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For my father, in the spirit of holding our stories in both truth and fiction.

And for my boys, I love you always. You made me a mother and let me see like one. This book and my world wouldn’t be so without you.






PART 1
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BRIBRI RESERVATION, COSTA RICA



DECEMBER 24, 2025

We watch from the laurel’s upper canopy, through the hands of palms, down to the thick roots of the kapok trees, in the heavy humidity of the Talamanca rainforest. We are all around—watching, being. He wasn’t home yet. And whenever he came back, he always smelled a bit like the States. A bar of charcoal soap.

We were here at his home when they came. We could feel their footprints in the ground. But we couldn’t see them. We see our descendants, who open themselves to us matriarchs. We don’t see those who block us out, you see. They are in his kitchen. Now, turning on the solar light. We smell coffee, sugar. Then the shadows are gone.
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WISCONSIN



DECEMBER 23, 2025

Everything becomes like a willow in the winter. Outside the house, the tree branches are three inches lower than they would be in any other season. I have been watching a collection of cardinals rest on a nearby spruce. One ruffles himself like a spun-out poppy. The others, two females, muddy-red, sit sturdy. The afternoon has hit temperatures of negative ten and below, and inside my mother and I have sunk into our leather couch and oversized chair to read. Our empty bowls dirtied with oatmeal in the sink. A triple-wick candle burns on the wooden side table.

I spent the sunrise pulling out Kabék’s durable winter clothes, and even though Mom wouldn’t ever rewash clean sheets, I throw his bedding in with my laundry. This is my ritual when he is coming home, along with setting out an extra towel and blanket. I’ve missed my brother. Especially the way he is when his feet hit this farmland. He’s a little freer—though he doesn’t notice it—when he’s away from Dad’s observation.

I check my phone and see Kabék has texted.

Kabék: We’re set to arrive on time.

Shit.

Kabék: Yeah. Dad bought himself a ticket last minute.

And there goes the holiday. Mom is reading my face over the blue binding of her novel.

“Dad is coming along,” I answer her look.

She winces as she takes her glasses off. “Really?”

“Yeah.” While Mom knows Dad’s unexpectedness like she knows the scar she rubs below her lip, having him so far away for the past decade must have made her less prepared.

She waves her hand like she’s shaking the news off. “He can stay in Kabék’s room.”

“Okay.” I don’t know what I expected her to do. Say no? I tap the book on my lap a little harder than I should and grab my phone and walk toward the back room to dig out another jacket.

Ulá: You’re sleeping on the couch.

Kabék: Ha, yeah. I figured.

Ulá: How long is he staying?

Kabék: I don’t know. I think he’s probably planning for the full two weeks. He’s been kind of tired these days after getting on those meds. I think he’s lonely?

Ulá: It’s always about him. That’s why you moved there, right, Kabék? For him?

Kabék: Come on.

Ulá: Sure. Right. Sorry.

Kabék: I moved there for me, too.

Ulá: I know, I know. What a good person you are.

“What time will you head out?” Mom’s voice carries through our little farmhouse.

“An hour, I think,” I yell back. “I’m going over early.” I need time to sit and prepare myself in Minneapolis with some sacred bliss at a bookstore before he shows up.

Dad’s recent heart attack must have scared up something in him. If I were reading through his life story, I’d bet he is one heart attack from leaving this earth. My guess, he’s wanting to release some guilt for all he’s handed us. It’s the only reason I can come up with that would make him come in the cold, just five months before I am done with high school.

I lay a puffy red jacket on the floor and text Gracie a photo of it.

Ulá: Found out my dad is coming for the holidays. I am making him wear this.

Gracie: Ulá!

Ulá: What?

Gracie: You’re mean.

Ulá: Come on. It’s funny.

Gracie: Okay, it’s kind of funny.

Ulá: I mean, I won’t surrender the happiness of my Christmas vacation without being petty.

Gracie: Isn’t your dad, like, sick?

Ulá: So that’s supposed to make everything better?

Gracie: Okay. Okay.

Gracie, she can handle me somehow. From the winter cubbies, I grab extra sweaters and stuff them in the bag I had made earlier for Kabék. Dad had happily donated all his winter gear when he and Mom divorced. I still remember his glee at dropping off that box at Goodwill. Like he was convinced he was doing divorce the best way. What an ethical choice of his. To me, the behavior of the worst kind of jackass.



I’ll have to get something for Dad for Christmas now—because I’m sure Kabék got him something and I better keep up. I only ever get him books anyway. I pull my jacket and hat on, release my long hair back out to the elements. Grab the small woven bag Kabék bought me last time he came home earlier this fall. I call to my dog, Maple, to let her in. These white hills: I am ever stuck thanking God for a place to live while also asking him to forgive me for being on land that isn’t mine.

She limps up the hill. Earlier this year a coyote had successfully tricked her to attack; she chased it toward the hills where a whole swath of coyotes waited to instead prey on her. Mom and I had heard the yipping early that morning, and Mom shot one of them with her bow from the porch. Right in the chest. A star to the heart. A move that at least got the rest of the pack to scatter so we could tend to Maple.

I often feel bad when I think of that story, though. As much as I love Maple. Some other dog, beloved to more—an entire pack native to here—had to fall, but Maple is the one to survive just because she’s part of our family. I had pulled the coyote’s body into the woods to let it return to the earth without having to be watched.

After a long few minutes, Maple comes back brushing her damp coat against my leg before slipping by to the porch to curl up under her heat lamp.

“I’m going!” I tell Mom, and take the cold handle of the door again.

“You sure you don’t want me to come?” Mom calls.

“No. It’s tradition.” I always go get Kabék. Usually, he and I would spend the whole drive shooting the shit. Things we didn’t want Mom to know, like how his longtime crush is doing, who said some racist crap at school, and whatnot. Who started wearing those ridiculous hats. This time, though, I don’t want to be stuck in the car with Mom and Dad. We’ll be stuck in a house long enough.

“Watch out for deer,” Mom calls before I close the door behind me.

Watch for deer. We joke it means I love you in Wisconsin. I think it means don’t die. Deer are always running into the roads, making us all the closer to death. The deer are a living hazard.

Or maybe we humans are. I don’t know.

I rest my arm on the extra-large red jacket. It’s puffing out the top of my bag. At least I can dress the hazard heading my way with such obviousness.
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I take loops around the pickup at the airport, waiting for a text from Kabék. I’d bought Dad a book called The Only Good Indians, about an elk woman hunting down a series of men for killing her and her unborn calf. I like her already. She reminds me of some of our Bribri stories, too. We have one where a large python will come in the night to take the body away of anyone who harmed a child. The python then drowns the perpetrator in a pond, allowing only their intimate parts to float to the surface.

It’s the kind of story that makes my quiet vindictiveness feel at home. Apparently, we’ve been angry when someone does us wrong for a couple of thousand years.

I turn my fourth loop around the airport.

Kabék: Just landed. We’ll probably be out in fifteen.

Soon I spot Kabék’s tall and lean body peeking out from behind the automatic sliding door. He sees my car and waves his long arm at me with a grin. His two braids that reach to his lower back spin just for a moment after he turns to the vestibule. I slow. Dad is behind him, huddled with his arms crossed. Two furrowed black brows tight in his forehead. I taste sour in my mouth. Dad looks miffed.

I park as close as I can, turn on my hazards, and grab the bag of clothes. Kabék meets me halfway; the warmth of his smile makes me give him a hug before I can do anything else.

“Hey, sis,” he says. “You shorter?”

“You just grew again. Seriously, what kind of Indian are you?” Kabék got Mom’s White farmer Sikua genes and is at least a foot taller than me.

“The Bush-living one,” he teases back. I try not to let it sting, because Kabék has a kind heart. But part of me is jealous of his genuine closeness to the territory and, even at that, he lives deeper in the rainforest than most, even for other Bribris.

A minute later, Dad is heading toward the car while Kabék loads their bags.

“Hi, mija,” Dad says. He leans forward and gives me a hug that is more like a pat on the back and gives me a light kiss on the cheek.

I turn and see that Kabék had taken the red jacket for himself and given Dad the blue Patagonia. His own jacket. I suck my teeth.

“Thank you,” Dad says, blowing into his hands, taking the jacket.

“You bet,” I say.

“Good thing you have heat.” Dad puts his hands to the vents in the front seat.

“I’m glad Kabék told me you were coming or you’d just have the car heat and no jacket,” I say. Dad bobs his head, his fake humility motion. I put the car in drive and call back, “Get in already,” to Kabék.

Kabék closes the hatch and jumps in, sprawling out in the back seat, six foot two, with the jacket hiked up on his long torso.

“So how has your year been going?” Dad asks. “Kabék told me that you’ve gotten into the University of Minnesota?”

“Well, that’s a little early of him to say. I should hear in a few weeks.” I look at Kabék through the rearview mirror, trying to get him to take some of the conversation, but he has his eyes zeroed in on his phone.

“I like their library science programs and history department,” I say, giving up. It takes energy to play cat and mouse with Dad. What I don’t say is that I imagine myself at a museum or a library archive helping researchers with big, old books or storage boxes of magazines or strange materials historians felt were important enough to put in boxes. Like the storehouses I’d seen in France and England when I visited.

“What will you do with that degree?” Dad asks.

“I just want to go to school to learn,” I say. “I like to learn, you know.”

“You can always come to the territory and work with me. Take some time off and learn Bribri on your own land. You already know so many of our stories. You could learn more.”

“Yeah, someday.”

Dad has wanted me to work on his memoir with him every time I’ve visited him on the territory for the past two years. It was his great retirement-from-activism plan. Last summer he had me print off as many articles as I could find online that mentioned our people. I had actually read plenty of them. I didn’t tell him, because Dad has a skill of taking great pride in anything I know about our people, and I’m stuck in a cycle where the closer I get to our people, the more self-satisfied Dad is. So I guess I end up resisting.

“I visited the University of Minnesota once and did a talk for the folks in policy. I should reconnect. See what they are up to.” Dad leans to look out the window, tapping his finger on the door handle.

“I’m sure they’d like an update,” I say flatly.

Kabék leans forward between the front seats, finally butting in. “Trade school is where it’s at.”

“Not all of us are a teach-yourself engineer. And besides—you didn’t even go to trade school.” I adjust my mirror to catch his eye.

“But I did get in. Though I like to think I already had all I needed to be useful. Why pay for more?” Kabék has a smirk in his cheek that makes me want to shove him—in a loving way.

“I didn’t finish school either,” Dad says, like I didn’t know this already. Like it wasn’t his biggest brag to have been too busy saving the rainforest for academia. “And Ulá, you should see him. Your brother’s doing so much down there,” Dad says proudly. “Teaching kids at the high school how to fix cars and motorbikes. They even did a project recently that integrates—”

“Yeah, I know,” I interrupt. “I get updates. Not all of us are Kabék material.”

“No one is Kabék material,” Kabék says, leaning back in his seat. Each of us laugh. I don’t know how Kabék is so good at keeping the peace. I don’t know why I can’t let anything go. Kabék holds forgiveness with a kind of ease that doesn’t even feel delusional. I feel delusional trying to love Dad.

“Any updates for me and your old man?” Kabék asks.

“Kabék, we talk, like, every week.” My eyes cut to the road. Light snow is coming down. I merge onto the main freeway to head back to Wisconsin. There’s a dead deer on the side of the road. We cross the frozen-over St. Croix River.

I have no updates for Dad. Other than school and sleepovers with my best friend, Gracie, there’s nothing really that exciting happening in my life.

Gracie gave me a hand-poked tattoo around my ankle that we tried to copy from an ancient roll-on tattoo pattern I saw at the Jade Museum last time I was in Costa Rica. Looked badass to me, but Dad hates tattoos, says they aren’t traditional, and hates the Jade Museum more for all our clay and gold artifacts they hold. He would probably be mad a Sikua recreated the artwork. I don’t say anything. Or maybe I should just to piss him off.

The last time I talked-talked to Dad was four months ago. It was about as often as he called, and it only lasted about ten minutes maybe. He hardly told me about his heart attack. Casually said he had to go to the doctor, got on some meds to help his blood flow through his body a bit better.

It was possibly the one time I didn’t get angry with him, because Kabék had told me all the details before the call. That Dad could have died if they hadn’t gone in. On the phone, Dad was his usual self, saying it was probably caused by his time in the States working construction and eating hamburgers and who knows what the cattle industry puts in those things.

I purse my lips at the memory.

Finally, forty-five minutes in, I get onto the side road off the freeway to head toward the house. I slow down by the fields that hold corn and soy in the summer and fall. Now they are a solid layer of snow.

Far ahead of us, something flashes brown.

A huge buck charges across a white field.

I slow, knowing I’m far enough away that no collision is possible. Dad holds his breath, and we watch while the buck bullets back toward the woods. Strong. Thick, like he’s eaten well and built that muscle for years.

Kabék whispers, “Beautiful.”

“Right?” I say, proud of living here for a moment. In a way, I want Dad to know that this life I live isn’t so apart from nature, but I could never say it for myself. Nature has to tell him for me. I hope he hears it. That I don’t need his way of living to be existing with these relatives. That I just want to be in the world. Live. Isn’t this what he should want? A content Indian. A safe Indian. An Indian who can get a hand-poked tattoo by her best friend and sleep soundly at night?
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When we get to the farm, Kabék takes Dad’s and his suitcases up to our door with no hesitation. It must mean that Kabék has been doing this kind of labor often. While we tell each other most everything, Kabék leaves details about Dad out of our conversations, knowing I don’t care to hear. But now I sicken, realizing he must be caretaking more than I thought.

Channeling some of Kabék’s kindness, I swallow and offer my arm to Dad, pointing to the icy pavers. He accepts, and we step slowly up the hill to the house. In the kitchen, Mom is prepping dinner, and the saline smell of braised roasted chicken is here, that and the heavy butter she’s set out to warm for the mashed potatoes. I had picked out a chicken a few days ago with Kabék in mind, as it is a Bribri tradition that when we have family or visitors, it’s an honor if you kill something.

I had learned from Wiké. She was the only elder we had left in our family. We called her grandmother in Bribri, even though she was my dad’s aunt. She treated us like grandchildren. Wiké would prepare an entire pig when we would come visit her in the summers. She’d slaughter and then roast it through the night with the help of a few of our extended cousins. So the least I can do is offer a chicken to Dad. I’m not a complete asshole.

Mom embraces Kabék and holds on a little extra, like she does whenever we’ve been away for a while. Kabék bear hugs her.

“Thank you for having me,” Dad says with a head duck and a wave while Kabék and she embrace.

“Of course. I’m glad you could come. You are always welcome,” Mom says. Her inner Midwesterner won’t ever say anything honest directly to a guest. “Dinner will be ready in less than an hour. So why don’t you all get oriented?” Mom moves out of the way of the front door.

Dad grabs his bag and stops to look into the oven.

“One of Ulá’s, I’m sure,” Kabék says proudly. I glare at him. Knowing Dad, he’ll try to school me about our great traditions. But he surprises me.

“Really, Ulá?” Dad asks in this almost genuine voice I don’t recognize. It kind of stuns me, the softened look on his face. And Dad saying my name like that is more direct and intimate somehow than his calling me “daughter” or “mija” in Spanish. It’s strange.

“Yeah,” I say. “So I actually haven’t gone to feed them yet today.” I rub my arm.

I guess I’m inviting him out with me.

“Oh great. I’ll come with.” Dad quickly puts his hat back on.



The chickens squawk when they hear us nearing. It’s comforting they know my footsteps.

They are a masquerade of colors in their huge pen. Red, brown, black, and white. Wiké taught me to look for color when buying chicks. So when I bought my first five a few years ago, I had done just so. And now I have thirteen, all gorgeous and varied. Wiké taught me that our people have aesthetics and a love for animals, even when it comes to the livestock that we keep near us. It felt good to know that it wasn’t vain or solely something inherently Western in me that cared about beauty.

And when I learned from her that our traditional houses are built higher off the ground in consideration of the animals who historically lived below our floorboards, it made me feel better having my dog Maple sleeping next to my bed. I missed Wiké’s way of welcoming me in, no strings attached. When she died, I felt like I lost my path back to Bribri.

I take a scoop of feed and pour it into the pen. The chickens come running. Their legs and talons splaying like toddlers, teetering and gathering speed.

“How are yours doing?” I ask as I watch the chickens shuffle into a circle.

“Oh, I gave them away,” he says, looking out.

“What? Really?” He had at least ten last time I was there. “Why?”

“For another time,” he says gently, patting his own arm.

“Chichi, too?” I think of his little short-haired hound.

“Oh no. I still have her. She’s staying with Pricilla right now.”

I think of Pricilla’s sternness with dogs and can already imagine Chichi shivering at her chastisements. More than this, though, I am surprised by the straightforward way Dad is speaking. He isn’t saying everything, but what he tells me seems true. It feels like we aren’t swiping pawns on a chessboard for once.
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When we get back to the house, Dad takes out his phone and asks me for a phone charger. I lip point him to the charging station on the buffet in the dining room.

“Great,” he says. “I left mine at home, so my phone’s been dead all day.” Dad inspects a long white cord, then another, and selects one to plug in his iPhone. He sets it down, and it turns on after a minute and then begins beeping rapidly with notifications. He awkwardly tries to turn the sound off.

“Popular,” I say while I start taking out plates from the cupboards. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you get that many messages.”

“Ha.” Dad rubs his neck, still scrolling through his phone. And then the phone chimes again, and he excuses himself to the porch. “Call,” he explains.

He goes out the door with his back to the window. His hand in his dark hair.

I hike up the stairs to find Kabék sitting in his room curled up in the rocking chair. He is still trying to move like he did when he was a kid, but he just doesn’t fit anymore.

“Okay, come on, Kabék. What’s up with Dad?” I sit on his bed.

He raises his eyebrows but doesn’t look up from his phone. “What?”

“He got rid of all his chickens? He is getting all these notifications. He’s here in our house. What is going on? I won’t even be mad you didn’t tell me.”

“Honestly, I have no idea, Ulá. I try to give him space. I figured the chicken thing was just because they were a lot of work.” Kabék puts his phone down.

“They are not.” I suck my teeth. “Do you feel like he’s trying something with being here? Like you said earlier. Because he’s sick?” I ask. “Like he’s making up for lost time? Because that’s what I think. He’s trying to be nice to me.”

“I guess so.” He looks back at his phone.

“How do you feel about it?”

“I don’t know. You’ve always been more hurt about Dad than me.” He shifts. “Like, I guess I get it. Dad has energy for those big campaigns. He’s having to slow down now. But he couldn’t have made the impact he has from the States. He dreamed of having us there living with him, too, when we were old enough. Wanted to make sure we knew our people.”

“We do know our people. We are our people.” It’s Dad’s age-old feeling that we somehow don’t measure up to his expectations unless we jump through his hoops. I’m disconnected from Bribri enough that Dad thinking it doesn’t help shit. Why he’s acting like he’s changed his mind is beyond me.

“The messages are maybe weird, though, right? Like, who is he talking to anyway? I thought he was working on his memoir now.”

“Like I said, I try to give him space. He’s an adult.”

“So you agree something is up, but you’re okay not knowing? What if he’s, like, dating someone or doing who-knows-what behind your back?”

He shrugs.

“Come on, Ulá, why do you even care?” He doesn’t look up at me when he says it.

“I care about you.” I lean back and feel my lips purse.

“Really, Ulá. Since when do you really care about what Dad does?” He turns his head and rubs his nose on his shoulder sleeve. “You really don’t.”

His words sting.

“Maybe I can care more than you think,” I say, swatting the quilt on his bed that I folded earlier, and I head back downstairs.

Dad comes inside from the porch, and Kabék’s words linger. It’s true. I decided to stop caring when Dad left, and I was plagued with dreams of him leaving us over and over again. There were even some of him dying from all the political campaigns he was a part of—fighting for more and more Bribri independence. It hurt too much to care.

And then there was Dad always trying to count any of my interest or investment in our people as something he could capitalize on. I still remember when I told him one of our stories I’d learned from Wiké, and he couldn’t stop bragging and referencing it when he was talking to my friend Manuel’s family on our way into the territory, pretending like he’d known it forever.

I keep my head down and focus on my field-of-flowers puzzle Gracie started with me.

“You’ll have to keep that jacket aside here for me when I come back next time.” Dad steps into the living room and leans over to look at the puzzle.

“You are planning on coming back in the winter?”

“Yes, of course. I’d come back anytime in the year.”

It sounds nice. I’d heard enough promises like this before. I am used to his twice-a-year promised visits that became once a year after he and my mom divorced, and then it became once every other, if that.

“Whatever you say, Dad.”

He takes the plates and silverware I’d taken out earlier and starts setting the table.

The stove buzzer goes off, and Mom comes down the stairs and pulls out her Dutch oven with the roast. She sets it on the counter to rest.

She calls to Kabék that it’s dinnertime, and he comes down.

“I do have pumpkin pie in the fridge. Paloma would be so mad to miss it,” Mom says, laughing.

I smile at Mom’s joke. Tía Paloma, my only auntie. Dad’s sister. Kabék teases and calls her bougie behind her back. She would not touch pumpkin pie. She studied in the States to be a dentist when she was here with Dad on their visas and has her own dentistry office in Cahuita. There she’s built up an image of herself as someone who serves expats and dental tourists who are looking for care that is more cost-effective than what they can get in their home countries. She probably makes more money than most locals in town. She hardly ever goes to the territory and has stayed mostly out of family affairs. Which pisses Dad off to the skies. I go to the Bush three times a year. That’s my deal. And I stay for no more than twenty-four hours. I can’t handle the heat, I need my AC, I need my purified water, and I don’t do drama.

She’s recited this to me more times than I can count, enough that it’s soldered in my memory: Tía’s boundaries.

At dinner, Mom asks and Kabék shares about what he’s been doing on the territory, and Dad chimes in saying how proud he is. Again.

I put a green bean in my mouth. Mom smiles at the news. Sometimes I forget that she’s been privy to a whole world, having married a Bribri, that most people aren’t. She asks about some friends of hers that she had made from her years of visits. Mostly teachers and Peace Corps folks.

“So, Dad. How is the memoir going?” I ask.

“It’s been just slightly stalled,” he says, wiping his mouth on his napkin and putting his fork down. “I’ve had to help my neighbor navigate a land issue because the police have been no help. Corruption is making our people go back on their ways with all this bribe money people use.”

“So what happened?” Mom asks. She’s trying to be nonchalant, but I can tell she’s geniunely curious.

“Some Sikua married a Bribri woman next door, and he started raising cattle, and they were getting into Pricilla’s crops daily. The only way I’ve been able to deal with the issue is through a UN-trained mediator. But he’s an unpaid volunteer. So he doesn’t have the most capacity. If someone could be paid—”

“Have you gotten anywhere?” I ask. I know Pricilla owns the land Dad rents for his house.

“The farmer ended up having to pay for barbed-wire fences to keep his cattle out. The cows were eating anything we were growing.”

Kabék looks up and begins, “And it only makes walking back to Dad’s house more frustrating because the fences are literally impossible to get through. If we need to go anywhere else other than the main road, we have to walk the long way. There’s one exit. One.”

“That really sucks,” I say.

“They are always trying this stuff with us, with our people.” Dad shakes his head. “We can’t win. And I don’t like the corruption with the police. It’s everywhere. I can’t stop someone from marrying a Sikua, but man, if I could—”

I look at Mom sitting next to him, with us, his half-Sikua kids. She has put her focus on getting mashed potatoes onto her spoon. Our people’s word for outsider is Sikua and also means friend until proven otherwise. Dad’s old self is back. I think he only cares about the word in its second sense.

He continues, not noticing our discomfort. “This year that video went out where an officer just stayed in his car while Bernardo was beaten by a whole crowd of loggers after he tried to make a reporting call to the Costa Rican government. The cop just parked there, watching. Some teen caught it on camera. So if our local police on the territory aren’t going to do anything, and all we have is a volunteer mediator to help deal with some light civil disagreements, what are we left to do?”

Everyone is quiet.

“And now Bernardo is in hiding,” Dad continues with a punctuated finish.

“Heavy,” I say, and take a bite of chicken.

Kabék looks awkwardly at his plate, and Mom focuses on something outside the window nearest her.

“Anyway,” Dad says, stretching. “How do you feel about coming for longer this summer, Ulá? I do want to catch up on my book. I could use your grammar skills.”

I sigh. There it is again. Collecting me.

“Actually, there is a research camp that I’m wanting to go to,” I respond, and take another bite.

“You can do research on the territory.” Dad adjusts his water cup.

“Well, I am hoping to do this camp because it will give me a lot of experience that I’m not sure I would be able to get without mentorship. There are not many options out here for rural kids. It’s in Chicago, through their library system.”

“When is this camp?”

“June.”

“You can come in July, then.”

“Gracie and I were wanting to go on a trip. She has family in Florida. They’d house us. And we were hoping to do something fun before college starts.”

“August,” Dad says coolly.

“Most schools start, like, the second week, and I wanted to just rest at home for a chance. I’m never here for the summers.”

“So the territory isn’t your home, too?” Dad is flustered. His eyebrows are tight together, and he’s trying not to get mad, but the heat is there.

“I didn’t say that.”

“I have some parties in the States already interested in this book. You know, I have a ton of research going into it. The history of our whole people. You can be put to great use, Ulá. That kind of work could get you into an Ivy League if you pitch it right.”

“I already should have applied ages ago if I wanted an Ivy League school, Dad.” I shake my head. He doesn’t know anything about what I’ve been doing with my time. How I’ve already applied to five schools, all in the Midwest. No Ivy Leagues in sight. And I’ve already helped him, yet he acts like I’ve done nothing because I could still do more.

Mom rubs her mouth like she wants to say something, but doesn’t. I don’t feel abandoned, but Mom knows that partly what works with Dad is not engaging. He just turns it into something bigger.

“You have a lot of potential, Ulá. Don’t waste it.” He takes a sip of water. “I came all this way to see you for you to just tell me you’re not going to come and see me back?”

“First, I’m not wasting anything, Dad. And great. I appreciate how far in advance you told us you were even coming.”

“This is different. You come every summer and spring. This was a rare thing.”

“It is a rare thing,” I say, feeling my back tighten at his words. “Maybe that would be upsetting to you if you really cared. I love how visiting your child is a rare occurrence. You said you’d only come back for my graduation, and now you are asking me to keep winter clothes for you here like you plan to come back? You’ve never kept your word on any of this, and clearly you can’t even keep your mind made up for one day.”

Dad gives me a glare. “Don’t talk to me that way.”

“I don’t need to talk to you at all. I don’t have to do any of this.” I drop my fork on my napkin. “You don’t just get to get sick and start showing up. It’s not real.” I stand up and head to the three-season porch. Sick of this shit.
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By the wooden bench, I find a big bin of assorted popcorn Mom got from a church fundraiser. I open the tin and start eating from the caramel section. It’s all so ridiculous. Dad can’t resist being an asshole. He’ll come in peace, just to set fire.

Kabék knocks on the porch door, and I see him through the glass pane and nod him in.

“I’m sorry for all that,” Kabék says.

“You don’t have to be sorry.”

“Well, I am. And maybe you are right, Ulá. I guess I don’t want to admit it, but maybe he has been obsessive. With his book. He keeps talking about his legacy.”

I laugh again. “That back there.” I point at the house. “Is his legacy.”

Kabék smiles and sits next to me. “I know you keep your distance for your reasons. But Dad isn’t all bad. He doesn’t know how to communicate very well. You’ve seen how Tía and him fight. They have been a lot these days. But he still loves you. Doesn’t mean that he doesn’t.”

His words fall on me like the most untrue thing. I think Kabék wants to think Dad loves me, but really, Dad has his golden child in Kabék.

“You do realize that you are all he’s ever wanted, right?” I say, closing the popcorn bin. “I’m an afterthought. You are all the things he’s proud of. And it’s only a little guilt that makes him try with me. It’s not out of anywhere real, anywhere genuine.”

“I don’t think that’s true. I think Dad is trying to change, Ulá. I think he knows he’s getting a second chance after that heart attack, and maybe he just isn’t great at showing you love even if love is really there. He came here in the dead of winter. He was in deep thought the past few days, and then out of nowhere, he came to me and said he was going to brave his Bribri blood to come be with us for the holidays.”

“Kabék, he lived at this farm for, like, five years before he left. His Bribri ass has already made it through plenty of winters.”

“Come on, Ulá. You don’t want to regret anything,” Kabék says. “I think being so close to death can change you. Don’t you think people can change? People change when big things happen.”

“What a good kid you are.” I smile at him. “You’re even vouching for someone who left you, too.”

He gets quiet. I feel bad for saying it.

In our most perfect selves, Kabék knows I’d sling the moon down for him. And he’d always remind me to give her back so everyone could have her.

“I love you, nerd.” I throw popcorn at his nose, and he smiles.

Apology accepted.
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The next morning is Christmas Eve. I wake up early and wrap up The Only Good Indians for Dad and the birchbark basket and pin I bought for Kabék a few weeks ago, along with a book that Mom’s book club was going to read in the next few months.

“Merry Christmas Eve, mija,” Dad says when I come down the stairs. He’s sitting in the chair I like. “I am happy to be here.”

I rub behind my ears. I want to see a bird or something. Something from God to calm me. But all I see is Kabék outside on a walk through the field.

“Okay,” I say to Dad, dully.

“Let’s turn a new leaf.” Dad leans over, trying to get my attention. Kabék’s words last night loom over me.

“Okay,” I say, and turn; our mirrored dark brown eyes hold a second together.

“New leaf.” I stick my hand out. He takes it and smiles softly at me.



When Kabék comes back in, we all move to the living room to open gifts. Dad and Kabék share with Mom a stash of things they had bought in the airport and Cahuita. Maple syrup and some apple butter. They also brought me and Mom some woven earrings from the territory. Kabék and Dad, I guess, had done a little shopping from Manuel’s family shop. His family has been longtime friends of ours. His Sikua side even supported Dad financially for some of his campaigns. Manuel’s grandfather even fell for Wiké back in the day. An Indian unrequited love story we laugh at.

I recognize the BUA’ LIFE sticker on the brown box from Manuel’s family shop. I open it, and in it is a black beaded bracelet with a cowrie shell covered in gold and a few accent pearls. “We figured it would make you think of how we had the gold before all the conquistadores took it,” Kabék says. “It’s actually gold plated. For the history buff.”

“I love it.” I do. I think of Kabék and Dad talking that over, and it’s nice-ish.

“Thank you.”

The cowrie reminds me of one of my favorite Bribri stories about Sea—she was a woman before she transformed to the waters, something Sibö the Creator couldn’t figure out was missing in the world. She had died, transformed into a tree that grew so large it broke open, and birthed all the waters of the world. Something no man could ever dream up. I press the cowrie shell to my cheek and enjoy the small cool relief it brings.

Mom pulls out a big box from near the couch, and it is for Dad. Her first gift to him in years. He takes it with an unsure look, as if he already feels it’s too extravagant, even though he hasn’t seen inside. He pulls the wrapping paper off, and inside the box is a heavy brown leather hat.

Dad stares at it, quiet.

“I found it in storage, in our attic,” Mom says. “I tried to clean it up best I could.”

“Thank you, Shannon,” he says, gingerly removing it from the box. “This was my dad’s hat.”

“I remember,” Mom says.

He holds it and runs his fingers over the worn, wrinkled edges.

He shakes his head and then asks me, “Crown me?” and hands me the hat. I place it on his bowed head.

He stands up and looks in the mirror over the couch. “I feel like a western movie star wearing it in the States,” Dad says, turning side to side. It’s strange to hear him reference something American without distaste in his mouth.

Kabék leans back on the couch casually. “You do look like Grandpa.”

“He’d be glad I still have it,” Dad says with a grin.

“I bet he would be,” I say, even though we never met him. All we had were a couple of photos warped by the rainforest heat and moisture that I used to stare at. He looked kind, like Kabék. He was a farmer and an undertaker. In charge of wrapping bodies for funerals. I think you’d have to have gentleness to do that job. It must have skipped a generation and went right to my brother.

Then Dad’s phone buzzes, and he excuses himself.

We three are left sitting, looking closer at our gifts. I try not to pay attention to Dad’s gruff mumbling while he walks away with his phone aglow in his hands.



Dad rejoins us an hour later, sharing, “I have bought my return ticket for tomorrow.”

And there it is. A promise broken again.

“You just got here,” Kabék says. He turns on the couch, genuinely surprised. “You’re going tomorrow? Really?”

“You should stay here, Kabék,” Dad says. “Christmas is today for us Bribris anyway.”

“Any reason to leave so soon?” I ask coolly. I want him to say it out loud.

“Nah. Just maybe need some time to myself before the new year. Reflect.” Dad plugs his phone into the charger. It lights up with another notification. “Besides, I forgot my medication.”

“Dad.” Kabék shakes his head.

“I’m gonna go take a quick shower,” Dad deflects.

I know I shouldn’t, but his phone is right here. I get up and look at it, hearing Mom’s mouth open to correct me. I wave her off.

“Ulá,” Kabék says.

“Shut up.” All I see is a name. Bernardo. His friend who got beat up by the loggers.

The one who went into hiding.

I feel some heat at Dad. Because if he really was doing something with this guy, it couldn’t be safe. And if he hasn’t been telling Kabék anything about it, then he’s putting Kabék in danger, too.



In the evening, Dad asks me to go on a walk with him.

It’s the time of a thousand transitions. To one side of the valley, there’s a pink line of lingering light from the electric-yellow sun setting. Behind us, the moon is already out, a waning gibbous, slowly making itself brighter with the spreading darkness. Just a few clouds overhead light up with the moonlight.

“I am hopeful for good things in the future for you,” Dad says. He blows in his hand and is looking upward with me. For some reason his tone is softer again.

“Thanks.”

“You just keep on that road. Work hard. Don’t forget your people.”

“I’d never, Dad. And that’s a shitty thing to say. I’d do anything for our people.”

He breathes, and a puff of crystalized air billows in front of him. “I know that.”

“Sometimes it seems like you don’t.”

He nods. But he looks at me with sad eyes. “I am sorry I said that. To not forget us,” he whispers.

We stand in the growing blackness. In a way, I feel protected by it.

“I make a lot of mistakes,” he says.

“No shit, Dad.” I look back up at the sky. The moon has her phases, the versions of herself she spirals through. We all do. I breathe. Dad is in his own phase, too. Even if he should be more whole by now.

“I hope you like the book I bought you,” I say. “I think it will be a little scary, but in a good way.”

“Oh really?” He laughs. “The Only Good Indians, it’s a good title. Sometimes it feels like there are no good Indians.”

“You mean we aren’t perfect?” I joke.

He laughs. “I just wish the world was better. I wish I could fix it for you kids,” he says. “That’s all I want. Give you something better.”

“Is that why you’re talking with Bernardo?” I say.

“You read my messages?” He doesn’t sound upset.

“I just saw his name on your phone.” I shrug.

He doesn’t give me anything more and just nods. “There is darkness. Lots of darkness.”

“I hope you don’t allow the darkness in too much, Dad,” I say.

Dad hums. “That is good advice.”

“Who knows, you could end up hurting me, or worse, Kabék.” He doesn’t argue with me.

He sighs. “No, you both deserve good. Better than I’ve given.”

“Yeah,” I say. I could say no shit again, but I don’t.

“It’s a good moon,” I say. “Good for planting on the territory.”

“Mmm.”






PART 2


[image: A butterfly with spread wings features dark outlined sections and pale inner shapes. Rounded markings edge the wings while thin antennae extend upward from the narrow body.]
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BRIBRI RESERVATION, COSTA RICA



DECEMBER 27, 2025

We watch, remembering our own passings. We don’t often pass alone. Family around even if we wanted to be unattended in our restlessness, until we let our spirits go, as our children and grandchildren sang songs or hymns with warm breaths and open mouths.

In his hammock, he goes quickly. The wind itself rocks him.

He has no audience but us here. He is still stubborn, unyielding of his thoughts, and so we linger at a distance. He’d allowed us to be in and out the past day but has kept us at an arm’s length. We understand. No one wants to always be witnessed by their relatives. Even Andres. Nature tells us this when the cat leaves its house and goes to the forest alone. Or when we birthed the old way, we’d leave our homes, bellies round, and build a dwelling to labor along the river, alone. His mother had done so. With us, she still remembers watching his little belly smalling and then filling so wide over and over again until they, together, fell asleep.

Now he goes quickly, a frustration on his brow, and then a smoothness just before his final exhale.
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LIMÓN, COSTA RICA



DECEMBER 28, 2025

We watch as the day begins in Limón now. We love this city, rippled with color, the love of the ocean in the souls who exist here. The sun rises over the waters to the east. The foliage black and vibrant to the pale bluing and yellowing sky. In his apartment, Ian wakes to a stream of messages on his WhatsApp, from an unknown number.

Hello, Ian. This is Pricilla. I have to share with you about my neighbor’s death. I have called the police, and they have been here all night, but they don’t believe me. Please look him up. Andres Dominguez.

Ian we’ve known for long, since his mother passed and joined us. And while he doesn’t know us, his grandmother and mother wish to be near him often. We’ve seen him grow up, recording all he found interesting. He’d stay up all night to watch the young turtles touch the ocean the first time. We still remember him lying on his belly on the beach, the moonlight gathering in his glasses and the lens of his camera as he recorded. Careful then to know not to touch them, simply witness. And in his witness, kept them safe from the perched birds overhead. He’d make videos and share them with locals and internationals. His online channel was popular. He gathered stories from his neighbors, family, the community, all shared with his audience. His pride that they were untethered to a newspaper or station, no one to dictate what was worthy of attention. His hunger is to see. To gather. We suppose we’ve chosen to do the same.

Ian looks over the photo she’s attached. A photo of a house. And he already knows it’s a house on one of the reservations. He’d done a couple of stories on the territories, but he remembers how his father said that in a way they were his people, too. Though Ian didn’t say it much, because when he had visited, someone teased him and called him Sambo, which he winced at.

He rubs his face to wake himself up more.

Ian: Thank you, Pricilla. Would you like me to come out?

Pricilla: Yes, please.

He sits up in bed and turns his legs to the side. He’s reported on a few murders on the coast. Bar fights, or once an expat almost killed his wife when she confronted him on cheating. Never has he been called into the territories for something like this. The last time he’d gone in, he had been invited to do a story on the high school creating Bribri Games during an Olympic season. He had given out his number and it had spread to a number of Bribris, including Pricilla.

Ian: Can you give me details? So I have them here to refer to?

Pricilla: Yes. I went to check on Andres last night at 8 p.m., and I found him, he had already passed away. I called the police. I told them I had seen two people at his house a few nights ago. The light went on for a little while, but I couldn’t see clearly. I thought he and his son got back from the States early. Or their flight got canceled. I didn’t see anyone there for a couple days, and Andres came back, got his dog from me, and I told him about it. He seemed a little worried, but we know it was the holidays. Sometimes people come by. I went to visit and bring him some lemons from my tree, and he had passed away in his hammock. I don’t know if you know of his history. He had been an activist.

Ian: I have heard of him.

Ian had heard the name, but it wasn’t until he did a search that he learned of his work with various coalitions on various fronts. There was even a photo of him protesting in San José against REDD+ with a small group of Bribris in traditional dress.

Ian looks over the UN’s human rights updates and notes that there have been two other Indigenous activists murdered in Costa Rica. He looks up the names, and finds that the latest investigation from years ago brought no answers. The cases remain open.

Ian: And his son? What happened to him?

Pricilla: He is still in the US, I think. Andres came back alone.

Ian: Where should I meet you? I’ll take my bike. I’ll find myself a ferry.

Ian goes to his closet and grabs a backpack he keeps prepacked in case he needs to do an overnight. Often his followers will put him up if he’s telling a story, so he is in a way used to it. But he hopes someone will let him stay on the territory. He knows he can’t find a hotel or hostel there like he could elsewhere in the Caribbean.

Pricilla: Come to the bus stop by the big corner market in Sepecue. I will wait for you.

Ian: Thank you, Pricilla. I will.

Ian takes the elevator down from his apartment to the parking garage, where he loads up his bike and pulls out to the main road that runs along the coast. It’s still dark, and Ian looks at the sun coming over the ocean.

While many people might not know her story, Ian does. His father told him when he was small after hearing it from a Bribri fisherwoman he had worked with years ago. In our stories, the Creator Sibö was in the process of creating the world, but something felt missing. He wanted to ask his friend Lightning for an idea, but Lightning was too occupied with sky dancing. So Sibö made the first woman, to capture the attention of his friend so he would help him. Of course, struck by her beauty, Lightning came to her, they were married, and she became pregnant, but Lightning still hadn’t given an idea to Sibö. As a wedding gift, Creator made a walking stick for the woman to give to him, but warned her not to leave it in the grass. She traveled far and wide, through the mountains to the sky, where she finally gave the gift to Lightning. Lightning was offended, assuming Creator was calling him an elderly man, and in his anger, demanded she take it back. But he warned her not to leave it in the grass.

Ian could still hear his father’s voice explain that on her way back with the walking stick, she stopped to consider why she had to keep listening to these men, and Ian’s father had laughed—bright as shells clicking together—whenever he said that part. So she left the walking stick in the grass, and the next time she came along, there was a snake, and it bit her, and she died. Sibö and Lightning wrapped her in leaves, but something was alive inside her, and the burial bundle began to bounce, and she burst into a tree that grew to the sky and brought in birds and animals. After a while, the tree was irritating Sibö. He sent two birds to take the tree down. And with their action, the tree’s belly cracked open, and all the waters, rivers, lakes, and sea came from her womb into the world, and she became one with the waters. Ocean Woman.

His father would explain, as the fisherwoman had, that Ocean Woman could still be seen joining her husband on stormy days when the ocean rises to meet the lightning. Ian’s father said that the sea reminded him of Ian’s mother. Someone Ian hardly remembered. His father said she was an incredible force, and sometimes he enjoyed looking at the storm over the sea and remembering that he could still feel her even when they were apart, especially in tormented times.

Now the waves lap and lap. Ian feels at home near the beach, near its power. The power that us original people recognized in her.

The water also reminds him that he’ll need to call Manuel. He knows, like most, that Manuel is good for a boat ride nearly anytime, especially because the main ferries only work set hours during the day. He pulls over and makes the call. Manuel picks up quickly.

“It’s a little early for you.” Manuel laughs. “What is going on?”

Ian isn’t sure if he should tell Manuel what happened. What he doesn’t need is many people coming with him or going ahead of him.

“I think you will know soon,” Ian says.

“Ah, okay.” Manuel’s voice is kind. “No problem, Ian. I will meet you by the river dock. Are you leaving Limón now?”

“Yes.”

“Then I will see you in an hour and a half. I hope you remembered to take your motorcycle this time.”

Ian laughs, looking down at the steel frame under him. “Yes. Thank you, Manuel.”

“Anything to help, friend.”



As the day begins to wake, Ian recognizes that investigating this story is beginning to scare him. If Pricilla is right, he could be dealing with people who are willing to take a life, but unlike a murder of anger or a marital dispute—though those were serious—he could encounter bigger forces. He knows Native peoples here are often taken advantage of by nationals and internationals alike. Even so, he feels that if his father were still alive, he’d be telling him that this is exactly the kind of story he should be telling to the world. It’s why he got into his channel after all. He thinks of Andres’s son, and what he must be learning this morning. He remembers the call from the hospital when his dad passed, just after he decided to leave his bedside for a lunch break. He’s still never forgiven himself for leaving his father’s side.



When he finally enters the town of Suretka, Ian passes a nearly empty bus of folks who must have just been ferried over for their morning jobs. It’s scant because of the holidays. He bikes down a hill. He can already see the docks below, where many boats are sleeping in the river. He sees a body in action and whistles. Manuel waves him down in the early dawn light from one of the beach’s farthest edges. Manuel sits on the bow of his long red boat with his legs crossed. Behind him, Ian can tell that the river is low from the dry season.

“Thank you for the last-minute ride,” Ian says, hopping off his bike.

“Of course.” Manuel pulls back his shoulder-length hair into a ponytail, looking at Ian’s bike. Ian notices Manuel’s tattoo of a fish and a feather on his forearm that hadn’t been there last he remembered.

Ian walks his bike over to the edge of the water. Together, Manuel and Ian lift the bike and put the kickstand down in the middle of the boat. At the shallowest points up- and downstream, buses and trucks and bikes can sometimes cross the river, but here, no. There are no bridges to get to the territory, which Ian had learned when he borrowed his friend’s car to do his first report and Manuel had sat at the dock teasing him about it. He still remembers Manuel’s kindness when he gave him a free ride. It’s cheaper than taking two boats and getting that car over, he had said.

“Sit on it again.” Manuel taps the seat of the bike. Ian gets in, sits, and holds the handlebars steady.

“It’s been a beautiful night.” Manuel sits in the stern and turns on the motor. “Though I’d imagine it’s not a beautiful reason why you’d be coming so early.”

Ian feels some guilt about keeping Andres’s death a secret from Manuel. Someone in the community.

“Someone died,” Ian shares.

“They must be important. Journalists don’t come in for just any Indian’s death.” Manuel keeps his gaze ahead. “Let me know if there is any way I can help.”

Ian considers that maybe someone from out of the community could have ordered a boat a few days ago. “Have you seen anyone unfamiliar come through?”

“No one new,” Manuel answers. “But if you want, I can ask the other boaters. Otherwise, I will keep things to myself.”

“Please don’t say anything for right now.”



Ian sits back, looks at the outlines of the mountains. The only sound competing with the boat’s engine is the gentle lapping of water and the buzz of insects. People have belonged to this land for a very long time, he thinks. And part of him, a very small part that he hides even from kind Manuel, tries to think of how his mother, someone he hardly got to know, must have felt at home here.

Manuel leads the boat through a series of poles, placed like checkpoints along the river, each one a safer step to the next.

“No one in power likes an Indian,” Manuel murmurs. It’s as if he’s grieving the nameless already. Ian resists telling him more, but he doesn’t get the feeling Manuel is saying this for him.

Manuel again shifts the boat, his strong, young arms guiding the wooden bow. He moves as if he can see past the bike that stands upright in his line of vision. Ian senses the young ferryman knows the water like that of a good friend.

After a while, Manuel cuts the engine and banks.

They dock on the other side of the river. Manuel and Ian lift the bike onto a wooden platform, and Manuel walks it onto the gravel road. Ian steps out and takes 10,000 colones from his wallet.

“No, no. This one, I do for my people,” Manuel says.

Manuel steps back into the stern. He gives a gentle wave in the early light, and then he slips silently away, letting his boat run with the current.
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Ian bikes along the only road to the inner community of Sepecue. He crosses two shallow rivers. Sweat gathers on his lip by the time he pulls up to the closed corner market and sees Pricilla waiting at the bus stop, rubbing her eyes. She looks to Ian like she is in her early sixties. She wears a skirt, a buttoned-up shirt, and rubber boots, and has her hair in a braid held with a scrunchie bun. When he parks, she stands and grips his hand.

“Thank you for coming,” she says, turning to move quickly. Ian walks his bike behind her. “The police are still there.”

“Would you like a ride?” Ian offers, though he isn’t sure if that’s inappropriate to ask an older Bribri woman, which makes some of us laugh. Pricilla agrees with no hesitation. She unawkwardly balances herself on the back seat; she must have done this many, many times, Ian realizes. He starts the motor, and she instructs him down another road, then a left onto a footpath, then a line in a burned-out field, then upward, and then through a large expanse of kapok trees about a mile and a half in, stopping to push the bike through a small entryway in a barbed-wire fence, right by a traditional Bribri house. “That one is mine,” she says, pointing. With a palm roof over the open kitchen, tin over the walled-in rest of the rooms, her home sits on stilts, and her chickens and pigs are restless at the sound of the bike’s engine. Two dogs bark. “His is just past mine.”

They continue on a burn path until they arrive at a smaller traditional home, where police motorcycles are leaned against the stairs. Ian cuts the bike so Pricilla can get off.

An officer steps out from the door, closing it behind him.

“Pricilla, who is this? We told you already.” The officer looks at her with gentleness and a pity in his eyes. “Andres wasn’t taking his heart medication. He had a heart attack.” He speaks to her with the voice that steers elders away from frustration.

“Can I talk with you?” Ian asks, and the officer throws his hands up in disarmed agreement.

“Come in.”



Upstairs in the house, everything is neat. Ian isn’t sure what he expected, but perhaps signs of struggle or something.

There are two officers standing behind Ian as he looks around.

“She saw two people at the house a few days ago?” Ian asks after looking at each of the four small, neat rooms.

“It was on Christmas Eve in the evening, but often people walk through different properties on the holidays. From drinking, they get lost trying to get back home. I know my aunt’s horse got taken this Christmas, and he just found his way back home today.”

Ian nods. “Did you take the body away already?”

“The Awa has come, and the body is being prepared. But the family will bury him in a couple of days, from what we understand.”

One of the officers hands him a prescription bottle. Ian holds it, looking at the small pills inside. “We’ve looked around, and we haven’t found anything out of order. There are about twenty more pills in there than what there should be based on the date he got the prescription.” The officer points to the bottle and then points to an orange plastic pill holder sitting on the table. “Our guess is that he didn’t take his medication, because even in that travel case, most of the pills are still in their assigned days. He didn’t even take them while he was gone. And based on the position we found him in, it looks like his death wasn’t painful, and he went in his sleep. I’ve seen many heart attack calls, and this looks just like them.”

Ian feels a little foolish arguing with them. It does seem plausible. He wonders if Pricilla has any evidence other than that she saw two people at Andres’s house before he returned. He wants to believe her concerns are justified.

“What about an autopsy?” he asks.

The officer shakes his head. “You’d have to work with the family on that, but we bury our dead quickly. We respect the body. It wouldn’t be encouraged. For an autopsy, they would have to transport the body all the way to Limón. That would cost a lot of money.”

“What of his activist work? I understand a lot of people were against Andres.”

“That is true,” one of the officers says. “But he has been retired for the past couple of years. Been keeping a low profile. He hasn’t had an incident for quite some time, according to our records.”

“My uncle told me he was working on writing a book,” the other officer shares.

“So he’s been staying out of trouble, really,” Ian says, nodding. He gives the officers his number, and they look at his card without much promise. Ian rejoins Pricilla as she sits on the lower step of the house.

“You’re welcome to some breakfast at my place,” Pricilla murmurs.



Ian walks his bike alongside her, the sun now above the banana and kabék trees. Ian is already tired, his notebook full of half notes he hoped he could try to piece together later but now isn’t so sure.

Pricilla seems to catch the doubt on his face.

She closes her dark eyes for a moment. “We couldn’t do anything when Victor was murdered.”

Ian remembers Victor’s name from the human rights report. Victor Mayorga.

“It took years for his family to get an investigator. Years. And he was shot. Whoever did this thought they could get away with it. And they just might.”

Ian feels for her. And understands that her suspicion is still a possibility even if it’s unlikely. “What else can you tell me?” he asks.

“When Victor died, it was very similar to this.”

“How was it similar? Andres wasn’t shot. Did you know Victor, too?”

“My best friend’s nephew,” she says, nodding. “Not much older than you.”

“What had he been doing?”

“What wasn’t he doing for our people? We still don’t have the answers. We might never know.” Ian feels her prompting him with her words. She’s picking them carefully. Not to harm him, not for ill, he knows. “But I wonder what would have happened if we had someone like you researching the case right away,” she says gently.

Ian rubs his neck. They get up to her lofted house, and he sits on the porch, where she has a hammock slung. He looks over his scattered notes again while she goes inside.

“What can you tell me about his family?” Ian asks Pricilla when she comes back with a bowl of rice and an egg. She goes into her living room and retrieves a contact book. She puts her reading glasses on and hands it over to him and points with her lips.


PALOMA DOMINGUEZ—

108 PAJARO STREET

CAHUITA, COSTA RICA



Pricilla hums a melody, a lullaby. It’s unfamiliar to him, but we know it by heart.

“You can do this,” Pricilla says, patting Ian’s arm.
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DECEMBER 28, 2025

It’s early when I wake to a gentle knock on my bedroom door that doesn’t shut from layers of aged paint. Mom leans in; she’s in a thick robe wrapped around her pajamas. Her eyes look so tired. “I need you to get up, sweetheart,” she whispers.

She walks over and sits at the foot of my bed. I can tell she must have been pulling at her hair because it hangs out of her ponytail like windblown wheat. She leans over and lifts up my chin with a warm hand and sighs. “I have to get your brother, too. First.”

I pull on a sweatshirt and then follow her to Kabék’s room. She wakes him, too. She holds his cheek. He looks bewildered, but he gets up, and he and I follow her downstairs where she has us sit on the couch. She already has lit my cedarwood candle.

Then her words are over us.

I stare at the candle flame as it bends with the draft in this old house.



It’s Dad. He’s gone.



He died. Two days after he’d left here. Her words—How difficult this must be. I am so sorry. I feel like I just don’t believe it. We were arguing, right at that dining room table, talking right under the night sky only a couple of days ago. Kabék manages to say I don’t understand and then he asks how? His face is already wet. His neighbor, Pricilla, found him. A heart attack. Apparently, he hadn’t taken his medication when he got home. He was in his hammock. Sounds peaceful. Kabék covers his eyes. Here, let me hold you both. I don’t feel like standing, but I get up, and she embraces us together. It doesn’t feel real.

I close my eyes. Whatever bids he and I made for a future relationship are gone.

“I should have gone back with him.” Kabék sits down into the couch. Mom is soon next to him.

“No, no, Kabék,” Mom shushes. Her stray hair falls more forward. Age in her eye lines. She’s been crying; I see it now.

“It is, though. It’s my fault; if I would have gone with him, I would have made sure he took his meds.” Kabék coughs.

“Kabék, there’s nothing you could have done,” I say.

He looks at me with a hardened jaw. “Don’t. Please don’t. I loved him.” And his words slash at me. It’s a shot.

I stare back at him. What is even happening? “Right, you are the only one who ever knew how to love in this family.”

Kabék bites his inner cheeks as he bears into me.

“Hey now,” Mom says. “You two are in shock. It’s not the time to hurt each other. I will book some flights. Why don’t you take some time alone? Start packing. We’ll have to leave today. Tía Paloma told me your father would have just three nights to rest and a burial on the fourth day. That’s what the Awa decided.”

Mom stutters a little when she says Awa, and I get why. She knows these are our traditions, not hers. She still somehow got the responsibility to tell us. But she’s wrong about the rush. Four days, that’s some honor. Usually only Elders are given that much time before a burial. Whereas a child would be buried in a day.

Kabék’s footsteps creak on the old wooden floor as he goes to his room. I head to mine.

I smooth my bed, and I lie down.

And then it hits. Like another hurling wave from Ocean Woman; she didn’t exactly have a father, just the Creator, so she’d never lose someone like I have.

I’m a girl who just lost her father. And I’ll never hear his voice again. I’ll never hear him laugh. He’ll never soapbox to me. He’ll never piss me off. I lie on my bed, my back to my star quilt, staring at the ceiling. I recall some of the good memories before he left when we were just kids. How he taught us to fry a river trout. Taught me how to sneak up on someone by minding my shadow just as much as my sound. The days were gone where he’d toss us up and down until we were ragged, but I’d never witness him do it for another generation. I wish I didn’t think it, but I know I’ll never know if he actually meant his words in our talk under the night sky just days ago. I turn and curl into myself. I feel stupid for hoping.

He went to the airport super early the next day, and I drove him, and we listened to old country music for most of the trip. He asked for it almost like he was asking for a second helping of dessert, and afterward, I got to telling him about the things I wanted to do at the research camp. How there was a whole cave of archives, kept at such a cold temperature that they wouldn’t age. He didn’t push about Costa Rica. He didn’t ask me to come visit. He looked me in the eyes when he said goodbye.

Our final hours of peaceable living, how could it be enough? If it was true for a moment, who knows where it would have gone? Now I’ll never have the evidence.



Kabék comes to my room an hour later. He leans on my doorframe.

“Ulá?”

“What?” I say. He rubs his forehead.

“I don’t think Mom should come.”

I already know what he means. But I don’t want to have to say it.

“Are you going to tell her that?” I sit up on my elbow, looking at my hands. I think I have Dad’s hands. My veins protrude like upside-down riverbeds. He doesn’t answer.

“So?” I press him.

“I can. It’s just that she doesn’t know … It’s just going to be overshadowed by her, and it’s about him, you know?”

He’s right. Mom is well intentioned, but I will constantly feel her trying to navigate the space with as much respect as she can, trying to get out of the way, and by that, being very in the way. At Wiké’s funeral, she kept asking questions on how to be helpful, or if she should even be present when we buried her or were waiting with the body, and it just got bothersome trying to soothe her concerns. And they were intrusions, even if out of a good place.

I nod at Kabék. He calls to her. And in a moment, Mom’s in my room. Her laptop hanging loosely in her hand. “Everything okay? I’ve bought tickets.”

Kabék crosses his arms and looks straight at her. “Ulá and I were talking, and we just think maybe just the two of us should go for the funeral. We do solo travel all the time. Ulá is basically eighteen, and—”

“Oh.” I can tell she’s still been crying. It must be so strange for her to lose her former husband. Someone she used to love. “That is up to the two of you. Not me. I’d like to be there, but I get it. This is your family.”

“We’ll be fine,” I say. “And you are family, Mom. It’s just different.” I think of how, even in this moment, I’m still soothing her. Kabék is right, even if I want to bite him back for his words earlier.

“We’ll be fine,” Kabék confirms, ending our conversation. He turns and leaves the room.






12


Just a couple of hours later, Kabék and I sit next to each other on a nonstop flight. We haven’t spoken much still. I put Knives Out on the seat monitor and sense Kabék watching. I almost resist putting on the subtitles for him. But I think about how the kind Kabék would do the same for me. We don’t fight often, really, but when we do, Kabék’s words always hit deep. When he’s hurt, he takes it on with his whole being. The last time we fought, I had been telling Gracie a story I knew he was embarrassed by—how he’d asked out the girl he had been in love with for the previous two years, and she had said something rough like “never.” Kabék overheard me. It took me more than a month to get him to trust me again, and a million I-won’t-do-it-agains.

I won’t apologize for what I said this time; instead, I turn on the subtitles for him. He looks away for a second, but then in a few minutes he is back to watching with me. I want to tell him that we’re the only two in the world missing the same person. Or maybe we did love two different people. It is a scary thought. We hold two worlds of conflicting truths, and who knows who is right?

After the movie, Kabék puts on his headphones, and I fall asleep and am in this dream.

I’m in the ocean. I poke at underwater jellies, and I see my hair splay out in the water like a mess of dark black vines. On the shore, Dad is upset at me because I’ve been in the ocean for a long time. Because Bribris don’t go into the ocean. Ocean Woman … she’s dangerous. I can hear him through the water, so I surface, and yell back that he is dead. What can he do? He gives me an eyebrow raise that tells me I am wrong. That he isn’t dead. He couldn’t be.

I wake up and look over at Kabék, who’s sleeping. I wonder if he’s dreaming, too. My therapist told me my dad-dreams were part of me processing things. That Dad being absent created dreams where I was always trying to assert myself over him in different situations because it hadn’t ever worked in real life. This dream is familiar in that way except for the dead part.

I close my window and lay my head against the shade, and fall asleep again, and this dream, it is wild.

I have a time machine, and I’m supposed to bring a pair of black leather boots back to a cowboy shop in the past. I am in our house when Dad lived there. I’m not supposed to let people see me. Dad and Mom are together in the kitchen. Kabék is there, too. The room is sunny with the stickiness of a Wisconsin July. My parents look like they are all love-y. Kabék catches me walking down the stairs with the boots, and I make him keep my secret, and he’s warm to me unlike he has been, and it makes me feel sick and miss his spirit when it’s like that. Then, I manage to get past them and outside. I get ready to ride a bike to the shop, but I stop myself and realize this is my one moment in this dream—because this is a dream—that I can go back and give Dad a hug.

This time, too, I know he is gone, but he isn’t gone, because this is a time machine. I drop the boots and run back into the house. We have nothing to argue about. I hold him tight, enjoying the surprise he has because I don’t hug often, and he smells like charcoal from his work in construction and the soap we get from the co-op.

I wake up again with the ding of the pilot telling us to put on seat belts and prepare for descent. I tear up with the relief of the hug, remembering how his arms melted against me, something that only happened a couple of times in my real memory. I try to remember the scruff of his chin goatee on my shoulder. How strange, the hug is somehow lingering in the now. I don’t know when I will feel this way again. Probably never.

Because there are no time machines in this world, except for memory and dreams.

I look at the clock—six hours have passed fully—and then out the window I see the mountains of San José, Costa Rica’s capital city.
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After we land, we head to customs and stand in a long line with a variety of vacationing Americans. Lots of sun hats, khaki shorts, and some folks looking like they’re already intoxicated from first class’s champagne. The group in front of us seems to be an extended family, and while we’re used to the line, a woman in the group complains, “We’ll just have to go to Florida next time.” Kabék flicks his eyes at them, and before he can look back down at his phone, I catch his eyes, and we can’t help but both laugh behind closed lips.

In a moment, we’re back. Brother sister. I smirk, and we return to people watching with our headphones in.

When we finally get to the front of the line, we get placed with a customs guard together. We already have our US passports ready. Even though we both have dual citizenship, we don’t have Costa Rican passports, so we come to this line anyway. When they ask where we’re staying, we’ve learned to give Tía’s address because she’s the only family member with an actual address in Cahuita. On the territory, there are no house numbers or addresses, so the government has difficulty placing a location in their system to keep track of us. In the past, I do admit, though, that I liked watching the agent struggle to systematize us with our answers. On the Bribri territory, across the Big River, two miles north of the second convenience store.

This time, we don’t frustrate them. We give them Tía’s address, our passports; when he asks us why we are here, I don’t know why it slips out, but I say, “Our dad died.”

The officer grimaces.

“Sorry. We are here to visit family,” I alter.

We each give a look to his camera, and then he lets us through.

Kabék and I take a taxi to the bus station. We don’t talk on the ride, but I know we’re a little better now.

At the bus station, Kabék watches our bags and waits on one of the benches to plug in and precharge some of his solar chargers. I go to a panadería I know down the road and get us some coffee and little chicken empanadas, since it will be four hours until we’ll be able to stop again. I text Tía Paloma on my walk back to let her know we arrived safely, and that we’ll be to her house in the early evening. I hand Kabék a greasy bag. “Thanks,” he says.

I sit back and take a bite. I didn’t think about it until now, but Dad won’t be eating again with us. He used to pick up these little empanadas on his travels. He’s the reason why Kabék and I even know where to go in San José for the bus. The moves we make that are muscle memory, they all started with him.

On the large passenger bus, Kabék and I get seats next to each other. The bus takes passengers to the Caribbean coast. It will stop in Limón and then in Cahuita, where Tía Paloma lives, and it stops in Puerto Viejo, but we get off before then.

But now, I get a text from Gracie. She and I had already talked early this morning for a while before we left.

Gracie: Just wanted to say I love you. I’ll be sending some up for you that it all goes as well as it can.

Me: I love you, too. Thanks.

Gracie: You can text me whenever. I wish I could go to his funeral and be there for you.

Me: Me too. It’s okay.

Gracie: Hugs.

Nobody ever tells a kid with a parent in another country that if their parent dies, you won’t get to mourn them at a funeral with your best friend. I keep my earbuds in and listen to music while we watch the passing city, the mountains, waterfalls. We pass cemeteries with bodies raised up in marble mausoleums. It’s not how it’s done on the territory. Or at least, I’ve never seen a cemetery like that there. We intend for our bodies to return to the earth.

I wonder what Dad thought when he saw cemeteries. Did he know his time was close? On his last bus ride home, did he say goodbye to everything on his way in? A dark thought comes across to me that I want to ignore but keeps coming: Maybe he wanted things to end.

Death has always been familiar on the territory. Every so often, Tía would text us to let us know if a distant relative died. Usually someone I had met a time or two. The worst passing was when Wiké’s great-grandchild had taken his own life. Wiké fell into a deep depression after that. I still remember the photo of the boy, a cousin really, smiling with sun-sweaty cheeks on his brown skin, with Kabék’s arms slung over his shoulders, sitting on Wiké’s front porch. I think Mom had taken it for her. Dad had always said untimely death, especially suicide, was caused by the various waves of colonization; I guess maybe he would resist that action just on account of this.

Wiké was our only other family member who was given four days, which is why we could make it in time. I understand why we bury our dead quickly. The earth itself seems impatient to take the body back to itself, unlike in the Midwest right now, where an excavator is needed to break the frozen ground to place a body. On the territory, I still remember a cockroach I killed in Dad’s bathhouse that was devoured by ants to an exoskeleton in a single night.

Our bus finally nears the only police checkpoint between the north and the Caribbean coast. Two large semis with open-air beds are pulled over. The beds are stacked with timber as thick as Roman pillars. It’s no question that the trees were logged for material use. Police officers are looking over the second semi, and two are conversing with the frontmost driver. An older woman across the aisle from us is holding a bag of groceries to her soft middle and side-eyeing the trucks.

I bump Kabék’s arm and lip point.

“Do you think they took those illegally?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Sometimes they get a permit and take more than they are supposed to. The police are probably trying to figure out if they did or not.” Kabék looks back down at his phone. He must have seen this plenty of times before.

When the bus reaches the police checkpoint, we roll over two speed bumps. I darkly remember the name for these in Costa Rica. They are called muertos—dead people. When Kabék and I were young, we would both yell out “MUERTO!” when Mom or Dad forgot where one was, to their great annoyance.

The police station doors are open, and there are four boxes of Red Bull and a few cases of Stella beers. I think of what Dad said about the police, how they were corrupt, how they took bribes. But some of them had to be decent. I mean, they were checking if someone had overlogged, right?

The officers wave our bus through.

We roll over the last bump before Paloma’s house.

“Muerto,” I whisper.
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As we pass the ocean, I think of my dream again. How I shouted at Dad that he was gone and to let me just swim. I ache to go in. All of this coast would have been on Bribri and Cabecar, our sister tribe, land. Traditionally our people would take an annual trip and come to the ocean and soak for their sicknesses. The salt soothing their ailments. Wiké used to say that you can still find the paths we took to the ocean from the territory.

But we have no time to walk to the coast from here. We arrive in Cahuita’s little downtown station, and the heavy humidity hits when we get off the bus. We sling our hiking backpacks over our shoulders and start walking to Paloma’s house—a ten-minute walk inland to the hills. She asked that we meet her at her house because she is still packing what she’ll need for the funeral. On our walk, we pass a banana grove between two hotels, a few restaurants, the new supermarket.

Back in the day, Dad spent a lot of time here with Mom. I think it’s the place they fell for each other when she came and visited him on a trip after his school visa was up. Then, just loving her was enough to convince him to come back to the States.

We cross the main road and walk up on the gravel pathway toward Tía’s house. Dogs bark. There’s a rare pair of toucans in a palm tree.

“Look at them,” I say to Kabék. I think Dad would have said they were greeting us or something of that nature.

“They started coming back to the coast after COVID-19 because there was less, you know, interference,” Kabék explains.

“I remember Wiké said they are actually quite tasty, and that back in the day we would eat them.”

“Good luck catching one,” he says, teasing.

“Tomorrow? I thought you were quite the hunter.” That’s what Dad called him after they went on a two-week wild boar hunt with one of our distant cousins in the Bush. Kabék didn’t tell me much about it. I’m sure he could pick up on my then-sham smiles on our Zoom call, my jealousy, when he started to boysplain how difficult and dangerous it actually is because the whole pack will charge if they notice you take one of them—which I knew already.

I pause to take a sip of water, and ahead Kabék has stopped as well. Beyond him, at Tía’s gate, there’s a motorcyclist parked in front. He’s tall and striking. His profile is neat—an angular face, dark skin and curly hair, a pair of honey-colored, rounded glasses. He’s wearing dark shorts and a pair of smart tan hiking boots accented by electric green piping.

“You know him?” I ask Kabék.

Kabék shakes his head. “No.”

He looks our way, gives us a gentle smile. He can’t be much older than us. He waves, and I wave back.

“Actually, he does look a little familiar,” Kabék says quietly as he passes. “I think he has a channel—”

“Buenos,” I say from behind him in my best Spanish.

“Buenos.” His voice is soft and low. “Are you family of Paloma? Of Andres?” he calls.

He has a little notebook in his hand. He must be a reporter. I had been wondering if Dad’s story would reach the news.

“Family,” I say as we stop at the gate with him.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he begins in English. He must have noticed my States accent. His English, I can tell, is already a breeze for him. “I am Ian Solera. I’m an independent journalist, from Limón,” he continues. “I am so sorry for your loss. I got this address from Andres’s neighbor Pricilla. I was called into the territory this morning, and I’m interested in investigating this story.”

The word investigating turns my body cold. I glance at Kabék. He furrows his eyebrows at Ian. “Investigating what?” I ask.

“You haven’t talked to Pricilla?” Ian asks, looking back and forth between us, concerned.

“No.” Kabék’s voice is short. I shake my head with him.

“Uh.” He looks at his notepad. “Pricilla told me that while Andres was gone, she had heard the dogs bark in the night … she saw two people walking through the house on Christmas Eve. She had assumed it was Andres and you—you must be his son?” His wide eyes land on Kabék. Kabék affirms this. “But then … he came home the day after that. She was the one to find him a few days later. She questions if something unnatural happened.”

The old dreams I’d have—the ones where Dad was hurt or murdered, back when he was in his heavier activist days—start waking up like ghosts of fears I thought I’d processed and buried long ago.

Ian continues. “I talked with the police, and they are sure his death was caused by not taking his heart medication. But there might be other possibilities.”

“Were there any signs of something else?” I ask, feeling faint. Kabék looks like he is in another layer of the universe.

Ian shakes his head. “No.”

“I’m sorry. But no one told us any of this,” Kabék says, breaking from his haze. “Who has Pricilla talked to? Why didn’t she tell Paloma this?”

“That, I don’t know,” Ian says. “I was hoping to speak to Paloma now.” He adjusts his glasses and refocuses on the notepad in his hands. “If there is anything that went wrong, I intend to know. I know this is such a difficult time, but can I ask you both some questions?” His dark eyes are focused on me for a second. I don’t know what to even think. Our dad just died.

Before I can say anything, Kabék interjects. “Why don’t you come talk to our aunt?”

“I’ve rung for her, but I’m not sure if she’s here.” Ian lowers his pen and looks up at the wall. She has a camera up on the hinge post of the door.

I wave at the camera, and then Kabék presses in the key code and the door opens.

“Here, let me help you with that,” Ian says, offering a hand to the bag of bread and snacks I have from our short stop in Limón.

“No thanks,” I say. He flinches, and I feel bad. “I’m good,” I add.

We head in. Along the driveway, Tía’s hedges of dark red hibiscus are in full bloom. And her cream-painted house, as always, is pristine, unchanged. On her modern-style porch, there are heavy white orchids leaning over their baskets.

Tía walks from the poolside of her house. She’s wearing her floral wrap dress tight around her slim middle, and she reaches her long arms out to us and comes to me first. “Hi, sweet girl. I’m sorry about your dad, beautiful. So so sorry.” I feel her body rest when she gives me a hug; her moist skin is still cool as if she’s recently been in her air-conditioning.

She’s a reprieve for a moment. I realize she’s the last of my dad’s generation in our line. We don’t have anyone as direct here as Tía.

“I’m sorry, too,” I say.

“That brother of mine.” She leans back, and I can see her eyes are misty. Even behind her subtle and expensive makeup. She reaches over and gives Kabék a hug, too. “I’m so sorry.” He bear hugs her.

Then she leans back. “So who have you brought with you?” She tightens her eyes. “I’ve seen you somewhere.”

“This is Ian,” I explain. “He’s doing a story on Dad.”

“And what is he saying about someone maybe breaking in? Why haven’t I heard about this?” Kabék starts.

Tía sends Ian a cold gaze. “If you’re coming to tell me something happened to my brother because of what Pricilla told you, just know I’ve already talked with her, and I’ve spoken with the police. They are sure it’s a heart attack. And people come walking through the territory all the time. Drunk and doing who knows what over the holidays.” She takes my hand. “We don’t need any more drama. Pricilla loves drama. We don’t need it.”

It is Tía’s way. I’m reminded of her boundaries. And then I do think of Pricilla. I’ve known her for as long as I can remember, and Dad would joke that she did always have some feud with a sister or a cousin, or had a complaint about some new girlfriend of one of her adult children. She still had things to say about the father of her kids who she kicked out over three decades ago.

“I truly hope it is nothing,” Ian says sincerely. He stands steady with his pen and notepad still fixed. He doesn’t take the suggestion to leave.

“I am hoping to talk with anyone who knew him well,” he says calmly, adjusting his glasses.

I look at Kabék, who looks upset, and I don’t know what I should say.

Ian looks at his notebook. “Can any of you tell me where a Bernardo Antonio is? Pricilla said he might be able to help me.”

I suck in my breath. He already knows the name of the man populating Dad’s cell phone just a few days ago.

Paloma turns to me, brushes my hair, fixes a stray; her eyes are still so sad. She clucks her tongue and looks over to Ian. “Bernardo is in hiding at an ecolodge at Arenal. He works there. Goes by Juan. The one deepest at the volcano’s base.”

Ian’s eyebrows rise, and he takes note. “Thank you,” he says.

“And how did you know that?” Kabék says, confused, putting his bag down.

“I’ll tell you later.” Tía gives me another side hug, kisses my cheek, and takes Kabék’s hand gently. She must not have slept for hours.

“Would you all be willing to look over his house? To see if anything is off? I understand that you are living there, too?” Ian says, looking at Kabék.

“Yes,” Kabék responds. “I live there. We’ll look around.”

“If you find anything or learn of anything, please tell me.” Ian takes a card out of his pocket and hands it over to Kabék.

“I hope this is all you need,” Tía says, crossing her arms. “These are Andres’s children, Ian. We need to prepare the funeral. We don’t need to be on your little show.”

I realize I don’t know what Ian really does. He said independent journalist. Does that mean he’s not even a real reporter?

“We’ll look around,” Kabék says again. Tía rubs her face and picks up the bags of food I placed on her porch and starts bringing them inside.

“Thank you.” Ian nods and then returns to his bike, places a black helmet on, and a moment later, his wheels kick gravel and he heads down the road.

Tía blows her lips when we get inside. “I’m going to kill Pricilla. We don’t have time for some investigation. This is why I don’t get involved. Why I go in three times a year. I don’t have the—”

“Wait, though, Tía, how did you know where Bernardo was?” Kabék turns to her.

Tía sighs. “Your dad’s ridiculous friend has had a crush on me for a long time. Bernardo may have invited me out a time or two, which I did not agree to.” Tía Paloma rolls her eyes. She is coming back into herself, which makes me feel more at ease.

“Now, give me a real hug,” she says to Kabék, and embraces him. From behind her, Kabék hands me the card from Ian.

Kabék and I catch eyes over her embrace. I look down at Ian’s card. I wish it didn’t feel so heavy.
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Tía flicks the button by her door, and the gate closes.

“Come on. Why don’t you get your things ready for the Bush? I had some dinner dropped off. You must be hungry. Chicken sandwiches are in the fridge. We’ll get there pretty late tonight, and you know I’m not cooking.”

“Thank you, Tía,” I say. My feet cool on the polished cement floors. The bright white walls dotted with abstract paintings. It’s like walking into an art museum at first, but even with all of Tía’s modernity, her living alone as a single woman is really common for Dominguez women on the territory. So many of my second cousins and passed-on great-aunts had thrown out their husbands and lived alone after having their babies. Wiké included. My grandmother was the only one who stayed with her husband, but I guess they died so young that who knew if they really would have stayed together? And Tía, well, she’s never been married. I grab my sandwich from the fridge and toss Kabék his. He catches it with one hand.

My usual room is the first to the left down the hallway. I put my feet up on the bed and start eating. Outside, the sun is already almost done setting here, which it does at 5:30 P.M. year round, and my whole body is tired from travel. Tía’s house always feels like a respite, and now it feels even more so. A small chance to be by myself—something I know I won’t get much of in the next few days. Tía and I will probably be in the same room at Dad’s house, and we’ll be taking turns sitting with Dad’s body until he’s buried.

After eating, I pull out Ian’s card from my pocket. I trace the neon green lines in the black background. His words rush over me. Two people, going to Dad’s house. It gives me chills. Perhaps some of Dad’s friends checked on the place, though that didn’t make sense. He would have told Pricilla or just had her check on the place since it’s her property anyway.

I look up Ian—and then I see him. He has two million followers on Instagram. He’s a self-proclaimed independent journalist, but I see why people like him. He’s not showy. He seems genuine and kind. I watch him report on a robbery at a local bakery. He speaks in Patua with the owner. And, well, he’s attractive, too.

I start unpacking my States luggage to prepare for the Bush to distract myself. I set out my packs of electrolytes, toiletries, plenty of hair binders, a cooling neck towel, my clothes, one sweatshirt for if it gets cold, and my loose cotton black dress for Dad’s funeral. I find my smaller backpack where I left it in Tía’s near-empty closet during my last visit. I store several things in there so I don’t have to keep bringing them from the States—my hammock, a water filter in case we can’t get bottled water (I still don’t have tolerance for the Bush water yet), a small solar-powered fan, my backup carabiners, two fully charged battery packs to recharge my phone since Dad’s house doesn’t have electricity. Not that I could use it much there. The service is spotty, and we often have to go to the school a mile away just for Wi-Fi.

I find my knife. I’d used it plenty for cutting fruit or cutting down some vines we’d be walking through. I take it out of its sheath, the ridges like teeth. It makes me feel a little sick. If someone did hurt Dad, it was something the police and Pricilla couldn’t see.

My phone chimes, and I flinch. It’s a message from Manuel.

Manuel: I am so sorry, Ulá. You know I loved your dad. I’ll see you all soon. Your aunt asked me to boat you all over tonight.

Ulá: Thanks, friend. Appreciate you.

Manuel: I brought Ian in last night. I didn’t know it was about your dad, though. I took him back across this morning. He said he would be coming to Paloma’s. Did he find you all?

In a way, I am grateful to hear that at least Ian had some discretion. He wasn’t telling everyone a theory or making up some big story.

Ulá: Yes, he did.

Manuel: That’s good. What do you think?

Ulá: I don’t know. I’m so tired.

Manuel: I get that.

Ulá: I was just working through Dad’s surprise visit, and before then, his heart attack, and now, maybe something happened to him? I don’t even know what to do.

Manuel: It’s a lot.

Ulá: Tía doesn’t think it was anything. I hope she’s right.

Manuel: Are you going to do anything about what he was saying?

Ulá: We sent Ian to go talk to Bernardo. I guess Tía Paloma knew where he is in hiding because he has a thing for her.

Manuel: Really?

Ulá: Yeah! Right?

Manuel: Yes. But seriously, Ulá. Be careful. Maybe there is something going on.

I smooth my forehead. I don’t want to be afraid. I want to mourn my dad, and I’m realizing with each hour that this isn’t like putting Wiké in the ground. Not as simple, not as clear.

Manuel: Really, Ulá. Promise me. Be careful.

I add Ian’s number to my phone. I take the knife and place it in the side pocket of my bag.

Ulá: See you soon.



When I come out of my room, Tía is emptying the dishwasher. I sit on the tall chair at the kitchen island.

“Tía, do you have his phone?” I ask. I bite my inner cheek as I toss the sandwich wrapping into her trash.

Tía nods. Her eyebrows, slightly more smoothed, gently furrow as she opens the pantry closet where I see Dad’s sku hanging, a woven bag made from palm leaves, and a rain jacket.

She takes the phone out of Dad’s sku and sets it in front of me.

“Thanks. I remember seeing Dad texting Bernardo before he left.”

Tía shakes her head and tisks her tongue. “He should have left Bernardo alone. He’s only trouble.”

“I’m guessing we’ll need to bury this,” I say, nodding at the phone.

“Up to you,” Tía says, shrugging. Tía knows our traditions, but she isn’t always for them.

The phone is face up on the counter in its worn leather case. It feels risky touching it, and I realize that’s because it will be the first thing I’ll hold of Dad’s since he died. How many times had he held it? Were his fingerprints still on it? The natural oil of his hands? It must still be there.

It will be the first of many things I’ll be touching of his in the next few days. I know that with Dad’s burial, Kabék and I have the task of looking through his personal things and deciding what to bury with him. This might be one of them. It was something that could connect him to worlds away from Bribri. In some way, our tradition is to cut the tie between this layer and the next for both us and him.

I tap the home screen. He didn’t lock his phone, so the screen opens to all his main apps. The phone only has 3 percent battery. I quickly tap WhatsApp, where I notice he has two unread texts.

Tía leaves the kitchen and walks down the hall. I lean into the marble island.

The first message is from a conversation with a man named Marco. I select it and find that I can only scroll back a short history. I look at the most recent message that came through, time stamped from the date he traveled back to the territory—December 25. It isn’t too complicated, so I translate the Spanish relatively easily. I don’t know who Marco is, which is just another reminder of how disconnected I am. Dad had often tried to acquaint me with many of his friends, but I resisted because it felt like he was trying to show me off or something. Now, I wish I had tried a little more.

Marco: Please come for New Year’s. We’re having a pig roast.

Dad: You always make such good pork every New Year. I will be there!

Marco: Wonderful, Andres. You know we are so grateful.

Here Dad is making plans for the future. According to his phone, these were some of his last words.

Kabék comes out of the bedroom with his bag. His braids are coming undone, and the strands around his face look like wishbones. I realize that it would only be fair to have Kabék looking with me. He might actually know context. The thought burns a little.

I slide the phone to him.

“You can go through it, too, if you want. Paloma just gave it to me.”

“Right, okay.” He looks but doesn’t pick it up.

“There’s a message from Marco. You know him?” I offer.

“Yeah. A neighbor.”

“Does he cook?”

“That is what he’s known for. I think Dad gave him a pig a year or two ago because he invited us over a lot.” I bite my lips. Another event Dad and Kabék have done together that Kabék probably spared me from, knowing I would feel left out. Then, I would have rolled my eyes about it. Or made some comment.

“Looks like he was going to go to his house on New Year’s.” I push the phone closer to him.

Kabék freezes.

“I don’t think he thought he was going to die,” I say. “I know it sounds dark, but I had wondered if maybe Dad wasn’t taking his meds on purpose. Like, depression runs in our family.”

“Yeah, his great-uncle did kill himself. I wondered the same.” Kabék drops his bag.

“But I feel like he was planning for so much. Like me coming in the summer, even if he was a jackass about it. And this New Year’s thing. I mean, even if Dad was down, it seems like he was trying to live.”

Kabék finally picks up the phone. Rubs the sides before touching the screen. We must be thinking similarly about Dad’s items. He seems so much rawer than I’ve ever seen him. Kabék could be quiet, even sad, if he wasn’t busy helping others get along. Except, this is so different. He still looks like someone wrung him out.

Kabék taps the screen a few more times. His eyebrows furrow.

“It looks like Dad might have deleted, like, everything. There are only a few message threads in here.”

Kabék hands me the phone, and I scroll back. He’s right. There are hardly any conversations left. People checking in about how his trip seeing us is going. Pricilla updating him that no cows had broken in. Not even the one from Bernardo that I had seen at our house is there.

“Damn,” I whisper.

Tía returns, and Kabék and I look at each other.

“Hey, Tía, has anyone had Dad’s phone?” I ask.

She frowns at this. “No.” She puts down a slip of paper with a list of names. “Now, this is the invitation list for the funeral.”

Kabék and I look it over. “It’s short,” I say, noticing it is made up almost entirely of direct relatives. Paloma nods. “We’re keeping it small. Too many people try to come to these things just for the food. I’ve seen it. Anyone to add?”

I pull it closer to me. It’s a short list of folks we know, most Bribri people. I laugh at one name.

“Star? Really?”

“She loved your dad,” Tía says.

“Tía, she once asked me what to do with burial grounds she found at her organic farm retreat,” I say, crossing my arms.

I’d told her to leave them be because I could already imagine her trying some weird thing like planting strange seeds or placing figurines around a site and showing it off with wide eyes when people came to stay at her place.

I don’t want her remotely close to Dad’s grave.

Tía rolls her eyes. “You would know just as much as her or I about any of that.”

Her words sting. And they feel wrong, because while I might not know all the protocols because of distance, Tía doesn’t know by choice. She’s almost insistent on not knowing our ways.

I frown at Kabék. And mouth, “Help.” I had seen Star ogle him, too. Every time she’d run across us, she couldn’t keep her eyes off him.

Kabék rubs his forehead. “Well, she really was only interested in us because we were the only Native people she could manage to get to know. So it’s just a little weird.”

“Agreed,” I add.

“Okay, okay. I’ll take her off.” Tía scratches out her name. “Your word.”

“Looks good,” Kabék says, giving Tía back the list. I nod in agreement. Her words still bite, though. Her clean, modern house suddenly makes me a little mad. Like she’s above all this. Like she doesn’t give a shit about our history. Her own peoples’ traditions.

“We’ll have three nights on the territory, and the funeral is on the fourth day,” Tía says. “I’ll make these calls unless you want to help. And then I’ve already called the church and a local cook for the meal. It will be small, okay? As for what we bury him with, you two should be in charge of that. The burial will just be us. I do think if you both prepared to say some words for when we have a meal with these folks, that would be really lovely. I think your dad would have appreciated that.”

I hold on to the last statement she made. What does Tía know about what he would have wanted anyway? They were fighting last we knew. So much for no drama.

She goes to sit by her pool and pulls out her phone.

“We’re keeping her out of things, right?” Kabék says quietly to me as he pulls out Dad’s phone and places it on the counter. I nod.

“If we do find anything at the house, tell each other first?” he says.

“Plan,” I say. I look at the phone. A strange clean slate inside. “You said Paloma and Dad haven’t been on good terms?”

“Yeah, he stopped visiting her in the past few months.”

“Do you know why?” I ask. “Do you think she would delete his messages?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. They must have talked about something touchy, because he started making excuses to get out of seeing her.”

“I guess she gave us his phone.” I run my hand through my hair. “I don’t know if she’s really hiding anything. She wouldn’t have deleted everything and handed the phone back to us like this. She probably would have just deleted messages between the two of them. That would make more sense.”

“True,” Kabék says. “So Dad probably deleted them.”

“He did have a lot of secrets through the years. For all we know, he was hooking up with Star.”

Kabék laughs, and I pretend to gag. Dad loved to use his Native-woo voice on her. People fell for it all the time.

“The world is messed up,” Kabék says, his eyes darkening. “If someone actually hurt Dad, they would have us looking at our aunt like we don’t trust her.”

“I know,” I say, looking out at Tía by her pool. She’s on the phone already, the list of funeral guest names in her lap.

Kabék is quiet, and then he leans over the tall kitchen counter looking at his hands. “You know, I used to have dreams of him dying, too.” His eyes flit away. “You talked about your dreams all the time. You probably gave them to me.”

I bite my lips. “Probably.”

“And it’s real now,” Kabék says, his fingers gently balling in and out of a fist on the counter. “And something shady possibly happening? What a way.” Kabék shakes his head. “Tía is right. It shouldn’t be like this.”

I look at Kabék. Here we were, two kids. It was unkind of me to ever think that Dad’s choices didn’t affect him, too. Of course they did. And my own fears are transferrable just as much as anyone else’s.

I hand him the phone. It feels right that he should have it.

“You keep it?”

He gives me a half smile, and he turns the phone in his hand.

“Yeah.”
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On the way into the territory, in Tía’s car, we pass another coastal town and head inland toward the mountains. We officially enter the reservation at the green marker sign that reads BRIBRI. Sometimes in the States I feel it’s my photo of that exact sign that makes people believe I’m Native. That it’s some physical reality of my identity, since our reservation doesn’t have ID cards we carry around. Not a lot of people pretending to be Native out here either. There’s enough bias that we’re lesser or ignorant or uneducated to make some Bribris try to hide it when they leave the territory.

We pass the municipal government office where I went once with Wiké to pay her property taxes. She told me that outsiders can’t buy land anymore, and all I’d need to own on the territory was my citizenship and proof of family line.

At the center, there are a few shops that look closed for the holidays. From the center, the buses sprig out to different communities on the reservation. A fleet of taxis is parked nearby as well. We pass by and continue south and drive for a half hour through a few smaller neighborhoods. Most houses are modest, but there is a row of large homes, ornate with pillars and fancy Spanish-style painting. I’d grown up going to one like that, owned by Manuel’s Sikua-side grandpa. They had a pool we’d go to on extra hot days.

We near the River Telire, and Tía pulls her car into the little palm-lined parking lot at Manuel’s parents’ gift shop. In the lot, there is a large wooden sign that reads BRIBRI WATERFALL TOUR. NIGHT WATER TOUR. BRIBRI GUIDES AND CHOCOLATE TOURS. BRIBRI SPIRITUAL DIRECTION. FERRY RIDES.

When we were thirteen, Manuel would call and practice English, and I’d crack up with the slang he’d used then. But he was fluent in no time, and I was grateful in some ways and embarrassed in others. He learned English way faster than I did Spanish.

I smirk at his signs, because Manuel doesn’t just speak English, he knows what hooks tourists. Maybe he gets it from knowing outsiders like the back of his hand, from his dad, uncles, his grandparents. His grandfather and I had always had such good conversations about how he could be a better relative to the land. He had married a Bribri woman, Manuel’s grandma, who passed away before I could ever meet her. I used to sit at the pond on one of their properties in the Bush, and we’d talk about traditional planting and ideate together from what Wiké had taught me. He had loved Dad a lot, because I remember while we kids would jump cannonballs into the pond, Dad would talk his ears off with whatever new campaign he had to share with him, and he had endless patience.

They are all close to us. Even Manuel’s family shop is like a second home, and I feel it when we walk through the door and Manuel’s mother comes hustling to the front. Her short and soft body envelops me in a hug.

“I am so sorry about your father,” she says in Spanish. “May he be at peace with God now.”

“Thank you, yami,” I say in Spanish and Bribri. Manuel’s mom gives me another squeeze and then goes to Kabék and Paloma to greet them, giving them her sympathies as well.

“Manuel is in the back,” she says to me as I head to where he does inventory.

I walk past the wooden shelves and tables of T-shirts and bags and pottery, weave through hung-up hammocks, until I see Manuel coming from the back room by the glass case of jewelry, carrying boxes, focused. I knew that he was growing his hair out, but now that it’s longer than ever, he has it pulled back in a loose bun. Strands hang casually around the side of his face in such a way that I realize he is putting more thought into how he looks. He’s even wearing some nice jeans and a black shirt.

“Ulá.” He smiles when he sees me. His eyes are misty. “I’m sorry about your dad.” He sets down the boxes.

“I know,” I say. I can’t really hold my eyes on him with that look. My hand reaches out and finds the edge of a wraparound skirt. We have lots of memories together with Dad. Too many to count. Except now, Manuel, he’s so serious. Not the adventurous kid who’d travel with me anywhere.

“So are you going to give me a hug?” I ask with a laugh.

“You shouldn’t be laughing. Aren’t you in grief?” He walks over and shakes his head at me in fake judgment. It helps me breathe again.

“We’re Indians, don’t we laugh when things are bad?” I say. “Besides, I get to see one of my best friends now. That is a gift to me.”

He gives me a gentle hug. When he was younger, he’d hug me big and full. But I guess we are less children than the last time I was here. He holds me in a restrained way, like the grown male second cousins of mine do in the territory. He is careful our entire bodies aren’t touching. I guess he feels the need to be this way now. Maybe it is because I have just lost my father. I don’t know.

“I’ve got something for you,” Manuel says, motioning me to come with him to the back room. I follow. “Your dad was looking at these for you before he left.” He takes out a pair of earrings. They are dotted with little round gold beads with oblong fish scales hanging below.

“Ah, for our clan’s sake,” I say, touching one of the scales.

“He mentioned that he wanted you to remember all that you carry. Your people. Your clan.” He teases with a little of Dad’s woo. A gift, with a little bossiness.

“But he didn’t buy them?”

“He ended up getting you that bracelet.” He lip points at my wrist. “Because Kabék thought you’d like it more. Kabék said you don’t wear earrings much.”

“True.” The bracelet is more my style, even if cowries are of the ocean. But our clan, even my namesake, is of freshwater. My name itself means where two rivers meet and flow into each other.

“I’ll buy them from you.” I sling my backpack around to grab my wallet.

“No, no,” Manuel says, shaking his head. “A present. From beyond.” He smiles again, a little sad.

Then he takes one and holds it up to my ear. “They’ll look amazing.”

I warm at the compliment.

“We better get going,” Tía says, calling to me from the front. Manuel and Kabék give each other a little grip and guy hug that they do here.

“I have dinner for you all!” Manuel’s mom returns with a large woven bag of food she hands me. I can already smell beans and rice.

“And fried plantains for you on the ride. I know they are your favorite, Ulá,” she says, adding a little box on top.

“Thank you.” I smile at her.

“And there,” Manuel whispers, slipping the earrings into the bag. Kabék sees this and raises an eyebrow at me, shooting all sorts of questions my way. I shake my head at him. I shouldn’t have ever told him that two trips ago, Manuel said something to me about wishing that we could be together. And all I could tell him was that wouldn’t be fair to either of us. He hasn’t brought it up since.

“We better get going. It’s almost completely dark out there,” Tía says. “I’ve gotten lost too many times.”
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We gather our bags on Manuel’s boat and sit to distribute our weight evenly at his call. The darkness has won and all reflections on the water of the River Telire are of the night sky. In some ways, the River Telire is a line between the Bush—the deep rainforest, the mountains, that span almost the entire lower border of Costa Rica—and the more contemporary Bribri neighborhoods north.

After we are settled in, I greet the river, slipping my hand into the cool water. I do this every time, and I send the Creator thanks for bringing me to my homelands, to my people, to this river, the one belonging to my people for thousands of years. This time, I think of Manuel’s words to me earlier, and I ask for safety, too.

As we gain speed, I glance at Kabék. He’s resting his chin on his bag. His eyes are heavier. I can’t help but ache for the boy who’d mess with the dog, cuddle with Mom even though he was supposed to be a “man” now. I know grief does heavy things, like it did for Wiké. We had been close with death before, but never this close.

I rub my arms from the chill. Have I become softer? Or was I softening with Dad in our last moments together, and now that he’s gone, I am confused if I had really meant it. Was I giving him another chance? Had he meant it? Maybe my softness isn’t anything, maybe it’s grasping for love I didn’t have. Perhaps I am becoming delusional. I close my eyes, and a cool breeze hits my face. I breathe it in. I hear Manuel humming behind me a Bribri song that Wiké would sing to us. I want to lie down and sleep away all my questions.

On the other side of the river, Tía tries to pay Manuel, but he rejects her offer. She places the money in his boat anyway, rolling her eyes at me afterward.

“I plan on coming by tomorrow,” Manuel says. “If that’s okay?”

Tía nods. She still looks so tired. “Of course. You’re always welcome.”

Without Dad here, it’s Tía who is leading us. I feel like someone always has to do this when someone dies. It’s strange, though, when it’s Kabék who lives here, who knows where everything is. I glance at Kabék, but he looks like he’s too out of it to pay attention to how possessive Tía is being.

The selfish part of me wants Kabék to stay on the territory, to keep putting his roots down here, because I don’t know where we will stay in the Bush once Pricilla has Dad’s house back, with Tía not wanting to be in the Bush. We’d have to spend nights over with some of Wiké’s grandchildren, who we know, but it isn’t the same as having our own father living here, and having our own space to be. I realize that I need to hold these loosening threads together the best I can. They feel as if they are disappearing in my hands because they are someone else’s threads to tie unless Kabék chooses to stay.

“See you tomorrow.” I take my bag from Manuel, who holds it out from the boat.

“Tomorrow,” he says like a promise. And I feel relief thinking of him there with us. He is one of my roots, too. It will be nice to have him alongside us for the next few days.

Manuel takes out his phone and sends some messages. “The bus isn’t running this late now. I can call a taxi for you all?”

“A taxi would be great.”

We stand there a few minutes with the river rocks below our feet. I reach down and take one. I want to remember this entrance. Across the river, in the moonlight, there’s a bird that has just dived down. From the above world to the below.

Manuel looks up from his phone and says, “Dennis will be here in ten minutes.”

“Thanks,” Kabék says.

“Always for you, friends,” Manuel says, and he turns his motor on and gives a wave to us.



Dennis arrives twenty minutes later in typical belated Bribri manner, and we all get into his rundown pickup truck. There is only one bus in this section of the Bush, and it drives the main gravel road. Only a few people have cars here, which get driven over when the water is low, or if it’s too high, get ferried on top of two boats—I’d seen Manuel do this with another ferryman once. More folks have motorcycles to drive the smaller roads. And if the land isn’t fenced, they can either walk or take their motorcycles on the ever-changing footpaths to the properties. Tía sits in the front seat, I take the back, and Kabék sits in the bed of the truck with the bags. I try not to think of Dad doing this for the last time, taking a late-night taxi just a few days ago. The closer we get, the more I feel I’m ready to sit with Dad. Tía mentioned he was already wrapped by the undertaker and placed deeper in the backyard. We’ll be taking turns being with his body over the next few days.

We drive farther into the territory and pass some houses we can see through the trees. Here, the houses are built more traditionally. Up on stilts, with wooden cut-out stairs. We pass many tall kapok trees with thick bases and high canopies. The truck slows to cross a few shallow streams. Dennis asks us how our father is and tells us he’d just driven him in a few days ago. So not everyone knows. Tía says something vague, not sharing with him, which makes me a little uneasy. Though I get why—she doesn’t want everyone coming to his funeral. I ask Dennis how Dad was when he saw him. If he got back safely. Dennis adjusts his rearview mirror to look at me. “Said he had a nice Christmas and got to see you.”

I nod and look out the window, my eyes threatening to tear up.

We finally reach the familiar nameless corner store. Dennis gives me his number in case we need a taxi in the future. From here, Tía looks a little puzzled. It’s pitch black, and, of course, there are no streetlights here. No power lines. Kabék doesn’t miss a beat as he starts to lead the way. I smile. I know the direction we need to take, but it’s those inner paths that can get confusing. This is what Dad used to do. He’d put his head down, watch his boots, and with a grin lead us in. Kabék doesn’t showboat like Dad. I don’t even know if he noticed Tía being lost already. He just starts to walk, as he’s done many, many times. It’s home for him, I realize even more.

We walk through a few familiar properties, houses standing high with thatched roofs, one with dogs barking at us but not brave enough to get close as we leave a wide berth from the homes. We cross a few barbed-wire fences, where Kabék finds the loose strands and we hold them up for one another. We pass through land with banana, cacao, and lemon trees. We get into a grove of tall kapok trees.

We all have our flashlights on. Above, the canopy is sufficient to even shield the starlight. Wiké sometimes would tell me, if I asked, how old the trees were. And based on this route to Dad’s, these kapok trees are nearing sixty years old. Older than Dad.

I wonder how much is going to remind me of him. I didn’t know my mind would find this many connections between him and so much around us.

Kabék turns. It’s a different path than I’d taken before. We walk through a small entrance in a tight barbed-wire fence, and I recall Dad’s gripe about his neighbor. This is the result. Then we are passing Pricilla’s house, which I do recognize. Her pink flowers painted on the cedar panels of the front of her house. I hear her dogs bark, but we don’t stop. Already, I feel the way in which we are close to Dad’s body. Based on seeing Pricilla’s house, I know Dad’s house is just about another half mile down.

Then, finally, we arrive. I take a breath; it’s the same, and not. Dad’s is a lofted house, traditional that way, with a porch that wraps around it, and a little bridge to the kitchen that is its own elevated section of the house. It’s not as traditional as some houses—like Wiké’s, which was only maybe three feet from the ground rather than Dad’s ten—and Dad’s has a tin roof, but he had made sure he had a palm one over the kitchen. Dad wouldn’t have it any more modern. He said his kitchen had to have a palm roof because it lasted longer that way. He often boasted about palm roofs, how if they were cooked in and appreciated, they would last longer than roofs of any other material. The house thanks the inhabitants for living within it, I can hear Dad’s voice explain. It doesn’t sound so annoying now.

Kabék goes up the stairs first, and Tía takes a break sitting on the front steps, wiping sweat from her brow. Chichi must still be at Pricilla’s because she isn’t greeting us here, and her bowl is empty by the stairs.

I follow Kabék, and there I lose my breath seeing Dad’s hammock hanging to the left of the door. He used to sit out here early in the morning with a book and a cup of coffee. I’d woken up so many mornings to find him there, looking studious, a big focus line between his eyes and smudged reading glasses on his wide nose. My eyes want to water again. I rub them.

Not only because of this memory, but also, I know this is where he died. It was the hammock he’d use. The only one really he’d ever rest in. And here it remains.

Kabék passes me by and takes Tía’s and my bag in.

The twine of the hammock laces in my fingertips. This hammock trellised Dad to the beyond, a place I know I can’t touch. I think about how I’d never do this with a hospital bed, a place loaned to someone at the end, in the States. The place you imagine when they write in the obituaries: surrounded by family and friends. Rather, Dad had this other kind of dying. Somehow I know already he would have wanted to die this way. To die at home, to die on his own porch, on the territory, the place he most wanted, the place he sacrificed so much for.

I pull my hand back from his hammock. We’ll have to cut it down by the day of the funeral in preparation for his burial.

“We’ve got this,” Tía says softly behind me. She takes a step closer, and she gives my shoulder a strong grip before letting it go to bring the food to the kitchen.

“Pricilla is with your dad. I’m going to bring her something to eat from what was given to us,” Tía calls from the kitchen. “You two get settled and then you can go see him.”
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When Ian gets back to his apartment, we still hear him—he’s been talking to his father. Not that we can see his ancestors, but we hope his father hears him.

After Ian repacks his bag for more days away, he sees his phone light up with a message from WhatsApp.

Ulá: Hi Ian, it’s Ulá. We have my dad’s phone, and it looks like it’s been cleared of messages. We think he might have deleted them. He hadn’t wanted me to see them in the States. But I wonder if he had been up to something he didn’t want us to know about. Maybe you can ask Bernardo.

Ian: Thank you for the update. I will ask.

Ian shakes his head at the formality of his words. He writes her thoughts down so he can question Bernardo about it later. It occurs to Ian that perhaps someone had been to the house after Andres died. That would be another possibility. Though Pricilla likely would have seen them, too. He doesn’t want to frighten Ulá.

Ian: Have you looked around the house?

Ulá: We just got here. I’ll let you know.

Ian packs his bag, and we can tell he’s talking to his dad again. Or maybe he is talking to himself. It’s dangerous if it’s true. I’m going to be okay. These are the stories I tell. These are the stories I am meant to share.



The first major businesses lining the highway drive to Arenal are warehouses for lumber, concrete, and masonry. Ian considers that even some of these entities could have crossed Andres. The mining, the felling of trees, the creation of roads, all actions Andres had protested. Next, Ian drives through ranching land in the central region of the country. He remembers learning in an ecological history class he took at the university that in Costa Rica, cattle ranching isn’t natural. The entire landscape used to be rainforest. One professor shared an artist who reimagined a location in two ways, one with farmland, the other with rainforest. The professor posed a question: Is this second painting of rainforest futurism or in memoriam?

He wasn’t sure how to answer the question. He still isn’t sure. He liked to think about it, though. We do, too. Perhaps that’s why some of us are watching here. A few more towns surrounded by taller hills and mountains pass, and in a few hours, he finally reaches Maléku land. Their people are caretakers. We feel them. They dutifully watch over the plants, the fruits, the pythons sleeping in the branches, the birds singing in be-deees.

Ian had taken a little time before he left to learn as much as he could about Andres’s friend Bernardo. In his online search, he found articles explaining his community campaign against loggers, where people called in tips, and he’d report them and hold the police force accountable to take action. Others were about his desire to cut educators from the system who didn’t speak Bribri.

In one video, Bernardo was clearly fiery, aggressive even. He had staked out with a group and organized a “squatting” for a plot of land that a Sikua had that a Bribri family was trying to reclaim. He had been nearly attacked several times but had always been able to get away in his pickup truck. There were YouTube videos of him in car chases. It was clear he didn’t think he could be attacked. A grin on his face while a camcorder was on him.

It was footage before the incident that must have caused him to go into hiding.

On the ride, Ian wonders if Bernardo needs to be asked questions that’d fired him up or if Ian should try to keep a calm, unimpressed deposition. He wants truth, not exaggeration. In a journalism course he took, he learned to start with easy questions, then to move to harder ones that can still read as generally neutral, and then questions and comments that soothe and flatter throughout.

Whatever he does, it’s risky. The trouble with being a journalist is that he can only meet someone for the first time once.

It’s nearly been four hours when signs for ARENAL TRAILS and ARENAL SLOTH WATCHING pass him. Ian finally gets through the town of Fortuna, full of hot springs and plenty of roadside restaurants. He crosses another ranch, then bush, then passes a hotel, and then he is on a very rough dirt road.

He looks over his phone again and confirms he’s going in the right direction. There are no paved roads, no streetlights here. This would be a good place to hide. He reaches a small bridge big enough for one car to pass, and he crosses. There is no one out here, just him and his car.

After about twenty minutes of dodging potholes and crossing small streams, he finally reaches the lodge. He enters through the front gateway and is given a parking number.

“Welcome to Arenal Observatory.” The man waves him through.

Once Ian parks, he heads to the front where the host greets him, and Ian gets himself a room. Ian thanks the host for the keys and starts to walk away, thinking of how he could keep this casual. Then he turns back as if he’s forgetting something. “Also, I’m wondering if Juan still works here! He’s a longtime friend of mine, and I wanted to say hi since I’m here from out of town.”

The host nods. “I’ll go see if I can find him. Why don’t I tell him to meet you in the outdoor dining space at 9:30 P.M.? The bar is open for drinks until 11 P.M.”

Ian agrees and heads toward his room.

Outside, the rain has stopped, and the insects are singing. The building has semimodern slanted roofs and a big half-outdoor dining space. There are wooden sculptures of parrots and sloths. Posters of various wildlife are framed on the walls.

In his room, he gets onto the Wi-Fi and searches to see if anyone has reported on Andres’s death. It is still silent, and he begins to draft a journal entry for the day, summarizing everything he’s found. Questions he has. Questions he can ask Bernardo. Particularly now with this phone detail. Had they been talking? Why would anyone want to delete Andres’s messages? Would Bernardo share them with him?

On his way back from the territory, he had asked Manuel to speak with the other boaters. None of them had seen anyone different from their normal passengers.

He steps out onto the porch. He can still only see the base of the volcano in the evening. He read that a decade ago it was still active, but no longer.

Ian thinks of his father again. They never had the money to do this kind of travel even in their own country. Ian still tries to hear his dad’s voice in the wind. He remembers how he had wanted him to slow down on their last drive to the hospital. “This might be the last I see,” he had said. Ian took a longer route, back roads, and side roads, made U-turns and circles that they laughed at because they both knew what Ian was doing. His dad had smiled at people, watched the sunset over the ocean. And he had been right. It had been his last time seeing it all. Ian closes his eyes and tries to meditate. He tries to think about all that he is seeing today as a way for his father to see too.

Not many understand this. Maybe this is why some of us linger. To see more. If it hadn’t been for Ulá, we’d never know how to enjoy a snowstorm with a sweatshirt and a warm leather chair. If it hadn’t been for Andres, we’d never see the autumnal seasons of the deciduous northern places of America. And so we trust Mr. Solera is enjoying this world another time over; a certain kind of bliss that makes us and Ian pay all the more attention. And somewhere within us, Ian’s mother is watching, too.
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Kabék is resting on the couch. He has his eyes closed, and if I know my brother, I don’t think he’s ready to see Dad yet. He’s letting me go first. Tía has already updated us that she’s asked Pricilla to head home and whoever is ready to see him can do so.

I grab my flashlight and head down the stairs. I take the turn down a wooded pathway, and it’s there—I see the site. The little circles of yellow floating like lanterns illuminating a cedar platform. I turn my flashlight off as I walk closer. I’m told grandfather was an undertaker and he’d do this for the body to prepare for burial. We use mulusik, a long palmlike plant that is naturally coated with gray dust. The leaves temporarily resist the decomposition process.

As I get closer, I get to appreciate the art of our ways. I see how Dad is wrapped like a chrysalis. As if he was transforming within. I suppose he is in some way. Readying for another world. I feel my face tighten. And I’m crying.

Around the cocoon of leaves, all the candles are lit. The Awa assigns someone to relight them at night, and it looks like Pricilla must have been this person as there are candles here without much wax melted. I can’t see any part of Dad’s person, but his shape already feels familiar. It’s almost as if he were sleeping on the couch with a blanket over him.

I remember I won’t ever see his face ever again. Dad lost his parents so young, he told me once, he hardly remembered his own mother’s image. At least I will know his face. I will always know it.

There is a wooden chair by the platform. A woven blanket— Pricilla must have left it—is draped over the back. I spread the blanket out and sit down on the ground and put my arms over my knees and look at Dad.

I hope he’s at peace.

I hear the birds and insects around in the night.

I am surprised at how much I feel. Dad had hurt me often; I thought I would feel anger still. But instead of my anger, I consider that he would have loved to know that his body was honored this way. That he would have loved to know that we came to be with him. To follow our ways for him.

It’s so traditional, and to receive three nights before burial is an honor in our subsects of Bribri, especially for someone who was just barely over fifty.

Our Awa must have really seen his past efforts. If it had been my prior judgment, I don’t know if I would have given him a day.

Kabék finally comes out and sits next to me. Now, we spend our time silently with Dad, our little family, a third gone, and our time together is limited, and sacred, only so long. And we rest, as the evening becomes even blacker.
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Tía takes our place by Dad a few hours later, and while Kabék and I walk back, Kabék whispers, “Ulá, I can’t get something out of my head.”

I stop, feeling uneasy, and look at him in the dim glow of the solar light on the porch.

“So they came to the house,” Kabék says. “The people Pricilla saw. After then, he died. What if they were coming for me, too?”

The thought unsettles me.

He rubs his face.

I reach out and touch his arm; it’s sweaty.

“I don’t know, Kabék,” I say. “I hope not. Ian asked if we’d look around. Maybe it will help us feel better?” We head in from the porch.

“I didn’t see anything out of order in my room,” Kabék says, lying on the sofa, putting his arms over his stomach. “I looked, while you were with Dad.”

The house appears the same as I’d ever seen it. And I do hope this is a good sign. There are the pictures of us and Dad still up on the walls. A Boruca mask hanging on a nail. The couch is worn in the same places, a woven blanket over the arm that has been torn up. Nothing obvious has been moved.

Everything seems to tell me that nothing is wrong here. That I can truly believe that Dad was just not taking his medication. But I also understand Kabék’s fear, and it would be unkind of me to make him try to search for something wrong. He’s so overwhelmed.

“I’m just going to look around, okay?” I offer casually. “You try to sleep.”

“Thank you.” He closes his eyes, and his eyebrows come together.

Just a while ago, I sat with his crying. Sniffs, and his palms over his eyes. I used to be mad that Kabék’s goals aligned with Dad’s vision so well. That it felt like Dad’s pride was always at peak with Kabék. But now, maybe I’m just happy for my brother. He got the best version of Dad even if I couldn’t figure out how to access it. At least, not until the end.

I walk to the guest bedroom first, where I stay. Kabék set my bags here already. This room has never had anything in it, really. We would hang up hammocks or set up a blow-up bed, and there is a side table that remained empty except for some pens and a little press-on battery-powered light. The drawer was always empty to have room for guests to unpack. Everything is the same here. Another confirmation that this searching is for nothing.

I walk to Kabék’s room. I’m not sure if I’m ready for Dad’s yet. In Kabék’s room, the bed is in the same position. Drawers neatly closed. I can tell Kabék looked some because the entire contents of his drawer are out on his bed. A mess of paper, pens, and random things like a compass and a screwdriver, tape, and candy wrappers. It breaks my heart to think of him worried; what would he even find to tell him that something is wrong here? I look under his bed, but Kabék doesn’t have anything there. I wouldn’t want to dig in his room. But I do put his things back on his desk, reorganize them so they feel better, more familiar. I pull back the thin blanket on his bed. Nothing. Then I pull back the sheets. Nothing. I’m reminded of making his bed just days ago at home as I tuck his sheets back in place here.

When I go back to the living room, Kabék is already asleep, which gives me some relief. “Nothing there, Kabék,” I whisper, hoping to calm even his dreams.

I open the door to Dad’s bedroom and office, and just like I remember, there is a simple wooden desk with drawers and a chair slightly pulled out. His bed: the only other furniture along with a side table. The door to his closet is open.

I send a prayer up and enter. It remains the least tidy room, but in that way, it is as it should be, too. There is a pen out, a charcoal nib, some simple stationery, postcards, and stamps. A notepad with nothing on it but a very short packing list for the States. I look under his bed, and it’s just bins of shorts and pants and shirts. I slide them across the floor toward me and dump the bins on his bed. Then, it’s instant. I smell him. That thick scent of a little sweat, oily hair, and slightly rancid cocoa butter. It’s even in the clothes. I have to cover my nose and take a second. It smells like he’s right next to me. It’s like his things don’t know he’s gone. I wipe my eyes and continue.

I dump the two other small bins. I go through all his pockets and just find old bus tickets. There’s a ratty cigarette in one of them—which I suck my teeth at because Dad was always talking about how important it was to take care of your temple.

There are enough rolled paper bits to make a fire.

I move to his closet. Here, all his shirts and pants are hung neatly. I flip through them. Reaching into his shirt pockets. I find a couple of his notes-to-self to remember things like paying Pricilla the taxes for the land and sending Mom child support. A few pairs of shoes and boots are lined up underneath on the cedar baseboards. There’s even a pair of old soccer cleats. I lift each one, put my hand in, and, of course, there’s nothing there either.

Next, I look at his desk. Above it is a shelf that holds all his books, many of which are ones I gave him throughout the years. Most of their spines are uniform, shiny still. I wonder if he had read them. He rarely ever talked to me about anything I’d gifted him, so I had assumed he just liked how they looked. Lined up like that. He had already put The Only Good Indians on the shelf. But it looks more disheveled than the others.

Its soft cover is crumpled and smudged. I wonder if it was the last thing he read. It had to be.

I take it down and open it, and a bookmark that the bookseller must have placed in the pages flutters out. Dad had already dog-eared one of the pages. He looks to have gotten to page twenty. I smile. He was reading something I had given him before he died. It’s a little thing, but it means something to me, like maybe he wasn’t totally talking out of air.

I touch the dog-ear and think of his slight, arthritic finger flipping. Some of his prints from his wide thumb and knuckles are on the page. He always liked eating greasy things. He probably got one of those empanadas and was eating it while he read on the bus.

It hits me that Dad wouldn’t ever hold his own published memoir in the world. It was his whole mission the past few years. A dream of his that would now be unrealized. It occurs to me that there must be a copy or a file somewhere. I bet I can find it.

I place the novel back. I shift my attention to Dad’s desk and pull out one of the drawers of the desk. There are many loose papers from his studies, his articles, other articles he kept that felt relevant. Some of them are familiar because I’d printed them off for him. I dig through, stacking the papers on the desk’s top to let me dig farther down. I have a feeling it might be a journal because a summer ago he emailed me a link asking me to bring down a high-quality, Italian-made leather book.

I pull out the next lower drawer after finishing the top one, and then I see its brown edge. My heart rhythms a little harder in my chest. “Found you,” I say, and gently pull it out. I sit on his bed and put it in my lap. There must be at least three hundred pages bound here.

I open the first page.

It’s a dedication.

To my children.

My eyes prick.

I flip, and the book starts.

I was born in 1971. I was born at the side of a river, and my mother birthed me the traditional way …

I turn and begin to read through the pages. He talks about his story that I’ve known all my life. About his early memories. How his family had been farmers. He remembers walking among all the different plants that he lost the names for. He talks about his mother dying, then his father shortly after. He talks about moving to the States on a visa with Tía. They are stories I know. In that is comfort.

I don’t know if I was hoping for vulnerability or some internal narrative, an insight that might tell me more about him. Unlock some of the selfishness he spent so much of his life achieving. I think I was expecting it, but it’s not here. It’s written a bit like an encyclopedia entry. He summarizes his whole life, and then he starts to go back to a few key memories of his. I get to one of him being at a college in Iowa and arguing with a professor. But it stops there. Then, it’s blank page after blank page. I flip farther. I know I am hoping for more. His book is only twenty pages long, and I am defeated. This is all he worked for?

I pull my thumb across the rest of the empty journal, flitting through the empty lined pages.

And then, a flash of writing. I stop and turn back. There in pen, his handwriting—


I don’t feel well, not at all, perhaps I am to go like the last chief. Maybe someone is coming for me, finally. I don’t know who. You are able to see more clearly than me. You always do. Be careful and love your brother. —your dad



My stomach drops.



It’s almost midnight now. I look outside into the black night from Dad’s window. This isn’t what I was expecting. Not at all. Everything is dark. I’m exhausted, and this is not good. His words, they pierce. Pricilla must have seen someone, Ian must be right, and maybe Kabék isn’t safe, and something happened to Dad, and I get chills because instead of writing to someone else, anyone else, Dad’s final words—they are to me.






PART 3


[image: A butterfly with spread wings features dark outlined sections and pale inner shapes. Rounded markings edge the wings while thin antennae extend upward from the narrow body.]
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I read his last entry again. Last chief.

I push my hair back and sit in Dad’s chair. It is not a secret that the last chief of Talamanca, Antonio Saldaña, was likely poisoned by the United Fruit Company. Our history with the banana plantations were and remain difficult. Under Antonio’s leadership, the plantations were intensely protested as our territories were being exploited. But then Antonio and his nephew, the only remaining heir of our monarchy—no other males from the maternal line existed to take his place—both mysteriously died within weeks of each other. We didn’t have forensic means to prove anything in 1910, even now. From what I understand, access to quality investigation feels impossible with how our latest activist murders have been unsolved. Plantations remain, and still we don’t have answers.

Dad knew I knew our history. Who knows? Maybe I can piece this together. Dad’s already helping me from beyond. But first, I have to show this to Kabék.

“Kabék? Can you come in here?” I call. I hear him rustling. I know he’s going to be fearful, but I don’t know what else to do. There are already dark half-moons under his eyes. I must be running on some adrenaline because I should be in his shoes right now. His eyes gaze at the bed of toppled-over clothes, thrown in a big heap. Then he looks at me and the leather book in my hand.

I give it to him, a finger on the page of Dad’s last note.

To look away would have been kinder, I suppose. But I watch as his brown eyes peer into the book questioningly. They slowly read across, flit back twice, and I see things start to sink in. A grimace, and then he looks up at me.

“Someone poisoned him?” he asks thinly.

“Oh, I hadn’t taken it literally. Thought Dad was just being metaphorical,” I say. “Any which way, it sounds like something went wrong.”

“Also what’s all this ‘love your brother’ shit?” Kabék rubs his forehead. “Like, why did he have to say that? I’m not a kid.” Kabék shakes his head. He’s a little ticked.

“I don’t know. Maybe he just was sick and a little delusional. People say weird things when they are dying.” I take the book back. “But if he was poisoned, I guess that would make sense. I mean, it’s not like a gunshot or something super obvious … We shouldn’t eat or drink anything here. You didn’t, did you?” He sticks his lips out in a no. I continue, sighing in relief. “And if there were two people who came here, and Dad got sick after—”

“We have to tell Tía,” Kabék says, a hand in his hair.

Shoot. He’s right. Then Dad’s soapbox speech about the police a few days ago comes back to me. The articles I printed off for Dad about the government shutting down investigations even when there were suspects.

“She’ll tell the police,” I say. “And Dad didn’t trust them. I mean, they didn’t even find this.” I tap the book. “Apparently didn’t even look for anything. Like we both saw, the house is pristine. No one looked anywhere.” I glance at my little pile of random stuff I found in Dad’s pockets. The cigarette.

“Did you even know that Dad smoked?” I point at the wad.

“No.”

“Apparently, he did. At least once.”

“But we have to tell Tía, Ulá. What if they poisoned the water? We can’t just tell her not to drink the water.”

“Tía doesn’t drink even the water out here.” I roll my eyes.

We both half laugh. It’s true. Anytime Tía comes out here, she brings her own bottled water and usually she buys a bunch at the corner store, saying her stomach is too sensitive. But that doesn’t mean she still wouldn’t if she had to.

“What about Dad’s dog, though?” I ask. “He must have brought Chichi back here when he got home, didn’t he? That’s how he knew there were others who had been by the house.”

“Pricilla must have Chichi now because she isn’t here,” Kabék answers. He’s breathing a little better.

“So if the dog was here with Dad and she drank water, Chichi would have died, too.”

“We kept her bowl of water right next to the porch by the steps. And it’s empty; I saw it on the way in. Dad would never give a dog bottled water,” Kabék says. “I don’t know the last time I’d seen him ever even buy one. He hated plastics.”

“So we set aside all the food and anything else Dad could have ingested.” I nod. We can do this. I think Kabék even feels relief.

“And if Tía asks us why?” Kabék looks at me, unconvinced.

“We’ll just tell her that we want to bury it with Dad,” I say.

“So that would be kinda weird of us?”

“But close enough to tradition, she won’t fight us on it. We’ll do ‘weird shit’ in our grief. She thinks anything traditional I try to do is ridiculous anyway.” The hidden petty part of me that I thought was gone after Dad died actually feels satisfied.

Kabék laughs. “Okay.”

“We need to talk to Pricilla, though,” I say. “For all we know she was right.” My fingers tap the cover again.

“What else are you thinking?” Kabék looks wary of me.

“We need someone to test.”

“Test Dad? Ulá, we aren’t unwrapping him. That’s so taboo it’s not even funny.”

“I know.” He’s right. It freaks me out to even think of uncovering him. Pricilla’s comment about him not looking well comes to mind again. “What about testing anything Dad would have ingested? We need someone who could do that.” I am running through who we know here. “I wonder if Manuel knows … from bringing all those scientists to the Bush for research. He’s got to know someone.”

“That’s a much better idea.”

“On it.” I pull out my phone.
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We can still see the volcano’s massive shape in the dark. There’s scampering in the trees and birds singing, but now is the time at the lodge for the tourists to down daiquiris and soothe their sunburns with aloe. Ian sits at a table in the outdoor eatery with a glass of water and a yogurt parfait he bought from the front desk snack cooler for the next morning. Around him, he hears visitors talk in German, Danish, English with their partners and children; their expensive outdoor gear is off and their shirts are loose and dresses floral for the evening.

Ian had spent the last half hour in unease. Bernardo has energy, ego, sensationalism, the things Ian sometimes hates about the news. Why he got into the field his own way. He isn’t sure how to interview for answers with Bernardo. He has little direction. Most of his own stories had interviews meant to showcase a person’s perspective, a closer look at one strand in a woven basket. He’s never tried to find out details that he hopes will add up in some way for him as an investigation.

He takes another sip of water. A young woman tourist smiles at him from her table with her girlfriends. He turns to avoid her eye. There are plenty of men who would take it as an invitation to go and talk to her or take her to see the stars. A place he’d probably taken hundreds of different women before. Some of his old friends brag of hitting it off with hundreds of women from all different places in the world who come to the coast, but Ian hasn’t been interested. The on-and-off nature of it isn’t for him.

A message lights up his phone. Ulá has sent an image of a handwritten note.

Ulá: We’re looking into this. Sounds like my dad thought someone was after him. It could be from just what Pricilla told him, but maybe there’s more. We’re bringing in some outside help.

Ian reads it over and saves the photo to a new album he’s titled “Andres.” The reality of the case is catching up to him. And he notices even some fear, which he’s, in part, ashamed of. This is his calling, even when it’s hard. He looks back up at the volcano. The pamphlet he pulled from the entryway told him it had been dormant for almost the past decade. He considers how it’s like this story. The volcano, even in its darkness, has everything it needs to rupture again. It just isn’t. But the marks of previous eruptions are there, just hidden. He is trying to find what already is. The idea calms him. Bernardo is just one of those marks.



At just about 10 P.M., Bernardo walks in wearing a button-up gardener’s shirt with an ARENAL ECOLODGE patch over the pocket. Ian notices his limp, confidence, and side smile. He looks much older than his online photos.

“So how did you find me?” he asks, sitting back across from Ian. Arms loosely crossed.

“Andres’s family.”

Bernardo’s eyebrows rise.

“So, who are you?” Bernardo asks, leaning in.

“Ian Solera. I’m a journalist.”

“Oh, I thought I had seen you before.” He looks up at him with a smirk. “You’re on YouTube, right?”

It feels like a slam. But Ian decides to shake it off. Bernardo’s own channel has plenty of videos with him just free-associating on land rights that are educational but a little obnoxious. “Yes. I am,” Ian says, sitting up straighter. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

“You’re too young for this kind of thing. But I’ll play. The best start young. So, Ian Solera, is there some good reason that you’ve come here for? Perhaps a new law? Or something important you’ve come to interview me about? It better be good if someone gave me away and you have found a man who doesn’t want to be found. I hope you weren’t followed.”

It hadn’t occurred to Ian that this could have happened already. He doubts it. Bernardo is probably trying to scare him. Haze him, almost. Ian adjusts his glasses. “I understand that you probably haven’t heard about your friend?” Ian looks up to see Bernardo’s bewildered face. Ian continues. “Unfortunately, your friend, Andres Dominguez, was found dead in his hammock early yesterday morning.”

Bernardo’s lips separate, his jaw no longer holding its earlier swagger. “Really?”

Ian lets him have a minute. Bernardo has his hand to his mouth. And Ian can tell he must be remembering, processing, because his eyes flick from one place to another but Ian is sure he isn’t looking anywhere.

“I’m sorry for your loss. There have been some details that came up; I came to ask you if you’d suppose there could be foul play. Pricilla, his neighbor, said he hadn’t looked so good when she found him. Though the police think he just had a heart attack—”

“Hell yes, there was foul play. A man doesn’t just die at fifty-four. Dammit.” Bernardo leans back, shaking his head. Ian decides to wait to tell him about the note. He wants to see what Bernardo shares on his own.

“That’s actually why I’m here. Is it okay if I record?”

Bernardo waves his hand like no big deal. “Yes, yes. Go ahead.”

Ian is quick to start his recorder and slide it onto the chair next to him.

“Can you tell me who you think could have done this? I know you two were in conversation with each other often.”

Bernardo folds his hands. “We have worked together on many occasions. He was a good Indian. Usually very diplomatic. Not much like me,” he laughs, though it doesn’t reach his eyes. “But I know that just protesting and educating doesn’t protect us all. Some of us are meant to be warriors. But you know that Andres was threatened, even though he wouldn’t lift a finger in violence.”

“So he wasn’t aggressive. Strange then that he got attacked?”

“I guess he got a little braver.”

“You two did work together recently?”

“Our last escapade—calling authorities on illegal logging sites.”

“Isn’t that something you had done in the past, though? Why would they attack him now?”

Bernardo sighs and rolls his eyes. Ian has done his homework. “Okay, we adjusted some of their equipment.”

“And you got caught.” Ian eyes Bernardo’s leg.

Bernardo shifts his shoulders like he didn’t appreciate Ian pointing out his injury.

“So what really happened? How did you end up out here?” Ian asks.

“The government only offered to put me out here after the territory’s council put in a good word for me.”

“Where were you attacked?”

“On a site.”

“What happened there?”

“Andres had gone to make a call, and I was filming, when they got to me. Beat me up bad, blew out my knee. I think they planned to offer Andres a similar deal of going into hiding if he wanted it.”

“So it was illegal loggers, you think, who could have killed Andres?”

“Could be. Andres had come to visit me in the hospital, and I remember we both got concerned when he said a car followed him after he came to visit.”

“When was this?”

“A couple months ago.”

Ian nods, trying to put things together. “So he was possibly followed? How hard would it be for someone to learn where he lived?”

“Not that hard. Though he’s far out in the Bush. But he was paranoid about that car— He was probably looking out for Kabék.”

“It looks like he might have deleted all his text messages,” Ian says.

Bernardo is not surprised. “Maybe less of a trail. Who knows what technology these people have these days? Once it got bloody with me, maybe they were looking to end our movement officially. They knew that Andres would probably be put in hiding if I was, but if they got to him first—”

“What did the car look like that he said was following him?”

“Little Honda thing. I don’t remember much of what he was saying. I was high on pain meds.”

“Do you know where I might be able to talk with some of the loggers you’re mentioning?” Ian asks. “It sounds like you’ve met them a number of times.”

Bernardo smiles and shrugs. “I still get tips from Bribris on the territory. I can ask around. When is Andres’s funeral?”

“Three days from today.”

“You’ve got a car?”

Ian shows him his keys.

“Then I can find them for you. We leave in the late morning?” Bernardo says. “YouTube pay you enough that you can get yourself a room?”

Ian laughs a little. “Yes.”

Bernardo smiles at Ian, and it would unnerve Ian in any other circumstance.

When Ian gets to his room, he can’t help but take a deep breath. His adrenaline kicks in when he closes his door behind him. It still runs as he takes a shower. His hands shaking, just slightly. He’s never met criminals face-to-face until after a conviction and release. And here, Bernardo might be bringing him to a group of them. It’s all new to him. He dries his face, and then turns off his phone and his computer, and sits outside in the dark of his room’s patio, trying to sync his mind with the heavy drone of the night insects.
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SAN JOSÉ, COSTA RICA

We enjoy accompanying Lilo Sanchez in her lab. She is often here by herself studying plants and chemical properties well past hours on Saturday nights, even after long workweeks. She has, of late, been particularly interested in the potency of the poison dart frog. Her new obsession after a young girl, Jimela Hernandez, had died on the territory from a snakebite. Lilo had gone into an antivenom-making frenzy, giving her friends and family and the schools as many doses as she could to make sure no one would be without support the next time. She’d never been interested in venoms, but now it is the only thing on her mind. She is housing two new frogs over the holiday weekend and finds that seeing their vivid bodies in the little glass habitat she has for them has been electrifying in getting her normal lab work done.

The two sing gentle little clicking songs. One of them is a blue jeans poison dart frog, or Oophaga pumilio, and has a strawberry-pink body with blue legs and lower torso, making it look like it’s sporting a pair of skinny blue jeans. Its arms also are blue, looking as if it’s wearing gloves. She called that one Pantalones. The other she calls Bukë, for frog in Bribri. He is the green-and-black poison arrow frog. The abstract pattern of black on green reminded Lilo of Rorschach tests in inkblots: sometimes she saw eyes; other times a black hole, green lakes, crab legs; other times a pair of masks across his back. Her little brother had caught them for her on the territory just half a week ago. She plans to release them again for two reasons: the crickets she feeds them don’t provide them the ability to be poisonous; and two, she isn’t one for imprisoning.

She knew other researchers had looked into the poison dart frog for muscle relaxants and anesthetics, and though this is of interest to her as well, she truly just wanted to get to know the frogs first, collect samples to add to her small collection of natural substances with various uses and potentials. She knew the scientific method like the back of her hand, but in her free time she enjoyed doing things her own way, which meant just this, spending her Saturday afternoon on a holiday weekend with her two frogs, petting their poisonous backs with sterilized sample cloths.

She thought about her relatives taking their arrows and rubbing them on frogs’ backs. For those, the frogs would be roasted over a fire for the poison to bubble, and the arrows could stay potent for nearly a year. One life for so many hunts. Lilo decided against roasting the frogs, so instead she planned, while wearing her gloves and plastic apron, to simulate a predator attack in the hope that she could trigger the frogs into releasing their toxins. She isn’t interested in taking life if she doesn’t have to, and these frogs had quickly become beloved.

Lilo smiles, and her cheeks press against her plastic goggles as she draws out the chemical properties of BTX, the shorthand for batrachotoxin, in her notebook. BTX only exists in certain types of birds, these frogs, and the beetles that the frogs eat. It’s an impressive combination of C31H42N2O6. It’s been synthesized now in other labs so that collecting frogs is no longer necessary, but it wasn’t like the synthesized compound was available to Lilo. Not with the underfunding of her lab. And she’d much rather extract her own samples of the actual compound.

Lilo gets this good and giddy feeling being in the lab looking at ancient knowledge of our people. She often feels like a genius, a quiet brilliant young woman doing good work, taking Bribri knowledge into the future. She is one of the few Bribris who went to college at the University of Costa Rica to be a scientist. Her parents had sacrificed so much for her, and she ended up living away off the territory for nearly half her childhood, staying with expats in San José.

Just as she is about to draw Pantalones out of the terrarium, she hears the tone in her phone. She rolls her eyes and tells Pantalones that the human world has become so petty. Saturdays were often calls for some update on a family feud or a request for her to come back to the territory the next week. She had gone for Christmas Eve but left soon after, missing the solitude of her own apartment and projects. And she had grown accustomed to the cooler temperatures in the capital as well as the buzz of her fan at night.

She pulls off her plastic gloves and lays them next to the lab sink. She takes her phone out of her lab coat and looks at the message. It’s Manuel. You still into poisons?
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DECEMBER 29, 2025

Kabék and I pack up anything that Dad could have ingested. It’s 1:00 A.M., and we start in the kitchen and place everything—the beans, the rice, the sugar, coffee grounds, the oil—all in Dad’s reusable bags. And then we move room to room. I look through the closet and find painkillers, his medication. Kabék comes back from the bathhouse with toothpaste. We place everything under his bed, and I send a little thanks to the Creator for keeping Tía by Dad’s side. We kept checking, and there she was, sitting in the candlelight. As much as I wish it wasn’t true, I know that if Tía knew, she’d send us home or just give everything over to the police and we’d be lost. I think of my own research. It was always the families themselves who would ever get anywhere with these cases. And that is us. Even if Tía wouldn’t understand that.

I sit on the porch in Dad’s hammock, my notebook underneath Dad’s journal. Kabék has gone to bed. The lightning bugs are out. They are still magical to me and remind me of when I was younger and we would chase them here. Catch them and light up our little Bribri baskets, call it a Bush Lamp. I look back down at Dad’s journal. I’ve read through it at least four times now. I’m so tired, and still I find nothing new here as many times as I read it. I had married young, and we waited awhile to have children. First Kabék, born in the spring at the same time that the Kabék yellow flowers bloom here in Costa Rica. Then, Ulá, named after the place where rivers flow into one another.

I wish for some of that old magic. Except I don’t know if this place will ever feel that way again. It’s nearing midnight, and Tía is still over there. I text her and ask her how she is. I see her check her phone.

A few minutes later:

Tía: I am doing okay. Pricilla said she’d take the next shift. I think one of you should come here and give her a break in a couple hours. I’ll need to keep planning for the funeral and to get some sleep. No rush, but did you two start writing some remarks on the way in? I think that’d be nice for the funeral.

Me: No, not yet. I can come sit with Dad. Can you have Pricilla bring Chichi?

Tía: I will.

Me: Chichi was here with Dad, right? When Pricilla found him.

Tía: Yes, why?

Me: I guess I just wondered if he died alone.

Tía: Oh yes, love. He wasn’t. Take a long nap, I’ll be back in a bit.

I fold up Dad’s journal and head to the guest bedroom and wrap myself in my hammock and let Tía have the bed because she prefers it. The room is stuffy, but I open the window and a cool breeze comes in, giving enough of a respite. It’s so quiet out here. I remember Dad saying that when he was a child and moved to the States, both he and Tía Paloma lost their voices. There was so much loudness, everyone was expected to talk over others, and their voices weren’t used to it. Sometimes I wonder what my voice would sound like if I lived in such quietness.

Right now, I’m grateful for Dad at least telling us something about his concerns. Even if he didn’t know for sure. I try to rest, and in a second I doze off, but it feels like no time has passed when I hear Tía’s voice and a buzzer going off on her phone next to the bed. “Ulá, are you ready? Pricilla’s shift is done.” There is enough starlight and a sliver of moonlight through the window that I can make out Tía’s figure wrapped in a sheet. Chichi is at the foot of the bed. She’s a little mutt. Short hair, face like a dingo. She’s loyal and almost annoying because of it. But I thank God and am extra glad to see her in full health as I get up and pat my hands to her little brindle side. Water is safe.

I stretch, the skin of my back prickling. “Yes, I’m ready.”

“You sure? You look tired,” Tía says.

“I got this.” I half smile. I almost feel bad for not showing her the note right here in this same room with us, but I think there is something that makes me feel like I’m protecting Tía, too. She’s able to just mourn Dad without thinking of any of this. Without being all the angrier at him.

I slip out of my hammock, sticky from sleep in the hot air. I want to shower, but decide I’ll take one in the morning. I do want to see Dad again. I didn’t know I’d feel this way, but something inside me is tethered to where he is. Like I feel I could spend hours and hours with him without noticing.

Kabék’s door is open. He’s asleep on his bed, his hair a sweaty tangle.

I put a headlamp on from Dad’s supplies and head out. Chichi follows me. Outside, the coolness mingles with the humidity in a way that feels like a sick chill, but it’s better than walled-in heat. In Wiké’s very traditional house, most of her rooms didn’t have walls so the night breeze would come through, making for much more comfortable sleeping than in Dad’s house.

After weaving through a layer of kapok trees, I see Pricilla at the site, the candles casting her shadow in different directions. Her wide back is to me. When I get closer, I hear her whispering in Bribri. But I don’t understand it.

Chichi keeps her distance from Pricilla. She really doesn’t like dogs much. I think Chichi knows this after spending the days with her. I sit down next to her and look over Dad’s body again. The mulusik is untouched. I’m surprised at how intact the gray dust remains. The lack of rain must help keep Dad better preserved. Pricilla must have brought more candles as backups, as some are waiting unlit near the platform.

After a while, Pricilla turns to me and pats my shoulder. She gets up and lights the new candles. At first, I don’t even know if it’s respectful for me to talk with her here. If she and Dad are right, hers could be the same eyes that perhaps witnessed the people who took my dad’s life.

I decide to greet her in Bribri.

“Ish beshkena, Pricilla?”

“Ittie bitti, yami,” she says, so-so. “Ma be?”

“Ittie bitti,” I agree, honestly. She lights the last candle.

And then in my best Spanish, I say, “Ian found us. He shared with us what you saw. We found a note from Dad.” I show her a picture of the note on my phone. Her eyes wince at the phone. She’s tired, too. But I can tell she is going to try to talk with me even so. I feel a little embarrassed, but she leans in to look at it.

“My English is not so good,” she says.

I do my best to translate it. It’s messy, but she’s patient. When I am done, she frowns.

“He was worried because you told him about the people at the house, right? Is that why he came back early, when you told him what you saw?” I ask.

She nods. I realize that maybe Dad was keeping Kabék safe. He made sure Kabék wasn’t with him when he came back.

“I shouldn’t tell the police, right?” I offer. “Do you think the police would do the same here as they did with the others who have died in the past?”

“They already have.”

My breath feels like it got kicked out of me. She’s right. Of course she had called, and they came and closed the case just then.

“When my nephew Victor died, we tried and tried. Still no answers to this day.”

I have been looking at his case already. But I didn’t know Pricilla was related to him, though she probably is just saying nephew because they are somehow connected. We say cousin and nephew and niece for everyone out here.

She continues. “It was very similar to this.”

I don’t like that there are similarities. I reach over and pet Chichi and try to watch a candle, but now even being near my dad’s body is scaring me.

Pricilla tells me about Victor’s activism, trying to get land back. She shakes her head. “I do not know what Andres was doing. He had kept to himself for the past year. He wanted to write a book, I think,” she says. “Looks like you found it.” She winces again at the phone. “From what I know, no one had come to bother him. Sometimes these people would come scare Victor. Flash machetes, wear masks, and come near his land on their bikes.”

“But none of that?”

“Nothing I ever saw.”

“So whoever did this was trying to be much less obvious.”

“Careful, Ulá,” she says. “Mourn your father first, and then you can find your answers, okay?” She pats my arm.

“Okay.”

Pricilla takes up her sku and starts to leave.

“I forgot to say, I never saw whoever was at the house leave,” she offers. “No one ever went by my house. My dog is a good guard dog. I would have heard.”

My back turns cold from my sweat.

Whoever did this must have left, and maybe even came in back here somewhere. I look out beyond Dad’s body.

“Should Kabék and I look around the property?”

She nods like it isn’t a bad idea.

I suck in my breath and rub my arm, trying to get the cold out of it.

“You’ll be okay,” Pricilla says, probably noting my fear. “You’re here because of all your ancestors.” She waves to the air. “They are here with you. And we’re right there,” she adds, pointing in the direction of the houses. “You call if you need anything.”

I try to take comfort in her words as she leaves.

A cloud of them must be here with me.

Chichi now comes closer to me as Pricilla walks off, disappearing back into the trees.



I try to listen to Pricilla as my elder. To focus on mourning my father. When I don’t hear Pricilla’s footsteps anymore, I fold my arms over my shins, and let my head lean on my knees. I wish I wasn’t afraid. Tía is right. We don’t deserve any of this, even just Dad dying so young. While I’m beside Dad, I don’t want to try to figure things out. I just want to be here.

Every bit of me senses that I shouldn’t be anywhere else. I close my eyes and breathe. Chichi noses me, and I sling my arm over her. “Bet you miss him. He wasn’t the best, but I think he was more affectionate than Pricilla.” Her round eyes are on me. Over the years, I’d seen her give her various dogs a sharp shhhhp and, if they really made her mad, she’d give them an annoyed kick.

Chichi gives me a lick on the hand, and I accept it.

We sit like that for a while. Bats fly overhead. And I thank them for keeping the mosquitoes at bay. I must have dozed off, because I flinch awake when I hear a loud buzzing over my head. And then it’s gone. It had to have been some large insect. The territory grows them big.

I sit up straight and decide to talk to Dad. I thank him for maybe thinking of Kabék’s safety. That this meant a lot to me. That if he really did come home early to keep Kabék alive, that it was noble.

I hear some brush move beyond the barbed wire. Then, a growl from Chichi. I peer past Dad’s body.

I swear I see a tall outline, square shoulders, and maybe a hood up. I don’t see a face.

I try to get my headlamp on, my heart pumping. I get off the blanket. My hands fumble, and I put my light up, but whoever it was, they are gone.
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Chichi skips at my feet as I run inside, my feet slapping against the floorboards. I go to Kabék’s room, my heart pounding like a rainstorm. My face is still warm from the heat outside. Kabék is dead tired and passed out; he doesn’t even hear me. I shake his arm.

“Someone is out there,” I whisper.

“What?” He turns over, hair a mess.

Chichi nuzzles me, and the coldness of her nose makes me flinch. “I saw someone out there.” I’ve had enough nightmares of seeing people in my dreams that I know this is different. A full embodied person is out there, and Chichi growled.

“Are you sure?” He turns his head and rubs his eyes like he’s trying to shake off the sleep. “Maybe the Awa coming by? To check on the candles?”

I give him a hard look.

“You and I both know he assigned Pricilla to do that.”

“Was it her? And you just got scared?”

“Pricilla and I traded spots, Kabék. And it was on the other side of the fence. And it’s two A.M.?”

He sits up. He rubs his lips and nods. Concern now over his face.

“We should call the police,” he says. “Maybe this is another sighting?”

I still don’t know if that’s the best move. The police could write it off as a mourning daughter seeing things. They already didn’t take Pricilla seriously. And Dad didn’t trust them. He wrote his note to me.

“Maybe tomorrow,” I give him. “I talked to Pricilla, and she said whoever did this must have had to leave from the back of Dad’s property because she never saw them go near her house. She just saw movement in the house late at night, thought it was Dad and you. I think we need to look at the lot before it rains and changes the land. Manuel will be here in the morning. He can help us look. And we can decide then. I still don’t trust them. Their track record, Kabék.”

Kabék rubs his eyes. “Okay.” He stands like he’s going to go outside.

“I can’t let you sit out there,” I say. “Whoever that was could come back.”

“I’m not going to let anything happen, okay?” Kabék says, some of his old self returning. The part that feels like he needs to protect me. “And no one is getting through that fence. I’ve tried. Whoever it was tonight probably didn’t know about the barbed wire.”

It still doesn’t sit right with me. “But if Pricilla is correct, someone must have figured out a way through before.”

Kabék’s direct look is enough to calm me. “It’ll be okay, Ulá.” Neither of us are sure, but there he is back again. He could mediate a hurricane. I don’t even know if he buys his own words, but he’s so convincing I can’t really tell.

“Let’s go,” he says. He gets out of bed and grabs Dad’s machete from his closet. I don’t know if it makes me uneasy to see him carry it. He doesn’t look awkward like he used to with it.

I follow him out, and we send the beams of our flashlights over the land. Chichi is along, and she sniffs around but looks unbothered. No one is here.

“Can you wait until tomorrow for your shift with Dad?” I ask. The emptiness isn’t enough to convince me he should be out here alone with Dad’s body, even if it’s tradition.

“I’ll wait,” he says. We walk back up to the porch, and he pulls a plastic chair from the kitchen to the front of the house.

“I’m going to stay up for a while.” He lip points to the door. “Go to sleep.”

I shake my head, but agree. I’m so exhausted.

In my room, Tía sleeps soundly, and I pull my knife out of my bag and place it close by. Just in case. Chichi is near me. Her little panting gives me white noise. I pray it was just a neighbor. That they didn’t know about this stupid wire making Dad’s place some kind of fortress. I just hope there isn’t some cut wire out there, letting folks in or out. Or maybe I do because it would mean that we find something more tomorrow. I pray for some answers, and I hear Kabék playing some quiet music for himself off his phone, and I am finally able to sleep.
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When I receive a message from Mom, I lie and tell her we’re doing fine. The sincere answer would be that I’m homesick. That I wish things could just be simple, coffee cups and our chairs in the chilly winter air. That the faceless man I saw was just in my dreams, something I could tell her about, that it was just a metaphor for grief, haunting me in the rainforest out here. Instead, here I am trying to find answers on this hunt that Dad has me on. I’m wandering with a bow and no clear target. Dad was always a little mysterious—that’s how he’d hook women like Star or even Mom back in the day. Still, I can’t put a finger on why he’d delete the messages on his phone. Clearly, there was something he didn’t want me to see, something he was embarrassed by. Maybe he knew he’d be sending me along to search and he knew none of it would be useful. I remember back home one of my schoolmate’s grandads died and they found all these dirty VHS tapes in the house, and at Mass, the town kids were cracking jokes behind me. I guess we all have our secrets.

Ian sends Kabék and me a message with Bernardo’s information. He is guessing it was illegal loggers and that Dad had been involved with some campaigns that were dangerous. Someone followed him to the hospital. A Honda car. His words send shivers down my arms. He doesn’t even know yet about the figure I saw last night. I sit back and breathe. It’s all so freaky. I feel all the more sure that something has to be out there for us to find. There has to be. I text him back about what I saw, and then I close my phone and send a prayer up for centering me.

I hear a friendly murmuring outside. I stretch, and my face is sore from all my sweat from last night. Gross. I sling myself out of my hammock, and when I get to the front porch I see Kabék standing casually with his arms thrown over a ladder while Manuel sits on the steps. Manuel looks up at me with a little smile, and I wave at him and rest my other arm over my braless chest. It’s later than I realized.

“Mom sent some banana pancakes. In the kitchen.” Manuel lip points.

“Big thanks to Mama Lobo,” I say. “And Tía?” I ask as I go to the kitchen.

“Errands,” Kabék yells back. I throw some water on my face, and my skin relaxes.

“Who is with Dad?”

“We’ll be near enough,” Kabék calls. I’m surprised to hear my brother altering tradition again. His allegiance to Dad somehow must be giving him permission to break our old rules. I dab my face dry with a spare hand towel and flip it over the wooden panels of the kitchen half walls. I grab a pancake and start eating.

“Did you hear about my visitor?” I call to Manuel as I walk back to the porch and lean on the railing. It feels good to joke about it somehow. Like I’m not letting it get to me even if I had a hard time sleeping last night.

“Your brother updated me.” I can tell he’s keeping his eyes on mine. Maybe I wouldn’t mind if they traveled. He half smiles. “Bastards.”

“Right?” I laugh. “I better get ready. You look like you have plans.” I nod at Kabék’s ladder.

“Hurry up, Tía is only going to be gone for, like, two hours.” Kabék looks down at his phone.



When I return, hair up and in athletic shorts and a tank top, I’m down the stairs and slipping on the rubber boots I keep here.

“Let’s get to work,” Kabék says, and starts walking toward what I assume is the only entrance in the barbed-wire fence. Manuel and I follow him. “I’m thinking we use the wire to our favor,” he starts. “Thanks to Dad and Pricilla’s spat with the neighbor, they could have either entered here and somehow Pricilla and her dog missed it in the middle of the night, or they came in some other way. So Ulá, you’re going to walk by me along the fence and look at each strand. Look for anything, blood, fabric, anything. I’m going to be on the other side of it and looking for any signs or footprints. Manuel, you’ll just have to inspect the fence in the other direction and then Ulá and I can help you cover the other ground when we meet you.”

He had thought it through. Manuel and I give him a little salute.

“So the neighbors and him had an issue? Could it be them?” Manuel says as we pass Pricilla’s house. Her hound whines at us while he sits there tied to one of the stilted house posts. He clearly is getting bothered by fleas and an empty steel bowl. Poor thing. He didn’t even have a name.

“They seemed to resolve things,” Kabék says. “Dad and the neighbor. They weren’t like good friends or anything, but at least they’d been friendly enough after.”

“I feel like it has to be more serious than cattle,” I say.

We get to the small entrance, and it’s true, Pricilla’s dog would have definitely seen whoever came through that door. It’s why people often even have dogs out here. Why Pricilla even has one, because she really doesn’t even like dogs; it’s a Bush doorbell with teeth.

“And, well, based on what Ian said, I don’t know if you read that yet, Kabék, but Dad was kind of paranoid that someone was following him. He said some guys in a Honda followed him to the hospital when he went to visit Bernardo. Kabék, I think that’s why he gave his chickens away, like he was preparing to move. And I think when Pricilla messaged him that she saw some people at his home and realized he wasn’t actually here, it freaked him out. I think it’s why he came back.”

Kabék wipes his mouth. I don’t know if this had occurred to him yet, but I don’t think it had. “You thinking he was protecting me?” he says, handing over the ladder to Manuel.

“Maybe. Because he didn’t tell you a thing and he came here knowing you’d stay back at home.”

He touches his lips and then sucks his teeth. “Okay. All righty, all the more reason to look here, you guys.” He pats Manuel’s shoulder and crosses to the other side of the fence.

I think Manuel’s presence here is calming us both down. I suppose I hadn’t thought of it before, but it’s his job to stay calm no matter what the water gives him every day.

Manuel turns, taking the ladder on his shoulder; his hair is loose in another bun. I know hair is sacred to us, but I can’t help but think about getting to run my fingers through. It has these dark purple hues that I’ve always been jealous of.

Kabék coughs a little and I turn back. Kabék raises his eyebrows.

“Shut up,” I say.

“I didn’t say anything.”

I shake my head at him and start inspecting these tight strands. There are eight strands, less than a hand’s width apart. I pull on one just to get acquainted. There isn’t enough give for someone to hold it themselves or slide under like we’d do with old wire at other properties on the territory or even in our own backfields in Wisconsin.

Kabék is already ahead of me, first looking up and down the layers of canopy, then his eyes sweeping the ground. I see Dad in him even more, his focus. I turn back to my own task and look for anything. Stretching, cuts, blood.

After a while, Kabék calls to me. “I still can’t believe the jackasses who live over here. This is ridiculous.”

“I can see why Dad was pretty pissed off,” I say. “You weren’t kidding when you said you have to take the long way anywhere now.” I wonder again if Kabék is going to live here now that Dad is gone. I don’t know how he’d feel about Dad dying here. If that’s the sort of thing that would freak him out. I can’t really tell, and I don’t even know if he knows for himself. All around him are flickers of insects’ wings in the streaming sun, almost all the way up now.

We are finally now past Dad’s house. I taste sweat from my upper lip. I should have brought a water bottle out. I almost laugh to myself remembering how once Dad forgot his water bottle on a three-hour hike and even though I gave him grief about it, he was all excited to show us that he could drink the condensation off plant leaves. He did it so dramatically, eyes closed, tipping his head from a big leaf, I laughed so hard at him and his woo-ness. He probably downed a thousand mosquito eggs for all he knew.

I wish I had found something, but there’s nothing yet. No signs.

“Anything?” I shout to Manuel, who is making a good pace on the other side. He’s obscured by a grove of bananas Dad had, and he’s nearing Dad’s platform. Where I saw the man.

“No!” he shouts. “Not yet.”

Kabék is still far ahead of me. We keep moving. I’m seeing nothing.

Then, Kabék has stopped. He’s looking upward to a tree. “Ulá?” he calls, his eyes meeting mine in one of our few mirror traits.

My middle drops, and I run over. He is turning his head slightly to his right. I try to follow his eye line to where he’s peering. And there, from my angle on the other side of the fence, I can see there’s a thick spiderweb in the tree. It’s glimmering golden in the light, holding drops of condensation. As I keep walking, I see why he’s looking at it now. It hangs open, like a broken maw.

“It’s damaged,” he says. “And she didn’t repair it.” He turns and lifts his hand up toward the opening. It’s a little taller than him.

“How tall was that man you saw?”

I sicken. “About that tall.”

“So someone must have come through here,” Kabék says. “Nothing damages a web like that unless a monkey came by.”

“I can’t remember the last time we saw monkeys over here,” I say.

“Yeah. Never. And also they probably wouldn’t be messing with a web. Someone must have come through. Maybe six foot one, six foot two?”

I cross my arms. “You’re the Motherfucking Indio.” He grins. It’s an old phrase of ours we’d secretly use when we did something extra impressive. He started it with me when I served him my first river trout.

“I wonder how they got through, though?” I look back at the fence in front of me. I inspect it closely. And then I see a ridge in the lower line of the fencing. I rub my finger over a tiny section of smoothed metal. “Soldering,” I say. “They must have cut the wire.”

“They probably had a battery-powered solder to smith it closed again.” Kabék looks over it. “I’ve seen those out here.”

I sigh. “Damn.”

“It’s real,” he says. He looks over at Manuel, who is dutifully inspecting the strands.

“Hey, Manuel,” he calls. “We need the ladder. Think we found something.”



I extend the ladder and heft the other leg over the fence and head to the other side myself. I can see already how I could so easily get nicked. Even this way. It’s clunky. To carry a ladder through the rainforest is ridiculous if you’re trying to be stealthy. A solder is smart—this guy was thinking. Kabék is showing Manuel the fence and taking photos on his phone. I walk over, and I can see the iridescent lines of the web even better, hanging down like frays.

Manuel is soon behind me, coming down this side of the ladder. “So I’m guessing that’s no Indian. Not many of us are over six feet,” he says.

“Well, Kabék is,” I say.

“Oh right, I did this,” Kabék jokes.

The web is still beautiful. It occurs to me that she isn’t here anymore. I walk around, and a few more meters into the neighbor’s property, a striking new web has been formed. A large female spider as big as my hand is walking her handiwork. Wiké taught me about this spider. She’s a golden silk orb-weaver.

“There,” I lip point.

Manuel is next to me now. He bumps my shoulder and then points to the far corner. “Oh look, there’s her mate,” he laughs.

In the left-hand corner of the web is a tiny male spider, not much bigger than an inch long.

“It’s all very Bribri,” I joke.

“Truly.” Manuel crosses his arms. “But, you know, size isn’t everything.”

I smile. I know we’re all cracking jokes, but I know it’s so we don’t cry. The truth of it is that it is looking more and more like my father was right. Someone tried to kill him, or rather, someone did. And we’re now just finding their footsteps.

“We should look for anything else,” I say, my eyes to the ground by the web.

All three of us walk, ten feet apart, scanning, for prints, for a tampered-down path, but we see nothing. It hasn’t been wet enough for thick mud, and I’m guessing they kept to the tall grass that could elevate itself back up after a day.

Kabék gives his arm a slick slap, and the blood of a mosquito drips down with the sweat on his arm. Manuel has dark marks under his armpits. And I am just about ready to drink an entire river.

“Let’s go back, guys,” I say. “We don’t want Tía finding us all gone, and I bet we can find some things in Dad’s archives. Sounds like Bernardo was thinking illegal loggers. I can look through what Dad has here and try to get up to speed at least on what he knew.”

I take some photos for myself, too. I send them to the group chat with Ian, and I text him what we found. We all get back over the ladder, and I look at the house.

It looks so normal in the daylight.
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We aren’t ignorant. It’s often the youngest of us who can see the most clearly. Mu Sanchez starts his two-hour walk to Andres’s house. He already knows the location after Manuel had dropped it to him. Pricilla had been a close friend of his grandmother’s, and the two women often sat and had a little coffee on her porch and gossiped endlessly. He remembers them degrading just about every extended family member while he played with a shiny purple rhinoceros beetle on Pricilla’s stairs. People were of less interest to him. What did it mean to make such personal judgments on everyone? He liked getting to know a bird, a fish, just by watching. His judgments were of neutral value, just a greater idea of who they were. No fish was better than the other. Maybe one could swim faster, but Mu wasn’t arrogant enough to say that then they all should be just as fast. There was the Creator’s intention behind it all.

So when Lilo asked him to go to a house, he wasn’t as excited as he was with her past requests. And when she said that he would be gathering samples of food staples, toothpaste, and medications, he knew it had to do with something of human stakes.

“Just treat everything like the frogs. Wear those gloves I bought you,” she had said. It was that older-sister voice that she used intentionally to remind Mu that he was younger and had to listen to her. He always thought that voice was funny because he knew that her even making requests of him was because she needed him. Not the other way around.

She, like many others on the territory, us included, knows that not many can serenade an abandoned baby monkey or shush a bee in a hand. Not many people are so light on their feet, even for a Bribri, and so careful that no one would suspect he was there. Mu knows his skills are ones that both insiders and outsiders fantasize over. Sometimes a Sikua in the area would hear about his abilities and send a scientist his way, and Mu would pretend he couldn’t understand their Spanish and speak to them in only Bribri. He’d mess with them, sending the Sikua in different directions from whatever waterfall they wanted to find or nowhere near where he last saw a python or rare panther print.

Lilo wouldn’t tell him, even after he asked, why he had to do this task today, but he could piece it together. Someone had been harmed, a human, and it was serious.

He weaves through a few plantations with his bag full of various sample bags, gloves that Lilo insisted on, a first aid kit, and antivenoms she made him carry ever since that girl died. He curses at the blue bags of pesticides encapsulating growing bananas. The pesticide bags he’d often see floating in the river, the bags he knew poisoned relatives who worked on the plantations and made them unable to have babies. He passes a few pastures, and one has quite a number of bulls, who can get territorial with strangers. But they were quieted by him and didn’t pay him any mind. He thought they were funny that they did get gruff at people even though they had bony behinds—which always made Mu laugh. He couldn’t make sense of having a bony behind unless they were going to be lithe like a panther. The cows and bulls were anything but lithe. He could imagine that even a small wild boar could be more courageous than a bull, built short and stout and sturdy. Like Bribris themselves.

Before he hikes up another hill, he slows to drink his water under a tree. He hears just a hair of movement, slick against bark, and he steps away, but looks upward. There on a small branch is an eyelash viper. His rounded heart-shaped head sits on its relaxed body, unassumingly strong. Mu had watched one clamp down on a lizard before. Most of the time, they aren’t in action, though. They are lazy, and Mu loves how he can tell they are sleepy even though they are unable to close their eyes.

He whispers hello in Bribri and says thank you for allowing him to see. He takes a half circle around him, and as he turns, he gets an unwanted image of the girl’s shape wrapped in a woven blanket, held up by two logs. The photo that still hasn’t left him. Sometimes knowing these things, like the sound of a viper on a branch or the footprints of a pack of boars, is not a kindness. Because if this girl had known all he had, she wouldn’t have died. She must not have been able to look for the signs or know the places they most like to hide. He tries to shake the idea.

Knowing the forest deeply doesn’t make you some magic being; sometimes it just means that at twelve you are still alive and someone else isn’t. It is not an easy burden.

He stops at his first of many barbed-wire fences. He gets down, slides his slim bag under first, and then gets on his belly, puts his head down, and crawls through.
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When Ian’s early alarm went off, he swore, realizing he hadn’t updated Ulá and Kabék because of his anxiety last night. It had taken him some time to calm down in the evening. He had set his alarm early only because the pamphlet told him to wake to see Arenal at sunrise. So he sent an update at four thirty in the morning, and then he made a coffee and sat in the red Adirondack chair on the personal porch of his hotel room. The volcano was even more massive than it seemed in the dark, glowing such a verdant green. He felt like he was counting every cloud that began to gather, knowing he only had so much time to see it this way. His dad would have been just as stunned. He knows it.

As the haze wrapped the volcano, he knew he needed to get to work soon. Bernardo would meet him after checkout in the parking lot. He shortly received a few messages.

They had found more. Not only that letter, but Ulá had seen a figure. His anxiety returned. But he knew he had to gather his things. He took another shower. Went to breakfast. Went on a short walk to calm himself. A new routine he’s realizing is helpful.

Now, Ian sits in his car, looking over his notes. And he receives more information from Ulá and Kabék. There is now a path that these people must have taken, even an idea of height based on the web, which might help him if he is able to meet loggers today. At first, he didn’t believe this as evidence, but in an online search he found that golden silk spider webs can last several years as their webs are incredibly strong, even in the throes of a downpour in the Talamanca rainforest. And not only this, but Ulá perhaps had even seen a man of this height while in her mourning, which concerned Ian. He didn’t understand why someone would come back unless they were trying to retrieve evidence—or maybe they had other intentions.

He begins to create a timeline—

A few months ago, around August—Bernardo and Andres were actively engaging with loggers. Bernardo is attacked. Andres visits him in the hospital and is possible followed. Bernardo goes into hiding, Andres considers this as well.

December 23, 2025—Andres and Kabék leave for the States.

December 24, 2025—Pricilla sees people at Andres’s house in the evening.

December 24, 2025—Pricilla tells Andres.

December 25, 2025—Andres comes back from the States.

December 27, 2025—Andres is found dead in the evening by Pricilla. Pricilla calls the police.

December 28, 2025—Pricilla calls Ian. Late, Ulá finds the note from Andres.

December 29, 2025—Ulá sees someone at the house not long after midnight.

What he doesn’t know is when Andres’s phone was wiped.

Ian rubs his mouth. He still doesn’t know who could have done this, even with the evidence. Bernardo is his only lead so far. There’s a man who is walking to his car, and when he sees Ian he looks away so quickly that a second of suspicion rises in Ian’s chest. Ian locks the door. The man gets into a black sports car and starts to pull out. Maybe he would fit the profile that Ulá had just texted him. Tall? Six foot one?

Ian exhales. He knows he’s being embarrassingly paranoid. It isn’t possible that the same person would make it from the territory to here in that many hours. Or at least it would be hard for it to be possible. Besides, this car was new and the one Bernardo saw when he thought Andres was being followed was an old Honda. Ian circles his shoulders, trying to calm down. He puts his notebook on his lap and loosens the grip on his pen. He cues up an acoustic guitar playlist on his phone and turns it up through the car’s speakers.

A moment later, Bernardo is walking out with his uneven, quick pace. He tries to open the side door. Ian unlocks it, and Bernardo scowls as he sits down.

“Second thoughts?” Bernardo laughs.

“No,” Ian says, annoyed.

“Nice music.”

Ian turns the key and the car’s engine gently rumbles.

Within twenty minutes, Ian and Bernardo are on the main road. Ian can’t help but let his eyes sweep each intersection looking for the black car.

“You’re sure it was loggers who attacked you, right?” Ian asks, his hand resting on the steering wheel.

“Yes. There’s a video, remember?”

“Oh right. And you and Andres were picking a fight with them?” He begins to speed after he is through Fortuna.

“Like I said. Sometimes we’d go out and cut their machinery at night.”

“What happened to the men who attacked you?”

“The police ended up putting the guy in jail for a little while before releasing him, like they always do. But they had to do that because a cop was caught on my camera just watching me get attacked.”

Ian nodded. “So he isn’t incarcerated anymore?”

“No.”

Ian looks in his rearview mirror after they pass through another town. There it is. The black car.

Ian tries to ignore it. There are only two ways this car could have gone on a main road. They happen to be going down the same way.

“I wonder about the logger. Maybe he is getting revenge for the time you made him spend in jail?” Ian offers.

“Could be.”

“And he had a friend?”

“There are seas of these guys.”

Ian nods. His eyebrows stitch together. He wonders who would have known that Andres and Kabék were leaving. Someone would have had to give that information to them.

“Did you know he was going to be gone?” Ian asks.

Bernardo raises his eyebrows. “No idea.”

Ian remembered what Ulá had said, though. Bernardo had been texting Andres while he was away. He had to have known where he was.

He takes a sip from his water, trying to lower his heart rate. He pays attention to the deep and gentle guitar strums. The chords blend like the mirage of heat rising above the highway as they head toward the territory. The black car makes a turn into a restaurant, and Ian breathes.
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When we get back to the house, we all devour the rest of the banana pancakes and pour ourselves multiple glasses of water. We realize that we have nothing in the kitchen. All the cupboards are empty from Kabék and me clearing them out.

“I think I’ll go do a grocery run for you guys,” Manuel says.

“Thanks, man,” Kabék says. He leaves and returns with a wallet and hands Manuel some colones. Manuel rolls his eyes but takes it. We don’t talk about money very much with Manuel, but Kabék and I both know his parents have plenty, and his grandparents even more. The Lobo line is stacked in their own generational wealth. But it’s not like we’re poor either even though Dad was. Mom has made it good as an accountant, and we can feed ourselves.

“That corner store should be open today,” Manuel says. “You guys have any bags here?” He looks under the sink.

“I think they are all occupied right now,” I say.

“Here, let me get you my backpack,” Kabék says, and leaves, and it’s just Manuel and me in the kitchen together. He pours himself another glass of water.

“You doing okay?” Manuel asks.

“I don’t know. One minute I’m laughing, and the next, it’s like all this is so dark.” I cross my legs while I sit back on the counter.

“You know we’re not going to let anything happen to you, right?” he says sincerely. I want to believe him. I want to lean into him and just be held. I haven’t been held for a long time. My last boyfriend ended up being an asshole and left me out in a cornfield when I didn’t want to make out anymore. Gracie had to drive out for me in the middle of the night and shamed his face off when she called to tell his mother what he did the next morning. I miss her, too.

I cross my arms. “That’s kind of you to say.” I smile.

“You know I care about you a lot, right?”

“I know, I know. We’re like littermates. We’ve been together forever.” He flinches a little at my playfulness. I know I’m drawing a line even if I don’t want it. How terrible of me to start something when my dad is dead and who knows what else he got us into. And all I know is that I should want to go back home to Mom and sleep for days after all this. Get the hell out of here. Have the biggest milkshake and burger of my life. But all I can think about is lying at the beach with Manuel.

“I care about you, too,” I add. And then I wash out the cups and set them out to dry. I know I’m putting my back to him, but I don’t know what else to say.

He looks at his phone. “I guess Mu, Lilo’s brother, will be here in a little while.”

“Great,” I say. At least, it feels like we’re moving quickly. The thought gives me some hope. It feels like a swing back at the figure I ran from. We’re trying.

Kabék returns with his backpack and hands it over to Manuel. “Thanks, man.”

“You bet.”



After Manuel leaves, Kabék and I head to Dad’s room. Before I can start digging, Kabék hands me a little slip of paper.

“I wrote a few words for the service,” Kabék says. “While I was up watching on the porch. Tía told me to think about what to say, and I’m trying to listen to her at least a little.” I hold it. Is he asking me to edit it?

“I’m sure they are fine, Kabék,” I say.

“My words aren’t that good, though. Dad used to tell me I needed to practice my writing more if I wanted to be taken seriously.” There’s a little thinness in Kabék’s voice.

I think about how Dad’s last words hurt Kabék, too. Even after all Kabék did for him. The “love your brother” is some sort of underhanded slam on Kabék. Like Kabék couldn’t help him, that this was something for me to figure out. Dad could have easily written that to both of us. It wouldn’t have been hard.

“He said that kind of shit to me all the time,” I say. “I’m sure whatever you wrote is great.” I turn the paper in my hands and then hand it back to him.

Kabék rubs his nose. “I don’t know what to even say about him anymore. About any of this.” He waves at Dad’s room, piles of his things all around us.

“I know.”

His words sound like mine used to. Before Dad died, I would have cheered that Kabék was starting to see Dad’s nature. That Kabék was starting to see his bullshit. Now, it doesn’t matter if I was wrong or right, it just hurts me to see Kabék this way.

“I don’t know what to say about him anymore either.” I cross my legs and look to the floor. “If it makes you feel better, I haven’t even started writing yet.”

He doesn’t respond for a few seconds. Then laughs.

“You haven’t even showered yet, Ulá,” he teases. “Go take a break. I bet Manuel would appreciate it.” He smirks at me. I shake my head.

“Nothing is happening between the two of us.”

“Sure. Whatever you say. Just go.”



In the bathhouse in the back, it’s the best respite to have cold water flow over my entire self. And then, again, that thought of that guy comes to my mind again. Shit.

It makes me want to shower faster, but I resist. I try to put him out of my mind. I wash my hair, and I wonder if I should cut it for Dad but decide against it. Dad didn’t like short hair. I wish I didn’t let his thoughts control me about it. Isn’t it my own grief? I finish, dry off, and get dressed in a clean tank and a pair of shorts. I put my wet hair up in a giant bun on my head. I’ll regret it when the heat hits harder later—my head feels like I’m wearing a warm towel in the humidity, but my hair takes forever to dry without a dryer and there’s no electricity out here for that.

When I get out, I realize I’m facing the direction of the broken web. In some ways, the web is both a good sign and a bad omen. If I know anything about the rainforest it’s that everything is shifting. Even death gets reinvented in hours.

Yet some things have remained for us.

We are lucky to have seen as much as we have.

I return to Dad’s office. Kabék is lying on Dad’s bed, browsing. I sit and spin in Dad’s desk chair and take a stack for myself, and see that the first of the pages Dad had stapled together is one that I recall printing for him.

Dad’s words about what I know of our people’s history come back to me. Such a smart young woman. I feel Dad’s ego laced in the compliment. Why does it feel both good and terrible?

Either way, it’s somewhat true. I’m competent. I have familiarized myself with the Bribri archive we have available online. I’ve learned folklore from Wiké. I’d done this learning on my own without Dad knowing, until there was a time he was pissing me off so I made references to a story about the panther queen up on the Kamu mountain, because I figured Dad didn’t know it. And he didn’t. I remember his eyes, first mad, but then I saw him trying to decide what to do—it only took him a second to fawn over my knowledge and welcome me to come please help with his book project yet again. Such a smart young woman.

There’s no doubt, though, as I flip through Dad’s archive, why we feel stuck. There are so many entities with power who would have disagreed with Dad. And these critical articles themselves are often themselves exploitative in their own way. Be it someone writing about our ways in the early 1900s or something more recent, like the article in front of me where a young White woman was weighing if it was beneficial or not for Bribris to work with the United Nation’s REDD+ program. She outlines the “setbacks and difficulties” we presented as a people who didn’t readily want to accept their program, which set new rules and regulations for land preservation of our own land. I laugh at this because they only found our land valuable and wanted to control it because we have taken care of it so well.

I recall how funny it was watching her weigh out ethical questions, not realizing there would be Bribris like me reading her work in English. I felt all the neocolonialism right away. How much she was out of her lane. Even so, I remember the article because I did get insight into REDD+ and their intentions. I know some of the first work Dad did after he moved out was attending a number of the UN meetings they held with our people. He bragged about protesting against the program and getting more Bribris educated on what the program was trying to do.

There are stories like this about Dad that I know are good. But they still frustrate me. Should he ever have been in those meetings? Should he have been with Kabék and me instead? What about our school conferences?

I’m not going to sit and reread all of these articles. There is too much history here. It’s almost overwhelming if I think about it. A couple of murders. Victor’s is in here. Then there are pesticide protests. Campaigns against an interoceanic highway. An article outlining the US’s Southern Command entering our territory in the name of friendship after a very minor hurricane. The command that was also seen researching the land for oil deposits and taking rocks with them in their leaving. Clearly Xploration Oil companies attempting to create relationships through the Southern Command. A year ago, there was a burning of houses by contemporary settlers on the other side of the territory, which I’ve never been on. Another paper has accusations of bribery committed by the police who served on the Talamanca territory. Our Bribri reservation’s political council deciding to fire non-Bribri speakers from their education roles on the territory. That was a good one at least.

We find a lot of articles on logging, but Dad has no extra notation on them. It’s all stuff we know, though knowing Dad was being reckless, I’m sure he wasn’t popular with them.

But in these articles, there’s nothing from Dad. No hints, no notes to self.

Kabék is getting frustrated, too. I can tell by the way he blew his lips and dropped another document in its respective pile. I see the headline: “The Costa Rican Government Spends 6 Million On REDD+ Educational Classes.”

I open another drawer, and under a stack of articles are charcoal drawings I’d never seen before. They are of houses. Ranging from traditional to slightly more modern. Then also drawings of layers of integrative farming practices, agro farming.

I remember the charcoal nib on Dad’s desk. He must have drawn these. I wish I knew the territory well enough to know more houses than those of immediate family, but honestly I don’t. My knowledge is in the stacks, this archive I helped Dad build.

“Have you seen these?” I ask Kabék, and hand them over.

Kabék looks a few over and puts each one slowly aside.

“Did you ever see him drawing?” I ask. To be honest, I’m surprised by Dad’s artistry. They aren’t bad.

He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t. He always worked with his door closed. I guess I didn’t know he was into art.” He looks almost disappointed that I am sharing with him something new about Dad.

“Maybe Manuel could look at these, too,” I suggest. “Between the two of you, I bet you’ve visited a lot of people.”

“Yeah.” Kabék slows and sits with each one for a bit while I go back to sorting. I see him trace the lines of one of the houses with his fingers. They remind me of some of the drawings he’d do when he was working through an engineering issue or when he’d draw motors—the ones I had hung up in his room and around the house. They had something like this in common. Neither of us knew. After a few he stops, his eyebrows coming together. “Ulá, actually, I recognize this house.”

He holds up a drawing. It’s small, traditional.

“This is Ariella’s house,” he says. “It has the cutouts she has on her roof. See that diamond there? She has that on hers. You’ve actually been there. We brought her food one summer after she kicked her husband out for drinking too much.”

“Ariella,” I say. Wiké’s grandniece. I do remember her. “She and her two daughters all lived together, right?” I remember a couple of girls painting their nails that day. “I don’t recognize the house, though.”

“She got a new house when she moved again,” Kabék says. “Dad must have helped her design it.”

He hands it to me.

I look it over. It has a clear diversity of trees and plants depicted. “This drawing has agro farming practices,” I say. “Can you hand me that integrative farming pile? I think they had a definition there. Something about instead of planting monocrops, like just bananas or just plantains, women on our territory have started integrating multiple plants. Like cacao, bananas, and corn, lemons—animals, too.”

Kabék looks at the stack and finds the article. He reads it over. “So it’s a multidimensional and interactive way that allows proper shading and support?”

“Yes.”

“It sounds familiar. I think Dad studied in Shiroles with the women’s organization there that educates and supports other tribal members who want to start farming in the old ways.”

“I feel like I remember that. It wasn’t, like, recently, though? When did she move?”

“Just a year ago, I think,” Kabék says. “He was finishing up his study just when I moved here.”

“We’ll need to go talk to Ariella. Because I don’t know why he’d have these other drawings, you know?”

The floor cracks. I flinch.

“Hola, everyone!” It’s Tía. She’s back from her errands.

“What are you doing in here?” Tía opens the door to Dad’s room. She has a bunch of different decorations in her arms. Baskets, a woven blanket, tablecloths, and a reusable bag with paper napkins sticking out of the top.

I pause.

“We’re deciding what to bury with Dad,” Kabék says coolly. Tía frowns.

“Where’s Manuel?” she asks.

“He went grocery shopping,” I say. “We decided to bury the food in the house with Dad. Thought that would probably be like a sacred thing to do, you know.”

Tía lifts her eyebrow like I’m insane. “Okay.” She relents. “Whatever you’d like to do, I guess. As long as grocery boy brings some coffee. I’m guessing you are burying that, too?”

“I’ll text him right now.” I pull out my phone.

Tía turns. “Thank you. I need to make a few work calls, so I’m going to stop by the school later for Wi-Fi, okay? I had to push my appointments out, and of course, some vacationers are mad about it. It makes sense why they aren’t spending their holidays with their families because, good lord, these people.” She rolls her eyes.

“Just remember: All this should be packed up soon. We’ve only got a couple of days here, so get started on it.” She points around to the room. “Pricilla will be with your dad for a while today. So use the time. Maybe write those eulogies.”

“You bet, Tía,” Kabék says. He stands and goes to close the door behind her.

I breathe and lean back in my chair.

“How did we get so good at lying?”

“Mom didn’t know everything.”

That’s true. Kabék and I had helped each other sneak out so many times, I can’t even count. Kabék looks over the stacks. “How in the hell are we going to find out who did this to Dad?” he asks. “Like, everyone literally could have wanted Dad dead. Bernardo better know something we don’t.”

“At least Ian and he are going to check out a tip.” I shuffle some of the papers in my lap into a stack. “But I think in some ways, I think that’s why Dad didn’t know. If he had an idea, I feel like he would have told us.”

“You’re right. He loved theatrics,” Kabék says. “Maybe Dad wants theatrics even in his own death. He wants to be remembered.”

A hero. It does sound like Dad. More of Dad’s primary self is returning to us the more we get into this. It worries me.

“At the funeral, I guess, we can ask around, too,” Kabék says.

“And we’re going to check in with Ariella,” I say. “Should we wait until the funeral? I mean, it’s just the day after tomorrow. How far is her place?”

I look at the empty calendar Dad has hung on the wall. He didn’t even write his last-minute trip to us on there. Now, it’s nearly the end of the year. Almost New Year’s. Dad’s funeral will be on the thirty-first. It is a dramatic way to go. The whole world is celebrating, but he’ll get to be on our minds.

“Ariella’s not too far,” Kabék says. “And I guess, maybe we don’t want to be asking around at the funeral itself. Doesn’t feel respectful.”

“Hear you on that.” None of this feels respectful. “At least, if we do have questions by then, we can make plans with people who might know something.”

He nods, and we then start digging back into the stacks.
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When Manuel gets back, Kabék and I have taken a break from the stacks. I sit in Dad’s hammock working on my eulogy while Manuel is making lunch. Chichi is curled up near me. I keep looking at her brindle color. She reminds me of amber on a tree bark. Wiké would have approved of this dog.

There’s a whistle, and the dog and I sit up. And then Chichi gets up on all fours, shakes a little, and dances around. I look down the road and see a boy. He couldn’t be older than twelve. Rubber boots, athletic shorts, a T-shirt, wearing a backpack.

“Is that Mu?” I call to Manuel. He told me Lilo was sending her brother, but I didn’t know he’d be a child. Chichi looks up at me, presses the side of her face to my hand like she’s asking me permission to greet him. I nod at her because she’s clearly not going to hurt him.

Manuel looks out from the kitchen, bending down to see through the open space between the half-height walls and roof. “Yeah. That’s Mu.”

Chichi is trotting ahead, skipping around the boy. I get up and head down the stairs myself.

“Ish beshkena,” I call.

“Yeshekena buai,” he says with a single wave. He smiles at the dog as she circles him. What in the world?

But despite Chichi’s love of this boy, the closer he gets to the steps, the more worried I get. He’s young. Way too young.

Manuel washes his hands and swipes them on a towel he throws to the counter.

“Ish!” he calls to the boy. I look back at Manuel, trying to show him with a look that this is not a good idea. But Manuel, much like Chichi, is passing me, greeting him. Manuel gives Mu a little dude handshake, and they talk a little in Bribri. Kabék steps out to the porch from the living room, and we both look at each other, and I know we are having the same thought. Mu is too young.

“They put it all up here,” Manuel says in Spanish and points up to the house. If I were closer to him, I’d want to whack him. One of us should go. Bring samples to Lilo. Kabék and I are stuck here until after Dad’s funeral. Maybe Manuel? Manuel leads Mu past us, and they walk into Kabék’s room. Chichi follows behind them.

“Even the dog,” I mouth to Kabék.

Kabék rubs his neck.

“This is everything,” Manuel says. “Kabék showed me earlier.” He brings all that we stuck there in reusable bags and the plastic containers Dad had stored the sweet things in to keep the ants away. “Sugar. Coffee. Salt. Rice. Cacao powder. Toothpaste. Chocolate,” Manuel says. He takes out the orange container of Dad’s pills. “His heart medication. Tylenol. Aspirin.”

Mu is quick to put his gloves on to begin collecting samples in small Tupperware containers. I can tell he’s reading my doubt because the kid doesn’t look me in the eye. Nor Kabék. Manuel and him just talk in Bribri like this is no big deal. I hear words about their families. About his sister, Lilo. He mentions San José. That must be where she is. They talk without stopping, and in minutes, Mu is done and puts all the containers into his backpack. He zips it up, putting it over his shoulders securely, and then nods at us and turns to go without saying goodbye. He pats the head of Chichi and clicks his tongue at her, and she sits down and watches him go while her tail thumps on the wooden panels.

“Wait,” I say. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” I turn to Manuel. I feel heat in my chest. We can’t be doing this.

“What? He’s fine. You don’t know him like I do, Ulá. The kid is like a legend.”

I look at Chichi. She seems to agree with him. I think of Lilo; she sent her own brother?

“He’s literally safer than anyone else would be,” Manuel says.

When I look up to protest, I see the little heel of his rubber boot disappear behind the kapok grove, and then I understand some of his skills. It’s like he’s vanished.

He must be gifted like my dad used to say about some people on the territory. Maybe this is why his older sister trusts him, and she’s some scientist, academic. I guess it’s not my call who she asks to help her.

I sit back in my hammock with my few badly written sentences of Dad’s eulogy. And after a while, I feel sick. Mu didn’t know about what I saw the other night. I want to chase after him, make him stop, but I think we all know we couldn’t find that kid either if we tried.
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Can I go?” Manuel asks as he places the kettle on the reddening burner to make a second pot of coffee. He’s asking to go to Ariella’s with Kabék and me.

“Actually, I wondered if you’d want to stay at the house. Be with Dad? With Tía? I feel like we keep breaking tradition.” I undo the coffee bag for our second pot, and the earthy smell calms me. I can’t get Mu out of my head. Kabék is with Dad, and it’ll be my turn when we return and Manuel agreed to sit out with me.

“Sure.” He nods and grabs a few mugs we dirtied already and starts to wash them out. “I have wanted to be with him, but didn’t want to press you all.”

“I know you guys saw each other from time to time.”

Manuel laughs. “He liked coming to the store. He’d bring these gringas.”

“Oh lord.”

“I know. I didn’t really want to, like, tell you that, though. I think he went on a few dates with one of my dad’s cousins who visited from the States.”

“Another gringa.” I laugh. “He really couldn’t stay away.” I think of the deleted messages. Maybe Dad was dating and he didn’t want us to know.

Manuel smiles. “He’d try to give me all this girl advice. I think he probably wanted to be loved a lot. I think about how your grandparents died so early in his life. Orphaned, you know? It seemed to me that he didn’t really know what he wanted. Like he was chasing adoration from any place he could, and finding the biggest audience he could.”

Manuel’s words ring true to me. He’d been watching Dad for years, being near him, ferrying him—perhaps even closer than me. I watch as Manuel’s strong hands gently place the new fabric coffee filter on Dad’s Costa Rican coffee maker.

“He wasn’t really appeased ever.” I say. “Poor girl. Nothing was good enough. Mom and us weren’t either.”

“Not his finest moment,” he says. He hands me a mug. “So what do I do with your tía when she finds me here and you guys gone?”

I spin the mug in my hands. “Maybe just tell her we wanted to go write our eulogies by a river or something.”

He turns his lips down in a teasing way. “Very artistic.”

“Thank you.” I lift my empty cup at him in cheers. “But really. I think we’re going to have to tell her all this soon.”

“I think that’s a good idea.” Manuel flips off the kettle before it whistles. I can’t really keep my eyes off his forearms. His tattoo. I try not to let myself go there.

My phone vibrates.

It’s Ian.

Ian: We are on our way to the logging site. I’m hoping to look around, or talk to anyone. We should be there by early evening. I will text you when we are on the reservation.

My stomach turns. It sounds dangerous. I don’t know what to even say. I already updated him about Ariella. About Mu, too.

“I can call Dennis for you guys again. How far is it?” Manuel pulls out his phone.

“For what?” I’m distracted.

“For Ariella.”

“Not too far. We can walk.” Kabék comes in. Manuel straightens just an inch.

Kabék seems to notice Manuel’s awkwardness and smirks. I give the smallest shrug.

Manuel turns and takes my cup, places it under the drip, and pours hot water over the grounds. A Tico pour over. I let it cool and finally take a sip. I close my eyes. I fight the desire to just stay here and talk memories and weird Dad stories with Manuel and Kabék. To let myself be close to Manuel.

I don’t want him to be in danger. I don’t want to lose anyone. I think of Mu. I don’t ever want to put anyone in danger. It feels like we keep endangering more and more people, though. And it’s all moving so fast. Except, I think of how fast everything is here. The land decides the pace, and we must keep with it. I’m reminded of Dad’s body another day closer to burial now. We won’t see him as much as I hoped today because of this.

Manuel dishes us up some rice and beans, then Kabék and I finish our coffee, say goodbye to Manuel, put our boots on, and begin walking down toward Ariella’s.



I follow Kabék’s lead as we head to the one slim exit in the barbed-wire fence, and when we get there, he turns us west, down a small worn path. We then hike up a big forested hill and down into a smaller valley where a number of houses are beside untouched rainforest. And then, surprisingly, we cross a gravel road. I didn’t know there was one this close. But we must not have used it much because we don’t often go this direction. We pass through two streams, both flowing into one of the main rivers. Wiké always told me to stop and remember my namesake at these kinds of junctions, so I stop Kabék and touch the water. I see a couple of crawfish scatter. Downstream, someone has put a little rope bridge over one of the streams. I always like remembering that Wiké had picked my name just like she picked Kabék’s. I don’t know the name of this river in front of us, but the one I’m most familiar with is Sibödi—The River the Creator Swam In—where the creation of butterflies and chocolate occurred as spirits often lingered near the water. I think about how writing Dad’s eulogy there would be what I want. What I should have. If this were different.

The trees grow taller and taller as we move into more untouched land, and I realize that this part of the territory is deeper and farther from main roads, such that it would be harder for someone to take advantage of it. Our valley still protects us like it has for thousands of years. Sometimes I wonder if I ever feel more Indio than when me and Kabék, with our braided hair, walk our ancestral land. It makes me feel more unafraid; my footsteps fall heavier on the earth. Without Dad’s shadow here, I feel a little more unfettered.

Kabék makes a turn, points in a new direction, and we depart from the burned path the neighbors must have made to tamp down the overgrowth. We must be close. So I look around more intently, trying to see things like Dad would. I quickly notice that we are now entering an integrated design here similar to the one I had seen in the drawing. It reminds me of the farms I’d seen photographed for the articles on our ancient farming structures. There are tall kapok trees overhead, and blended in below are cacao trees, lemon trees, and plantains. Some of the lemons on the tree have fallen to the ground and broken open, offering us a clean and sour fragrance. There’s a ripe cacao pod that Manuel would welcome me to harvest if I were at his house. When we were younger, and I had little restraint, I’d ask him to cut down as many ripe pods as I saw, and Manuel and I would sit in a hammock together and pull the cacao beans from the cornlike cob and eat off the white pulp before spitting out the beans to roast, dry, and grind up later for hot chocolate.

“There,” Kabék lip points again, and ahead is the house. Sure enough, the diamond shape is cut into the wood of Ariella’s main room apex. We get closer, and there are actually two houses on Ariella’s property—one is modern with a steel roof and painted wooden paneling, and the other has traditional woodcutting. It already tells me missionaries, or the Peace Corps, had come in and built a house for her in the past. The Peace Corps’ houses are usually less traditional, and they require so much work to bring in materials from outside the territory. And the result? They only create houses that are much hotter than houses built the old way. So in the end, us Bribris typically don’t even like living in them.

One of Ariella’s daughters sits in the doorway of the empty modern house, swinging her legs over the lofted porch much like Dad’s. She is much older than I remember. Perhaps thirteen now. She’s doing her hair in front of a little hand mirror. Kabék waves to her. She looks up at us and grins. A dog barks.

Ariella’s voice, bright and bold, comes from the kitchen, telling the dog to shhh. Ariella’s warm round face looks out the entrance from the kitchen. She wipes her hands on a towel and walks out to us. And she says in Spanish, “Ah, Kabék and Ulá, too? I am so sorry about your father.”

“We are doing okay. Did you get our invitation?” Kabék calls back in Spanish.

“Yes, from Paloma.”

“We’d love to see you there,” Kabék says in Spanish, and he leans on the beam of the stairs.

Ariella’s thick eyebrows furrow. She looks over to me and her eyes quickly wet. “I will be there. I’m so sorry. Your dad was a good friend to me. And family.”

“I am sorry,” Kabék says as we put our small travel backpacks on the steps. I take a sip of water from my water bottle.

“Please come up, I will make you both some coffee.” She gestures for us to come onto the porch. I thank God I can understand her Spanish easily.

I get up the stairs and smile at the girl sitting on the porch. She smiles back. We don’t exchange words. So often, my way of doing family in the Bush is like this. Quiet smiles, the best Spanish I can offer, and if we get into deeper conversation, then Dad would usually translate for me. I realize I’d even miss his funny and showy translations.

We sit in Ariella’s kitchen while she pours us coffee. My third cup of the day.

The young girl stands near me and looks at the wet bun on my head. She asks me something really quickly and extremely quietly, and I don’t think I catch it. I think it’s something about my hair. I realize without Dad, I am looking at Kabék to translate for me. I smile at him in an early thanks and nod in her direction.

He asks her what she said, and puts his ear down to her, and I catch more of it.

“She’s wondering if you wear your hair down in the States?” Kabék explains.

“Ah.” I look at my little cousin. I tell her I do. She tells me more loudly that it’s a pretty color, and I’m reminded how people often see my hair as black in the States, but it isn’t often until I get home to the territory that I see straight hair that is darker than mine, with bluer undertones compared to my maroon ones in the summer.

I tell her I wish I had hair as dark as hers. The color of the night. She smiles.

“I was looking forward to seeing you both in a couple days at the funeral, and I am glad to see you now,” Ariella says as we sit in her kitchen. “But why did you come and see me today?”

“We found a drawing of your house in Dad’s things, and we were curious,” Kabék says. He pulls the drawing out of his bag. His Spanish is so flawless and easy. I try not to be jealous. She takes the drawing and touches it with a gentle hand.

“Your dad helped this land return to me,” Ariella says proudly. I can understand her well. Ariella’s Spanish is pronounced enough that I can catch most things. She tells us that the land belonged to her mother, and before that, Wiké. But her mother had wanted to go live with her grandchildren in Cabecar for a while, so she sold it to a Bribri woman. Or so she thought. The woman ended up being Sikua, and she was interested in the cacao grove on the land to start her own business. Here, Ariella gestures to the back of her house, which we hadn’t yet seen. And when Ariella’s mother came to demand to buy it back, the Sikua woman refused, even though the laws required her to move. We all know the government doesn’t intercede with settlers. I remember a previous president, after being pressed, simply said that it was too conflicting.

But then she shares something surprising. “Your dad got a group together and staked out on this land. They stayed on it for weeks and weeks until the Sikua finally moved.”

I think of others who did this. I know “squatting” could often mean aggression from either side. Us or Sikuas. “When was this?”

“Two years ago.”

He hadn’t written about this in his book; at least, he hadn’t had the chance.

She smiles and pats my leg. “He was a good man, your dad. He helped me design the house the way I wanted to.” She begins to cry, and her daughter comes from behind her and gives her a hug.

“He really wanted to get your family land back, too,” she said, wiping her eyes. “For you two.”

“I didn’t know we had family land,” I say, looking at Kabék to confirm I heard her right. Kabék looks confused.

“Family land? That belongs to us?” Kabék says.

Ariella nods. “He said there is land that belongs to your line. Though all our land is family land,” Ariella says, holding her daughter close to her.

“Do you know who has it?” I ask.

She shook her head. “He had just mentioned that his parents had sold it to friends before they passed away. Though I don’t know who.”

I rub my forehead, and I can’t drink another sip of coffee. This is strange. I never imagined we’d have land that belonged to us. But now that I think of it, we had to have had land at some point. I guess I assumed our grandparents’ land ended up with some extended-family relative or something. But if Dad wanted it, what was he doing to get it back? Who had it? Clearly, he hadn’t been successful in regaining it, as he had with Ariella’s land. Or at least, not that I know of. I think of how body and land are always connected. I think about Pricilla’s family, which fought over land in feuds—and that was between family members themselves.

We thank Ariella for the coffee. I give the little girl a wave, and we head back to Dad’s house.

Kabék and I are talking over each other once we get far enough out.

“Our own land?” I say. “I don’t know why Dad wouldn’t just tell us that.”

“I know,” Kabék says.

“He should have left that in his note to us.”

“His note to you,” Kabék corrects me. It isn’t bitter, but I can tell he doesn’t want to soften this fact for himself.

“Yeah. Okay. But why wouldn’t he tell?”

“Maybe it was dangerous.”

“She said friend, though, right?” I say. “A friend has it?”

“She did. But I have no idea what that means.”

“Me neither.” I rub the sweat off my face. Dad had many people he called “friends” on the territory.
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Lilo waits in the lab for Mu and the samples. We watch closely as she sets everything up for ten different poisons. She put on some pop songs while she did it, and she could already imagine herself feeling a thrill while she started testing the coffee, the sugar, the toothpaste her brother messaged her about. She knew Mu would be proud of handing over his bag of all that he brought her in his nonchalant way.

She imagines locating the poison quickly. That she’d be able to identify what it is, and it would be part of undeniable evidence that this man from her tribe was indeed murdered, and it would be her, and her family, tied to one of the first-ever murder cases that didn’t end with no evidence. Not on her watch.

Lilo looks over at her frogs, who are resting on top of each other, friendly. Deadly, but friends.

Mu hadn’t answered her last text. Though that wasn’t uncommon, it still made her wonder if he missed a bus. He should be on one by now, at least in range of a phone call connection.

But she hears nothing.
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We see Mu in the midst of a shed. The heat is intense, and only a small grate in the wall allows for airflow where he sits. But then, the heavy, heavy rain brings a cool comfort. His hands are bound with rope behind his back. He had fought hard while they tied him, so only he knows there is a little give in the knot—enough. Mu had tied many animals in his short time on earth. He’d do so to help heal injuries in creatures he’d encounter before he’d release them, and what he learned from them is that those who had fought the tying were always the ones who managed to slip away.

He hadn’t been far off from Andres’s property, just after he passed the sleeping cows, when he heard them. The footsteps, coming wide, from his right, and he went to turn and run back toward Pricilla’s, but their legs were longer than his, taking larger strides than he could ever dream of making, and arms snatched him up in the air, and through his view, we did see them—the green eyes—before Mu’s own were covered with a cloth. And then he was soon in a car and driven off, then forced to hike all the way here. The nose of a gun to his back. His least favorite weapon. He’d never even played guns growing up, and he hated that now something so unnatural could boss him around. At least he’d have respect for a tooth, a spear, a rock.
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I find Manuel out at the platform with Dad. Pricilla must have come by to light the candles. I am at a loss. Manuel doesn’t say anything, just moves over on the blanket so I can sit next to him. I see the shine of a machete near the blanket, and I’m grateful. Somehow sitting with the dead is no longer safe. Though I never thought the barbed wire would be this welcome in this process.

I put my hand out on his leg, face up, and he takes it. Years of friendship, the solace I need badly. We sit there. Wordlessly. For me, a million memories go by. The waterfall Dad brought us to he was so proud of knowing about. The look we could give each other when Dad was saying some weird shit. All the lessons he’d try to pass down about anything, even if he only knew half of it. I wonder if this is what survival is sometimes. Dad was somehow okay with the way in which we can never know everything by trying to be so proud of what he did know, what he could understand. Maybe I shouldn’t be irritated; it was his grasping.

Manuel and I sit there for hours. Sometimes getting up to stretch or drink water or reapply bug spray. The sun leaves, the moon takes her lead, and I look at my phone. It’s nearing midnight. I lean into Manuel. His cologne is strong and comforting, and I almost fall asleep. He touches my shoulder and nods that he needs to get up.

He asks if it’s okay if he leaves for the bathhouse. I nod and look at the machete.

I’m alone with Dad. I sit up and gather my hands and place them to my lips. The moonlight catches the gold on my cowrie bracelet. I’m reminded of the ocean. It was Wiké who told me it was for healing. The salt water. I wish I could take a cup and pour it over me. I think of Ocean Woman. I think she’d understand me most out of those in our stories. Bossy men telling her what to do. She loved them, but she still made her own decisions. Her own transformation on her terms, their gift. I am hungry for her healing because I don’t know how to close these wounds from Dad, but there has to be something good after this like there was for her. Except, I don’t know how to take this mess Dad left me and make sense of it. He even assigned me to make sense of it, and I’m failing. And now I am unsure of his intentions with the land. Maybe he wanted to leave us something. To give us his own gift back? But who knows, put us at risk for it?

Manuel comes back, sits down, and holds his phone in his lap.

“Mu should be in the capital right now,” he says. “Lilo just messaged me—he hasn’t gotten there yet. And he’s not answering his phone.”

I remember my fear of watching little Mu leave. What kind of judgment can I make about Dad when I sent a kid into the forest on a mission, too? I look skyward, try to think of Kabék’s ability to imagine better realities than where my mind goes first. I hope he’s just lost. I hope he just missed a stop and that delayed him. Maybe someone stole his phone on the bus. All the possibilities. I try to hold them like a blanket, but deep down, I know most of them are grim.
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Inside, in the glow of the portable solar light, Kabék sits up late with Paloma making flower arrangements. The sweet and acidic smell of the cut leaves and flowers, a most familiar practice of watching death. How many times had we all done this—plucked something to enjoy, then cast it off with its progressing decay? We can’t count.

Kabék follows her lead, catches a finger on a thorn, and licks it. He keeps looking at Paloma and wondering how much she would know about this land that Ariella was talking about.

He places another thick leaf into the little glass jar in front of him, rubbing the blood of his finger on his shorts.

“Tía, do you know if we have family land?” he asks, turning the jar around. Trying not to look Paloma in the eye.

“Yes,” Paloma says, unfazed. “Our parents had land.” She places a snipped orchid stem into a jar in front of her.

“What happened to it?”

“It was sold when Mom was sick. We had too many hospital bills, and Dad needed the money.”

“Who did they sell it to?”

“I don’t know, Kabék. I was maybe six when this all happened.”

“Do you remember where it was?”

Paloma shakes her head. “No.” She now holds a purple heart-shaped flower and touches its edges.

“You don’t have any memories of it?”

Paloma sighs again. “I remember there was a stream nearby that we’d get water from. And I remember there was a pond we had that was like an eternal pond because there was a spring in the mountainside we were on. We loved swimming in it.”

Kabék thinks about how it almost sounded like the farm in Wisconsin. Maybe that was why Dad had loved that land so long ago. The thought of his aunt and dad as children playing reminds him of Mu, and it makes him sick. He wonders if Paloma knew of anything, anything he could use.

“Tía, I know you and Dad were fighting before he passed,” Kabék says.

Paloma looks down at the carnation flower stem in her hands. “Some things aren’t for you to know,” she says. “But just know I love you guys, okay? I’m going to go to bed, and you should, too.” She places the remaining flowers in a bucket of water and heads to the room she and Ulá share.

He turns the flowers in their little glass jars with his unharmed hand. Tía has been doing everything for them. He tries to remember to thank her after the funeral. She didn’t have to do this, or maybe she feels she does. She must be overwhelmed.

A large crack of thunder surprises him. He can’t help but think of the stories Ulá had told him, ones she had learned from Wiké. He wouldn’t have known that Thunder was even a friend of the Creator. He would never say it aloud, and resents sometimes quietly, that he feels threatened by Ulá. How she could see through so much and love so much. He hadn’t seen what she had in their father. And there his dad was, passed away, and yet even wanting his dad’s approval is still so alive in Kabék’s mind and being. He flicks the flower arrangement to the side and leaves for his room. The pain from his pricked finger bothers him simply because he can’t help but wonder why it could only be now that he notices his own injuries.
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Manuel and I get drenched from the rainfall, and when we get in, Tía and Kabék are already in their rooms. We must all be deciding to skip our rounds being with Dad tonight because of the downpour. The coolness is a relief. In Dad’s room, I turn on the solar light and grab Manuel a sweatshirt. I return to my room and hear Tía’s soft breathing. I put my own sweatshirt on with dry pajama shorts and head back to the living room where Manuel is settling himself into the couch.

“I keep praying to the Creator that Mu is safe, just doing things on his own time,” Manuel says. I want to agree, but my fears are worse.

“Remember when the bridge collapsed that one time?” I say. It’s one possibility. Collapses are common enough. There have been a few times Kabék and I couldn’t make it back to the capital for our flight because of weather.

“I do because you sent me a video you made Kabék take of you crossing with, like, a single beam that was still supporting part of the bridge.” Manuel half laughs, but I think we’re tired of laughing now.

“Manuel, I feel like we need to call it in for this kid,” I breathe, sitting down on the couch with him.

Manuel bites his lips. “I’ve been thinking the same.” He pulls out his phone, too.

“I know. I mean, I feel terrible we put her brother at risk. I still can’t believe I did that.”

“I did it, too.”

I sit there with Manuel silently as he types out a long message. I can tell he’s writing things carefully. Writing then deleting. Then, after, he sits back with me, and I lean my head on his shoulder. I’m exhausted. His phone vibrates.

“Oh,” he says, gazing at his phone. “Lilo said she called it in at San José, but they said they have to wait twenty-four hours. And it’s probably just the rain. They say it happens all the time. And some of the phone companies are down, too, so she even had a hard time reaching them. There’s a lot of accidents they are attending to.”

I want to swear.

“She’s coming here,” Manuel says sitting up, his phone lighting up. “She told her parents, and they are going to get a search committee.”

“Thank God.”
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With the intensive rain, Ian decides to stop at his apartment with Bernardo to get some sleep. Bernardo has been talking without ceasing on their way in; clearly being in hiding was hard for his pride because he told Ian endless stories of his various escapades. About two of his past girlfriends, their relationships’ start to messy finishes. He even had Ian stop at a KFC, and over a large bucket of fried chicken still somehow managed to spin even more tales to Ian about his childhood, about how much he missed his mother on the territory, how he’ll have to stop and see her.

By the time Ian pulls into the underground lot, some of us understand because Ian is about ready to leave him in the rain just to have silence. He decides he’ll go to bed early. When they get up to his apartment, Bernardo stretches himself on Ian’s couch and stares out the window.

Ian unpacks his things, makes himself a shake, and while he’s in the shower hears Bernardo weeping. Ian gets out and dries himself and dresses in his cotton sleep set. He goes to his living room and sees Bernardo lying in the same position with his hands over his face.

Ian sits down on the carpet by the foot of the couch. “When was the last time you saw him?” he asks.

“The hospital. Hardly anyone came. I had a few visitors before him. But he stayed for hours. Talked about all the things we were still going to do.”

“What were those?”

“We were just lying to ourselves. He knew that I was scared out of my mind. He talked about meeting in San José for another protest. He was being a good friend. He was my best friend.” Bernardo covers his eyes again. Ian sits with him while he weeps.
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DECEMBER 30, 2025

Rain splatters against the bus window Lilo sits beside. It’s stuck slightly open, and water occasionally spikes her face. A continual reminder that the rain is bringing with it a new turnover of the land. The rain will take any surviving evidence of Mu’s whereabouts. She knows it just as we do. She had looked at the forecast last night and couldn’t sleep when she saw rain. She had gotten on the earliest bus to the coast today. She prays to Sibö that he keeps her brother safe, that he would just be hiding, that all this was a big mistake. She never hated the police as much as when they said she needed to wait twenty-four hours before reporting, even after she shared that there was likely evidence that Andres was murdered. They had shrugged her off, said that in their records the case was all from a heart attack and that her brother was probably just lost. Her parents were already in hysterics and forming a group to go look, even in the heavy rain.

She, however, knows she has another task to do. All the tests feel weighty in her bag. With Mu gone, she feels all the more sure that whoever was at that house and killed that man could have also taken her brother. She has no doubt that some sample would be positive, and if she could get a positive test, the police would have to move even more quickly than their stupid twenty-four hours. She doesn’t know much about conventional poisons, but she’s going to use this bus ride to learn.

She often had thought about the motives behind the natural world poisoning something. Self-defense. To survive. Though humans turned poisoning into a practice for all sorts of worse reasons. We understand her confusion. We’ve noticed that what others consider to be survival has changed and morphed through the generations.

A lengthy book on poisons from the lab’s library lies heavy on her lap. She already read it at her leisure months before. But now, she’s staring intently at it in the single overhead light she has pointing directly to the book. Some of the pages get wet with little dots of water from the window, but she doesn’t brush them away.

She brought the book because she knows that, other than searching the entire rainforest herself, this is her way to help. Her whole body worries. On her page turns, she thinks about how she’d brush back Mu’s wild hair every time she saw him. She wonders if she’ll ever get to again. And if she did, would she ever forgive herself for sending him to retrieve something dangerous? He’d done it so often, she wouldn’t have ever thought twice.

She doesn’t know the answers to these questions. So she spends her five hours from the capital to the Caribbean rereading the book. Covering elements such as cyanide, atropine, and thallium, mercury, arsenic, and cadmium. There’s a series of plant-derived poisons as well, one from a plant that she learns is nightshade, another called hemlock, and one that comes from the seeds in some plants from the genus Strychnos. It’s found in rat poison. She learns historical anecdotes for each one, like which royal families did what and poison’s place in Greek vendettas. She learns of antidotes. Many of these have no antidotes at all, which concerns her.

She sips out of a canteen of coffee, reading intently. Most of these poisons weren’t likely accessible in Costa Rica. Some could be created synthetically, so she notes these. The tests in her bag are for things like arsenic and mercury and thallium. She focuses on these, and she reads and reads. Even when she feels like falling asleep, she reads. She wants to think anything could be useful to finding her brother.

She had placed Mu’s photo on her phone background. It’s settled on the empty seat beside her. And whenever her phone goes dark, she presses the sides to see his face looking at her.
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In the morning, I am up before everyone, except Tía is missing from her bed, the white sheets moved loosely to one side. I look out from the bend in the porch, and I see her through the trees with Dad’s body. She is sipping a coffee. I am reminded of when we would stay with her. She’d sit just like that with him on the side of her pool. They’d argue, they’d laugh. Sometimes it felt like Tía could see through the parts of Dad I could, but she had enough history with him that she couldn’t let him go. He knew parts of her no one did. They only had each other when they were on their visas. Been orphaned together.

I wonder about Mu. I check my phone to see if there is any word, but I realize I don’t know anyone who would have updates. In the kitchen, I pour a cup of coffee and play music I predownloaded so it doesn’t lag. Rinse my face. The rain made for a comfortable cool sleep even though Mu was all over my dreams.

The floor creaks, and Manuel is out with me. He touches my arm. It feels welcome in the fresh air. “Buenos días.”

“Buenos,” I say back. “Any news on Mu?”

He bites his lips, and lets his hand fall from me. “No, unfortunately. I need to go back to my boat this morning to meet Bernardo and Ian. And my mother heard about the search party, and she’s worried. She asked that I come back home.”

“You’re still her little boy.”

He looks somber as he pours himself a cup. We don’t exchange many more words. He leaves to pack his bags, and then he gives me a kiss on the cheek before he starts his hike back.
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Over breakfast, I tell Kabék about Mu and Kabék tells me of his and Tía’s conversation last night. How she didn’t want to tell Kabék what she and Dad were fighting over. How our family sold the land when she and Dad were little to pay for hospital bills.

“Sometimes I forget that Tía and Dad were orphaned,” I say.

“Me too.”

“And I guess I forget that just like us they’re siblings. I guess they are entitled to their own relationship.” I take a bite of egg. “Like, what if I had kids and they wanted to know everything we fought about? Every stupid thing?”

“So you don’t want kids?”

“I think I’d be too afraid of leaving them.” I can already imagine what my dreams would do then. All my fears of what Dad did, all right inside me.

“You wouldn’t leave,” he says. I look up at him. I can feel my eyebrows furrowed.

“What?”

“You’ve never left. Ulá, you’re, like, the most loyal person I know. You’ve had the same best friend forever. You love Mom more than anyone. You stayed with the farm, with her, who did the right thing for us kids. Unlike me, who went off to be with Dad. You fought with Dad, but it was because you somehow knew you deserved better. You knew I deserved better, too. Even when I didn’t.”

His words feel like a kick to the gut. They surprise me. Kabék was the good kid, not me. And he’s the honest kid. And his words almost hurt because maybe he’s right. I never looked at myself that way.

I take a few more bites. And we’re quiet together.

But part of me can’t accept Kabék’s words, because I am reminded of Mu. I didn’t protect that kid. And I should have.

“We should join the search party,” I say.

“We should. Screw Dad’s funeral,” Kabék says with a half smile.

“Screw it.”



After we finish breakfast, we get dressed and I start packing my travel bag with my bug spray, my sun hat, and a huge water bottle. I hear a knock on the door frame. I hear Chichi grumble, and I look out from the porch. There’s a young woman, who couldn’t be much older than me, heading down the front path. She’s wearing a pair of somewhat formal pants, and a white shirt tucked in, a very nice backpack over her shoulders. Her hair is straight and black and pulled in a ponytail. She looks impatient. Glancing at her watch. Chichi is still grumbling. I shush her.

“I’m Lilo,” the young woman calls in Spanish when she sees me. My stomach drops.

I lift a few fingers in a hello. “I’m Ulá.”

“I figured,” she says flatly in English. I don’t have time to get offended right now. Her brother is missing, and it’s our family’s fault. Her eyes flick to where Dad is behind the house. Tía is still there.

“I’m so sorry about your brother—” I start.

She puts her hand up. “We are looking for him,” she says, and starts walking up the porch steps, already bringing her backpack over her shoulders in front of her. “I plan to join them. But I need to do testing here first. Show me where I can do this.” She looks at her watch again.

I nod. I will not get in her way.

“One of our friends, a reporter, is going to go to a logging site. We wonder if it might be loggers who did this.”

“I’ll need his information,” Lilo says. Lilo could ask for anything and I’d give it to her. I write down his number for her quickly. The police would know, I’m sure. Lilo isn’t going to keep it from them, not that I’d want her to. I hope they’d be clearheaded enough to try to find a child. And I realize for us, it means that Tía is going to know everything now. And I think it’s okay.

I knock on Kabék’s door and introduce Lilo. Kabék scrambles to pick up a few things from his floor as we start taking out the bags and baskets of what we had stored.

“I’ll work in the kitchen,” Lilo says. I nod, and as I start pulling out items for her, Lilo is already setting up her testing. She has various little trials out that almost look like COVID-19 tests.

Lilo looks over what I bring her. Her movements remind me of Mu’s. Swift, sure. Something about both of them, maybe their raising, made them both confident as anything. One could say nearing arrogant if I wanted to be particularly critical. Not that I should judge really.

She has a handful of solutions with her, and she writes the names of each item she’s testing on them. There must be over thirty small tests sitting out on the counter of the kitchen, as orderly as I’ve ever seen. I’m already preparing myself for when Tía comes back. She’s going to flip. But I don’t care anymore.

“How long will this take?” I ask.

“Some of these will only take fifteen minutes,” she explains. “We’ll know about your water pretty quickly.” She takes a vial of water from the tap and mixes it with a solution.

“We know it’s not in the water.”

“How do you know that?”

“The dog. And, well, we haven’t dropped dead yet.” She looks over at Chichi, who is now rolled up on the porch by Dad’s hammock. She nods like she doesn’t think I’m as much of an idiot as she had before.

“True.” Her eyes tighten at me. “You all would likely be experiencing symptoms right now if it were in the water and strong enough to kill your dad within a couple of days.” She shakes another solution.

“Do you know a lot about poisons?” I ask.

“I know enough. To be honest with you, let’s say none of these are conclusive,” she begins. “At least we’ll know what it isn’t. I only had so many types of poison-testing kits at the lab. I can make an order for others, but that’ll take a few weeks.”

I nod.

“And if it isn’t any of these more readily available poisons, we might be working with some even bigger professionals.”

“Like?”

“Maybe like some big company. Government. Who knows. They’d have to be much more secretive. Though I’m sure whoever did this, they paid off the police. It’s not like testing for these poisons is expensive to do,” she says, gesturing to her setup.

“I keep wondering if they got paid off,” I say, though I don’t know if I’m just saying it to impress her.

She nods. “I’ve seen so many police officers take money from people for fake car stops that I don’t put it past them. And, well, people have to eat, I guess. But not when my brother is involved.” Her upper cheek winces. “They didn’t believe me, and so this is why I’m here. If I can, I will give them a positive test so they have to take this seriously. Who knows where Mu is?”

“I’m so sorry, Lilo. I should have gone with him, or we could have sent Manuel.”

She shakes her head. “I am at fault. I’m his older sister, and I sent him. Honestly, he was safer on his own, because he’s good at being careful. And between us two, I really hope that’s what he’s doing right now. I hope he’s hiding, and he probably already knows a lot more than we do.”

She says it confidently, but I don’t think she believes her own words. She takes out a pipette.

We both could be lying to ourselves. I already have one body to put in the ground tomorrow. If they did find Mu, what would stop them from hurting him like they did my dad?



Kabék comes in and sits down to watch, wordlessly. I feel helpless standing by Lilo as she prepares, until she hands me her phone.

“I need you to set multiple timers for each one. And label them as I say. Just don’t touch anything, but you’re welcome to look.”

I nod.

“Make one for water. Just to be sure. A control. Fifteen min. Twenty min.”

I set a timer. I watch her take out coffee and put it in various solutions and place the specimens on the tests.

“Coffee. Fifteen min. Twenty min.”

I set a timer.

“Rice. Fifteen min. Twenty. Toothpaste. Fifteen. Twenty min.”

“Heart medication.” She inspects a pill. “I think these are pretty common caps to get,” she says. “For pill making.” And then she breaks the pill open over a small dish. She dumps powder out and looks at it.

“Did he take these often?”

“Not as often as he should have, they said.”

She twists her lips at that. “It’d be a smart move. Targeted.” She mixes it with a solution and uses a pipette to place the new solution in one of the tests. She doesn’t pause.

“Medication. Fifteen min. And twenty min.”

She continues.

“Sugar. Fifteen min. Twenty min.”

“Rice. Fifteen min. Twenty min.”

We finish with chocolate, salt, pepper, and oil.

She doesn’t seem to mind that I can’t help but be close to watch her. I keep gazing back at the tests to see if anything is coming up. Nothing is showing yet. I feel frantic.

“Just wait,” she says. And then she is done and gestures for us to sit. I drink some water from my water bottle. I give her one of Tía’s bottled waters. But she shakes her head. I offer to hand her phone back, but she dismisses this as well, closing her eyes as she leans her head back on the wooden boards of the kitchen walls.

“It’ll just take a moment.”

I sit with her in silence for a few minutes. Every part of me wants to look over every test, but I try to trust Lilo.

“You know, I think my grandmother was immune to snake venom,” I say.

“What?” She opens her eyes. “That’s not exactly a thing.”

“Well, the story goes that she was bitten by a venomous snake as a young woman and she cut its head off, put it in a bag, went to church, and got prayed for and never got sick.”

“That’s a wild story,” Lilo says. “We like our stories. Watch out.” She smiles. I feel like she’s shaming me for a second. But I get it; maybe I feel like a child for believing Wiké about my grandmother. It was one of the few things I had known about her, and I did cling to it. Anything Wiké told me, I’ve believed as gospel. I’ve never been shamed for it.

Then, a timer goes off, and I show it to her. It was the one for the water.

Lilo and I both get up and look at the test. Kabék I can tell is leaning forward in his chair.

“Not the water,” she says, peering over the three different tests. “You’re right.”

I bite my lip.

Another goes off, coffee.

I shake my head. Not conclusive. Negative.

And then I hear the wood flooring creak. From the main house, Tía steps onto the porch. Her eyes widen when she sees us. She walks over silently, looks at the tests, and then gives Lilo, who still is adjusting tests, a hard look.

“Independent testing,” I murmur. “We found this note from Dad.” Lilo seems unfazed. She smacks her lips at Tía, who flinches for a second, but has nothing to say. Lilo looks back down at the tests, hearing another timer go off on my phone.

“Not that one.” She tosses rice to the side. Then she stops. And looks up at Tía. Tía crosses her arms. She’s not as mad as I expected. She lifts her chin and looks over the tests. My timer goes off again.

Lilo looks at her next sample.

“Ah, there it is,” she says, pulling a test and putting it in front of us. Tía leans over and inspects it with me. My eyes race over. Kabék is up and behind me.

“The medication,” Lilo says. “Positive for arsenic. Old move, but easy to get out here.”

Tía shifts and recrosses her arms, rubbing her mouth. My stomach turns, and I feel like throwing up. I put her phone down as another timer goes off. Kabék quickly turns it off.

Dad had been right.

We found it.
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Lilo pats me with the back of her gloved hand. Tía sits down on the plastic chair and is silent, sitting with her legs crossed. Her eyes zoning out on the floor. She still hasn’t said a word.

Lilo looks over the toothpaste. It must be negative because she doesn’t say anything.

“So who could have access to that?” I ask.

“Really anyone. You can get those capsules online, and arsenic is very easy to find or make,” Lilo says.

“What can you tell me about it? How is it made?”

“Lots of ways. Extraction from minerals. Copper smelting. Manuel mentioned that loggers had been on your list of suspects, possibly? I did a little research before coming. You can actually make it out of certain log-curing materials.”

The thought makes me sick all over again.

“Is there a way you could find the source or what they used to make it?” Kabék asks. The next timer goes off on the table, and Tía and I flinch. Lilo turns it off.

“I don’t know. I can’t tell what materials these were made from with these tests. Or at least, I’d need more time and my actual lab. I’d have to locate different versions myself to compare the compounds.” She looks at her watch. “I should join the search group soon. And I’ll need to drop this off at the police station. Along with any other evidence you have.”

“Of course,” I say. I try to catch Tía’s attention.

“I guess, the comfort is that they only targeted one person,” I say.

“Yes,” Lilo relents, but there is annoyance in her voice, and I feel stupid for saying it. If Mu isn’t safe, then they had already widened their reach.

She takes a photo of the test and the medication bottle. She takes a few capsules and puts them in a bag for herself along with the positive test.

“Do you want to hold on to this?” She hands me the bottle.

I nod. Tía reaches out for me to hand it to her. I place it in the grasp of her long fingers.

She is frowning at it.

“I’ll clean up,” Lilo says, folding her arms and peeking at the other test results.

I leave the kitchen with the intention to go grab Dad’s journal, his note to us, parse how we’re going to do this. Instead, I just stand on the porch. There is the ever-blooming red-flowered tree. I’m not sure what species it is, but every time I’m here the flowers are still flowering. They make me want to hope, but I know that as Pricilla had said, it’s always been the families trying to put trust in the police only for no answers to come. It’s only the family with a private investigator who got answers, but even then, no one lifted a finger, and soon enough all the suspects were dead themselves.
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Bernardo and Ian cross the river with Manuel. Manuel had seemed frustrated that he couldn’t come with them. He shared that his mother had him return back home until he brings in guests for the funeral. The way Manuel says Ulá is so undisguised that Ian understands Manuel’s disposition all the more; he is faithful to her.

Ulá had already told Ian of the missing boy, and he couldn’t shake the thought of a kid out there. Ulá shared she hoped that tip they were chasing would help in some way. She asked him to search for anything at the logging location. She said she and Kabék had wanted to join the search party earlier this morning.

Ian turns and faces the cold breeze. He shivers at the rain flicking at him in the boat even though Manuel has put the boat cover on. This story has rolled out to be so much larger than Ian. Larger than what he can even grasp. He feels foolish for ever thinking he’d alone be able to piece it together. That he’d somehow be able to gather all the answers. Pack them up for his channel, share the story. In some way, his anxiety feels eased by thinking of all the people helping now. The search party. And maybe, his one avenue could be of help.

Then, in moments, both he and Manuel get a message. Poison located.

Manuel covers his mouth, and the boat jostles.
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We understand Dennis’s concern when Ian overtips him ahead of time for the ride, especially now. Bernardo and Ian settle into Dennis’s taxi truck, Dennis’s cup holder now full of colones. They’ve given him the dropped location for the logger site that Bernardo had gotten from a friend. Dennis doesn’t know if it is a bribe, but he is too shy to ask. Hoping his own obliviousness will save him. He will ask no questions.

Bernardo wears a bandanna that he keeps pulling up to hide the side of his face his window is on, which makes Dennis all the more uneasy, as does Bernardo’s leg bobbing up and down and tapping into the back of his seat. Bernardo’s been jittery ever since the news of the poison.

They don’t talk, and Dennis drives for nearly forty minutes.

Ian, in turn, wonders if they are nearing Panama. He checks his phone, and he can see the service bars have diminished. Then, finally, Dennis looks over and Ian can see that there is a cleared section of a forest where the ground has been opened by tire tracks. It must be where the loggers brought their vehicles through.

“That’s it,” Bernardo says with a nod. They drive for a few minutes and then pull into a clearing. No trees, just stumps. There’s a truck in the distance with a bed of timber and a man adjusting the chains. Dennis continues onward and says he’s going to park by the truck. The guy is looking at them inquisitively. He’s not aggressive.

Dennis parks and rolls down the window. The man has a familiar furrow in his brow. Tattoos of crosses and bolts lace his arm. Dennis recognizes the tribal patterns. He realizes this man is probably Bribri. He has a familiar wide nose and round cheekbones.

“Hi there,” Ian says, leaning forward in his seat to look past Dennis. He’s rolling down his window. “Ian, independent journalist. I just wanted to check in here.”

“I have a permit,” he says casually.

Ian pushes. “Can we look around?”

“Sure. I heard that little boy is missing. Half my crew is out looking for him right now. He’s one of their cousins or something equivalent to that. I haven’t seen anything, but I hope they find him.”

Dennis stares into the man’s eyes. He can sense this man has a good heart.

Bernardo and Ian get out of the taxi anyway; they search and search to no avail.
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The news of Dad being poisoned has completely ruined me.

Lilo has left with a positive test. Kabék stopped me from handing her Dad’s journal for more evidence to give the police. Instead, he said, he messaged her a picture. And I’m grateful for this. I sent the positive-test photo to Ian. They were en route to the logging site hoping for answers.

When Tía finally returns, I can tell she’s upset. Tía sits us down on the couch and pulls up a chair.

“I’d like to see your dad’s note for myself.” I go to Dad’s room and retrieve the notebook and hand it over and open to the last page. She reads, and a deep line appears straight down between her dark eyebrows.

“Your dad should have never written this to you.” She flips her wrist and hands me the phone. She leans back. “He had no business sending a couple of teenagers on a dangerous chase. You two should have told me right away. You should have called the police.” She’s looking at Kabék. And then me. “How can I keep you two safe if you’re not going to tell me anything? And now, you’ve put others in danger. A child! And behind my back? I thought I knew you two. I thought my niece and nephew would never do anything like this.”

Kabék has his arms crossed and he’s looking at the wall. I don’t know where to stand. She’s not wrong, but we didn’t have many choices. When did our people ever have easy choices?

“Now I’ve got to call your mom. I can’t believe you two. I just can’t,” she says.

I know she has to do all this. It’s the responsible thing, but I can’t help but feel that she’s stopping our only chance at finding out what happened to Dad.

“How is it going to help that Mom knows?” I ask.

“So she can talk some sense into you both. I’ve spent the past almost three days planning this funeral by myself. I don’t see anything packed up here for the funeral. You’ve got another day. I’m sure you haven’t written a word either. You two are chasing things bigger than you. Things that you can’t change. Putting others in danger. God, your father somehow got a lot of himself in you all for being so absent…”

There’s a sharp sting in her words. She is right. It was irresponsible of him. And of us, too. What kind of parent sends his own children looking for his murderer? And how were we any better? We’d put others in danger. For what?

But then I think of Bernardo saying how the cops wouldn’t have done anything unless someone caught the loggers on tape. I think of everything Dad said about police corruption. We weren’t wrong to distrust them. They haven’t proven themselves to be trustworthy. If there is one degree of corruption, there is a chance Mu won’t be found if he is in danger. And I can’t live with that.

“Okay.” I try to think of how to calm her down. Kabék’s head swings to shoot me a short glare. “They need to find Mu. Top priority now. We’ll leave Dad to the police. We promise. And please don’t tell Mom until after the funeral. We’ll behave. I don’t want her angry at us while we mourn Dad. We can only handle so much.”

“You should have thought of that when you started all this.” Tía places two thin fingers to her temple. Then she purses her lips. “Oh my brother. What was he thinking? How much can I even fault you?” She breathes and centers herself. “Okay. After the funeral, I’m calling your mother, and you can deal with her then. I’m booking you, Ulá, a ticket for the 3rd. Kabék, you’re grown, and I don’t know your plans. But you guys, that’s my line. Until then: No disappearing. You will leave everything to the police, and you are not to leave the house unless you’re going to be with your father. And you will both pack up everything in this house we are going to bury. And let’s hope the boy is just lost, and we can put this whole thing behind us.”

“And what will you tell her?” Kabék asks. He seems smug about her realizing that she’s telling him all this in his own house. That she has to know he isn’t a kid, even if technically I am.

Tía turns and looks at Kabék with an annoyed look. “I will tell her whatever I will tell her.”

“I don’t want her to worry,” he says smoothly.

“I will tell her that you and Ulá got yourselves and others tangled up in something bigger than yourselves. You don’t want her to worry about the mess you’ve made? That’s not my problem. I had wanted you guys to stay out of this all. Even with that reporter Ian showing up right away.”

“So you were okay with Dad maybe being killed?” I ask.

Tía sighs. “No, of course not. But it was your dad’s choice to be doing whatever he was doing. Not yours. Or Kabék’s. I don’t think I can forgive him for bringing you two trouble. And now this little boy?”

“We think that Dad could have been trying to get family land back,” Kabék says. “Isn’t that honorable?”

Tía tightens her eyes at him. “What is a life worth? A few acres?”

Kabék looks away from her. It’s a valid question.

I understand her. I really do.

Tía shakes her head. “And enough about the family land, okay? It isn’t worth your time, you two. Your dad was probably getting himself in all sorts of trouble, but I don’t think family land had anything to do with it.”

I don’t know how Tía could be so sure. But it makes me uneasy. I feel like I can’t move, but I know we have to try.
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Pages surround me in messy piles in Dad’s room. I try to think of what we haven’t done yet. Ian has messaged me that there is nothing at the logging site. No evidence of any kind. Part of what Tía said about our family land bothers me. I check my phone, remembering I wrote down some details after Kabék told me about Tía’s and his conversation.

I start to really think through what she was saying. The time that my grandparents sold the land.

I do a little math. Dad turned fifty-four this year. He was born in 1971, came to the States at five. Tía was six. So the land would have been sold in the mid ’70s when this all went down. Before the Indigenous Law 6172. The law that passed in 1977, granting Bribris land rights to our territory.

My grandparents sold it when it was still legal to sell Bribri land to settlers.

We know Dad was trying to get our land back. So what if they were settlers, that would make more sense for them to be violent. Settlers have a lot to lose. Their whole homes, their histories. Their memories. Crops and often livelihood. People fight over land all the time. Ariella got land back from other Bribris, which was hard enough. But maybe Dad was trying for something a lot more difficult. The kind of thing that could get you killed.

I look over all the things I have stacked on Dad’s table, trying to see if anything holds my attention. Anything that could be from Dad’s childhood. I had taken an armful of clothes from the closet earlier. I pull through them, and Dad’s strong smell is there, but it doesn’t hit me as hard as yesterday.

I realize the only thing I have that dates back to that time is the rancher hat Mom had given Dad. It had belonged to my grandfather. We had a photo of him in it. It was why I had kept it somewhat separate. I was going to ask Kabék if he wanted it before we were to bury it because it was more of an heirloom than just one person’s belongings.

I pick up the hat, and its thick leather is heavy in my hands. I rub the edges that are worn from wear and the hot sun. It’d been worn, appreciated. I think about Dad putting it on and the pride he had. Like it was a crown of sorts, which I knew was strange because it wasn’t like Bribris were cattle ranchers traditionally. In fact, his cattle-owning neighbors had driven Dad up a wall.

I turn it over in my hands, and there’s a very old tag inside with what looks like the remnants of cleaning directions. I flip the tag over, and it says MADE IN THE USA.

Sikua, no doubt. And the rancher style sticks out to me. I think of what Paloma said, that our grandparents had lots of land. So this hat, it’s tied to land somehow. It has to be. Why would someone give it to my grandpa? What kind of gift is this for a Bribri?

Kabék is watching me intently.

“What if it was settlers?” I say. “If we know that Dad was getting land back, maybe he was threatening settlers on our grandparents’ land?” I hold up the hat. “It’s odd our grandparents had a hat like this. It was made in the States.”

“Ranchers?” Kabék offers.

“Maybe,” I say. “Maybe our grandparents sold land to some American ranchers.”

I rub my head. It sounds stupid, though. I’m grasping. I think of all the articles we looked at. There was nothing on ranchers in such a specific sense.

“Dad also, like, weirdly loved that hat,” Kabék offers. “I don’t really get that.”

“Maybe they were friends?” I say. I hand him the hat. “Like Ariella said.” Chichi comes to me, and I place my hands in the soft fur behind her ears.

“Friends who turned on him?” He touches its rim.

“Sikua. Just a theory.” I try to piece something together. I try to build with what we have here. “So if Dad was getting our family land back like Ariella said, and it ended up being dangerous, maybe he had to hide what he was doing because they have some sort of power and maybe what he was doing wasn’t, you know, 100 percent legal? It sounds like he had been squatting? Or at least had for Ariella? That would have been before you moved here.”

“Why wouldn’t he warn us, though? In his note to us?” Kabék says.

“I don’t think he knew for sure who wanted to kill him.”

“And he deleted his messages for what purpose?”

“I don’t know. I still don’t really get it … It’s a theory,” I add.

“It’s not a bad theory. I mean, it does sound like Dad’s ultimate dream.” Kabék gives a small smile. “To have family land.”

“It is a nice dream. I just don’t get why he’d wait so long if he knew there was family land. And Tía doesn’t know about it? Or who even has it?”

I don’t want to include Tía in this. But there’s also the chance that maybe she deleted his messages. Maybe she did know more about the land. “Could Tía want the land for herself?”

“Tía? Bougie Tía?” Kabék scoffs.

“I know. I’m just trying here, Kabék.”

“So Tía just hired some hit men to kill Dad,” Kabék says, and laughs at me. “To get land she doesn’t care about.”

It doesn’t work. I feel cold again remembering that figure. He could have just been a neighbor. But so tall? I try not to get woo-woo, but I hope I’d feel unease around someone who killed my dad even if I didn’t know. I want to have some sense that I could tell if I met them.

“Why would Tía want to poison Dad?” Kabék laughs again at me. “And you know her rules. We all know them.”

It’s true. We know her boundaries about the territory like the back of our hands. I wish Wiké was here so I could ask her my questions.

“Would there be any records?” I ask. “If we went to the Bribri municipal office and checked the history? They have to pay taxes on the land, right?”

“Yes. If you know where the land is,” Kabék says.

“Would they have the records of our grandparents?”

“It’d be worth looking.” Kabék opens his phone. “Oh shit. Yeah, so they are closed over the holidays and for New Year’s. But maybe we could go in on the 2nd?”

We have a little plan. Something. It gives me just the smallest sense of relief. And then I remember what else we have to do today. We need to decide what we’ll bury with Dad.
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I get off Dad’s bed and take my knife; I know what we have to bury. I look at Dad’s hammock, where he died, where he probably wrote his stupid note to us after he got into who knows what trouble, and he has dragged us into it without even giving us an option out of this. Assuming we’d have to know. We’d want to know. I take the blade and cut one side down.

It gives me a release.

I think of the shadow, and I cut down the other end of the hammock.

I toss it on the living room coffee table. It lies there like a shed snakeskin, and I start looking around for things that can go. Kabék is watching me, but I don’t pay him attention.

The books. I grab all the books I’ve given him and shove them on the table, too.

I take the worn pens and pencils and grab a mug that he used often from the kitchen and throw the pens inside. I grind the charcoal from the pencils in my hand. Then there’s Dad’s sku he was always so proud to wear. I decide I don’t want it.

I find a shell that he would burn cedar in, along with a collection of cedar he had up on a shelf. I am reminded of his self-righteousness. His woo-woo self he’d put on full display. I place them all on the table, bit by bit. I don’t even try to be gentle. There’s a child missing, and I’m stuck in a house.

I open the closet and turn the mobile solar light on, slap it down on one of the shelves, and I hear something smack against the plastic.

The noise catches me off guard. I pick up the solar light and shake it, and no doubt, it sounds again like something hard is banging around in there.

I look at the back and see that the solar light could open with a small screwdriver. I go back to Dad’s kitchen and find his toolbox under the sink. I feel Kabék watching from behind me. I grab a screwdriver and sit on the couch to undo the latch, probably more harshly than I need to. But then it cracks open, and I pull the face off the light.

I reach inside and pull out a black wire.

A little mic connected to a round silver battery head.

I drop it on the coffee table.
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Kabék and I stare at the bug silently.

I try to think of anything I could have said that would tell someone that I’ve found it. Some bastard’s bug in my dad’s house. The nerve of listening to us, perhaps listening to Dad for who knows how long.

That’s when I realize everything they’ve heard us say. The note. The drawings. The poison. That’s how they intercepted Mu. And they probably heard what we found here, too. Shit.

I think of all the families, like Pricilla’s, who live swimming against a river of questions forever. No answers. No one finding out anything until years later, if even then. So often whoever did this got away.

This isn’t just a vague note from Dad anymore like the officer was saying. It isn’t about Dad even anymore.

I get up, take the wire in my hand, and Kabék follows me. I grab Dad’s shovel from his toolshed, and from here, I can see Dad’s body up on the platform. In a better world, Dad would be the only one I would be thinking about right now. I should be in mourning if things were right. But somehow all that we’ve spoken, all that we’ve processed in Dad’s death, is no longer sacred, no longer just ours, but within the hearing of someone else.

So here I am burying something else other than my father.

The shovel is worn, and the wood has been touched so often I can feel the lines of the grain on my palm. The ground is soaked from last night’s rain and opens easily. I dig a hole three feet down in the far backyard. I take the bug out of my pocket. I want to whisper to it that it’s going to lose. That I hope they hear me tell them that, whoever they are, it isn’t going to work out. I want to crush it, but instead I gingerly place it in the hole and shovel the black dirt back over it.

Kabék sighs as we walk up to the house.

“What the hell is going on?” Kabék says.

“I have no idea.” I lie on the couch. None of this makes any sense.

“So whoever they are, they have been listening this whole time.”

“Yes.”



I breathe, and then I grab the notebook I was working in to try to write this stupid eulogy. The words don’t really come to me. I’ve thought of Dad’s life like a biography. I could write it like that, but the thing about biographies is that they can only guess at how someone felt unless they have some direct quote or recording. Dad himself didn’t even disclose his own real feelings. If he did, maybe we’d be in an easier place. Instead of scrambling for God knows what.

I have a feeling they aren’t done. If they were familiar with Bribri tradition, they would have had to know we’d all be staying at the house to look over Dad’s body before he was buried. Someone is watching, or I wouldn’t have seen that figure in the dark.

The notebook in front of me only has a few sentences down.

I can put my own judgments on Dad even if I don’t know them all yet. He was committed to a fault. So committed that he had tunnel vision. He got things done. He cared for other people, and by caring for some people he didn’t care about others. I think of Ariella. He cared about her. About land. I think of the rainforests, of the people who now planted traditionally because of him. It is a beautiful legacy in ways. I write down that he wanted certain things to be as right as they could be, and in parentheses I know I won’t read, I say maybe even this desire got him killed. Maybe these passions made him leave his family. How maybe good things require sacrifices of other good things? I am not sure. I don’t know what to believe.

I look at his “book” again, at the dedication page. He had written, For my children, my living legacies.

The word legacies hits me with a freaky thought. What Dad might have been referencing in his note. I think of our last chief, who was most famously poisoned. And then also, the lesser-known nephew, his heir, killed, too. The banana companies knew there were no other heirs because the chief’s sisters had no other children.

The heir had to go, too.

I scramble up and go to Kabék.

“Kabék, what if they are wanting us, too, because we could want the land?”

Kabék looks up at me. “Like it’s ours, too?”

“Well, it would be, wouldn’t it? If it were Dad’s, it would also be ours.”

“Tía, too.” Kabék is following me.

“Right. So that’s why they didn’t just take out Dad. Because he wouldn’t be enough.”

“They’d need to take out all those who come after him.”

“Exactly.” I hold Dad’s journal to my chest. “The loggers wouldn’t need to harm us. Why would they? We aren’t a threat to them. Neither you nor me have ever had interest in them. Nor Tía to be sure.” I feel the heat in my cheeks. “And the poison … it’s quiet. Harder to point fingers at ingesting poison when Dad was already sick. Someone is trying to scare us, too.”

“Dad could have really been messing with settlers. He’d done it before for Ariella. Why not for us? For his own?” Kabék offers.

“We should ask around at the funeral. Maybe someone will know of them,” I say.
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Manuel sits on the chair behind the jewelry case at the shop. We watch him price an order of T-shirts wrong three different times. He tosses the price gun to the side, and he can’t stop thinking of Mu out there. And he worries about Ulá, too. She hasn’t been answering his texts, and he feels shut out.

He should have walked with Mu. He shouldn’t have been so trusting of the kid. And he can’t help but feel responsible for bringing Lilo and Mu into this as much as he wanted to help.

We get this web of love. It can’t always look beyond the present, and maybe Manuel is learning love is feet on the ground, too. Some of us ruined this in our own lives or had it ruined by someone else. Some of us left our husbands, who deserved it. Some of us cheated on them, ran away with someone else. We’d done it all. Seen it all. We’ve all done something stupid in love.

Paloma had given him a task before she sent him home. She asked him to call people from off the territory to help get them rides to the funeral. She spoke to his need for purpose, and Manuel was old enough to know what she was doing. She had also paid him, buying his nose to stay out of things.

He looks over the list. And there are a few people he knows. His family is on the list, of course.

He sends some text messages with details about when he’d take a group across the river. Most people must know about Mu being missing now. Mu and Lilo’s parents posted on social media, sharing a photo of Mu, his little grin and shaggy hair, holding a monkey he had tamed last year. It makes Manuel’s throat constrict. But also seeing all the comments under his photo gave him hope. There were many people gathering to find him. Maybe if everyone knew to look, our people could do it.

He is surprised to look up and see his grandfather walk into the shop and slowly to the counter.

“I heard about Andres,” he says, lifting a hand in greeting. His cane steady in his hand.

Manuel swallows. “Yeah.”

“I’m sorry. I’m hoping to go to the funeral. You know how much those kids mean to me. Ulá and Kabék are one of a kind. What do you think would be good to do for their family?”

He looks over at a case containing old pottery that Manuel’s mom’s side had found on the territory long ago. They placed it in the shop, rather than sell it to a museum, where most of our ancient pottery was taken without permission.

“I don’t know, Grandpa.”

“I’d like a Bribri-made card for sure,” he says.

“Okay,” Manuel says. He goes to the card section of the shop and plucks a few. His grandpa looks at them through his reading glasses.

“I’m sure money would be helpful, not that Paloma needs it,” Manuel says, and shrugs. He knows his grandfather on many occasions has helped the Dominguez family. “Maybe help Kabék pay some rent or something. Oh, Grandpa, do you need a ride to the territory tomorrow?” he asks. “I’m ferrying people at three P.M.”

“I’d like that very much.”

He picks up a card with various illustrations of Bribri women on it. “Here. This one. You know, for the matriarchy.” Part of Manuel really wants to deck his grandpa for saying that. But he keeps quiet. He knows he’s just trying. His grandpa was always wanting to learn about his family’s Bribri side. He had married a Bribri woman fifty years ago, and after her early death, Jorge was always looking for ways to respect her, remember her. He recalls him asking Ulá for advice on how to garden on some of his properties. He doted on Manuel’s mother when his son married a Bribri woman, too.

After his grandfather buys the card, they hold each other and cry.
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Chichi isn’t leaving me alone now. She is attached to my hip, and I am not sure why.

Maybe she’s trying to be there for me. We sit together by Dad while I write. Almost all the gray dust is missing from Dad’s wrapping now. The rain took so much away.

I know we don’t have many options right now other than to help Tía prepare for tomorrow. I don’t have the heart to tell her about the wire. She looks so defeated. She’s only spoken to us since she woke up to say she’d like to see our eulogies in an hour, but I feel like I can’t even write something I’ll be proud of. There are too many questions, and I feel like most of me is just mourning that maybe I’ll never know the answers. I’ll never know if Dad was going to be a jackass for the rest of his life or if he was really trying. And maybe, somehow, all this was for us. If Kabék and I are right that these murderers are settlers, then I understand Dad. I understand why we are part of this. And if we hadn’t had our eyes open, Paloma could have been preparing our own funerals.

I get a text from Mom.

Mom: How are you holding up?

Me: I don’t know. It’s been hard.

Mom: Grief is complicated.

Me: That’s a kind way to put it. Ha.

Mom: And Kabék?

Me: I think he’s starting to get my anger.

Mom: Mmm. Find a little room for each other, okay?

Me: We’re learning.

I see now another text from Manuel. I just want to disconnect my phone. He didn’t want to leave us, I know. He’s been texting me nonstop, trying to check in.

“You smell so bad in the rain,” I say to Chichi. She stands, and her golden eyes are asking me for more affection. I point to where she had been lying by me, and she rolls herself up, propping her head over her paws that she has flipped under her arms like little stubs. Her little quirks are growing even more endearing. She’s so different from Maple at home. She’s scrappier. Has this raw love that is more intense. Maybe I recognize it in myself, too.

It starts to rain again. I walk to the bathhouse to pee and make Chichi stay behind; the tin roof sings with the rain, and I feel like I want to take another shower and just rest and listen to the sky and forget everything. No missing kid. No shadows trying to scare me. The tin and the rain make the hair rise on my arms. In another world, in another universe, I’d be sneaking off under some other roof and kissing Manuel instead of trying to keep him away.
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DECEMBER 31, 2025

Throughout our last night with him, I’d been by Dad’s side with Kabék. Dad still curled into himself, wrapped, and I fear he would start to smell if he had one more day with us. But instead, I smell the humidity in the air. The way it feels when it might rain again soon like it did last night. The sky is darker than usual, a gray that crowds the sun out. Now, the candles are all burned, just little metal tins sit with condensation and bits of wax. Pricilla had come silently to light them in the early hours of the morning. Kabék and I had taken turns sleeping. I had placed my words, my eulogy of sorts, into a plastic bag to make sure it wouldn’t dissolve. Though I wonder what I should even do with the words after I speak them today. The truth is that I don’t know what to say about Dad to others. Do I speak of his selfishness? This chase? That his choices might have meant a missing child. How in my own way, if I think of this selfishly, I was also a half-missing child from Dad? Instead, the words are as vague as his own account of his life. I’d written down neutral statements about major life events of his. How much he’d been through in his life, the changes, the moves, the transitions, the sacrifices we made for him to do what he felt was right, but I don’t say we had any other choice.

Tía calls for us from the porch and says the Awa will be here soon to take Dad’s body to the cemetery.

When we return to the house, I begin to pack the things I had pulled out to bury with Dad into a few larger sku bags and baskets. I don’t know if I’m doing this right, but I’m trying. In my backpack, I stash books that seemed like he had read them, including the last one I gave him for Christmas.

Then, I look again at Dad’s journal. Even if it’s concrete evidence, part of me wonders if we should bury it. But then, the first pages seem to answer this question for me. Though I hadn’t considered this before, it seems this book wasn’t what Dad wanted as a possession for himself but for us. Right there in his dedication.

I place it in my hammock.

We all get ready. After a shower, I put on the black cotton dress I brought. My hair, which I’ve kept in a ponytail all week, I brush out and braid into a single strand. A binding of myself. Kabék’s hair, longer than mine, is all around him in waves. Something I hardly ever see.

“Will you braid my hair?” he asks, a wooden brush in his hands.

I nod. Dad taught us that we weren’t to let people touch our hair, only those closest to us. It’s an honor to get to touch Kabék’s hair. He sits on the edge of the couch so he’s up high enough for me to not have to bend over. I smooth it along the sides. Wiké used to do this for me. A rough but loving hand putting the hair in its place. I pull his back just like she did, and I feel her with me, reminding me.

Kabék sits straight, with his head looking down at his lap, his arms slung into each other like a loose basket. I don’t rush. The wet strands of his hair separate nicely and regather tightly as I place them side by side and within one another. One braid, like mine. Like Dad would wear.

I finish, and he hands me a hair binder. I give his shoulder a pat, and I notice my own resistance to coddling him. He’s my older brother, and even my touch has changed with him. It occurs to me that Dad’s touch was like this with me, maybe not out of coldness. Maybe this is our people’s way. A way of respect.



We sit by Dad’s side until the undertaker comes, and they gather Dad’s body in a blanket to carry him to the nearest cemetery. Kabék and I carry Dad’s things in our backpacks, bags, and baskets. Tía has the marbled pink and green ti plant in her hand that we will place at his burial site.

We continue. Today has its requirements.

We do the burial, just ourselves, the Awa, the undertaker, and a singer who has also prepared the chocolate. And Kabék and I bury Dad’s things with him. Kabék even places Dad’s cell phone in the grave. And I can respect that. We each made choices for burial this morning. The gray of the mulusik around Dad’s body is completely gone from the recent rain—another sign for me that he’s ready to return to the earth. With this, we have made this practice our own, and I’m grateful to take action like my ancestors have. We have songs sung over us by the singer. The Awa says a prayer. We drink the hot chocolate.

The earth feels light in my hands. I wonder what lost itself to be dirt. This land, what Dad might have been trying to return us—Kabék and me—his legacy. I hope we will find answers. Tía and Kabék and I throw the earth over his body until we can no longer see his cocoon.

I whisper the word Wiké taught me for goodbye. “Se ne suwe.” And I remember what it means: together we see. It means even when we are apart, we still continue together. We see for one another. No one is ever alone. Separation doesn’t stop us. I hold on to the thought as we each turn and leave. I think what it means is that Dad’s vision will continue with each of us, but I am unsure if I want it.



Later after the burial, at the gathering in the local church hall, everything just runs over me like I’m a rock below a river. I don’t have words. For all the kind embraces. For all the languages—English, Spanish, Bribri. Everything flows over me. The love from our extended family, family I had visited over and over through the years. All the love we have here on the territory, it seems to take up most of the space we have provided, and I thank God for that. There are people here for whom he did good work. They discuss his service to them over the food Tía had ordered in. Each table has one of her small flower arrangements. People drink coffee. And I hear his name over and over again like a ripple through water.

Kabék and I read our words for Dad, and Tía translates them into Spanish for folks to listen. Our words, they are empty. How could we write something full when we know nothing?

Afterward, I sit quietly next to Kabék and don’t touch my plate. I can’t seem to find hunger. He fields people and makes conversation while I just stand to give hugs or occasional smiles and condolences back to all our extended relatives. Some folks heard later than others, and more people are here than expected, which I can tell is bothering Tía when she sees someone who wasn’t on our list filling a plate. I realize that Dad would have had a lot of people here if he had it his way. We didn’t make an announcement online with an open invitation; if we had, I think we’d be seeing council members, people he’d worked with throughout the years, who knows—people who could maybe even have answers on where we should be looking.

Ian and Bernardo have been sitting together, and after a while they come up to us to give their condolences. Bernardo is unsteady. He seems so different from the hotheaded friend Dad always talked about. All I’ve seen is a shaking man. But part of me—and maybe this is how he feels, too—is angry at him for taking Dad back into work that could have gotten him killed.

And then I hear a husk of a voice at the church’s front entry. I look up to see Jorge, Manuel’s grandfather. An old friend. He’s mustached and wears a cowboy hat so much like Dad’s. He’s holding Manuel’s shoulder as they walk in together. I lift my hand at Manuel, and nod that I’ll come to them.

“Ulá Dominguez?” Jorge says with a kind smile. He wears a bolo tie, nice pants, and a pair of oiled boots, and a cane is hooked over his arm.

He pulls away from Manuel’s shoulder and lifts up his hat in greeting.

“I’m so sorry about Andres.” He puts a hand out for me to hold.

I take it, and his soft hands encase mine.

“Thank you Mr. Lobo,” I say. Then he surprises me. “Do you mind if we talk outside?”

I shoot Manuel a questioning look, but he lifts his shoulders. I think of how many times Jorge has probably helped Dad. He was probably going to give us something.

We all slowly walk over to a nearby bus bench. In a moment, Kabék is looming behind me. We stand under the metal cover that provides some shade.

“I have something to give you, Ulá,” Jorge says. Manuel’s eyes flicker toward me. “Though I’m sorry to be having this conversation on such a difficult day.” Jorge takes a paper out of his back pocket and hands it to me.

“Your great-aunt was a dear friend of mine. We had stayed in touch throughout the years. She came to me a few years ago saying that she wanted to purchase your grandparents’ land. I don’t know if you know, but your grandfather used to work for me once your grandmother became ill. They sold the land to me when they needed to move to the city for her care. I have taken good care of it, but of course, I know any Bribri land isn’t mine to have forever.”

Wiké.

Kabék and Manuel, I know, are looking at me, but I resist them.

“Your great-aunt wanted you to have an inheritance when you turned eighteen, as would be the tradition, and I understand you all don’t have any land to your name anymore. I agreed, and in fact, I didn’t charge her. I’m a man of my word. I understand you’ll be eighteen this summer? We can do the land deed work then, yes? When you’re back?”

I hadn’t expected to hear of her. She’s gifting me from the dead? I wondered, though: If this is the land that perhaps Dad was wanting, why does this not feel like a threat? Or are Wiké’s boundaries a threat somehow to Dad? So many questions rush to mind. I don’t know how to untangle it. He was making plans for a house, but a house on land I’d inherit? How does Tía come into this?

Before I answer his question, I ask, “What about my aunt? Shouldn’t she inherit it?”

“If you read this, you might see why. Your great-aunt seemed to think she wouldn’t want it.”

It feels like Tía may have been lying about not knowing more about the land in some way. If Wiké knew, then certainly Tía would have, too. Or maybe Tía really didn’t know. She does try to stay out of things. Or maybe it was her own bitterness that held her from telling us about it.

Kabék is uncomfortable next to me. He keeps shifting, turning his head. He must be working it through, too. Yet again, something is coming to me that I think he deserves more.

“Read the letter in your own time. It’s from your great-aunt, like I said. I put my number in there. I’d love to show you the land this week.”

I nod yes. He gives my shoulder a squeeze and smiles. Then he takes his cane and places it to the ground, his big hand with that gold ring settled on it, and then he dons his hat again.

“I’ll call myself a cab from the school,” he says to Manuel. And to us, “Condolences again. And, I suppose, congratulations, Ulá.”

He turns slowly and walks to the street and continues with a slow gait, and a look to the sky and the road before crossing.



I turn to look at Kabék and Manuel. They both stare at me with concern.

“So I’m getting family land,” I say quietly. The envelope somehow is weighty under my touch. “You didn’t know about it, Manuel?”

He shakes his head sincerely. “No, I didn’t. But congratulations.” Manuel smiles.

“Yes, congratulations.” Kabék’s eyes look burned. I know it isn’t at me. I know I’d feel the same if I were him. I’ve always been deep-down jealous when he was better at something than me here. Not against him, but against the situation. But like Jorge said, this is our way. It’s tradition. The matriarchal practices run in our roots, even if it can hurt.

“That’s really special,” Manuel says. “Do you think your dad knew?”

“I don’t know,” I say. I fold the letter and place it in the pocket of my dress. The desire to read it now is real, but I wonder about Dad’s funeral. This isn’t the place for it.

“Go read it, Ulá,” Kabék says gently. He’s reading my mind. “You never know what might be in there. Some answers.”

I think of Dad and Tía’s story. Maybe our grandfather wouldn’t have been able to get the support for their care without Jorge. It sounded like Wiké even knew that she could ask him for the land back and he might oblige her.

“You have your citizenship, right?” Manuel asks. “That’s all you’d need along with us vouching for you being Bribri to have it.”

“I got it last summer. Dad really pushed me to apply for it, and now I guess I could see why, if he knew.” My stomach drops. He really had pushed for it. “But I feel used.”

I look at Kabék. “Did Dad only really care about the land? Is that why he wanted me to come this summer? After my birthday in April. Maybe Dad only wanted it for himself. He knew he could have to move, right? That’s what Bernardo said, that maybe the government wanted him to.”

“I don’t know.” Kabék rubs the side of his face. “He was probably so scared, keeping me away, selling the chickens.”

“It makes sense, why he was trying to get closer to me.” My heart is racing. I don’t know how what should be good news could also feel this terrible. But it does. “Maybe he was fearful I wouldn’t want to share it with him if he kept being an asshole. I mean, he already drew up plans for it like it was his,” I say.

The ten different drawings. All dreams. His own. Except for the one for Ariella. He hadn’t even asked me about it. No warnings that I’d be inheriting. I am feeling that old heat return.

“He didn’t even write to me about this land before he died. All he wanted was for me to figure out who was going to kill him.”

He is starting to sound again like the father I grew up without. These past few days, I couldn’t help but let myself wonder, long for a little, that he maybe wanted more time with me. Packing up his things. Rereading his story. Knowing that he had suffered immense loss in his own life, pain he was probably just cycling through without realizing. All the good he’d done for others. I felt myself understanding him, warming to him.

But he couldn’t somehow do good for his own kids. And now, it wasn’t him just leaving us, it was him using us like pawns for his own gain. The ugly part of his personhood returns.

The part I’m most familiar with.
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Tía calls us over to help her remove tables from the church hall. Her hands are on her hips. Manuel gets up to go, but Kabék says, “I’ve got it. You stay with Ulá.” And then he jogs back to the front doors where Tía looks at us quizzically.

Manuel stands by as I sit down, the letter on my leg. I look it over. It’s sealed. I open it.

It’s only a few paragraphs long. I warm at Wiké’s handwriting. This I do know. Wiké spoke English after learning from Sikua in the Peace Corps, and I can already hear her deep voice as I begin to read it.


Ulá, you know our ways. We must do things as our ancestors did to build a future. Our ancestors have always handed down land to the women. This land of your family is to be yours. I watched you over the years, and I know you have a deep connection to our territory. Even despite your father trying to force that love on you, which perhaps has caused you to dislike your own love. I hope you find it for yourself again. I’ve wanted to wait until you were older to have you know about this as I didn’t want anyone to manipulate you out of your rights as a child. Though no one can easily sway you.

Your aunt and I have talked much, and she has told me many times the territory isn’t for her. She jokes she has become too “American.” We both know it would have always been yours eventually, even if she did want it, as she has no children. But we agreed this would be the better way.

I have kept a good relationship with Jorge, hoping that someday your family line would regain it. He’s a good man, and I’ve only ever seen him keep to his word throughout the years.

And now, I hope you have this land. Enjoy it. We have to right the ways best we can in each generation. And I am happy to have done this for you.



It is kind. Wiké caring for me from the dead. It heals me just a touch. Though I find it eerie that Tía knew about this and hadn’t said a thing. Even though Wiké didn’t want me to know until I was older. Tía and Dad both knew about this. No one had told my mother. Not that I know of. I understand Tía not telling me, in a way, perhaps to protect me, like Wiké. And in a way, perhaps it had.

Manuel sits next to me. I hand him the letter, and he shakes his head. “You don’t have to do anything more, you know, Ulá.”

He leans over and takes my hand. I smile at his touch. But I press my back against the bench and breathe hard.

“I wish that were true. But Mu.”

“It’s going to be okay,” he says. I hold his hand back.

“I hope so.”

“We’re going to find him,” he says. Part of me fears this is as close as I’ll ever get to Manuel. Someone still doesn’t want to be found. And I don’t know why. Whoever they are, they’ve already taken my father. They have stolen away a child. They’ve scared me, loomed over me, as I mourned my own father.

And I’m the one to get our family land. I don’t know if it’s connected anymore. Maybe Dad was doing something stupid and got himself killed. And was also trying to get our land back. The two didn’t have to be connected. I mean, this was Jorge Lobo. Manuel’s family. Something kind. Something good. The two could be true, I guess.

I lean into Manuel’s side and despite the heat of the day, I don’t mind feeling his. We’ve somehow always been on each other’s side. Here Manuel has been, taking on all the waves, these shifts, and changes. He’s made for this, I suppose, his watchful eye on the water of the rivers.

“Take today to mourn, Ulá. You don’t need to know everything.”

I think of Dad’s call for me to figure it out. His ask of me. What if I hadn’t listened? What if I just had let myself rest in my grief? Let myself still be angry or whatever the hell I want to feel.

I will message Jorge tonight. I will ask him to take me to the land tomorrow before Kabék and I have to leave.

“Will you spend the night tonight?” I ask. “I’ll tell Tía.”

He agrees, saying after he brings the guests who need a ferry back over, he’ll come to the house. And I let him hold me tight.
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Tía and I walk toward Dad’s home carrying the leftover food and flower arrangements that we didn’t give away.

“So you did know about the land?” I ask quietly.

“Ah. Who told you?” She turns to look at me. A box of flowers between us. She doesn’t look mad, just surprised.

“Jorge came to the funeral, of course. He told me about the plan.”

She hums. “I thought I saw him. Wiké didn’t want me to tell you until you were eighteen. She worried.”

“About?”

“Your father. And his ways.”

“I see.” Maybe Tía and I have more in common than I wanted to see before. I hadn’t considered that if I’ve been burned from Dad in my own years, how many times she has been burned knowing him her whole life. I can’t imagine if Kabék was different than who he is.

“I don’t want to speak ill of him on his funeral day,” Tía says.

“I know just as much as you do that Dad wasn’t perfect.”

Tía’s shoulders fall like she’s giving up. “I know. He and I got in a fight when I told him he should actually try to have a relationship with you if he ever wanted to see that land. He forced so much on you. And I think he only started to think more seriously about it once he got sick,” she says. “And I called him out on it after he got his diagnosis from the doctor. I told him he shouldn’t have just started to care because he could die without ever getting to be on the land.

“And look what he did, he died,” she says. “And he still put you in danger for who knows what fiasco he got himself into. He knew how smart you are and how unstoppable you are and stubborn. You’re like him that way. I think he knew if he could harness that, oh look out world,” she says. “We hadn’t talked for months before he died. And then, well, he went and died. And here I am having to do everything for him,” she says sadly. “I loved him, Ulá. I did. Even with all this. But what a terrible thing to do to you after all you’ve gone through.”

Her words hit me, and I realize what shitty circumstances we women are handed. How we are supposed to parse out love and still do the right thing despite the selfishness of someone else.

“I deleted all his messages,” she says. “Just so you know. I didn’t want you and Kabék getting involved with whatever he was up to.” She laughs. I think of Tía, her protection—maybe in a way she was doing what a responsible adult should. Shielding us. “And you went and got into it anyway. Your dad is right, you’re unstoppable. And Kabék has some of that in him, too. And I suppose it’s beautiful in some ways.”

I hadn’t thought of that before; I don’t know what to say.

“That’s some real love right there,” she continues. Her eyes are wet looking at me. “You deserve that land, love. You deserve it all.”

“Thanks, Tía.” I give her a hug over the arrangement. We’re in this differently now. It isn’t just for Dad. It is for all of us. “Why didn’t you want the land?”

“Oh honey, you know me,” she says, laughing. “I can be Bribri and still like my AC.”

We laugh.

Then the laughing hurts. I’m still trying to hold on to some hope to find Mu. And then it dawns on me. “So really none of this is connected?” I say.

“They’ll have to deal with a whole lot of us if it was.” She touches my cheek. She takes a deep breath, and she continues walking toward the house. “But, really, I think your dad was probably up to no good, Ulá. He was probably being really stupid. Mu just got caught in the middle, I fear.”

I stand there for a moment. The wind, a breeze, comes through and clears my lungs, tidies my hair back, and then, I too, take steps toward the house.

“I asked Manuel to spend the night,” I say. “Is that okay?”

“Now that I won’t tell your mom.” Tía smiles at me and laughs. And then she rubs my shoulder.



When I get back to the house, it feels different. I can see the empty platform in the distance of the backyard. Dad’s no longer here. It’s a little freeing, which is a surprise to me. I hadn’t wanted to leave his side all night, but now the place feels different. So many of his things gone. It doesn’t feel like just his house anymore. Inside, I lie on the couch, and I text Jorge that I’d like to meet with him tomorrow, since Kabék and I have tickets to leave the following evening. He quickly agrees and asks us to meet him at the church.
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We see Mu still sitting on the ground, sweating, his eyes blindfolded. The two different men, he’s discerned, have come in a few times to give him water and a few Chiky cookies. They haven’t said much, but he wonders if they would actually kill him. It seems like they weren’t planning to. Though maybe he was getting poisoned.

Over the night, taking breaks to sleep, and into the late morning, Mu has begun a slow progression of shimmying and working the knots, turning his hands behind him to pull at the ropes with his fingernails.

It took all this time, bit by bit, but he focuses on only what he feels and eventually the rope is just barely loose enough for him to painfully, but successfully, get a hand away. Then he pulls off his blindfold and quickly frees the other hand.

He breathes a thankful prayer to the Creator and then listens, knowing he won’t just run out if it’s the wrong time. That, he decided right away when they sat him down in the shed. He hears only the wind.

It’s the late morning, and he knows he’s been sitting here for a day now.

It had been about a half hour since they checked on him. If they figured he was staying in one place, maybe they’d be less likely to check in, was his guess. On their last visit, they talked about leaving him at a more public location blindfolded so he wouldn’t be able to give them away. There was a search party, they said, and he’d be back with his family soon. He said at the time, he would very much like that. But he had played them; he wasn’t going to wait for their mercy. Mercy in words alone didn’t mean anything.

He looks around for something to get the door open. He thinks of the way some animals freeze or play dead when put in danger. They hadn’t checked his hand ties the last time because, in a way, he was playing as though he was already dead.

Except no longer.

He finds a wood chip and is able to push the lock back from the inside. He opens the door and sees that he is at a modern house. He knows he is still in the territory because they didn’t cross a river with him blindfolded, nor did they go truly far enough to be out of the territory. And his best guess is that they had actually taken him south. He takes a few steps forward and now hears the buzzing of the TV in the house. He soft-footedly runs to the nearest tree. He knows he could run now, but he knows that this is his chance to see who caught him and he wants to see their faces. All he remembers are face masks and green eyes. He doubts that he is going to get his bag back. They probably buried it for all he knew. He isn’t going to be getting his phone back either.

He climbs up the tree quietly, and when he is able to look into the house, he sees two men sleeping in front of the TV. He sees his own cell phone on their coffee table. He wonders how many times Lilo must have texted him by now. And ahead of them by the TV is a huge family portrait of them and their wives, and it looks like at least four children between the two of them, and a set of grandparents positioned in the center. There’s another photo of an even larger family, and he recognizes Manuel in it. And the wind gets knocked out of him.

Manuel sits in the photo with his family, blended between Sikua and Bribri, all with hats and formal clothes. Mu starts down the tree, not sure what to think, and then he hears a growl.

A dog. He hadn’t heard one when they came in. And he realizes why: It’s a fluffy little thing, some toy breed, but it has its teeth bared. If he had his pack, he’d just throw the dog some dried meat, but he doesn’t. And he’s sure the dog isn’t one to chase a stick. Doesn’t look playful enough for that. He tries to whisper to him that he’s a friend, that he’s a good kid. But this dog has been bred for another world. And Mu is aware that he can’t always serenade genes that have been so modified by humanity.

Mu swears but positions himself on the opposite side of the tree and heads down quickly. At least it can’t hurt him at that size. The dog yips, and Mu knows he only has so much time. There is a rustle from the house, and he bolts. The dog chases him, barking, but then after a few minutes turns back.

Then Mu hears footsteps thundering.

Mu starts running north, and he’s enough paces ahead that he has a little extra time, but the two men are shouting at him already. But Mu keeps running, hoping they can’t catch up to him like last time. He tries to change it up. He is under the bush, then he picks a path where their height would be difficult for them under the tree cover. Then he shoves himself under some barbed-wire fencing, but the men are gaining.

They smack away the plant life, they help each other up and over the wire with too much ease.

And then, he hears it; he knows the sound because he has heard it many, many times.

We have, too, the sound of gruff scales against wood. We thread ourselves through the leaves, the branches, and pull ourselves through like a gust. Mu slows down just for the men to get a step ahead of her.

A viper, Terciopelo, marbled brown and tan. Mu laughs to himself as she falls and he takes off. The man has no long hair to protect him, to have the snake slide off. No, that snake coils around the man. Mu hears him screaming and puts his hands up to the Creator like he’d seen his favorite soccer players do after a goal.

And then he gets going. He slides himself under the low barbed wire, and he scrambles and starts running again. He looks back, and no one is following him. But the sound of screaming hasn’t stopped.

He keeps north, back toward the Dominguez house. Blue bags around bananas fly by him. He sees a few bulls, and he runs before they can charge him. Then a stream, and another stream. He breathes heavily.

When he reaches a road, he realizes how far back in the Bush the men are. He considers that if she had bitten one of the men, the other would have to drag him over three miles to the main road. No, they won’t be able to get far.

It was the only reason he could think of them not chasing him. Because Mu is even more dangerous now, because he knows where they are.
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Kabék, Manuel, and I spend the night playing cards after Tía goes to bed. I imagine Manuel coming to the farm someday and playing a round with me over coffee. He’d meet Gracie, my chickens. After a few more rounds, Kabék goes to bed, and I get out a pillow and a sheet for Manuel from the closet. Before I can set up a bed for him, he takes them from me and makes it himself. We say good night.

It’s raining again, and I feel a chill whispering through the windows. I lie in my hammock. The coolness makes me want Manuel’s warm touch all the more. I have always told him that I’d be so happy if he were happy. I always imagined him spooning up with some super Bribri girl, kinder than me, who could love him better. Who’d be actually here.

But now, my heart can’t stop beating. I slip back into the living room.

He’s lying back, reading a book that I had kept from Dad’s shelf. While he does, I let myself really look at him. He has a little furrow in his brow, like so many of us Bribris have.

“Good night?” he says with a little smile.

The rain is still a strong, shushing sound.

“Can I be with you for a while?”

He gestures and sits up. I sit and lean my head on him. He takes my hand, gently, and looks it over like he’s following my veins like the course of rivers. Then he puts his arm around me.

I look up at him and give his cheek a kiss. He looks a little surprised, wide-eyed. I laugh.

“Want another one?” I tease.

He turns. His gaze moves from my eyes to my nose and then my lips. His mouth leans into mine. It feels so good. I laugh a little. And then he lets me move from his lips to his cheek to under his jawline. I put my hand on his chest. His heart is beating faster, I can feel it. So is mine. My whole body feels alive; I wasn’t sure this is what this would feel like. Like the beats of migrating monarchs. Then he touches my cheek, and I look up. We both lean back on the couch.

His eyes are a little wet, and I think I understand him. He’s wanted this for so long. Am I really doing this? Do I want to? To kiss him like this? I just lost so much. I must be hungry for connection. I’m going to be leaving in a few days.

“If you don’t want to,” he says. “Like, if you really aren’t sure about you and me. I get it, like, it’s so much time apart.”

“Manuel.”

“Are you sure?” His eyes tighten.

“Really sure.” I lay my head on his chest. It’s true. I am honest with him. I exhale. I hear him, his heartbeat, and then I put my heartbeat on his, and I look up at him. He lifts his hand and holds my cheek and then looks past me down to my leg.

“I like your tattoo,” he says, biting his lips.

“Thank you.” I give him another kiss.

I lie there with him, watch the last night of the year darken the skies, and fall asleep in his arms.

At sunrise, I feel his warmth again and untangle myself, kiss his cheek, and go back to my hammock.
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JANUARY 1, 2026

Mu, who had begun confident on his way back home, following the sun’s direction, now finds himself confused. The dark yellow of sun is lighting up the water on the leaves. He was used to being an evening traveler, seeing parts of the forest at this time that not many do see because they would be home resting after work, talking over chocolate, roasting plantains. But Mu had never been in this specific place of the territory. He had kept his kidnappers’ movements charted in his mind, but he couldn’t find a place he recognized yet.

He had climbed up a tree and slept in the upper canopy for the night in the nook of a tree branch. He had woken up, wet with condensation and sweat. The rain had drenched him earlier, and he is still chilled.

Mu climbs back down to earth, and to his discouragement he is still lost.

He remembers what his uncle, who took him hunting for wild pig every few months, taught him on their first trip together about what to do when one couldn’t find their way. The world is not only made up of good spirits, and sometimes the bad ones lift their heads up from another layer for moments like these, they lift into the rocks themselves.

He looks to the rocks, but these ones seem to be tricking him. He can tell because they almost look as if they have faces, slick from the rain.

He breathes. He’s tired of tricks. He’s still upset the little dog gave him away, making him feel more frantic than he ever had.

But he takes a deep breath. His uncle had taught him more of what he can do. He slowly takes his wet T-shirt off, turns it inside out and puts it back on. Then, he does the same with his pants. Then he sits down and prays. He closes his eyes.

When he opens them, some of us dart between the water drops on the leaves, the ferns, and the stones, and create a flash of a way for him—just for a moment. And he follows.
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We watched Lilo work with the search party for hours. No one had seen anything. Her parents had been up for over the past twenty-four hours, and she finally convinced them to sleep. When she came home in the late morning to get some rest herself, it was Mu’s monkey who was crying for him. Pacing along the porch posts.

“I know,” she says.

He let her give him a pet. Though usually he only lets Mu touch him. She almost doesn’t want him to ask her for affection. She feels like it’s a bad sign. She shares some of her orange with him.

Inside, her parents are curled into each other sleeping on the couch. Her dad’s arms around her mother. They both had fallen asleep with grimaces on their faces.

She had only managed to sleep for a couple of hours when she feels the breeze nudge her cheek.

She walks over to the swing she used to push Mu on; the light rain has been the only thing calming her. She’s taken off her capital clothes and is wearing a T-shirt and jeans. She remembers how after she finished college, she used to feel like everyone should be going to school, studying. That they didn’t have to farm and live like this without electricity, without hardly knowing how to read. That there was more. She had stopped eating certain foods from the Bush—like our root vegetables. She remembers her mother giving her a chide with her eyes. Then, she shrugged it off. But now, with Mu gone, she remembers how much her brother loves it here. The land. That he knows the science intimately in ways that she’ll never know. She feels ridiculous for her judgments in the past. How many weekends had she missed with her brother when she didn’t want to come home to the territory? What had she forgotten?

Then, Lilo hears a hooted whisper from behind her. The kapok grove. And in the dim dawn, she sees his little figure, two round brown eyes smiling at her. Her little brother, standing there soaked with his clothes inside out.
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In the early morning, in the dark of the dawn, I head outside to shower. For a moment, I hear a soft buzzing sound like a large bug is overhead. I take my time washing myself and then get dressed in fresh clothes for today.

I hear footsteps, and I smile, thinking it could be Manuel sneaking out.

I exit the bathouse. But then there’s a hard hand over my mouth, something cold under my chin.
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We have not stopped hearing Bernardo weep since the funeral. Pricilla rubs her eyes, which are dry from lack of sleep. He kept her up with his crying last night. Ian is passed out on his blow-up mattress. Sleeping on his stomach, feet off the edge, and arms in a tousle above his head.

“What is going on, my friend?” Pricilla asks as she brings Bernardo a cup of coffee.

He shakes his head. “I don’t know if I can tell you.”

“You can tell me anything.”

“I made a mistake.”

“Everyone makes mistakes.”

“What if I helped someone harm Andres? But I didn’t know they were going to do that?”

“What did you do?”

“When I was in the hospital, two men came in and asked me about Andres. They were having trouble reaching Andres. They wanted to know where he lived.”

“Did you tell them?”

“I told them where he was, gave them a pin. I don’t remember everything I said. The painkillers were very strong.”

“What did they give you for this information?” Pricilla eyes him hard.

“Nothing. Nothing.”

“And who were they?”

“I don’t know.” Bernardo begins crying again. Pricilla leans back.

“Why would you just hand over that information, Bernardo?”






59


A gun to my back, mouth gagged with a cloth, I can’t say anything. I am getting walked across a cut barbed wire, to the neighbor’s yard, not near any houses, through a pathway I think we took toward Ariella’s. Ahead of me is a drone leaning against the base of a tree, a black backpack. I put it together—a drone. The buzzing sound when I was near my father and just now in the shower. He must have been watching us in more than one way.

Or me, specifically.

I guess the masked asshole has other means than just the wire I put in the ground. This man has me sit, and he packs up his bag. I want to scream at him. But I can’t. We keep walking. Silently. His hand rough at my tied hands. Then we get to that road, the one we crossed to Ariella’s. He leads me to a Honda parked nearby. There are no houses visible here. I can see why he picked it. I didn’t even know about this side road. The sun is hardly even beginning to rise, and of course, it’s New Year’s Day, everyone is relaxing in their homes, resting, or recovering. Smart of this man. Other attackers had done this, too—even our last chief died shortly after New Year’s. Some had burned houses, murdered, knowing that people weren’t always watching closely on these days. No buses run today. No one is working. From the road, he drives and drives, and then we hike high up into the mountains to an eerily familiar property.

There’s a little waterfall. There are colorful floaties and lawn chairs. I have been here.

Manuel and I used to swim in the pond here when we visited his family land when his uncles were out of town. I remember Jorge taking us here. I remember him asking me about this property. Asking for any advice. I had told him to plant some cacao, I think. A whole grove. I see it now. It’s planted. I see two burial sites, and my stomach turns. Who else is here?

There’s a huge house. It’s modern. It must have cost so much to get all that equipment out here. I remember it.

The masked man, he takes everything from me, which isn’t much. I don’t even have my phone with me. But he lets me keep my clothes. At least he isn’t a creep.

I feel sick. I should be back in cold Wisconsin, pissed off at Dad for having to leave early. Kabék and I should be drinking coffee and watching fresh snow fall. We’d be fake-arguing about something stupid, like if a thousand-piece puzzle was better than a three-thousand. We’d be talking with Mom about New Year intentions, because she always asks us.

Instead here I am, and I already know he wants me dead. And does it somehow relate to Jorge? Getting our land returned to us? It must. Why else would he take me here? Is this the land that was meant for me? But why don’t I have a bullet in me yet? What would stop him? And who else did they kill and then break the land to bury?

Would anyone find me? What happened to Mu? And if they do come, will I even live until then? I’m reminded again that my grandfather was an undertaker. Would they wrap me up in mulusik if I die? I don’t even know what I’d want. Cut me in half and put part of me in the Midwest, keep the other half here.

He walks me up the steps into the house. There are solar- powered fans everywhere. A big TV, and a big family portrait. Manuel is in it. My stomach sinks. I fear he’s been part of this, but I don’t think so. I couldn’t believe that. The man brings me to the bathroom and lets me relieve myself at least. He’s cleared it out of anything I can use against him. It’s just a toilet and a sink.

Then he walks me to a bedroom and has me sit in the closet. The man’s face is covered with a black cool-wicking mask. I want to look at this man who killed my dad.

His voice is soft. He is bending down to look me in the eye.

“I don’t want to do this,” he says in English.

“Then don’t,” I say.

“I have to.”

I’m going to be a realist here. I know I’m going to die. I am not going to waste time begging and crying. I’m the one who wouldn’t let Dad get away with shit. The one who’d bite any boy who’d hurt Gracie. The one who liked how it felt to get a tattoo. They aren’t going to get the pleasure of me begging. I’m surprised that I’m at peace with dying if it means they get less pride from it. I’ll die. Watch me.

“You all are fighters. That’s what our dad was so proud of.” He is still bent over, squatting at the knees. He crosses himself. I think of the picture on the wall. He must be Jorge’s son. Manuel’s uncle. Looking at his mask, I can almost see Manuel’s nose on this man.

“Was?” I ask.

“He’s no longer with us, unfortunately.” My stomach sinks. Jorge has always been nice to me. This man looks a little misty in the eyes. I wonder if he’s telling me something darker. The other burial site we walked by? Is Mu in the other?

“So we’re both missing our dads,” I say. “I’m guessing you don’t want me to have this land, do you?” I say gently. In some ways, it doesn’t even feel fair. No one asked me if it was even worth it for me to have this land or my life. They’ve all decided for themselves.

The man wipes his eyelid. He speaks back to me in English now. “This is my family’s land. I’ve only ever lived here. My children, they’ve grown up here. It’s all our memories. They live here.”

“Why kill my dad? Not just me?”

“He’s a fighter. We knew he wouldn’t stop until he got this. And, well, his death would bring you here before you’d inherit. We know the traditions. He’d be buried in a few days, and it would give us a chance.”

“So there were two of you?”

“My brother and I.” I can see it in his eyes—he’s crying under the mask. His eyes are water.

It all feels like a fable, though. Was this ever even about my dad? They brought me here before I was old enough to inherit the land. He was a domino tile, a way to reach me.

Behind him, I see the heat of the day in blurry waves. So it is my family land we’re on. It did feel familiar. Maybe this is the first time I’d ever get to see it and know it to be mine. That’s poetic enough for me. I lay my head back. I wonder how they think they’ll get away with this. I wonder if I feel like Dad right now. If I die, someone must be able to figure out why.

“Where’s your family?” I ask.

“Visiting relatives in the States.”

“They must really love it here,” I say.

“All our memories,” he says again. He looks almost compassionate. “Our children know it like the backs of their hands. We’ve taken care of it well. It’s been with us for over fifty years.” I see more again; he has his dad’s cheekbones. He almost reminded me of the White farmers who knew the land so well in Wisconsin. They could call a storm the day before. They cared for their animals as if they were children. Cried when they’d have to put their horses down. I knew this kind of man. And his mother, one of my people, she died when they were young, if I am remembering Manuel’s family history correctly. I realize this man here, he didn’t get to be mothered.

“I think the land will always remember you,” I say.

He bites his lips.

“Can I tell you something?” I ask.

He nods.

“I don’t see how this will go well for you. You killed my father, and I am here facing you.” I pause. “Who will come next? Lilo has already found your poison. Manuel, I think, will quickly realize your involvement. My aunt knows who you all are. Your grandfather has kept a relationship with her through the years. Your sister-in-law, she’s like a second mother to me.”

His face goes tight this time. “It’s not just for me. It’s for my kids and their kids. You’ve never had it; it doesn’t mean anything to you. And they belong here just like I do. My dad supported your family for years. You wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. Your dad relied on mine. How do you think he could afford to even live out here without working?”

I shrug. “Whatever you want to tell yourself.”

I’m reminding him of his anger, I think, because he stands up, leaves.

I lean my head on the wall and rest. In a way, I understand, I do. I love my homes. Both of them. But what really belongs to me at the end of the day?

He returns with a burlap bag. Something is writhing in it.

“I’m not planning to kill you myself,” he says. “Poisoning was more of my brother’s thing.”

He crosses himself again. He shakes the bag and then slings it into my lap and shuts the door.

The bag knocks hard into my chest; it moves like a whip. In a moment, I see yellow and black; her heart-shaped head flings its way out of the bag, and onto me. I don’t even blame her. I got thrown into this, too.

I watch as her mouth opens, fangs flip out from their sockets, dripping already, and I exhale.

The shock of her bite is electric.

I lean back and watch as she slinks onto the ground at my feet.

I look down at my arm. It’s oozing, two puncture wounds, pink and bloody.

I hope Dad felt like this. At peace. Even if Dad wasn’t the perfect father. He’d done some terrible things, put us in danger. And that’s shitty. There are costs he didn’t think to count. And still, I wonder if he was trying. He probably was. Does it offset everything if he was still using me? No, it doesn’t. He was selfish. I realize it isn’t for me to keep score of anymore. I’d be playing the game forever.

So I’ll go, but my own way. Ulá, the place where rivers meet. A part of bodies of water that only a woman could make. And womanhood, both my price and my gift. I look at the cowrie on my wrist in gold, just below the bite on my forearm. Let me transform to something fuller on the other side. We have always believed this to be true as long as we’ve had the waters with us.

I feel tired, I close my eyes.

I wonder if my heart will slow. I wonder how long it will take to spread.

The strange thing is, I don’t feel pain. None at all.






PART 4
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In a moment, I sense many hands on me. It’s Kabék’s concerned hug, it’s Lilo’s inspecting turn of my arm. It’s Manuel’s hand to my cheek, tears rolling down his face, saying “I’m so sorry” over and over again.

“She was bitten,” Lilo’s voice says. Her eyes flash around the closet.

I nod at my companion. The snake is still here, but she’s curled in the corner asleep. Mu settles everyone, and they slide me out gently and close the door.

“Getting my antivenom,” Lilo says. I hear the rough fabric of a bag slide against cotton. A quick unzipping. I open my eyes again.

Kabék kneels over me, rubbing his mouth. A fearful look on his face. He must think I’m going to die.

“We’ve got you,” Lilo says. I hear a flick. A nail against glass. And then I feel a shot in my arm. I don’t know how I’m still alive. It must have been a couple of hours, and I kept feeling like I was going to faint. I think I had until they woke me.

“I feel fine,” I explain. I think I could be in shock. Lilo quirks her head at me. Looks at my eyes. Looks at my arm. Checks my reflexes.

“You look fine,” she says, confused. She inspects my arm, where the puncture wounds still ooze venom and blood from the bite.

“How long ago?” she asks.

“A few hours?” I say. I’d been drifting in and out of sleep.

“You should be dead already,” Mu whispers in Spanish. “I’ve seen a snake take down a whole deer in minutes.”

“Shut up, Mu,” Lilo says. “She’s good now.”

“You know, our grandmother was bit,” Kabék says.

“I heard your stories,” Lilo says, waving him away.

“I need some water,” I say. Manuel spins his bag over his shoulder and opens his water bottle. Some drips on my shirt. I’m sorry, he mouths again.

“Let’s get you home.” Kabék steps in and checks with me before he puts his arms at my knees and back and stands. I nod. “You’re going to be just fine.” I think he’s telling himself this.

“You know I love you, right?” I say. “If I die, I should just make this clear. That I love you.”

“You say that only because Dad told you to.” He brushes his mouth again. “Those were his dying words.”

“Oh stop it. I can speak for myself. So what’s going on out there?”

He steps out of the room, and we leave the house. And I realize, this, this span of land right here is ours. It’s ours.

“Can you stop?” I say. “Just let me look around.”

He pans me around. The waterfall. The grove of cacao. Strangely, I really do remember it. Somehow. Maybe I am seeing through other eyes as well as my own. I remember, but there is more here. I hear voices singing around me. I swear Wiké’s voice is among them. And I see the water, the green, the palms, the river, I imagine myself running around here. I imagine Kabék and me as children playing tag. I imagine Dad and Paloma, or maybe I can remember for him, for Dad, see him here before his parents got sick. Before he had to fight for everything. Before he lost his parents. I see Paloma playing with a doll. I see Kabék and me, someone’s kids, and in many years, I see when we’re old.



There are officers all around the property and more just arriving. One is digging at the burial sites I had seen. I don’t see the brothers as Kabék carries me toward the main house.

“Did they catch him?” I ask.

“They caught one,” Lilo says. “The other. Well. He’s gone.”

“That snake got him,” Mu says, and smiles.

“Mu got away and then brought us here,” Manuel says.

“How is Tía?” I ask.

“She’s talking to an officer right now. Pissed.” Kabék laughs. “God, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“You’re going on the land deed,” I say. “It was all for this land. I don’t even want it after all this.”

“What?” He says it like I’m not thinking straight. “What are you talking about?”

“This is it. Right here. The land Wiké wanted me to have. So come on. It’s only fair. It’s yours, Kabék. You deserve it. Dad would want you to have it.” Kabék looks at me and shakes his head. There’s something in him I haven’t seen before.

“No, Ulá. It’s kind of you to say so, but no. I’ll take care of it for you while you’re gone. But it’s yours. Wiké is right. And it doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy it.”

I hear Ian’s voice. He is talking to himself as he sets up his tripod in the distance. He adjusts his shirt, wipes his brow. Straightens his glasses. He turns his phone on, and he begins. His reporter voice is warm and serious in his Spanish. “I’m here at the scene where police have closed in on two suspects in the murder of Andres Dominguez and the kidnapping of two Bribri young people…”

His words are so smart already. I feel his slant. He is already allowing the officers the space to take the win rather than the responsibility that someone in their midst was paid off. And he isn’t allowing the officers to not tell this story. He does his part.

We all have to, I suppose. Kabék is right. This is my part.

I close my eyes and síwa—what Wiké taught me is our word for the wind, for our stories, for our history, for our knowledge—I breathe it in. I think I will live, that I have days ahead of me like the people around me. All their own breaths of síwa in all their own directions. Tía is shouting at a police officer. Lilo has her arm around Mu, a breath, an inhale of his hair, and she hugs him. Manuel’s slowing relief, his breath evening as he keeps a watchful eye on me. Kabék and his words refusing to take this land. And my own síwa again, surprising me with increasing promise that I will keep on.






61


JANUARY 3, 2026

I get up early and walk from Tía’s to the national park, before the guides arrive, before the tourists are there. The rangers at the front have known me from all my years coming here, and they wave me in. Eyes on my bandage, but they don’t ask questions even though I’m sure they’ve heard about my father by now. I take my time as I walk along the ocean. The sun rises rich yellow against the vibrant pink sky. In the forest to my right, the birds are singing. In our stories, each of them has their own spirit the Creator has given them. They carry breath and life in them just as we do. In our stories, it was the birds that got pulled into the ocean and became the water creatures. I wonder what it’d feel like to go from bird to fish. Another kind of flying. Unexpected and in a new place of surety. I think of Wiké naming me where the river meets another, and in this respect, I have no doubt where I am going, though I’m going to meet another body much bigger than my own.



I walk the mile to the delta, where the river meets the ocean.



When I arrive, I know the familiar place where the two bodies of water intertwine. The two colors, the river’s light brown and the ocean’s crystal blue, are in continual meeting. Conversation and exchange.

I sit on the sand at the delta, and I consider that this might be where I want to be scattered when I die, when I have moved on to another layer like those who came before me. I think of Ocean Woman’s story, her own transformation, how the Creator creates and how even after wounds or death itself, like Ocean Woman, somehow we are able to create further.

In our tradition, long before boats came from the east, influencing the rest of our history, my sick ancestors would come here for healing. To soak in the salt water. They’d travel together once a year, soak, and boil down the waters to bring salt back to our people.

There are many parts of me, including my forearm, that are still in pain. I toss off my shirt and jean shorts. Under, I am wearing my swimsuit, and I unwrap the gauze and tape from the bite. And then I wade into the delta, where the waters are tugging me gently in. I meet the line from brown to blue with a touch of my hand, and now it’s the ocean’s waves pulling at my feet. The waves, they cover, then tug. And I wade in to my waist, breathe, place my arm in. The water enters the puncture wounds, stinging at first, but then relief.

She’s soothing me. And I feel that maternal love as if it was Wiké herself tending to it. My female ancestors reminding me that they are here, too. Swirling with her. I feel their intentions within me. Them holding their line of inheritance and also care.

And then I dive under. My whole body within this other. Sound muffles, and the waves against me are reminding me of healing, over and over again. A baptism of sorts that isn’t just once, but many times. Not just for this wound, but wounds I’ve had for so long.

When I surface, I know I won’t see her for a while.

I think of all the goodbyes I will say today when I leave for the States, to my loves, to my people, to my family.

And yet I remember that in Bribri, goodbye means anything but.
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We watch, years later, on a hot summer day, roused by a pig roast enough to feed all the small mouths. They’d just come from the pond. Skinny and round bellies, wet swimsuits hanging from their sides. The children sit on hammocks, eating ribs and sipping hot chocolate. We see from the laurel’s upper canopy, touching edges with the palms, watch as Ulá and Kabék sit in the crook of a kapok tree, brother and sister. Ulá wears the hat their dad left behind, still smelling of leather and oil. Kabék is telling her of the plan he drew for her new library. She pokes at the drawing with a finger, small corrections. Kabék laughs at his mistake, at not knowing the dimensions of her books.

And then one of the small voices calls, and they both get up, feet sinking into the ground. They walk back to the house, in the Talamanca rainforest, like those who were before her did.

Like we did and will for thousands of years.






AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear Reader,

I really can’t believe that this book is here. It’s been the most challenging effort to bring this story to you. Once I finished writing Saints of the Household, I knew I needed to share about the territory and bring light to the human rights violations we’ve faced over the last decade. And in the process, I got to share with you a story that, though it has creative license, is built on a number of realities and came from so much research. Yet, like I said, some of this book comes from me as well and my own reckoning with my motherhood, and daughterhood to my father. My grandfather, like Ulá’s, was a traditional undertaker, and, like Ulá, not only was my grandmother bitten by a venomous snake, but our family story says she killed it, bagged it up, brought it to church, got prayed for, and survived. I still can’t let that story go.

My aunt has been the caregiver of our ancestral land—the land my father and siblings grew up on before their parents died—land for which my aunt had to do a lot of negotiation to regain in the past five years. Now, I get to be like Ulá and visit our family land, hold its memories close to me. Before my dad passed away, I was able to go with him back to the land for the first time in decades. It will always be a gift to know he got to return before he moved on from this life. I still remember his voice when I am there.

Many of the anecdotes from the book in which people have attempted to disempower us are real. Our last chief was poisoned, as was his nephew. And at the time, there wasn’t a way to prove it. Contemporary settlers who settled before the Indigenous Peoples Act are real, and the Costa Rican government has done little to keep its word of actually having our entire reservation belong to the people of my tribe. Additionally, there are people who marry Bribri people to take advantage of their right to the land. Right now, my own family land has incredibly tight barbed wire around the property after a Sikua cattle farmer settled nearby. As a result, entry and exit is very difficult.

I’ve also been the girl riding on the bus seeing huge trees logged from the Caribbean on trucks pulled over by police, to the dismay of myself and Tico neighbors.

More seriously, my close friend and Bribri teacher’s uncle was brutally murdered, shot over twenty times, over his activist campaigns. That case has been opened and closed and opened again many times over. His family hired a private investigator and after enough pressure was finally mounted for an investigation, it was revealed that he had been murdered by settlers who hired a hit man. But the case was closed again after this finding, and a number of the suspects have since passed away. To the date of this book’s publication, we sit with still no justice. This, unfortunately, is more our reality than the more satisfying resolution in this book. In some ways, I see this book like our python myth; I know stories are powerful. Maybe we can scare by speaking.

I’ve lost a number of family members to murder and suicide, and Talamanca currently fights an incredibly high suicide rate for teenagers, which breaks my heart. I hope the federal government and outsiders will move to support movements like “Casitas de Escucha” or Little Listening Houses, which the municipality decided against funding.

Even antivenoms haven’t been readily available, and a young mother passed away just last year after being bitten.

It’s no secret that Land Back is a big, complicated, and difficult conversation. How do we re-matriate land back to its peoples? I don’t pretend to have answers, but I do have stories to offer, and I hope we all can lean into goodness and fairness as we navigate land and know that we all need to have respect for the First Peoples, the First Nations whose land we reside on. This is true no matter where we are, because all land is indigenous to someone.

Lastly, this book is also about loving complicated people, it’s about loss and memory and matriarchy, and about belonging. We all belong on this earth, and I hope you know that there are choruses around you and above you who love you. Writing this book helped me through forgiveness and grief, to step into my own understanding of matriarchy, to grow and find healing for myself, and to know that sometimes fighting for those you love and yourself is the most loving thing you can do.

Such thanks to the chorus around me—my Creator God always, my boys—you both have my heart always—my family: my sisters, Jaime and Nikki; my brother, Kamu; my stepmom, Aria; my cousin Katie; my Tía Amalia and Tía Lucrecia; my cousins and relatives on the territory and in Cahuita; my cousin, Johan Dominguez; my mentor Mainor Ortiz; my best friend, Anna; my tribe; my church people; my pastors; my MFAC colleagues; my supportive and brilliant writing group the Clickety Clique—Coe Booth and Swati Avasthi; my genius editor, Grace, who was so patient with me as this book took so much out of me that it took many years to write; and a big thanks to this whole amazing publishing team at Macmillan—Allison Verost, Asia Harden, Amanda Bradley, Ilana Worrell, Mariam Chaduneli, Allyson Floridia, Patricia McHugh, Celeste Cass, Aurora Parlagreco, Tatiana Merced-Zarou, Carlee Maurier, Mary Van Akin, Alexandra Quill, Davina Tomlin, Elysse Villalobos (the one and only!), and Grace Tyler—I feel so lucky to get to create books with you all; to the cover artist, Gustavo Rimada (it’s too gorgeous, I can’t stop staring at it); to my agent, Sara, the best person to have in my corner; to all the teens, readers, teachers, educators, organizers, and librarians who all welcomed me into this career, you all are such important pieces of my life and made this book even possible. I’m so grateful. As always, thank you, dear reader, for spending your precious time reading. I couldn’t be more honored.

Se ne suwe, friends.
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