted all the way to three hundred together, the highest a man had ever paid Mariluz for a trick. Aracelly’s nose would wrinkle up twice in a row when saying ninety-nine, and Mariluz would tickle her waist to make her break her rhythm.
When the lesson ended and the kids yelled their usual “Bye-BYE!” and gathered their things, the blonde lady hurried over to Jeff, the tall American retiree who founded the Literacía Cocal English program two years ago. Jeff always came by at the very end of afternoon class to make sure things were going well, to greet parents, and to lock up the metal doors of the Salon Comunal. He owned a beautiful villa halfway up the hill toward Orosi; Mariluz had worked up that way many times over the years, in a dozen or more rental villas, and walked down that road, too, some mornings when she couldn’t get a taxi to come up that way. Whenever Jeff saw her at the side of the dirt road in her heels and evening clothes, he graciously gave her a lift in his SUV. A kind guy, happily married—not to a Tica, but an American—Jeff never indicated any interest in having sex on the side, quite unusual for an American man in Costa Rica, based on Mariluz’s experience. Jeff seemed to care only about young Aracelly’s welfare, and her future plans.
“Future plans?” Mariluz once answered him as they rode together one morning. “She is still a child. What future do any of the girls here have, other than being pregnant?”
“University, maybe,” he replied. “It should be her goal.”
She only shook her head. “How will Aracelly ever do that? And even if she goes there…what then? She will still be a woman.”
“Laura Chinchilla,” Jeff said. “She’s the president of Costa Rica, right?”
Mariluz shrugged. Laura Chinchilla wasn’t from around here. This wasn’t the birthplace of politicians or presidents, male or female. Could he not see this? Once the people of Cocal and Punta Paradiso stopped making a living fishing from the sea, they had to learn to fish from wallets, the full kind. The North American kind. Sport fishing and sport fucking, that’s how one guy from Florida put it. She recalled his stressed demeanor and his strange behavior; when he took her to bed during the week he hired her, he would time his sexual endurance, kneeling on the bed with freckled shoulders and arms and a sunburned scalp, eyeing the thick diver’s watch on his left wrist while pumping away at her. She lay on her back, ankles twisted around his neck, thinking Quicker would be better for us both! as she put on her usual show of pretend-moaning with pleasure.
Two mangy stray dogs entered the Salon Comunal and circled the children’s table, wagging their tails and sniffing at backpacks, only to be shooed away and back out the front entrance. Jeff looked over and saw her. “Mariluz. Good to see you today. Todo bien?”
“Sí, sí, Jeff. Todo bien, y Usted?”
He gave a thumbs up, grinning. “Todo bien, Mariluz. Siempre.” The blonde gringa teacher stood beside him, frowning.
“Bob McGowan,” Mariluz heard her say to Jeff in a low voice. “Do you know about it?”
Right then Aracelly came up to her mother with a paper she’d colored in crayon and marker. “One hundred!” she said in English, pointing at her work.
“Yes, m’hija. Did you thank your teacher?”
“Thank yooo, Shar-onn!” Aracelly called over to her.
Time to break the ice. Mariluz had no idea what Iris and that drunk Fernando had told their gringa lodger about her, but Sharon had surely seen her pass by dozens of times. Whenever Mariluz left in the early evenings for Punta Paradiso, she noticed Sharon out on her little porch, frowning at her laptop computer.
“Hello, Sharon.” Mariluz spoke, not in typical demure Tica fashion, but more like the American businessmen who liked to talk all brave, then rough her up a little from behind. “I’m the mother of Aracelly. Mariluz.”
“Encantada de conocerla.” Sharon offered her hand, and Mariluz shook it vigorously, just like the rich Americans in suits did on television shows.
“I speak some English.”
“Yes, I can see that. Where did you learn it?”
“Oh,” Mariluz smiled, “through...tourism here in Guanacaste. I have taught myself.”
“Well, very nice to meet you. Aracelly’s one of our strongest students.”
Mariluz placed her splayed hand over her heart. “Thank you,” she faked. “Thank you so much.”
Sharon then turned back to Jeff and lowered your voice: “I need to talk to you. About Bob.”
“Mámi,” Aracelly interrupted, tugging at Mariluz’s elbow as she tried to hear Jeff and Sharon. “Mámi, I wanted Nana to come pick me up today, too! She promised me she would. Why is it always just you?”
“Nana’s working today,” Mariluz snapped. “You know that.”
The last ten minutes of class were agony for Sharon. And Jeff seemed to know nothing at all about the murder.
“Can you call someone?” she pleaded with him, as he locked up the Salon Comunal. “Can you call the embassy? It’s frustrating to have no phone except at Iris’s. She listens in on everything.”
“Let’s let the police handle this. Calling the embassy would be the wrong thing to do. I only knew Bob from seeing him around town, and—”
“He was killed in broad daylight, Jeff! I’m not all too comfortable with that. We have no idea who’s out there right now plotting to kill the next gringo.”
“And they said someone slashed his throat?”
“Yes. And nothing on him was even taken. No money, no I.D., no keys, nothing.”
Jeff sighed, shook his head. “Wow. That is frightening.”
Sharon scanned the town square. “Well, what I want to know is who would kill an innocent tourist in broad daylight like that. Don’t you want to make some demands here? Lean on the embassy?”
Jeff opened his SUV’s door. “I’ll head home and talk to Jacqui. See what her ideas are.”
“What can Jacqui do that you can’t?” It irritated Sharon to be brushed aside with this 'I’ll check with the wife' line.
“Jacqui gives good advice. And besides, she’s been in Costa Rica as long as I have. Let’s talk at the end of class tomorrow. Okay?”
“Sure, Jeff.” Lame, cowardly, lazy retiree. “I hope you’ll sleep well tonight. I know I won’t.” She turned and walked off.
After stopping by the Super Ceymi minimarket for a bottle of grape Powerade, she walked over toward the bridge to her house. Andy, a fellow volunteer from San Diego, had already returned home from class; when she passed the front of his little white building, the familiar smell of marijuana and the off-beats of his reggae music met her nostrils and ears. She decided to reach out, knock on his door, a first in her ten weeks thus far with the program.
“Yeah?” a voice answered. “It’s o-pen!”
“Uhh, Andy? It’s just me, Sharon. Have you got a minute?”
Andy came to the door in the same wrinkled, off-white t-shirt and khaki shorts he’d worn in class, but was now barefoot and holding a fat joint in his fingers.
“Hey,” he inhaled.
Inside the cool of his studio apartment, Sharon stood and looked at the huge silk print on the main wall, a blue and green resplendent quetzal. Andy had used a dozen or so crooked thumbtacks to hold it in place. Over in the corner, dirty dishes filled the little sink of his cluttered kitchenette.
He gestured for her to sit on a cotton-fabric chair that looked clean. “What’s up?”
“Andy, do you know that there was a murder just outside of town? Of an American man?”
“Far out. Who?”
“Bob McGowan, a guy my age. Did you know the one they call Señor Bob?”
“Hey, isn’t he that guy with chicken legs, who stands there at the beach with his ankles in the water and reads?”
“Well, yes. That’s him. He’s been murdered.”
Andy took a drag of his joint, held it out to Sharon almost as a matter of reflex, and when she waved her left hand in a no, took another long drag. The two of them sat for half a minute, Andy holding his breath. Four empty Flor de Caña rum bottles lined his one windowsill, and on the floor beside his plastic wastebasket, a pile of flattened Tetrapak cartons hinted at the mango juice he’d mixed with it. On the far wall, a crooked red and black poster of Che Guevara’s earnest face clashed with the frilly pastel bedspread and matching accent pillows, items Sharon imagined had been furnished by his landlords.
She thought about Andy’s image of Bob on the beach. Bob reading a book while standing in the sun. Then her mind flashed to Bob seated across the table from that snarling Tica at Las Brisas. How did he know such a woman? Under what circumstances?
Had he angered some man in the community by befriending the guy’s wife? Girlfriend?
She’d just wanted a change. The pink slip she’d gotten in Milwaukee—along with nineteen others in her company—had been a kind of mandate. Change your life. Change your location. Twenty years in accounts payable at Eigner Meats, then a pink paper See ya. Like her divorce before that, See ya. Like her fertility problems long before that, No child for you in this lifetime, Sharon. Costa Rica was supposed to be a fresh beginning, and here, the one person she’d yearned to know better than as an acquaintance had become a murder victim.
Andy exhaled. “Man, it’s so heavy. I mean, sometimes it’s not safe to be a gringo in this country. You know?”
“No, I don’t know. What are you referring to?”
Andy reached over to the open laptop that sat on his cluttered coffee table. “You can read all about it on ticotimes dot net. Americans going missing, and stuff like that. Here, I’ll show you.” He typed a few things, clicked around, and then handed the laptop over to Sharon, the joint never falling from between his fingers.
“‘U.K. National Goes Missing in Tamarindo’…hmm.” Sharon looked at a different screen. “‘American Still Missing One Year Later: What Happened to Philip Jackson?’”
“Told you,” Andy croaked. “Bob with the chicken legs might be just another case of a gringo tourist gone missing. Only they, like, found him right away.”
“Well, that doesn’t make any sense!”
“You should look up online how many expats have gotten themselves offed in Costa Rica. If you don’t believe me, maybe you will once you do your own hunting around.”
Sharon was speechless. How could he be so completely unfazed by this murder that took place less than a mile away?
Andy went on. “Expats go missing all the time. Just keep that in mind. Some of ’em might even come here to go missing. A death wish. Or maybe they owed someone money. Or got a hooker with the wrong kind of pimp. The Costa Rican authorities just don’t want people to know.” He grabbed a thick Lonely Planet guidebook from the coffee table. “I’m heading to Panama and then Colombia next month. Trust me, it’s not safe to be a gringo. Lonely Planet’ll tell you that much.” His eyes were glassy, and he was smiling at her, something Sharon found infuriating under the circumstances. She rose to leave.
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