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            Golden Lotus

          

        

      

    

    
      The exotic flower hovered, pink and friendly. The scent was familiar and delicious. Renata reached for it, but his shaft came instead, warm and thick. She devoured him as she was being consumed. Desire saturated her body and poured into her cleft, waiting for release. Renata heard a woman moaning, or maybe it was her own cry. She saw dark locks below her navel, and Alexa’s smile greeted her. Behind her, Adam was in a trance, moving in time with her friend. “That’s what I’m talking about, oh, baby,” he said, and he spanked Alexa loudly. She laughed. Adam pulled Renata to him and entered her, but he started to kiss Alexa. Renata didn’t mind one bit. After all, this was Alexa’s welcome home present for her.

      Renata was thankful that Alexa had forgiven her. She had her lover and best friend back again. They had talked while Renata was away and realized how much they cared about each other. Alexa had fallen even more in love with her friend, and she’d moved past the trauma they’d suffered together.

      It was Renata’s first night back in San Francisco, and Alexa had planned a big surprise for her, something she knew Renata would never plan for herself.

      Alexa poured a dusty powder into some chocolate milk and placed three tall glasses on Renata’s counter. As it dissolved, she wondered if it would work. Alexa had read the package, and it did say that the results weren’t guaranteed. But maybe just the idea would be enough to get her party going.

      Handing one cup to Renata and one to Adam, Alexa proclaimed, “Bottoms up!” She tapped her glass against those of her friends, and the three drank down the thick liquid.

      “It’s all natural—just herbs, see?” Alexa told them. She flashed the box at them. It looked like something from the vitamin store. The name Golden Lotus was emblazoned across the front. Underneath, it proclaimed Women’s Formula.

      “So, it’s just for ladies?” snorted Adam. “Doesn’t matter—I’m in touch with my feminine side.” He smiled. He wasn’t worried about the stuff working on him. The offer to enjoy a night with two women had come as a surprise. Alexa had made sure in advance Adam knew that there would be no strings attached.

      “I saved it for tonight, so we could all do it together. Adam agreed to come along as part of the surprise,” Alexa said to Renata with childish glee. Adam blushed, and the girls laughed and clinked glasses without him.
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      Renata tapped her toes on the no-nonsense gray carpet in her office at Agri-Gen. It felt good to be back at work, to be useful and needed. Renata’s oak desk was polished, and her office had been cleaned. She checked the inside of the desk drawers. Everything was neat and organized. She had been away for more than four weeks. She turned the computer on and went to her inbox, where she found more than two hundred new emails. After a while, the messages grew foggy in her brain, and Renata sighed deeply.

      She pushed her chair back from the desk. After taking a deep breath, Renata tried to empty her mind. Her job and all that she needed to do loomed in her mind, so she felt energized, not quiet at all. With a second attempt at calmness, she pictured Hirono-sensei.

      She saw him sitting on a small carpet. Shinji Hirono was the quintessential zazen monk. His naive smile and open face made him look like a child, even though he was an old man. Renata had always wondered how old he really was. She had never asked him; that would have been rude. In fact, she never spoke to him directly. No one in her group did. It hadn’t seemed strange at the time, but now it did.

      Renata had signed up for meditation training in Japan. Danny had told her that he’d learned shibari from a Japanese master. She wondered if Dmitri had also learned his skills in Japan. This meditation training was a one-sided Vipassana experience, which meant that only the instructor spoke. The student’s manual had been very clear about it: no one was to speak at all. This was to allow raw, personal essence to emerge, unencumbered by the boundaries of language. Everyone participating had agreed to these terms. It was a relief for Renata, and she found she looked forward to the assigned time of not having to try to communicate. Instead, she could passively take in whatever wisdom came her way.

      Hirono-sensei did talk, and in English. Sometimes it was just one phrase for the whole sitting. One time he’d said, “Entering the forest, he moves not the grass.” Renata made herself memorize the line by repeating it over and over in her head. She fought against her mind’s running dialog. Her thinking was rebellious, always questioning the monk. Was it true that someone could enter the forest and not move the grass? Maybe that forest didn’t have grass! And why was it always a he that did things? Was there some deep meaning she was missing? During the sittings, she constantly wrestled herself back into meditation.

      Other times, Hirono-sensei would turn to someone in the group and say more specific things. He would say things that Renata didn’t understand or that had nothing to do with her. Once he had opened his eyes boldly and turned to a Japanese man and said, “Your daughter.” He said lots more to the man in Japanese after those two English words. The man bolted up and left the room. Renata never saw him again.

      Hirono-sensei had spoken directly to Renata only twice during the month she attended the meditations. The first time he said, “Protect yourself!” He growled it out like an attacking bear – very unlike his usual calm demeanor. Within a moment, he was back in zazen mode. It was like he’d never spoken. Renata wondered what the monk meant and if he had actually said that. Could she have imagined it? The others in the room didn’t even turn their heads, and they continued on in what appeared to be peaceful bliss.

      The other time Hirono-sensei spoke to Renata was on her last day before her flight back to San Fran. He recited a poem. Then he repeated it deliberately, exactly like the first time. He locked eyes with Renata while he said the verse. She had committed Hirono-sensei’s poem to memory, but she didn’t really understand it. She’d often whisper it like a mantra:

      A lonely hut on the mountain peak towering over a thousand others.

      One half is occupied by a warrioress and the other by a cloud,

      Last night it was stormy, and the cloud was blown away.

      She whispered the verse mantra-style now from her office chair. It ushered out the buzzing thoughts that had been distracting her. The curtains of her mind drew apart, and Renata saw a brief vision of her office. She was standing on an intersection of many lines. She was in the center of a star. The universe had brought her to where she was supposed to be. Renata let the energizing feeling of the meditation ground her, and she gently opened her eyes

      Renata checked her office again using her own system. She wanted to make sure no one besides the cleaners had invaded her workspace. Renata read the furniture like a blueprint. She inspected the angles of desk, chair, lamp, and even the files’ vertical positions inside the lower desk drawer. All of the files were off line, but only slightly. They were tipped to the right. It was as if the building had shivered, shifting everything minutely. Renata set up her security before starting work.

      Working with the biggest object first, Renata lifted the desk and nudged the four legs into alignment with the four corners of her office. The room was a confident rectangle that resonated with Renata. Next, she lined up the floor lamp, setting it in its own virtual square in the middle of the right side of her desk, opposite the window. “Who said a circle can’t fit into a square?” she chuckled to herself. The file cabinet and the drawer interiors were a quick fix. She thought of all the money people spent on surveillance, while she simply used the lines of the universe. In less than seven minutes, everything was righted.

      The month in Japan had been a much-needed respite from life for Renata. When she wasn’t at the meditation training, she looked through shibari books. They were written in Japanese, but had illustrations and diagrams that were easy to follow. She bought rope and practiced on herself in her free time. Because the art of tying had been born in Japan, it didn’t have the American ugliness of punishment associated with it. She hadn’t felt that ugliness during Dmitri’s shibari show at Club Destiny, and he seemed like a sweet, easygoing guy. He was powerful but not at all abusive. That was the kind of shibari that Renata liked – the gentle kind. She made a commitment to do at least one shibari class while she was there.

      Danny’s death had affected her more deeply than she’d expected. Even though they hadn’t known each other that well, she felt like she had lost a family member. Renata prided herself on her tough shell. She had deep feelings, but she’d learned to keep her emotions in check until Danny died. Her grief was haphazard. Renata had trouble controlling her tears and sometimes cried in inappropriate places.

      Once, when she was grocery shopping, she’d felt tears well up in the middle of the aisle. The tears turned to sobbing and people stared, but Renata couldn’t stop. That evening she booked her trip to Japan, telling Erik she was taking a month of vacation time for personal reasons. He wasn’t happy, but he’d accepted it, asking, “Is everything okay?” Erik was genuinely concerned. Renata’s resolve melted. She thought of canceling her plans just to fall into his embrace. But he was very busy, Renata reminded herself, so his intermittent attention wouldn’t be enough.

      Renata’s place in Kyoto was on the second floor above an irezumi shop, a tattoo parlor called Inkrat Tatts. The sign was in English. It was written in a brush-stroke font, a common style among shops that had a lot of tourist traffic. Her stairwell passed the studio window, and Renata became a daily observer of the intricate body art being created. Sometimes she would sit on the stairs and watch.

      Japanese men would lie on a tatami mat with only a loincloth for modesty. Some of the guys were already mostly covered in tattoos, and several artists had to contribute to the ongoing designs. It was unusual to see someone get more than one tattoo at a time. One man with skin the color of tea smiled up at Renata while he was getting a tiger tattooed on his chest. The men and their tattoos pleased Renata. They didn’t mind when she sat on her step and watched the work, and Renata enjoyed the eye candy.

      Yume was the only female artist at Inkrat. She waved Renata into the shop one afternoon. Yume practiced her English while tatting a beautiful koi onto the back of a pretty Japanese girl. Talking with Yume was like chatting with the stylist at a salon, and Renata felt like she was back in San Francisco. Renata desperately needed to get her thick locks trimmed. Her mane was becoming wild.

      “Why did you come to Japan?” Yume chirped.

      “To study zazen meditation,” Renata replied. She paused a moment, and she added, “And a friend of mine died.” Renata’s eyes filled with water. Dammit, I’m out of control again.

      “I’m sorry. You are very sad?” Yume paused the tattoo and stroked Renata’s arm lightly.

      “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

      “Maybe you get a tattoo to remember?” Was the woman drumming up business? It didn’t seem likely, as the irezumi shop was always full. In Japan, it seemed like everyone had plenty of cash. She hadn’t seen any homeless people since she’d been there, and everyone was super polite. Despite the high cost of living, there was virtually no theft.

      It’s probably an offer of companionship, Renata reasoned.

      She remembered the huge angel wings on Danny’s back. That was a powerful tattoo, and it had reflected Danny’s personality. Renata missed him, and she was sorry she had skipped his memorial. She’d never received the details of how he had died. Cherise had told her that Danny was found in the jail room at Club Destiny. She said he was self-strangled. Renata didn’t know what that meant exactly, but Cherise said it was suicide. Renata didn’t think so, but she didn’t know what to think. Shibari was dangerous; that she knew. One could die a slow death by circulation loss or a quick one by accidentally hanging or choking oneself. Was that what had happened?

      She hadn’t pegged Danny as suicidal. Then again, he had lost his baby sister, and she knew he had been grieving. He’d gotten the wing tattoo in her honor. Renata imagined Danny’s wings carrying him to his sister.

      “You could get a tattoo,” Yume said, touching Renata’s arm again. She was finishing up the koi. The fish had green and pink scales, and it was gorgeous. Yume wrapped the girl’s back in clean gauze and gave her some instructions in Japanese. The girl left, and Yume gestured toward her vacant seat. “Maybe a tombou?”

      “What’s a tombou?” Renata asked.

      “I’ll show you.” She opened a binder of tattoo designs and pointed to an ornate dragonfly. “Do you like it? I think the tombou is good medicine for you.” Renata did like it, but she was hesitant to commit to the almost tropically colored wings.

      “Could you do the tombou in white?” Renata had seen a white tattoo in a magazine once, and she liked its subtlety.

      “Of course.” Yume got up to get white ink and a clean instrument. While she was preparing, Renata watched the other artists at work. “It will be beautiful,” Yume said when she returned.

      “Will it hurt?” Renata was suddenly worried.

      “Yes, it will,” Yume said with a warm smile.

      “All right.”

      Renata took off her shirt but left her bra on. She lay face down on the tatami mat. The white ink was bold, and Yume’s strokes were steady. It did hurt. Renata’s personal dam had broken, and the water flowed out. The tatami mat was wet with Renata’s tears.

      After two hours, Renata had a tombou between her shoulder blades. The dragonfly was lithe and delicate. It was fresh, so the lines were blood red. Renata would have to wait for it to heal before she’d be able to see the white ink drawing. Now Renata had wings like Danny. Renata’s salty tears had washed away her grief. She thought she felt the wings of her new dragonfly flutter.

      “I hope you like my tombou, Danny,” she said aloud when she was back upstairs. It smarted, but the pain felt cathartic. “It’s for you and your sister,” she continued. “I don’t know what to do. I wish you could answer me back. I might be in love with my boss, but maybe it’s just sex for him. Gosh, he is so hot. You’d like him too, I know you would. I don’t know what’s happening to me. Can you hear me?”
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      A business meeting had been arranged for the night after Renata’s return from Japan. Erik was acting as Agri-Gen’s representative. His crisp, gray suit and satin tie reminded Renata of her first day on the wet sidewalks of San Francisco. They had glistened with gold flecks and promise, and so did the handsome man who was negotiating with her tonight.

      The meeting was on Agri-Gen’s tab. Renata knew that Erik was going to present a proposal from the senior partners. Renata had grinned when he told her about the meeting, and that dinner would be at The Jardin. The Jardin was an expensive restaurant with entrees costing $150 and up. Renata couldn’t wait. It would be the most expensive meal she had ever been treated to. Erik made the arrangements like it was a wedding proposal. She put on a tight black dress and matching pumps. On top, she wore a red lambskin trenchcoat, and for jewelry she wore gold earrings and a simple chain necklace.

      Her phone rang. “Hello,” Renata said.

      “Cab for The Jardin?”

      “I’ll be right down.” Renata settled into the taxi, excited for the special night.

      Renata stepped into the fancy restaurant.

      “Can I take your coat, madam?” asked a young man in a blue uniform as Renata entered the posh restaurant.

      “Sure.” Renata let the young man help her remove it. She wondered if he would want a tip later.

      “Do you have a reservation?” asked another gentleman in a matching outfit.

      “I do. I’m with Erik Lundgren.”

      “Right this way, Miss.” The man led Renata down a few steps into an elegant dining area. The tables were covered in white tablecloths, and the chairs were royal blue velvet. Did Renata smell garlic and rosemary? Her mouth watered. Then she saw Erik at a table for two. There was wine in a bucket and bread in a basket.

      Erik got up as Renata walked over. He greeted her with a soft kiss on the lips. “Renata.” Her name sounded like a poem. Erik walked behind her and pulled out her chair. “Please,” he said. This beautiful man was treating her like a princess.

      Renata suddenly felt shy. “Hey, hi,” she said. Fortunately, a waitress showed up and handed them menus. Renata looked down the list of delicious choices.

      “Can I tell you about tonight’s special?” the server said. She was older than Renata, and she was very tall. Renata wondered if she had made a career of restaurant work.

      “We are serving a seven-course prix fixe menu with a wine pairing.” The waitress described the courses in detail and finished with the price. It was $175 per person.

      Wow, that’s a lot, Renata thought. She assumed the tip was not included. She didn’t really need all that food anyhow, and she began reading the menu when Erik interrupted.

      “We’ll have the prix fixe, please. Two.”

      “Wonderful. I’ll get that started.” The waitress collected their menus and disappeared.

      The first course was oyster on the half shell. They were dressed in red chili, cilantro, and lemon. The chef obviously had some formal training because the flavors were balanced and subtle. The next course was duck confit with crab served over wild arugula. The main course was tender pulled pork. The meal was the best Renata had ever tasted.

      Erik raised his glass in a toast to Renata. “To my favorite employee at Agri-Gen.”

      “Thank you,” Renata said graciously, and she clinked his glass. Erik was so sweet, but she wondered when they were going to talk business. After all, this was an Agri- Gen

      dinner meeting, wasn’t it? She was curious about what the managing partners wanted to offer her, but she let Erik take the lead.

      “Muscat?” The waitress was back. The Jardin had great service, but the way the waitress kept popping up made Renata feel like she was under surveillance. “This is our signature chocolate shell with blackberries on a cheesecake round.” She set one in front of each of them. The shell was overflowing with ripe berries. Renata didn’t think she could eat another bite, but the dessert was surprisingly light, and the Muscat tasted like ambrosia.

      After the Muscat was drained, Erik leaned over and kissed Renata deeply. Renata devoured it hungrily. It was a public kiss, but it felt private. She touched his knee under the table.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” the waitress said, as they settled back into their seats. Renata wondered if she had been watching them kiss, too. Erik put a company card down without even glancing at the check.

      “Can I give you a lift home?” Erik asked. He reached for her hand across the table.

      “Sure, that would be great.”

      Renata considered whether she should invite him up. Erik had never been to Renata’s apartment. Since he was her boss, their extracurricular activities had always been held in his office. What would he think of her place? Renata decided that she loved her home, and if Erik didn’t, then that was too bad.

      “You can park here.” Renata gestured to a spot at the side her building. They walked up the stairs to the top floor. “This is it. Welcome to my place,” Renata said, unlocking the door. She took his hand and walked him in, shutting the door behind her, and then kissed him deep and long. The dinner had put her in a romantic mood.

      They didn’t talk as she wrapped her legs around his body and squeezed him between her thighs. Erik picked her up and headed to the bedroom. It wasn’t hard for him to find. He dropped Renata on the bed and reached up her skirt. His hands found their way into her panties. This was a new move; usually Renata was the first one to do the undressing.

      The scarlet cord and a length of rope were in her night table. Renata grabbed the soft leather pouch that held the cord and tucked it into her cleavage.

      Erik took off her top. He laughed as he struggled to unfasten the front latch of her bra, and he said, “I got this, babe.” From above her, he snatched the sack from between her breasts with his teeth. His warm breath and long body were stirring Renata. She was fully awake. Erik wrapped the cord around her neck. He tugged on her neck while licking her pussy. Renata wrapped her legs around his shoulders and arched into his mouth. She couldn’t help herself; he had her right under his tongue. Erik didn’t flinch against the pressure. Instead he kept with her rhythm, absorbing the force behind her thrusts. When she was close, Erik slowed down the game, as usual. Renata was about to cum. Erik pulled the velvet cord tighter. He rose above her and entered her. She couldn’t stand it! The cord was getting tighter, and tighter. Renata felt the single focus of her female need. Erik was moving in and out and she couldn’t stop. “Ooh, Erik, Erik, Eriiik!” Renata cried out. Her pussy tightened around Erik’s dick, and he started panting.

      Now Erik moaned, manly and deep. The cord around Renata’s neck was limp and forgotten. She loved bringing him to the edge. Causing him pleasure was a turn on. Renata let him set the pace, faster and deeper. She matched his power. He threw his head back and buried his face in her tits, and Renata felt his seed seek freedom.

      Erik collapsed on the bed next to her, and the lovers lay quiet. Renata pulled the quilt over them. “I can’t wait to be divorced,” Erik said out of the blue. Renata didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. Erik went on, “You should counter Agri-Gen’s proposal. They’ve got tons of cash, and they were very clear about wanting you specifically for the position. It’s a lockout deal for you if you play it right.”

      “What are they offering?” Erik hadn’t yet told her Agri-Gen’s offer or what position they wanted her for. He also hadn’t mentioned that his cycling buddy, Robert Johnson, was spearheading the project. Robert had said her contact would be a guy named Tim McIntire, and he was only getting an advisory fee. Fitzer wanted to keep Robert’s involvement confidential because of a non-compete clause they had with Agri-Gen.

      Erik explained that they wanted her to head a new Sildenafil project. She would set up production and manage the whole thing. They were willing to pay a lot, but Erik thought she could get even more. It was elating for Renata to talk with Erik like an equal, and he didn’t question whether she was worthy of the position.

      “Yeah, they even have a personal bodyguard picked out for you.”

      “Why would I need that?” she asked.

      “For travel, I guess. I think you have to get the product from Africa, and then start an Agri-Gen farm somewhere.”

      “Hmm, okay, interesting.” Renata felt her eyes closing as they snuggled on her bed.

      Soon it was dawn, and Renata woke to full consciousness. Erik lay sleeping like a buck, elegant and strong. But the doe was hungry again. Renata took the rope from her night table and gently moved Erik’s hands above him as he slept. She tied both wrists to the bed frame, which woke him up.

      “Hey!” Erik said, tugging at his bounded wrists. Renata had never bound anyone without asking, until now. Erik tried to free his arms by yanking them, but her knot held strong. “I guess you got me,” he said with a willing smile.

      “Meow.” Renata slowly pulled down the comforter, sinking into those gorgeous blue eyes. His shank was hard and ready.

      “I’m tied, girl. I’m your prisoner,” he said. She circled the head of his member with her tongue, cupping him with her fingers. She reached under him and felt his ass tense. Renata had Erik. She owned him, and she was wet with the privilege. He pushed into her mouth trying to go deeper, but with tied hands he could only do her bidding. Deep groans came out of the man. He tried to command the pace once again, and she fell into rhythm. Just as Erik came almost to the mark, Renata stopped the blowjob. She pulled off her panties and positioned herself for a 69. Though she sucked his dick, she let herself concentrate on her own rising need. She was close, and she wanted to cum with him inside her. Abruptly she turned to straddle him, sliding on to his dick. Renata called out in the language of sex, beyond words, rushing toward an irresistible end.
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      Renata had negotiated the Agri-Gen offer as Erik suggested, and had already started her new job. They were flying to Cameroon via Paris. Since the layover was only an hour, there wouldn’t be time to look around. Even so, Renata thought wistfully of buttery croissants, romantic bridges, and François, an old boyfriend. She would have to get back to Paris soon. She was excited for Africa. This would be her first visit to the continent. She had seen beautiful photos of wild animals and pretty villages, and she’d heard that Cameroon was known for its friendly people.

      The body guard that Agri-Gen picked for her, Kenny, was seated beside her. Kenneth McGowan was a muscular guy, but he was barely taller than Renata. He wore camos that were colored mauve and bay, with a pattern of twigs and leaves. He seemed mellow enough so far, but his stoic manner made him hard to read.

      “Ahhh,” Renata yawned at take-off, glancing out the window as the city got smaller and smaller. She was contentedly tired after her welcome home celebrations last week. She still felt post-coital when she reminisced about her dinner with Erik and that crazy threesome Alexa had gifted her. Could it have been the love powder in the chocolate milk that made the ménage à trois so exciting? It seemed like Alexa and Adam had enjoyed several climaxes as well, though she had not paid much attention. The party had been for her, after all. Sleepy and ready to settle into a nice long nap, Renata stretched as much as the airplane seat allowed.

      That was when Kenny decided it was time to talk. He began to narrate a long story about a “trip from hell” that he’d taken some time ago. Renata couldn’t figure out where the trip was or why he felt compelled to tell her about it. The monotone of his voice dictating this boring scenario had the effect of a sleeping pill. Her eyes shut as the stewardess announced, “We are now at cruising altitude…”

      Renata dreamed. She was back in her apartment, and Adam was there with a benevolent smile on his face. He was massaging her thigh. Renata looked for Alexa, but she wasn’t there. There was a rope, though; it was coiled on the floor. Adam picked it up for her, and Renata tied him in an elaborate ushiro takate kote knot. It perfectly bound his wrists and circled his torso, culminating in a rope mandala between his shoulder blades. She started to examine her work, but when she did, she saw that the rope was tied around her instead. Her arms were bound behind her back. Rope diamonds encircled her breasts, and her nipples were erect. The scarlet velvet encircled her, and she knew it was Erik who had bound her. It felt good, so good; better than good. Renata moaned in her seat.

      The vibration of her voice woke her from her dream. She lifted her head from Kenny’s shoulder. How embarrassing. He smelled like soap and maleness; not unpleasant, really. He was laughing. “Good dreams?” She hoped it was the first moan that had woken her, not one of many.

      She quickly wiggled out of the window seat and headed to the restroom at the back of the plane. The lights were down, and the passengers were on their computers or doing their best to affect sleep. Slipping into the antiseptic stall, Renata judged her reflection. Her eyes were bloodshot. She smoothed her hair and splashed warm water on her face. “You’re going to Africa!” she exclaimed out loud into the mirror. Excitement tickled her. She reminded herself that she wouldn’t be doing any more typing or filing — no time-clock, either. The salary was contract-based, with a generous wage, stipends, and stock in the company. This project was hers.

      Fitzer, a multinational pharmaceutical company, was the contract behind Renata’s project for Agri-Gen. Her contact was a guy named Tim McIntire. She’d only met him once. He was a balding blond, somewhat handsome. He looked like the preacher from an evangelistic church her foster mother had dragged her to. Renata relished her new position at Agri-Gen for another moment before leaving the tiny bathroom that provided the only privacy for the trip.

      Renata had looked up Fitzer’s history on the Internet. A biographical article said that two brothers, both chemists from Bonn, Germany, founded the company in 1852. They were immigrants, like Renata. The name, Fitzer, had been shortened from Fitzerbergen at Ellis Island,  where the young men were granted citizenship. The brothers had lived in New York, and there they began importing and synthesizing compounds for drugs. Soon they rented a warehouse at the docks and filled a large building in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. People sometimes said that a powdery scent wafted out of the place. That would be illegal now, Renata mused. The page showed a photo of the current Fitzer facility. New structures filled a compound of four blocks. The map showed labs, marketing, and research buildings, all on the same historic location. In addition, there were many Fitzer satellite offices scattered across Europe. After reading the short article, Renata felt she knew even more than she needed to. Maybe it was time to dig out her book from the bin above the seat.

      Renata had packed three new pairs of Prana slacks, five long-sleeve, lightweight shirts, and a dress that covered her shoulders. She had forgotten to ask about the laundry situation, but it was too late now. She brought a black scarf to cover her hair, which Kenny had said she might need to do in some situations. She also packed hiking sneakers, sunglasses, and lingerie. Against Kenny’s advice, Renata did pack a bikini, and one matching thong and bra set in bright fuchsia. She wanted to feel sexy even if no one was there to share her pleasure.

      Kenny’s bag rested against hers in the overhead bin. Renata wondered what would be in the black, non-descript suitcase of her companion. Military garb, starched and folded, on seam? Or weapons, secret communication devices, and a jock strap? Renata grinned, thinking to herself, “Who wears a jock strap these days anyway?” She wasn’t going to glance at his crotch, no, for sure not. She continued her amusing estimation of the bodyguard. Maybe there was a dog tag or a letter to his next of kin. Renata considered idea of a letter idea. There’d be a letter to dear old Ma and Pa, or maybe a letter to a girlfriend? Kenny had no ring, and he was very manly. “Oh, damn, girl,” Renata scolded herself. She was pent up already; staying celibate all week was going to be difficult. She would have to rely on zazen meditation to stay calm. She would focus completely on her new job and stay disciplined.

      On her project briefing, Kenny had advised Renata to bring a hardside carry-on suitcase, as they would be traveling in bush vehicles. She’d rolled her eyes when he added, “And nothing fancy. Africa isn’t San Francisco.”

      She’d had to check her gun with TSA for the airplane to Cameroon, but Kenny had a permit. Renata glanced at the firearm in its home on his belt. He was licensed as a security ranger for the flight, and they had been given the bulkhead as a privilege. Kenny’s demeanor, reinforced by is firearm and uniform, was masculine and polite: he called Renata “Ma’am” or “Miss,” which Renata thought funny. Oddly, Kenny seemed afraid to touch her. Instead the bodyguard used gestures to guide her. She smiled to herself. Her falling asleep on his shoulder must have been awkward for him.

      They had been crammed together on the plane for hours, and Kenny hadn’t shared one bit of personal information besides the miserable trip he had been on to somewhere. Now he was snoring softly against the back of his seat as Renata examined him. She didn’t know anything about her traveling companion. Perhaps Kenny was trained to be private, or maybe he’d been shaped by his environment. Renata understood that she was a job, not his girlfriend, so maybe this was the normal behavior from a hired bodyguard. It doesn’t matter; it’s good to be taken care of, Renata thought. Especially with nothing expected in return.

      Renata tapped through the documents on her laptop. She was honored to be at the very top of this project, and she was determined to make it a success. The long plane ride was a good time to do research. After purchasing a wifi connection for the duration of the flight, she typed in Yohimbe. Among other qualities, Yohimbe was the principle plant source for sildenafil. Its native ecosystem was tropical, humid, and densely forested. The stalky tree’s leaves looked average enough, revealing nothing about the plant’s potential. The drug, she knew, was extracted from the bark.

      Then she searched sildenafil, sold under the brand name Viagra, among others, as a medication to treat erectile dysfunction and pulmonary arterial hypertension. One report mentioned that sildenafil bonded with human proteins at a 99% rate. The human body loves this stuff, Renata thought. There was a lot of other information on the history of sildenafil and Viagra, but nothing about its effect on women. There wasn’t even any research to the effect that women might need the same kind of help in the bedroom as men. She smiled, thinking of all her lovers, and she felt grateful that she had a strong libido.

      Next, Renata looked up Cameroon to refresh her impressions from her previous research. The central African country had over three hundred different tribes and languages. Luckily for Renata, their official languages were English and French, and she was fluent in both.

      The first stop on their itinerary would be a village called Yakadouma, which would serve as a base camp for their visit. The map showed it was located near the Boumba forest. Renata clicked to  a brief history of Yakadouma online. The town had been established as a gold mine, and one third of the population still worked in the mines. The other main industries were cocoa and coffee cultivation. Clicking on some of the images, Renata noted that the town was very poor. She imagined many people scraped by living day to day. Yakadouma had very few hotels, hence the rented house on the edge of town. Apparently, it had once been owned by the mayor, so it had indoor plumbing and a semblance of security.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s the place, Yakadouma,” said Kenny, opening his eyes and looking at her screen over her shoulder.

      “Have you been there before?”

      “Yes, twice this year.”

      “Really?” Renata wondered why he had been there so frequently. Was he guarding someone else employed by Fitzer?

      “It’s super dusty, and infested with giant spiders,” Kenny continued. “Sorry I didn’t tell you before. Didn’t want to scare you.” Renata wasn’t squeamish in general, thought she wasn’t sure she liked the idea of giant spiders.

      “How big are they?”

      “Up to ten inches.” Kenny was smiling, like he was teasing a sibling, and Renata thought he might be making the whole thing up. “And they bite, too. Yup, they come up through the plumbing to eat mice and stuff.”

      “Yuck,” she mumbled. Renata wouldn’t let Kenny scare her with his tales of gargantuan arachnids, though. She was his superior. She resisted the urge to type in “giant African spiders” and clicked to the next page instead.

      Images of red bark in chunks, clean and dry, and some small piles of bark powder popped up. “Yeah, that’s the stuff they want. The natives know where to get it,” Kenny commented. Renata saw a picture of a man standing in the forest, a deep jungle-green area with wild vines. He was standing on a road made only from tire tracks. The earth was orange like cantaloupe.

      The bark from the tree was what Fitzer was after to make the sildenafil. Unfortunately, without bark, the tree would die, and the tree took ten years to reach maturity; thus there were no yohimbe farms. That was Renata’s mission, to start a successful farm and sell the bark to Fitzer.

      Renata needed a bodyguard because of the unstable political climate of the region. Agri-Gen had made her sign a release that they were not responsible for her safety, though they assured her that Yakadouma wasn’t volatile, just poor. Nearby were small, armed factions that fought each other for control and leadership, but they didn’t come into the city. Fitzer didn’t want to risk propagating yohimbe in Cameroon, so their plan was to cultivate it in a friendlier environment.

      Renata read on, wishing she had enough made time to get all this background beforehand. The webpage said that yohimbe wasn’t naturally rare, but natives of the region harvested the bark and depleted the natural resource. For income, men or women would sojourn for several weeks of camping and ranging around the forest, usually working alone. They would peel the bark of three or more trees until they filled a burlap sack. The sack would be carried, sometimes for weeks, to the nearest road to await a buyer. Sometimes they’d sit for days waiting, eating very little. That was where Fitzer came in.

      Renata opened the documents from Agri-Gen and reread the overview that summarized some information on her current situation. Fitzer’s company, Elite Taxi, used vans and small busses to round up the yohimbe bark. The drivers knew the region and traveled with a Fitzer test kit to make sure the bark was potent. Sometimes the harvesters would cut it with more benign red bark, so the kits were necessary to make sure the supplies were pure. Bargaining for the best price, the taxi drivers were permitted to keep any money left from the standard pound price. This was a good job to have, and the drivers did well by bargaining down their countrymen. The problem was that the drivers were inconsistent on supplying Fitzer, and many were not trustworthy. Some taxis even went missing.

      Research was subbed out to Agri-Gen, and Fitzer’s goal was to create a sustainable Yohimbe farm in the Santa Lucia area of Guatemala. The climate matched, and the local people would welcome any industry. The price was right as well, especially since the government had agreed to a fixed sum lease for fifty years. They’d start with a 2000-acre tract that was already being prepared for planting, three quarters to be seeded and one fourth assigned to stump re-grows, the idea being that the stumps of the Yohimbe could re-sprout and grow new trees. Even though stump growth would reach maturity later than the seedlings, there was some possibility that the bark would be more potent. This trip was to familiarize Renata with the crop and to make connections for obtaining seeds and stumps to ship to Guatemala.
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      Transferring to the small plane for Yakadouma was a blur. Renata and Kenny were mutually non-communicative. Renata longed to commune with a bed alone. She was so tired. The bush plane took off, carrying only two pilots and the Americans. The plane was old but solid, and it reminded Renata of her adopted parents’ suburban. From above, the landscape was pristine: all emerald forest, red earth, and soft hills. The village was pretty, and the dust was invisible from the airplane. The flight took just 40 minutes, and they landed uneventfully in dusty Yakadouma, where Kenny drove a truck to their residence.

      The house was basic, with two bedrooms, a bath, and the semblance of a kitchen. Other than the beds, the only furniture was a pink Formica table circled by four rusty chairs with seats of cushioned plastic. Kenny rolled Renata’s luggage into the larger of the two rooms, the one that faced away from the street. It was mid-morning. After a brief check for spiders, she lay down and slept deeply.

      When Renata awoke, it was dusk. The first thing she saw was the skeleton of a car, its bones covered with vines and dust. There was dirt in the back, and a few blades of grass were choking through. There was a large tree sheltering the house; its leaves swayed in the gentle breeze. Renata was hot and sweating. She still felt dirty from traveling so far, and she headed for the bathroom. The shower stall had been recently repainted, perhaps just a few days ago, but it looked like someone had done so without cleaning it first. Nevertheless, the lukewarm stream rinsed off the long travel. The warm scent of coffee wafted into the bathroom. Renata dressed quickly, pulling off the tags of her new clothing.

      Kenny was pouring out two cups of the dark brew as she emerged. The coffee was rich and less acidic than the American grinds Renata was used to. She rolled the liquid over her tongue, letting the caffeine awaken her.

      “Hungry? There’s a bar nearby. We can get dinner,” Kenny said. He was cleaning and reloading his gun while sipping from his mug. Renata wondered if she should bring her Pitbull when they went out. Was it so dangerous that they needed guns?

      Kenny probably assumed she had brought the Taurus PT22 he had gifted her last week. She wondered where he got it. Was it the kind of gun bought at a pawn shop? The gun was not new; in fact, it was practically an antique.

      The .22 Taurus was lower caliber, and it didn’t compare with the automatic ease and strength of the Pitbull-DAO. Nevertheless, Renata liked the Taurus. It had charm. Graceful and petite, the gun was uncommon and strictly feminine. A nickel finish with gold accents complemented a pink faux-wood grip. It was the kind of gun Foxy Brown would have carried. She felt like a movie star when she handled it.

      She wondered what Kenny had been thinking when he bought it for her. It was a man’s idea of what a woman should carry. He probably thought it was a sexy gun. The problem was that the pretty gun was slow and hard to trigger. Her pointer finger was sore after a session at the firing range, and she wondered whether it would really be able to put down an attacker.

      Renata was serious about her weapon. She wasn’t playing; she wanted real protection, which was why she’d chosen the Pitbull. The revolver held five rounds, with the barrel measuring at only 2.3” long. She’d had to special-order the rimless piece that was fitted with a DAO hammer. DAO meant double-action only. A pull of the trigger, and the gun hammer would flip to the cocked position, while the cylinder rotated in another round. Successive shots could be fired with only her pointer finger, with no need to manually re-cock between shots. There was no tension with this weapon. It was smooth.

      She remembered her last visit to the firing range. As Renata stood focused on the paper target, she’d listened to Rihanna on her headphones, firing without pause to Shut up and Drive. Vibrations coursed through her body even though there was almost no recoil. Renata’s forearm and left hand had grown visibly stronger since she had been going to the range regularly.

      She always wore camouflage apparel to the range, like the guys. Her mesh top and spandex leggings whisked off the layer of moisture that condensed on her skin. Sneakers and a beanie completed the uniform. She matched the décor of the gun playground. Renata always chose the stall farthest from the door, so no one would bother her while she was shooting.

      Because she couldn’t resist, Renata had bought herself a bulletproof dress online. It was named Cleopatra. She never wore it to the range, but occasionally she wore it out. She told herself it was just for practice, but really it was a turn on. She wore the dress, with the Pitbull in her clutch, on dates or even to work functions. Knowing that the pretty garb was stronger than all the furniture, floors, and walls of the building made Renata feel secretly invincible. Even steel rebar was made of weaker bonds.
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      Kenny finally reassembled his gun. The coffee pot was empty, and Renata felt charged and ready to experience Yakadouma. The weather was cooling off, and she was starving. Renata stood up and grabbed her purse. She marched into her room and put the loaded Pitbull inside it.

      After locking the house, Kenny opened the passenger side truck door for Renata. There was a tiny squeaking as he moved, and Renata noted his bulletproof vest under the flannel he was wearing. As well, he had his gun with him, visible in its holster.

      “You’re wearing a vest?” she asked.

      “Yep, standard protocol. Have to. It’s hot; be glad it’s me, not you.” Kenny looked at her short sleeves enviously… or was he checking out her cleavage? “But it’s totally safe here. Don’t worry,” he said.

      Kenny drove down the dirt road until they hit some paved streets. There were lots of people walking in the streets. Renata saw a woman wearing a bright yellow and green outfit with a matching hair wrap. She was holding the hand of a little girl wearing an Old Navy T-shirt. A teenager sat calling to the crowd on a broken stool in front of a pyramid of potatoes.

      Kenny turned off the main drag. He made a couple of turns and parked in front of a restaurant. There were tables under a canvas tent attached to a crumbling building with open garage doors. They took a seat at a wobbly table. It looked like a band was going to play on a small stage in the corner. Everyone ignored them, even though they were the only white people in the restaurant. It didn’t feel hostile; more like a plain disinterest. The other customers were busy talking and eating.

      Soon a young man came to the table and spoke, obviously taking their order, but Renata couldn’t understand a word.

      Kenny did, though. “Chicken okay?” he asked her.

      “Sure,” Renata replied. “What language was that?”

      “Actually, for here, that’s English.”

      Renata was disappointed that she couldn’t understand the dialect. What kind of English was it? Maybe she should have taken a lesson or something. At least she had Kenny as a translator.

      Dinner was fried chicken with no sides – just chicken on a plate. It was spiced unfamiliarly, but it tasted good. Soon both plates held only bones. The band began to play African Highlife music.

      The waiter brought two large beers to the table. Kenny exchanged friendly words with the man, and then they embraced like old friends. This must be Kenny’s regular dinner spot, Renata thought. Two more beers arrived, which Renata hadn’t seen Kenny order. But in any case, the beer tasted amazing and went down like water. She was feeling fabulous. A lovely ebony woman came over and exchanged a few words with Kenny, and with a nod to Renata, he rose and moved into the tight crowd of dancers.

      Soon, a tall, handsome man asked Renata to dance, and she accepted. The happy tapping beat made her feel good, and the man was very polite, even though she couldn’t understand him. Soon she was dancing with another man, and then another pretty lady joined them. She lost sight of Kenny, but she didn’t care. The African beer was really good. Renata didn’t feel drunk, just very happy. The night was young, and she was enjoying the cheerful music.

      Finally, the band quieted, and the dancers dispersed. Renata had no idea what time it was. She had forgotten to put the SIM card in her phone, so it still read 10:31 a.m. – San Francisco time. Where was Kenny? He had the keys to the car, and they were technically at work, after all. He was her bodyguard and guide; he wasn’t supposed to disappear.

      Renata plopped down at their table, which had been cleared. The waiter came around. She nodded at him, and he returned with another full glass of beer. She was ready to go home, though. Jet lag was hitting hard, and she almost put her head on the table to rest. It was now 10:44 San Fran time, and still no Kenny. This job was paid for by Fitzer; should she complain to them? Or Erik?

      Kenny finally returned. “Ready?!” Renata asked, exasperated. Kenny’s undershirt was showing over his belt, and the bulletproof vest had ridden up his flannel. Had he just gotten laid? What a dweeb.

      “We need to pay,” Renata reminded.

      “I took care of it.”

      Renata had not seen any money exchanged, though, which struck her as odd.
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      The next morning was a two-hour drive in the pickup to meet the driver of the Elite Taxi minibus. The driver pointed at some yohimbe trees at the side of the road that had been de-barked. Pointing at a shaved tree, he proclaimed, “Dead.”

      Someone should probably tell them that taking all the bark kills the tree, Renata thought. She then realized that, of course, they knew that already. There were mature yohimbe trees by the roadside as well. The driver explained, and Kenny translated for Renata – there was a fine if you were caught de-barking mature yohimbe, so the ones by the road were left intact and alive. Renata wondered what the state of the trees inside the jungle was.

      Most of the day was spent bumping along dirt track in random directions. It was lush but hot, and noisy mosquitos periodically invaded the taxi.

      A big black fly landed on Renata. “Ow!” she cried as it bit her. Then a swarm of black flies surrounded the taxi, several entering the taxi. Everyone shut the windows quickly, and Kenny hopped around the van slapping them to death with the driver’s flip-flop. “Tse-tse fly,” explained the driver. She hoped the bite wouldn’t give her a disease.

      Renata rode shotgun and began feeling carsick. A small red mark developed on her leg where the fly had bitten her. She noticed they drove down many roads only to U-turn and retreat. All the roads had the same red dirt and were banked by big trees covered in vines. Kenny and the driver sat quietly; they were hunting for yohimbe bark collectors.

      As they rounded a bend, a man jumped up and flagged the taxi. He was standing by his burlap sack, just as Renata had read about. The man spoke with the driver, but once again Renata couldn’t understand the words. Kenny did, though, and nodded his head along with the driver’s negotiations. The driver kept looking at Kenny for approval. This was definitely the first time he had brought foreigners along.

      After this encounter, they met others on the roadsides. All the harvesters were young men, some bargaining fiercely for their bark. It was mid-afternoon when the taxi was finally done with its rounds. In the back sat fourteen full sacks of the valued commodity, which would be delivered to a ship that would transport it to New York, so it could make its way to the Fitzer compounding plant. The driver dropped them at their pick-up truck and continued on to the harbor.

      On the return drive, Renata contemplated the yohimbe and its native environment. The plant preferred a canopy for sprouting, and then more direct sun after the stalk reached about a meter. She saw that in the jungle, the larger yohimbe trees had pushed back some of the undergrowth to get more light. If she got the same sandy soil from Cameroon with good drainage, and had a similar environment, she could reproduce it in a crop form. She could cover the immature trees with landscape fabric to mimic the jungle canopy. That could work for the yohimbe seedlings. The other growth option would be from living stumps.

      Kenny had negotiated for a few stumps to be dug up and brought to the house later by a driver so that Renata could have a look at them. Five packaged specimens were dropped at the door while Renata was showering. She came out as Kenny was handing the man a beer and a pack of Marlboros. Both men lit up cigarettes and smoked quietly a small distance away from the house.

      Renata examined the stumps that were piled on the ground. They were all about two feet across and had at least that length of root underneath. As the bottoms were wrapped and roped in canvas and jute, Renata untied one and stooped over it. She looked closely at the stump and thought of the tall trunk that must have been attached to it recently. The wood was not dense, but dark with wide rings. It smelled a little spicy, like curry. Cameroon will be losing a lot of trees, Renata considered, but they’ll have been paid well. And this would ensure the tree would not become endangered. In fact, the number of trees on Earth would increase as a result of to Agri-Gen’s propagation project.

      “I’m taking those to the dock,” Kenny said abruptly, interrupting her train of thought, and then returned to the doorway like a watchdog. He needed to figure out how to have a private phone call with Tim about getting Renata’s tissue sample, and he wanted to go over the exact procedure again. Renata will probably want to go to town with me, and invade my privacy, he realized. He had to find a way to be alone. He placed a large stump on the passenger seat.

      Renata was startled by his gruffness. Was he upset that she had unbound one of the stumps? With skilled fingers, Renata retied the stump with a simple knot. She headed to her room to get her purse while Kenny loaded more stumps into the back of the pick up. Opening the passenger door, Renata saw the stump Kenny had loaded on the seat.

      “You don’t need to come. I got this,” he said.

      What is his friggin’ problem? she steamed inwardly. And what was she supposed to do? Just hang out at the house and wait for him?

      “Fine!” She slammed the truck door and headed back inside. Kenny pulled off, and then Renata was alone. Let him run the errands. She was tired of his stiff manner and being watched all the time anyhow. She put on water for some delicious afternoon coffee, and got out her tablet to continue reading Prodigal Summer. Some space was just what she needed. She let down her guard and slipped into the world of literary characters. It was dark when Kenny returned.

      “What took so long?”

      “Sorry, I went to the Internet café to work on emails, and the dock was closed when I got there.” Kenny went on to explain that one employee usually ran the office in Yakadouma and closed it according to his or her schedule. Renata noted that the stumps were gone, so obviously Kenny had got them to their destination.

      Reheating the coffee, Kenny filled a mug and sat down to clean his gun again. “You hungry?” He said it like a babysitter, which was annoying. Despite her irritation, her hunger drove her to say yes; the only thing in the house was canned pop and biscuits, a British cookie-cracker she’d learned to avoid eating. A draft of burned gunpowder spread through the room from Kenny’s cleaning routine. He was a bit manic about that. Renata had her Pitbull in her bag, and she didn’t feel the need to clean it repeatedly, especially since she hadn’t fired it.
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      They went back to the same bar, the same band, same chicken, and same beer. Renata was even more comfortable that night. This time she danced almost from the beginning, flowing from partner to partner. Was that Kenny she was dancing with now? He was very light on his feet. Renata was floating, and she was feeling better than ever. The rest of the night was a dream. She didn’t remember much afterward, only the music and dancing. What a wonderful night it had turned into.

      She awoke in her panties and bra from the night before, the pretty ones. She was under her sheet, and the bedroom door was cracked. Kenny’s voice was hushed in his room. Renata listened. He was talking in dialect, or was that German? In any case, she couldn’t understand a thing. When she peered out she saw that, once again, his gun was dismantled, and he was polishing the shiny steel.

      Kenny must have heard her stirring because he got up and put water on the stove. Renata crept over to the door and watched his back as he unloaded some groceries from the fridge. He was still muttering into the phone. Then he called out, “I got some eggs and stuff to cook if you want.” So she would be the cook? He was working for her, wasn’t he?

      Renata couldn’t remember everything from last night. Ouch! She felt a sharp pain as she shifted. Her labia hurt, and when she checked, there was a welt between her vagina and her hip on the left side. She felt crampy. Alarmed, Renata left her bedroom and headed to the grungy bathroom. Feeling around for the tenderness, she found the soreness near her opening. The area was super sensitive, like she had nicked herself. Could there have been a twig or thorn in her panties? Or had she bumped into something? Renata hoped it wasn’t some crazy African parasite or spider bite. She checked, but there was nothing there; her panties were clean between her thighs. Maybe it’s from all the bouncy transport and sweat.

      In the bedroom, she fished some Neosporin from her suitcase and put a generous glob over the sore area before pulling on clean panties. Then she popped two painkillers and felt better right away. If the welt went down soon, she would keep it to herself. She didn’t want to seem like a weak boss in front of Kenny, and she wasn’t dying or anything. A doctor can look at it for me when I’m stateside again, Renata thought. She dressed in more travel gear.

      “Morning.”

      “Morning,” Kenny said back. The eggs and bread sat on the counter while her bodyguard resumed the never-ending gun care.

      “Do you want a bulls-eye?” That was the only type of egg Renata ever prepared.

      “Sure.” Kenny raised his eyebrows.

      Renata carefully cut circles out of the bread slices and fried one egg in each hole. They ate in silence; today was their last day.

      One of the Fitzer Elite taxis pulled up to the house. “Be right back,” Kenny said. He pulled a mini-cooler out of the fridge and handed it to the driver.

      Who puts a cooler in the fridge? “What was that?” Renata asked.

      “Some yohimbe extract I picked up yesterday. It’s not Agri-Gen’s,” he said guardedly.

      “So it’s Fitzer’s?”

      “I guess it’s their plan B,” Kenny muttered, looking up for a second. A flash passed between them. Renata wondered what she didn’t know. Did that mean Agri-Gen was just one of Fitzer’s options to tame the valuable African tree? Did Agri-Gen know about the Plan B? Renata made a mental note to discuss this with Erik when she returned.
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      After an uneventful and over-long set of four flights, Renata and Kenny parted ways at the arrivals area outside San Francisco’s main terminal. After a brief handshake, the exhausted travelers got into separate cabs.

      Renata slept deeply that night, and she looked forward to going back to work. By morning, the welt was no more than a pimple, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      That week, Renata was assigned an office assistant as a benefit of her new position. Her name was Katrina, and Renata figured the personnel manager had hired her, as she was blonde and booby. Her pink V-neck blouse stretched over a melon-like bosom.

      “Good morning, Miss Alvarez. Can I get you some coffee?”

      “Thanks, Katrina.” Renata looked at the chunky girl. Her pretty blue eyes, like robin’s eggs, stared at her innocently across the desk. Renata hoped she was smart enough to do the job. She was certainly willing to please: a good sign.

      The girl hesitated and then said, “Um, the reporter called again. He wants to do a story on the yohimbe. He said he really wants to talk to you.” Her voice lilted upward, questioningly. “Would you like me to tell him you’re not available?” The man had called three times since Renata’s trip to Cameroon, and Renata had not gotten back to him.

      “Just leave me his number.”

      Passing Renata a bit of pink paper with the reporter’s number on it, Katrina waited for further instructions.

      Renata remembered the girl’s first question. “Coffee, yes, and keep working on sourcing.” In order to open the farm in Guatemala, Agri-Gen would need machinery. The more specific tractors and such could all be purchased locally, but the yohimbe would be planted densely, and it took special equipment to be able to harvest and care for crops with less-than-standard width furrows. That equipment would have to be custom-made in the U.S. Renata was also working on a proposal to set up a grafting lab in Santa Lucia, a mountain village above the farm.

      Renata printed out an equipment list and manufacturers for Katrina to pursue. “Please set up a price comparison sheet, and don’t forget to ask how quickly they can have everything ready. Let them know it’s for Agri-Gen when you call. Thanks,” Renata said, before turning back to the computer screen.

      “Anything else?” the girl asked meekly.

      “Nope. Just the coffee.” Renata smiled stiffly and added, “With cream.”

      The trip to Cameroon was already a week behind her, and Renata had sat at her desk every day since then. Upon her return, she had done her routine check to make sure no one had gone through her office. The rug had been vacuumed, but her desk contents were untouched. Inside the center drawer, the pencil tray was perfectly parallel to the drawer walls. The tray’s pens were still placed vertically by size, and the staple remover’s sharp fangs were balanced atop two fine-line pens.

      Renata was worried about her files. She knew she was being paranoid, but she didn’t care. Every night before leaving for home, she pulled one long strand of rich, Brazilian hair from her head and placed it straight, like an arrow, across the top edge of the file folders, an inch from the front edge. The drawer could be opened and closed without disturbing the strand, but if anyone removed or shuffled the folders, the hair would be cast off. It was a good guard. The hair had remained in its position upon her return from Africa. Renata didn’t know what she was protecting, exactly, but the insurance made her feel safe.
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        * * *

      

      When Renata first came to the States, she visited her adopted grandparents in New York City. They lived in the Lincoln Towers in Manhattan, on the 20th floor. This was the tallest building Renata had ever been inside. Her new grandma, Myra, was a retired physicist. Renata remembered that she had been very kind. The old woman gave Renata a tour of the small apartment. In the bathroom, she pointed into the toilet bowl. “See that?”

      Renata saw only water and the old pink toilet seat staring back at her. Then the girl noticed the water was gently flowing from side to side, creating small ripples. “Is it moving?” she asked her grandma.

      “Not exactly,” Myra explained to the dark-skinned girl. “The building is moving, and the water is trying to stay flat.”

      “So, are we moving too?” she asked.

      “Very good!” her grandma praised. “Yes. All skyscrapers sway, especially as you get higher off the ground.”

      Renata remembered this story from her office on the 16th floor of Agri-Gen’s building. The mirrored high-rise was strong and stable, but now Renata imagined she could feel its tiny swing, just like her grandparents’ building.
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        * * *

      

      Getting off her chair, she examined the impressions her desk had made on the carpet. The desk had moved southwest on a curve. She imagined this was the direction the building had teetered in. Renata dragged the furniture so that it rested precisely on its former footprint. Once again, the desk lined up with the back corners of her office. Renata heaved a sigh and was once again ready for business.

      On the desk was the handwritten note from Katrina with the reporter’s phone number ,and she made the call.

      “This is Adam Stein from Vector. I can’t come to the phone right now, but leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can,” came a familiar voice.

      Renata left a message and submerged herself into the yohimbe project. Lunch hour had come and gone when a soft tap broke Renata’s work marathon.

      In walked Alexa’s friend from the “celebration” from before. How did he know where she worked, and why was he here? Renata couldn’t remember his name. He seemed surprised as well and burst out laughing, bringing her out of her work haze. Renata smiled back and went to hug him, but they were the same height, causing them to come face to face with each other like they were about to kiss. It was an awkward moment.

      “I’m Adam Stein,” said Alexa’s friend, putting out his hand to shake even though they had just hugged.

      Despite herself, Renata laughed out loud. He looked like a hipster.

      “So, you’re a reporter?” Renata examined him in clothing. He was wearing a plaid button-up shirt and dress pants over his compact build. She remembered his dark curls and shaving shadow from the three-way.

      “Nice to meet you.” Renata offered her hand. His touch was warm and comfortable, like she remembered.

      “Actually, I’m a video-journalist. I had no idea I was trying to interview you, but I’m glad. How long have you known Alexa?”

      “We’re old friends.” Renata figured Adam didn’t need to know the details. Come to think of it, it seemed like she saw less and less of Alexa lately. “How about you?”

      “I re-met her at a mutual friend’s house. She’d made this amazing vegan thing, so I asked her for the recipe. Oh, and we went to high school together, too,” he said sheepishly. Both Renata and Adam were trying not to think of Renata’s welcome home party.

      “So yeah, um, I’ve been trying to get an interview with Fitzer Pharmaceuticals, but they don’t return my calls. You hadn’t either, until today, so I thought I’d stop by and meet you personally.” Adam’s face turned red as he said the last part. He paused and then continued, “Would you mind answering a few questions on video about the yohimbe project?”

      Renata was perplexed. Adam knew about her project? How? She assumed no one knew anything about her project outside of Agri-Gen, not even Alexa. Adam even knew the name of the tree. How strange.

      “Honestly, I’d have to talk to my boss. He’d probably be okay with it,” Renata said. “Why are you interested?”

      “It’s for a report on designer drugs. Yohimbe came up, and Agri-Gen and Fitzer. I found out it was your project, but I didn’t realize that we’d met before.” Adam looked down, unable to maintain eye-contact. He was embarrassed. Truth was, he had felt cheap, like a hooker, when Alexa thanked him the next day. Her attitude had been so withdrawn; she had behaved like he’d done a job for her, like he’d fixed her car or something. It left him with a bad feeling, even though he had enjoyed the sex. He knew neither of them had given him a second thought. His role had been more like a service, and now he was in Renata’s office, asking for something.
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      That evening, Renata watched the video Miguel had emailed. He had handled everything perfectly so far and had personally commissioned everything. Their new casita was beautiful and modern. Its tropical wood frame, exposed beams, and stone counters had all been custom-made in São Paulo. The floor was warm sandstone. There was a brindle cowhide rug under a rustic king-sized bed. Renata had not seen the place in real life yet, but she trusted Miguel to make it perfect. She was excited to know that it was almost done and couldn’t wait to visit. After Guatemala, she would return to the farm.
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        * * *

      

      Last January, Renata and Miguel had traveled to their reclaimed home. They’d left the governor’s mansion in São Paulo in a government van with a chauffeur. The scent of moist earth and big horizon soothed them, and they traveled without the need for conversation. Sara had prepared two days of luxury camping food: homemade pastries, sliced meat for sandwiches, mangos, a melon, and a lot more delicious treats. There was plenty of bracken to burn for campfires, and they had some new cook pots.

      The driver and another employee set up the campsite while they unloaded the cooler and their baggage. The driver had planned to stay and set up camp and cook, but Miguel shooed him away, saying, “Thank you, but Renata and I come from this land. We can survive on it. Come back in two nights and pick us up.” He waved his hand as a final message.

      With an, “Okay, sir,” the men folded themselves into the van and took off. Renata watched the tire dust clouding the road. It made a trail down the winding slope. The lovers walked along the ridge until they found a clear spot with a big view. Beneath them, the valley lay naked. Only Donato’s house and a few other humble dwellings were man-made. The fertile land had been sold to Agri-Gen, and Renata and Miguel had split the profit. The upper acreage they kept and owned jointly.

      They wandered back to the fancy tent. It hung gracefully, billowing in the wind. Inside, there were cots, a table, chairs, and even suitcase stands. It was luxurious compared to North American camping. They weren’t roughing it at all, but they were all alone in this wild place.

      It took very little time to set up the kitchen, and dinner was delicious. Miguel prepared a pot of moqueca capixaba, a traditional stew, and they ate in comfortable silence. The sky was cobalt with silver stars twinkling, and insects hummed over the vast quietness.

      “Mateo?” Renata used his childhood name. “I feel happy here and safe, don’t you?”

      He stood and raised his arms and opened them into a twirl, like a ballet move. In two strides he was on bended knee in front of Renata’s folding chair. He grasped her hand as if in a marriage proposal. “Meu amor, let us invent a sanctuary here, our very own.” His glossy black curls reflected the moonlight.

      “Yes, lets!” A few tears leaked down her face, and the evening coolness caressed her cheeks. Miguel emptied the bottle of syrah into their glasses. Soon the glasses were drained and resting on the pebbly ground. It had been a long day.

      “I’m going to lie down,” Renata said. She regretted leaving the lovely silver moonlight, but her cot with the warm, soft blanket on top was beckoning. Settling in, she closed her eyes, feeling content and perfectly calm for the first time in ages. Sweet sleep came quickly, and dreams stayed away.

      “My love? It’s Mateo,” he whispered into her ear. Still dark night, Miguel had scooted onto her cot and placed his head on Renata’s outstretched arm. She cradled him, feeling his warmth as a comfort. His affection was clean and true. They lay like that, two bonded as one.

      Renata was sleeping in a silky teddy. Miguel’s hand ran up her body, his touch shy and tentative. He touched her nipple and circled her breast ever so softly. Renata was instantly awake, both nipples hardened in response. She felt wet between her legs, and Miguel was stiff against her thigh. He rose above her in a plank position, not kissing her, but instead lifting up her negligee. She held still and let her body respond.

      “Okay?” Miguel asked. Renata wanted him; his deep, dark eyes, and accent were so sexy.

      “No one else could understand all we’ve been through, together and apart,” Renata thought. She let herself do what felt good.

      They didn’t stop. Miguel entered her, and she drew her legs around him, gently rocking him as his breathing quickened. Within just a few minutes, he was sighing and pressed deeply into Renata. She watched his pleasure, and she tightened herself around his penis. Coming to her senses, Renata commanded, “Pull out!”

      “Yes, yes!” Miguel cried, as he withdrew and cast his seed on her belly. Then he fell limp on top of her, resting his head on her breasts. Soon he was snoring softly into the January night.
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            Renata’s Apartment

          

        

      

    

    
      Peace filled Renata when she remembered her campout with Miguel. It had been months since she’d seen him. Her long days at work made her value evenings at home. She sat at her rough-hewn wood dining table, waiting for her takeout to be delivered. Middle Eastern cuisine had become a favorite ever since her beloved Tae Bo instructor, Damien, became a vegetarian. He was a health proponent, and Renata trusted him. Renata herself was a natural carnivore, so to have some dinners without meat was a good change.

      Dinner arrived. The spanakopita was warm, filled with rich, dark greens, and the pita was thin and tender. The thick baba ganoush and hummus filled her as well any hamburger would but without the heaviness. Renata set out a ginger candle and dimmed the light just for herself. Undisturbed, she ate with a single-minded hunger, like a jaguar over a kill.

      After dinner, Renata practiced shibari. The weight of the seven-meter rope felt comforting in her hands. Normally the rope lived in the bottom-most kitchen drawer, under the dishtowels. Pulling off her blouse and dress pants, she stripped to her bra and panties. Renata draped the rope around her neck and made one double cord down her middle. She tied three knots, the first a pendant and the next two about six inches down, falling at rib line and navel. Then she stood and brought both ends between her legs, up her back, and under the rope necklace beneath her hairline. A few pieces of hair were hijacked but quickly recovered. This was the karada knot, one of the knots she’d learned in Japan.

      In Tokyo, her shibari workshop had comprised self-tying and demonstrations only — no participation. The instructor had been good but austere. His knots were precise and elegant, but he never smiled, and he kept the students at a formal distance.

      Because her sensei only spoke Japanese, Renata took in the class much like a silent film. She always chose a front seat and took notes on a small pad. The attendees were conservative Japanese middle-aged men and women, the same type of people that she saw in the grocery stores around town. The students never interacted with one another, and no questions were asked. It was like sitting in a movie theater. Even those who arrived together would sit in respectful silence. It was strange and very unlike the American education that insisted on participation. Still, she had learned a lot, and appreciated the privacy.

      Renata reached back and held each rope end in one hand. She pulled them gently under her armpits, above her breasts and bra cups. Each strand looped under one strand of the double rope between rib and pendant, pulling them apart. The cord formed a comfortable diamond, containing each bra cup nicely. The rope was taut but not tight, and Renata felt sexy and calm. A soothing geometric pattern was evolving. Her body relaxed. She envisioned all her worries and worked them into beautiful knots that she could untie, just like the shibari.

      Renata wished she had removed her bra and panties before starting the karada. She felt the soft fabric bunching, but she mostly missed the feel of the rope against her bare skin. She wandered over to the windows and pulled all the shades down. Next, she looped the rope back under her arms, still above the breasts, and mirrored the diamond in front. She tucked each end around one of the double ropes in back and pulled them around again. A lovely crosshatch divided her back into triangles, like a symmetrical tangram.

      Light thoughts breezed through her mind as she tied herself. Images of the spanakopita, Japan, her office, and Erik in bed coursed through her mind. She repeated the same tie, creating a third diamond. This one perfectly lay between her breasts and navel. The rope length was used up, so Renata tied the last bit into a flat knot with the ends dangling. They hung in front of her soft mound, covered by the triangle of her satin thong. She fantasized that each knot was a chakra. Her sensuous energy traveled down to the loose end of the rope as it swayed against her, arousing her. Renata’s thoughts turned back to Erik and his long manhood. She smiled and put a finger between her legs. Just a little pressure down there was what she wanted.

      The intercom buzzed. Who could that be?

      Renata went to the doorway and held down the button. “Yes?”

      “It’s Kenny.”

      That’s weird, she thought. Why wouldn’t he have texted her first? They had a business relationship, after all. Even though they had spent time together in Africa, she didn’t consider him a personal friend. Renata threw on her blouse on top of the shibari.

      “What’s up?” She asked through the intercom. She was annoyed. Her zen was totally out the window. Now the pants were on too.

      “Hey, sorry. I have something for you. I was gonna call, but I was driving by.”

      “Ok, I’ll buzz you up,” she said without enthusiasm. She really didn’t have a choice; the man was downstairs, and he knew she was home. Glancing in the mirror, Renata could see the lines of the shibari under her blouse, but the pants hid the lower portion. She threw on her black hoody to cover the knots and diamonds on her torso. Much of the karada had settled into hidden crevices, like the one between her legs.

      Kenny seated himself at her table, looking around the room awkwardly. His eyes grazed over the mostly eaten feast left on her plate.

      “Nice place.”

      “Would you like some coffee or a beer?” She remembered the delicious African coffee in Yakadouma.

      “Uh, sure, beer would be great,” replied Kenny. Renata opened two bottles and set them on the table after clearing her plate. She swigged the beer. The bottles formed small, wet rings on the wood table. She was definitely unwinding, despite the company.

      “So? What’s up, Kenny? How ya been?” she asked. Kenny seemed awkward. Renata noticed he wasn’t in his standard gear. “Been working a lot?” This was the only time she’d seen him not working. She hoped he wasn’t trying to date her. She straightened against the back of the dining chair, and the shibari slipped further into her cleft. Kenny was nice-looking in some ways, but too uptight. He might need to be her bodyguard again, too, and getting personal would be a bad plan.

      “You know, same old thing. I’m still working for Fitz mostly.” He tightened his lips and went on. “I’m between assignments at the moment, so I’m taking the time to get back into shape. You know how it is.” He looked Renata up and down like he could see through her clothing. His biceps pushed against his shirtsleeves. “I brought you something.” Kenny thrust a small case in a plastic bag her way. It slid across the table, dragging to a quick stop. A white thread held a tag that read, “Charcoal Black TWAW.”

      Renata unwrapped the gift. It was a gun holster.

      “Thank you.” Renata turned the case over in her hands. It was petite and classy. She scratched the surface lightly with her fingernail, feeling for the metal strands that were usually in bulletproof material. It felt solid. Renata liked the style of the holster, and it was small enough for to be concealed.

      “It’s for your Taurus. You might be able to use it for the Pitbull, too,” Kenny said.

      “Nice. I like it. Really, thank you,” Renata said hesitantly. It was a thoughtful gift, but she wondered why he was giving it to her. Did he want something in return? She stood up and clipped the empty holster inside her pants, careful to keep her shibari hidden from him. With the holster, she could carry her gun without bringing a purse. Her weapon would be easy to grab if needed. The holster was comfortable, but it created a small bulge at her waist. She pulled the hoody down to cover it completely.

      “Wanna try it with your gun and see if it fits?” Kenny asked.

      “Yeah, I’ll get it.” Under her bed was a fingerprint lock box in which Renata kept both firearms. She hadn’t used them lately. Upon bending down to retrieve the box, the karada shibari sank deeper into her camel toe. Renata shivered as her pussy said hello. She reached into her panties and swiped the rope into her left thigh leg crease so she could squat to open the gun safe. Against her bare skin, her finger felt moist and cool from holding the beer bottle. She had to wipe it dry and press it onto the keypad three times before she heard the click and the lid snapped open. She wondered if she could conceal her gun in her beautiful bulletproof dress. It was unlikely as the dress was form-fitting. The Pitbull company probably made custom holsters, though; she’d check later.

      At the table, Kenny’s eyes darted quickly around Renata’s living room, under and around her furniture. Finally, they rested on the vintage crown molding that framed the room in a beige rectangle. Without a sound, he placed the device, and the tiny microphone bug held stable on the horizontal surface of the molding. Kenny tipped it toward the ceiling so it was out of view. Three more steps and he was back in his seat like nothing happened. Kenny slouched forward to project his awkward, boy crush performance.

      He thought about the gun he had given Renata and now the holster to go with it. Tim, Fitzer’s man, had paid for the gun, but Kenny had picked it out. Tim had given him the job of getting Renata armed and trained. At the time, Kenny figured they were considering recruiting Renata away from Agri-Gen, but now he thought it was to protect their interest from competitors. If Renata was attacked, she could defend herself when he wasn’t officially guarding her. The truth was that Kenny really didn’t want to know any more then he was required.
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        * * *

      

      Though Renata was lovely, Kenny wasn’t interested. That was what he told himself, anyway. Her big nipples and wide hips flashed in his memory, thickening his junk. For some reason, he had needed to fuck her in Africa before calling the Fitzer’s nurse to do his job. “He’s going to take some eggs and plant some material,” Tim had said. “Make sure she has a good time.”

      “That ain’t gonna be a problem,” he had replied.

      “I mean, if she doesn’t cum, the tissue sample won’t be any good, so it’s going to have to be about her.” He stared down at Kenny.

      “Hey, man, if you want to do her, be my guest. Otherwise, I got this.” Kenny wanted to tell Tim to back the fuck off, but this was the guy that signed his checks, so he bit back the comment.

      That night had turned out to be dick heaven. Even half-conscious, Renata was a tiger in the sack. She came three times, and by then Kenny couldn’t hold back. She passed out for a couple minutes and tackled him again. He had just enough time to get hard again. They both came after some more fucking, and then Renata fell into a drugged sleep.

      Okay, she’s out, and I did her good, Kenny texted. The guy, a local nurse, was all business, and he made quick work of his duties. He had a portable machine, which looked expensive, that pierced a tiny hole to extract the eggs. Tim probably shipped it over as a loaner, Kenny figured. Renata didn’t flinch when the nurse used the machine and pulled out her eggs. Then he scraped away a bit of skin from inside her vagina, and she bled a little. Kenny left the room for that part — it turned his stomach, and he was spent from cumming twice. When he returned, the guy was putting the used gauze into a small trash bag.

      “They’ll pick up the cooler in the morning and send it to America. Keep it closed,” he instructed Kenny. Renata was sleeping peacefully. After the nurse was gone, he dressed her in her bra and panties and crashed in his room. He hadn’t looked in the cooler, figuring that it wasn’t his business. Kenny was a good soldier and did not question his bosses; he did whatever they paid him for. He chose not to think about what the nurse did.
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        * * *

      

      Renata placed both guns on the dining table and emptied the ammo out onto a kitchen towel. The holster was big for the Pitbull, but it still fit. It held the Taurus like panty hose. She clipped it into the inside of her waistband, and the black hoody went over the bulge again. The gun lay comfortably between rib and hip. With the right outfit, it would stay hidden nicely.

      “Really, thank you Kenny.” Renata was pleased with the gift, and she put her hand over his briefly. Since they had butted heads a bit in Cameroon, Renata wondered if the holster was an apology gift. Was he making nice, or trying to get in her pants? She was headed to Guatemala soon; would Fitzer require a bodyguard for that trip too? Perhaps he was angling for another job.

      “See you around?” Renata was ready for him to go home. Then she could untie her karada.

      Kenny took the hint and headed for the door. “Hope so. Enjoy the holster. Good night.”
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      The elevator closed behind Renata as she left the office Friday evening. She slipped into the contoured seat of her Audi, put on some loud music, and sloughed off her work worries as she cruised San Francisco with the top down.

      Following a whim, Renata drove by Club Destiny. The antique store and five-and-dime were still there, but the Club’s glittery sign was gone, and the building looked vacant. She pulled up in front of the former club. The door opened, and fluffy Kamber tumbled out. Who was Danny’s dog with? Attached by a leash was Cherise, sporting a thin fountain ponytail on top of her head like a poodle. There were four silver rings through her lower lip and matching rings through one eyebrow, more piercings than Renata remembered. Kamber was pulling the leash toward Renata’s car.

      “Hi, pup, how ya doing?” Renata cooed to the fluffy animal.

      “Hey… you were Danny’s friend, right?” Cherise said.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I was.” A dart pierced Renata’s insides, and her back tingled where Yume had carved the white tattoo.

      “I miss him too. This is his dog, Kamber.” The dog’s big, furry head reached into Renata’s car window, and her iridescent eyes stared up adoringly. “My apartment doesn’t allow dogs, so I’ve been keeping her here until they end the lease. No one else can take her. Do you know anyone who wants a dog?” Cherise was barely able to keep Kamber from jumping on Renata’s car door.

      “I could take her,” Renata offered, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. She’d never had a dog of her own and always shied away from caregiving responsibilities. Kamber was such a beautiful beast, though, and Danny wouldn’t want her to be left uncared for. It seemed meant to be.

      “Really? Could you take her now?” The girl’s face was a mixture of relief and regret. “But could I still come see her sometimes?”

      “Of course.” Renata handed her card to Cherise.

      Renata opened the car door, and in popped Kamber to the passenger’s seat. She weighed more than Renata, and the seat belt alarm beeped. She fastened the belt behind the animal and brushed Kamber’s warm fur. Renata fell in love. The two sat side by side as they rode back to her apartment. Renata planned to settle her in and then go on a dog food run.

      Kamber curled up on Renata’s cowhide rug like she had lived there her whole life. Caressing her deep fur, Renata said, “You are beautiful. So pretty, so sweet.” It felt good to lavish attention on someone without any obligations. Renata wove Kamber’s leash into little diamonds down her front left leg. The shibari was loose, and the big dog started licking it fondly. Renata wondered if it was Kamber’s first shibari experience. Had Danny ever covered his best friend in knots? “I love you, Kamber,” Renata told her new friend.

      Kenny’s ears perked up. Finally, Renata was speaking out loud in her apartment. This was the first visitor she’d had since he had begun listening in. Unfortunately, she was mumbling. Kenny heard her say ‘pretty’ and not much else. Why did Fitzer care so much about Renata? The surveillance seemed pointless, but Kenny would follow orders. After all, that was what he got paid for.
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      “So, how goes the yohimbe?” Erik asked. The lovers sat across from each other on the creamy leather sofas in front of the sweeping bay. They were in the only room that had shades on the windows, and the shades were up. Renata knew that closed shades and a locked door were signs that this would be an encounter of the sensuous sort; this encounter was much different. Their activities, for one, didn’t usually include food in a private setting. That was more Alexa’s style.

      Erik had never cooked a meal for Renata. The set-up was closer to a cocktail party, but she appreciated that he had taken the time to arrange the snacks. Crudités of olives, black grapes, brie, and rosemary crackers sat on the coffee table along with glasses of wine. Renata was settling onto the sofa, thinking of what might happen next. She didn’t respond to Erik’s question. He handed her a cracker covered with brie and repeated the question.

      “The yohimbe is going well?” Erik’s deep voice and elegant features got Renata’s attention at last, and she finally heard his words.

      “Yes, yohimbe is good,” Renata replied, now focused on the conversation and the fine man who lived in this office. She looked him over – something was different. Was he a bit trimmer?

      “You ready for Guatemala?” Erik put his hand on hers and looked deeply into her eyes. His fingertips were cool compared to his warm palm. Renata always ran hot.

      “Yes, I think so.” Renata gave him the update. “The rootstock stumps and seed are ready to be shipped from Cameroon. I have tractors on order, and they say it’ll all be ready by Friday. Then the tractors will go in a container right away onto a cargo ship. Some of them are custom made – from Oregon, actually. I’ll be in Guatemala to receive everything and do the initial set-up.”

      She was surprised Erik wanted to talk shop. Usually their interaction was of a physical nature, but maybe this was part of her new position. At the moment, yohimbe was the biggest project at Agri-Gen, so it made sense that Erik, as the CFO, would care about it. Still, the lovely bites on the table were certainly not about business.

      Renata tried to turn the conversation. “And how are you?”

      Erik looked a bit stricken by the question. Her inquiry had been innocent, but she saw a flash of pain cross the man’s face. Of course, the divorce, she reminded herself. Had he changed, or had she? She blamed the lovely cocktails and aura of his presence for distracting her.

      “Everything on track with the divorce?” Renata said the words gently. She had never given divorce much thought because she doubted she would ever marry.

      “Yes, of course. I mean, I want it, but at the same time I feel like I’m failing,” said Erik. What did that mean? Erik hadn’t mentioned failing before, and Renata wondered how long he had been feeling this way. She only hoped that this failing idea had to do with Allison only. Renata wondered how to share her feelings with Erik. Maybe they could move in together if he felt the same way.

      An awkward silence fell between the two. Some jute was wrapped around the glass olive jar, and Renata subconsciously untied it and folded it into perfect little loops, the same way she did for storing her shibari ropes. Then she used it to circle her leg and tied it in a sweet bow. The twine looked like a Christmas bow around her thigh, just below her pencil skirt line. Erik’s long fingers reached over and slowly pulled the bow’s end. The jute fell away as he pressed his lips to hers. The kiss was wet and thoughtful, gentler than ones they had previously shared. After the kiss, Renata opened her eyes and gazed into the wide jasper of his. She saw vulnerability and a feeling of wildness there too.

      On the large sofa, Eric deftly unzipped Renata’s tight black skirt and lowered it to her knees. The skirt held her legs together like a rope. Erik used his finger to find Renata’s jewel. She moaned loudly and hoped no one heard her. She would be quiet, or try to be, but it felt too good. Erik felt too good.

      “Oh, Renata,” Erik crooned. He held both of her legs, rolled Renata onto her upper back, and pushed her legs toward her chest. “Wow,” he said running a finger inside her booty crack. Renata watched Erik open his belt with his free hand. Cold metal brushed her from behind, and then he was inside her.

      “That was fast,” thought Renata.

      “Uhh, Uhhg!” Now he was being loud. Renata was super wet, and she loved having him dominate her. Erik was all man, with long, lean muscles, and his member was a perfect fit. Renata forgot about yohimbe and Agri-Gen as her body raced to climax. She clenched her womanhood around his rod, breathing out a deep moan, and Erik answered her with a sharp intake of breath and a low bellow.

      Then Erik released her legs and laid a wet kiss on Renata’s lips. Renata pulled up the bunched skirt, straightening and spreading the little black panties around her curvy behind. She sat up in the same spot, like Erik hadn’t just fucked her. Awkwardly, Renata plopped an olive in her mouth and rolled the salty ball on her tongue. Erik had refastened his belt and was pressing his slacks with his palms. They sipped the wine quietly. A broad smile crossed Erik’s face, and Renata giggled.

      Then Erik said, “So, I invested in Fitzer’s yohimbe project. Fifty thousand bucks!”

      “Oh, wow,” Renata said. “So that’s what this meeting was about?”
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      Renata sat at her dining table, but her thoughts weren’t on dinner. The San Francisco breeze blew through the open window, but her mind was elsewhere. Food was not a priority at the moment. Her trip was on the calendar, and her spirits were high. Renata would arrive in Guatemala the day before the ship arrived at port. She was excited about the first delivery of yohimbe stumps. It felt like the stork was on its way.

      The stumps’ journey from Cameroon to Guatemala would take more than two weeks by sea. She hoped the shippers would treat the stumps carefully and kept them from freezing, salt water, and manhandling. Each stump was supposed to be wrapped in burlap, have its roots intact, be carefully upturned, and buried in sawdust. They couldn’t be stacked, so they would be spread out across the whole bottom of the ship’s holding tank. Renata had asked them to send photos of the loading to be sure. According to her manager in Cameroon, the vessel would be laden with over five thousand stumps that native people had gathered. “None of the stumps were cut more than four months ago,” he had assured Renata.

      Renata was amazed at the desperate work-to-pay ratio in Cameroon. Fitzer was paying a pitiful seven dollars per stump, and Renata figured the harvesters were probably getting less than half of that for their labor. She remembered the serious faces of the Cameroonians as they sat beside the road for the trucks to buy their bags of bark, and how they waited for days without complaint.

      While waiting for the stumps, Renata had orchestrated the planting of yohimbe seeds in the new Guatemalan farm, even though she hadn’t seen the place yet. Darwin, her overseer, had sent her a video and tons of photos to help. The small plants grown from seed were about two feet tall now and looked like dark green celery with leaves. They covered the rolling farm’s hillsides like corn. The rich Guatemalan soil was good for them. Renata hoped everything was going to fall into place.

      On her laptop, Renata looked over her calculations. “75 trees per acre will be 7,500 trees per one thousand acres. If I double that, the seed farm will be at capacity with all two thousand acres planted.” She mumbled the math out loud, and her voice alerted Kenny from his basement apartment across town.

      Then there was the 250 acres for the stump planting. Renata would need 18,500 stumps to cover the allotted acres. The plan was to give this 5,000-stump shipment a head start and see how viable the stump agri-plan was. Then she would get the remaining 13,500 stumps from Africa if all went well. Renata was curious to find out if the stumps would be productive faster than the seeds. Would the bark be more potent? Even the biologists didn’t have the answers yet.

      Renata looked at a digital map of the region. Several villages surrounded the Agri-Gen acreage. The farm itself was named Atitlana because it was near the famous Lake Atitlan. Renata noted the three volcanoes on the north side of the map. They didn’t look all that threatening from the screen. The past presence of lava in the area made the soil black and fertile. It was good that the crop wasn’t native to the area, and the Guatemalans didn’t recognize it or know its value. So far, they didn’t have any live security there – just an electric fence to keep out cattle, which ran around the fields in a double line.

      Renata wasn’t privy to the amount of sildenafil extract Fitzer was hoping for. Her only job was to grow and set up the yohimbe for harvest. That was Agri-Gen’s piece to complete. The extraction and marketing were internal operations of the pharmaceutical company.

      Renata did know that sildenafil was the most valuable drug extract in the U.S. now, and she was very proud to be the project manager. She just needed to come through with the agriculture portion. “I can do it for you, Fitzer!” she told herself aloud.

      Renata envisioned herself walking into an executive meeting with the board and shareholders of Agri-Gen all there; and Erik too, of course. She would look super hot in her sexy black dress. They would tell her how it was the biggest and best project ever and how no one else was qualified. She would smile confidently and nod her head.
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      Renata would fly through Houston with a two-hour layover. Kenny was to meet her the next day in Guatemala City. Apparently, Fitzer still felt she needed his protection. Since this was her project, Agri-Gen was footing the bill for first class, and she was looking forward to the flight.

      Renata boarded first and had a window seat towards the front. There was a bottle of water and silverware rolled in a white napkin on the seat table.

      “Hello.” Her seatmate arrived. He was an older gentleman, and as soon as he sat down, he took out his tablet and began to read. Renata busied herself with the menu, choosing the frittata with goat cheese. She decided to order a mimosa for a treat.

      This would be her first visit to Guatemala. She wasn’t going to look at her plan or notes, or worry about her farm until she arrived. It had worked out well; she had been able to start up the farm remotely from her San Francisco office at Agri-Gen. She hoped everything was being executed as she had planned.

      Renata slept through the majority of the flight in the comfy seat, and she felt refreshed upon her arrival to the big city. Dragging her suitcase through the run-down airport, she finally arrived at her pick-up location. A sign that said “Renata Alvarez” waved overhead from the crowd of shuttle drivers. “Hola, buenos dias,” Renata greeted the youth holding the sign in Spanish.

      “Good afternoon, I’m Darwin,” the man replied in a heavy accent. He met her eyes and then looked away humbly, like he was embarrassed. This was Darwin? Her organizer? Renata had mistaken him for a kid, but Darwin was a full-grown man, probably in his mid-thirties. He was a good five inches shorter than she was. Suddenly, she felt shy too.

      “I will take you to your hotel?” Darwin asked. His question dangled, but it shouldn’t have.

      “Of course, yes. Thank you,” Renata answered formally. Darwin held the door to the jeep open, and she climbed in. Darwin drove fearlessly through horrendous traffic. The car’s air conditioner was set on the highest setting, making Renata shiver. She examined Darwin’s profile from the passenger seat. He was beautiful and looked like a Mayan petroglyph. The bridge of his nose was raised high. It pointed down like a noble beak and sat perfectly balanced between his brown eyes. This nose was vintage. Renata noticed Darwin’s skin was unblemished — it was a lovely ocher hue. Perhaps he was the descendent of an ancient king. He was incredibly miniature all over. Even his fingers on the steering wheel were small like a child’s. He was the first Mayan Renata had ever met; maybe even a cousin to her own ancestors.

      As they drove, Darwin told Renata some of his family history. He said he had grown up in a village adjacent to the Atitlana Farm, where he still lived with his mother in the same cottage. His father had been killed in the civil war, and his sisters had married and lived with their husbands’ families. They spoke in Spanglish, and Renata told him of her adoption from Brazil. “That is why you don’t look American?” Darwin inquired humbly.

      “Well, I am. I’m not white, though.” Her coffee skin was noticed sometimes in the US, but she was certainly American.

      “Yes, I know, many people live there together,” Darwin said. Renata saw that he had a smartphone. “Most who come here for business are white, unless they’re from Mexico,” Darwin continued. “There are lots of drugs, big problema for Guatemala.” Renata didn’t point out that she herself was part of the drug industry too; the legal drug industry. Perhaps Darwin knew that already. But Agri-Gen’s deal had been with the government, and Renata assumed everything was aboveboard.

      After she’d had a chance to get settled, Darwin met Renata for dinner at her hotel, The Barceló. They ate in the sports bar, and Darwin ordered a pitcher of Gallo, a Guatemalan beer, to go with the meal. Renata devoured her fish tacos, and they shared a bowl of bottomless guacamole. Its rich green flavor was sweet and limey, served with chips made from hand-pressed tortillas.

      Darwin was an earnest, upfront guy, and Renata was warming to him. They hadn’t discussed business at all yet. Instead, Darwin told her a local joke.

      “Did you hear they discovered a crop circle above lake Atitlan?” The Guatemalan looked like he was trying to keep a straight face.

      “No.” Renata didn’t know how seriously she should respond.

      “The scientists decoded it, and it said, ‘siesta time!’” Darwin burst out laughing.

      What a stupid joke, Renata thought to herself, but she laughed anyway. Darwin’s cheerful nature was contagious.

      In parting, Darwin said seriously, “My mother, she is a comadrona and a bruja. You must meet her, Renata.” He looked at Renata sternly. His mother was a midwife and a witch? Why would he want his boss to meet her?

      Maybe in Guatemala you always meet the family out of politeness? “Of course,” she answered. “See you tomorrow?”

      “Yes, tomorrow.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            The Farm

          

        

      

    

    
      They met Kenny early in the hotel lobby and drove straight to the farm. Darwin was behind the wheel of the blue jeep he’d used to pick up Renata the evening before. The easy vibe of last night’s dinner was different today, because Kenny and Renata were sitting in the back seat and a soldier occupied the front passenger seat. The soldier was dressed in heavy military garb and sat still and uncomfortable. He was young, and like a child among adults, he was shy and nervous. He kept his M16 rifle resting between his thighs, facing the floor. The machine gun seemed like overkill to Renata, although she had been warned that it was government order to have a military escort at all times. After about 45 minutes of driving, the solder relaxed into a slouch. He sank into in the soft seat and talked to Darwin.

      Darwin was speaking to the kid animatedly, but Renata couldn’t make out the conversation. Their voices pitched into the windshield, and the noise resounding between the jeep and the rough road filled the vehicle. Once they were waiting at a long intersection, Renata finally got to hear some of the conversation from the front. Their words were guttural and dotted with whistles, not at all like the smooth, romantic Spanish trill. Renata had learned that the Guatemalan Indians still spoke Mayan dialects. She wondered if perhaps both of these men were Indians, even though they dressed as Ladinos? Or maybe they didn’t make those distinctions here. Cocking her ear, she tried to understand the conversation.

      “La granja Atitlana.” The Spanish words bounced into the backseat. Renata understood them – the Atitlan farm – and she strained her ears to hear more, but the rest of the words were unfamiliar.

      “How you doing?” Kenny asked, breaking Renata’s reverie. “It’s hot here, and dirty,” he continued.

      Renata nodded. The air-conditioning was weak in the back seats, but neither had complained. They passed a bright brick factory that was spilling its white dust across the road, smearing the surface like dry chalk. Outside, diminutive people were walking about here and there. Children ran in groups, some with school uniforms of blue and white. The jeep was almost right up against a minivan in front of them. The traffic was slow, and getting out of the city seemed interminable. Sluggishly, they drove through clouds of car exhaust. The sidewalks finally turned to hard, baked dirt, and the women in the countryside were dressed in native clothes. No one in the jeep had said anything for a while.

      “We go to the farm right away?” Darwin asked, looking diagonally back toward Kenny.

      “Si, perfecto, señor,” Kenny replied in seamless Spanish.

      “Ayah, see? There’s Pacaya.” Darwin gestured toward the window. Above and to the left was a black cinder volcano with gray smoke billowing from its cleft. The mountain was majestic, and the smog looked like a mushroom cloud.

      They drove on. The soldier was now dozing, and Renata shut her eyes as well. The motion of the car was lulling her to sleep. It had been more than two hours when they finally cranked to a stop at the Agri-Gen plantation.

      Atitlana Farm was more beautiful than Renata had imagined. She had seen Darwin’s photos of her baby yohimbe plants and their lengthy green furrows, but never the big sky or the view of the volcanoes from where the farm took root. Lower in the panorama was a view of Lake Atitlan. Glimmering like a heavenly mirror, the water held the reflection of the two massive volcanoes on its black onyx surface. It was several moments before Renata could take her eyes off the vista. The others stood in reverence as well. Pulling herself back down to earth, she gazed over the immensity of the planted land.

      “Here are our newborns.” Darwin led the way down a long furrow, with Renata directly behind. Kenny followed, and the solder slunk in last place like a teenager. Renata was glad she had worn her Gore-Tex sneakers because it was wet and muddy. She placed one foot in front of the next like she was walking on a balance beam. The symmetry and alignment of the straight rows rolling across the gentle lifts in the topography comforted her. She felt proud of the successful farm. She saw Guatemalans nurturing the small plants. Their bright colored clothing was surreal, like they were part of a scene from a postcard. Renata paused for a moment to take some panoramas on her phone.

      The group had reached the end of the row. The field was edged by jungle; thick undergrowth connected into the trees and created a wall of green vegetation. Renata saw a green parrot looking down at them from a treetop.

      “Here we are. Soon we’ll plant this area too, as soon as you need it.” Darwin gestured with a sweep of his arm like a TV show host. He was pointing to the jungle. His familiar manner from the previous night had become more formal with Kenny and the soldier present. It was just as well. She had a lot to accomplish here.

      There was laughter from the inside the jungle, and the sound caught the attention of the group. Then they heard heavy breathing and a female moaning. Renata smiled, and Darwin looked embarrassed.

      “Excuse me, I’m very sorry,” Darwin muttered as he stepped off the manicured field. Renata had seen the thicket as impenetrable, but Darwin moved into the jungle like it was his living room. He disappeared, and the group heard some hushed words and then the couple moving off. Darwin re-emerged. “Pardon me, they come here… they tell stories. They say it’s the plants. The kids eat some leaves, and then…” Darwin’s face was red, but Renata burst out laughing. Darwin and Kenny laughed too, and the air cleared.

      “We have lunch, and I can show you your hotel?” Darwin offered.

      The “hotel” was a new concrete cottage overlooking the Atitlana Farm. It was on a knoll with long rows of yohimbe surrounding the house. This view was even more amazing than from the field. Renata could see more of the lake and the two enormous volcanoes that touched the sky. The place had a fenced yard with a small guard shed, and the soldier waited there as Darwin took Renata and Kenny toward the house. There was another, identical blue jeep parked in front.

      The inside floor was a rectangle of fresh cement. On the rectangle were two small bedrooms, a kitchen dining area, and a bathroom. The place was filled with handmade furniture, including a table with six chairs. Renata could smell the piney sap from the fresh wood. Feeling the need, Renata went into the bathroom, but there was no toilet.

      “Oh sorry, outside. So sorry,” Darwin said as he pointed Renata to the toilet shed in the back.

      “I’m ready for a siesta,” Kenny said, as he dragged his suitcase into a bedroom. “Thanks for the ride.” He saluted Darwin.

      When Renata returned, Darwin presented his mother. The old woman was sitting in one of the dining chairs with her hands folded in her lap, gazing at the table.

      “This is my mother, Esperanza Caterina Martinez.”

      “Mucho gusto,” said Renata, offering her hand. When Darwin’s mother looked up, Renata could see that one of her eyes was cloudy, and she wondered if the woman was blind. Esperanza took Renata’s hand and stood up, drawing her into a hug. Renata hugged her back, feeling they had met before, though of course it was not so. The tiny lady grasped Renata’s shoulders and focused her good eye on Renata’s face. The gaze didn’t match the little old lady but felt fierce and invasive. Renata tensed, but relaxed as Darwin’s mother released her and chattered to her son in the native dialect.

      Renata’s tattoo itched like a mosquito bite. Had Esperanza scratched her? Yume had told her that the white tambou might itch as it healed, but it hadn’t until now. How strange.

      Darwin made his departure. “I’ll meet you for dinner later, after you rest.”

      “Bye, bye,” said his mother sweetly. Renata watched as he helped her into one of the jeeps. The house was quiet now, and Renata was looking forward to a little solitude. She hadn’t heard a peep from Kenny. He must be out cold, she thought.

      Thankfully, there was a satellite dish on the corner of the house, so when sitting at the dining table, she could get online. Renata sent off an email to Erik letting him know she had arrived and everything looked good so far. She needed to do some more work, but she felt exhausted, so she went into the bedroom and stared at the ceiling. The isolation of the farm put her into a deep sleep.

      Renata dreamed that Darwin’s mother had come into her bedroom. She was telling Renata something in dialect, but Renata couldn’t understand the ancient woman. Then Esperanza left the bedroom, shutting the door softly. Woken by the sound of the door closing, Renata saw that she was alone. She got out of bed to find Kenny at the table on his computer.

      “Hey,” he said, barely looking up.

      “Did you see Esperanza?”

      “Who?”

      Renata remembered that Kenny had been sleeping when Darwin introduced his mother. She must’ve been dreaming. But then who had opened her door just now? Had someone been in her room while she was sleeping? Weird. Kenny wasn’t a creeper, was he? He’d probably been looking for the bathroom.
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      Darwin arranged to meet the Americans for dinner at a Chinese restaurant a few miles east along the rim road. Renata wondered what Chinese-Guatemalan food would be like. They were the only patrons in the place, and the hostess was expecting them. Perhaps they were friends of Darwin’s. There was no choosing of dishes; either Darwin had pre-ordered or the restaurant only served one meal. The food came quickly, and it was nice and hot: a large dish of fajitas with soy sauce. The vegetables were a bit bland, there were too many carrots, and the chicken was dry. They ate family style and discussed the yohimbe stumps, their delivery, and the planting and care. There were just five stumps in the ground so far, which Renata had had shipped from Cameroon months ago. Kenny didn’t say a word.

      “I can show you the stumps tomorrow. They have lots of new leaves.” Darwin spoke with pride.

      “I’m going out for a smoke,” Kenny said, as the waitress cleared the empty plates.

      Leaning in, Darwin spoke. “My mother, she wants to see you. She says you must come to her.”

      “Me? Um, okay.” Renata didn’t really want to make time for the old woman, but she didn’t want to be impolite. “Why?” she asked, hoping that she wasn’t being rude.

      “She not tell me, just said it’s very important. You come to my home tonight?”

      Renata didn’t know what to say. She wondered if Darwin’s mother might want something from her, but she couldn’t imagine what.

      Kenny returned, extinguishing the conversation. Turning to Renata, he said, “Shall we go?”

      “Possibly another night,” Renata told Darwin. Kenny raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. He was her hired gun and also her driver tonight. They left Darwin at the door.

      “Was he trying to pick you up?” Kenny asked, once they drove off.

      “No, not at all.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Renata felt defensive of the Guatemalan. Was Kenny jealous? He had no claim on her. Anyway, Darwin was very sweet and respectable. His offer was for Renata to visit his mother; it wasn’t for a date. But somehow Renata felt sure she should not mention Esperanza. Kenny smirked. If he was jealous, he clearly didn’t see the Guatemalan as an adversary. They passed a cantina, and without asking, Kenny pulled in.

      “Care for a cerveza? I’m buying.” The Americans went in and sat at the bar. The place was dirty and reeked of spilled beer. A few other old men were there drinking. Kenny ordered two bottles of Moza. This beer was barely cold, but still tastier than the Gallo Renata had drunk with Darwin at the hotel.

      Kenny was telling her about motorcycles and that he wanted a Harley. They were the best, according to him. The first beers were gone, so Kenny went to the bar for two more. He placed Renata’s on the table in front of her and swigged his own bottle. This one tasted stronger to Renata than the first one, but it didn’t matter. Then they had a few more. Renata’s tattoo tickled her again, and she was getting drunk. Kenny helped her into to the car and they drove back to the little house. She caught a glimpse of the gate boy awakening to unlock and lock the gate behind them, and that was the last thing she remembered.
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        * * *

      

      Before Kenny did his job on Renata, he thought about Tim. Tim had said the orgasm saturated the sample somehow. He wondered if that was true, or if he was just getting turned on by commanding Kenny to fuck Renata again. Then again, Tim wasn’t even there, and Kenny was looking forward to Renata’s cocoa skin and her warm cunt. He didn’t have to buy her dinner or pretend to like her. It was the same routine that night: drug her beer, give her an orgasm, then text the Fitzer nurse. The drugging and procedure were what he was being paid for. Kenny thought of the fucking as a fringe benefit. He had done as he was told, and the cooler got picked up on schedule.
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        * * *

      

      Renata woke to the sound of the gravel driveway as a car pulled off. Her phone read 7:30. There were two aspirins on her night table and a water bottle, which she supposed Kenny had put there. How embarrassing. At least she hadn’t barfed. Ugh, she groaned. Renata scolded herself for drinking too much and promised she wouldn’t do it again, especially because it was a workday.

      Still fully dressed in yesterday’s attire, minus the Gore-tex sneakers, Renata slugged to the outhouse to relieve her bursting bladder. It stung. Dammit, could she have picked up a UTI or an STD? The welt was there again too. She had forgotten about it since Cameroon. But she promised herself she would go to the gynecologist when she returned to San Francisco.

      This was the day that the 5,000 stumps would come to port and be trucked to Atitlana. Renata had arranged four semis for transport, each to pull a double load, and Darwin had arranged extra laborers to carefully unload the yohimbe without damaging the living product. Locals would gather to unload and plant them in a ready-made field, complete with irrigation. Renata was worried that the stumps might have rotted, dried out, or been damaged, but she’d be able to inspect soon enough. The trucks were expected at noon.

      This was a big deal – Renata’s most important of the trip. She reminded herself that her project was a multimillion investment by the Agri-Gen/Fitzer team, for a new subsidiary company called AGF that had been formed just for the yohimbe.

      Renata sighed with relief when the semis pulled in to the virgin fields. The crowd of Guatemalans waited by the trucks while a foreman gave orders in a language that wasn’t Spanish.

      Renata had contracted a bulk sum for the labor cost. Darwin was in charge of dispensing wages. The laborers comprised both men and women, and some children, too. Like in Cameroon, Renata wasn’t sure how she felt about a labor force with no workers’ rights. It seemed like whole families had shown up waiting for the unloading to begin.

      “Aren’t the kids supposed to be in school?” Renata asked Darwin.

      “All finished for today,” he answered, without a trace of guilt. “Tonight, you come to my house? To see my mother?”

      “Okay, sure.” Renata wanted to get the inevitable meeting over with.
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      Hot and sweaty from the day of stump planting, Renata welcomed the lukewarm water of the cool, concrete shower in the little house. Red sand grains of irregular size surrounded the drain as the showerhead sputtered. Renata realized that the same water that nourished her juvenile plants was now cleansing and refreshing her. She stepped under the stream, rinsing her long ebony locks.

      The stump input was going well. First, each stump was planted a few feet into the earth, roots down of course, then it was fertilized and hand-watered. As soon as each rectangular field segment was full, a hoop house was constructed on top. Unfortunately, there had been some rot, and about one-fifth of the stumps were mildewed. Renata had already conceived of a better packing plan for the next shipment.

      Renata was impressed with Darwin. He had brought enough hand tools and more than enough laborers to use them. Renata would pass along the word on to AGF and request a bonus for him. She knew that in the Guatemalan economy he was already becoming rich, but she didn’t care. His hard work deserved reward.

      After the shower, Renata dressed in a colorful sundress that reminded her of the traditional colors the Guatemalan women wore. Since it was a spaghetti strap, she threw on a blouse for modesty. None of the women here exposed their shoulders, and Renata didn’t want to be disrespectful.

      Darwin knocked on the door. “Ready for dinner?” he asked. Darwin’s hair was wet, and he was wearing a blue button-up shirt.

      “Yes, I’m ready,” Renata answered, grabbing her purse as she slipped on a pair of strappy sandals.

      “What’s up?” Kenny growled like a disturbed lion. “Where you going?”

      Renata had not mentioned her appointment with Darwin because she didn’t want Kenny’s company; and frankly, Kenny was starting to be annoying. She knew he was there guarding her, but at the same time she was a grown woman — she was not in need of a babysitter. Additionally, he’d developed some kind of weird, jealous attitude, like he owned her, and that had to change. So tonight, it would.

      “I’m having dinner with Darwin.”

      “I’ll join you.” Kenny went for his shoes.

      “Sorry, no.” That came out harsher than she’d meant it to. “I mean, no thanks, Kenny, I’ll be fine,” Renata said more gently. Kenny was just following orders, and the only restaurant was the Chinese one.

      “Hasta luego,” Renata said as she slipped out the door, leaving Kenny standing in the middle of the room. Darwin looked concerned.

      “It’s all good,” Renata assured, and touched Darwin’s arm gently.

      Darwin drove the jeep like a pro. The big road near the farm was the Trans-American highway that traveled through all of Central America. It was populated with chicken buses, trucks, rebuilt cars, and Guatemalan motorcycle taxis. They passed a car accident on the side of the highway, but Darwin drove onward like it was nothing.

      Soon they turned off the highway onto a pitted gravel drive made up of deep, dry rivulets. Darwin carefully avoided the ruts, but the ride was very bumpy and slow. It was a full moon night, and Renata could see like it was daytime. Scattered homes sat in terraced fields farmed almost vertically on the canyon walls. After driving a few miles, Darwin parked the car and came around to open the door for Renata. Taking her hand, he said, “It’s a little walk, okay?”

      The path was a mini version of the road, with deep crevices scattered at random. Renata was surprised Darwin didn’t offer to help her. She was careful with her footing and tried to keep her sandals clean, but it was an impossible task. Renata was breathing heavily, yet she didn’t feel sweaty. It must be the altitude.

      Soon they reached a flat area, and Esperanza came out of a small mud building. Could this tiny place be where Darwin has lived for his entire life? Renata wondered. The old woman reached out her wrinkled hand, which Renata enclosed in her own.

      “Welcome,” Darwin’s mother said in English, and Renata wondered whether she had learned the word just for meeting her.

      “Thank you,” Renata said slowly, before stooping down to give her a hug. Esperanza had several earrings in each ear and a silver nose ring, and Renata noticed some of her teeth were browned.

      The homestead was made of three free-standing rooms around a small open area. “Venga a la cocina, por favor,” said Darwin’s mother. Come into the kitchen. She led Renata into one of the rooms. It was filled with smoke, and inside there were only a table and four rough chairs. The furniture was made from solid wood; it looked strong and old. The room was dark, and at first Renata couldn’t see a thing. Black with creosote, the ceiling seemed to further darken the room, fighting one weak light bulb hanging from a wire. The woodstove was in the back of the kitchen, and a cat and two kittens sat on the warm stove next to a cooking pot. Renata wondered why Darwin hadn’t bought a new house or at least improved on this one with his new income.

      Tap, tap-tap, tap went the rhythm of Esperanza’s palms as she flattened the tortilla dough into perfect circles and cooked them on the hot burners. Smoke leaked out, and Renata could smell the wood burning. Mother and son were talking in dialect.

      “Are you speaking K’iche’?” she asked Darwin. Renata had looked up the language last night and learned that it was one of many native tongues in that area of Guatemala. She wondered if it was the same dialect Darwin had spoken with the soldier on their journey from the city. Darwin’s and his mother’s conversation seemed heated, but that didn’t stop Esperanza from ceaselessly making the tortillas. Renata watched hypnotically. The cornmeal stuck to Esperanza’s hands as she flipped the tortillas effortlessly to the uncooked side.

      The conversation went on around Renata. She heard the word Americana, and Esperanza briefly stopped making tortillas and met Renata’s eyes. The room fell into a thick silence. They’d obviously been talking about her, but she had no idea what was being said.

      A man entered and sat at the table, nodding at Renata. He was wearing a threadbare checked scarf tied around his waist. He was very short, like Darwin, but he sported a tall cowboy hat. Renata had seen many men dressed this way working the yohimbe. No introductions were made.

      Esperanza put four bowls of brown beans on the table in front of the chairs and then set the tall stack of fresh tortillas in the center wrapped in a soft cloth. They all sat down, and Darwin said a brief grace in Spanish. Then they ate. The absence of seasonings brought out the pure taste of the corn and beans. Renata found the meal delicious.

      The man had not said a word the whole time. Then he stepped outside and lit a fire between three large stones that looked as if they’d held many fires before. On top of the stone fire he placed a large charred metal pot of water with a lid. Darwin and his mother were talking non-stop again, and from the sideways glances in her direction, Renata knew the discussion was about her. She was starting to feel uncomfortable.

      Darwin brought the four wooden chairs outside, and they sat around the boiling pot. Esperanza gave out plastic bowls to Renata and Darwin and kept one for herself. The man didn’t get a bowl. That’s odd, Renata thought to herself, but she didn’t say anything.

      The man removed the pot from the coals, and Esperanza filled the bowls using a hand-carved ladle. Brownish broth with an earthy smell sloshed into the bowls.

      “Wait until it’s cool, then drink. You can put it down.” Darwin and his mother had placed their bowls beside their chairs on the cool dirt, and Renata imitated them.

      Then Esperanza began a conversation with Renata translated through Darwin. Cordially, she got Renata’s stats. How old was she? How long had she worked for Agri-Gen? Was she married, and why not? How did she become the boss of the farm in Guatemala? In turn, Renata asked about Darwin’s siblings and family life. Darwin told her that his family had lived on this very spot for many years. Since his father’s death, Esperanza had lived by trading spiritual help and accepting whatever Darwin could provide. She seemed ancient, but Renata discovered she was only 62. The youngest of twelve children, Esperanza claimed her grandmother had lived until the age of 123.

      Soon the broth was cool, and the three sipped it straight from the bowls until it was gone. The flavor was smoky and bitter. It tasted like burnt tea. Renata didn’t know what it was, but she trusted Darwin and his mother, so she drank the liquid down. Somehow the liquid chilled her even though it was hot. As if reading her mind, the man brought a small blanket and draped it over Renata’s shoulders. Her tattoo itched as if the white dragonfly were taking wing. Renata saw a beautiful woman, brown and strong, sitting among three natives. After a moment, she realized she was seeing herself. She watched a conversation begin between the lovely lady and the old woman.

      Now Renata could understand Esperanza without a translator. She knew she was with a witch. Darwin had been telling the truth when he’d said his mother was a bruja. Esperanza spoke from the spirit world right into Renata’s head. She touched Renata’s face and told her to be safe. She said that people wanted to use and hurt her, and she mustn’t let them. She insisted that if Renata got hurt, the people of this place would be hurt too. Meanwhile, Darwin sat very still, staring into the fire. The other man had disappeared.

      Esperanza’s voice seemed to be coming from behind her in a haunting tone as she gave her warning. “The trees and farm are not evil, but the people and money behind them are,” said the old woman. “A white man is chasing you and will steal you. Be watchful!” she warned. “Darwin is an angel, a good boy; he would help you, but he can’t.” Renata looked at her friend. Darwin remained in a trance, not reacting at all. She wondered if he could even hear the conversation.

      The night was thick, and the moon had set. Slowly, Renata came back to reality. Her heightened senses dissipated, and she sat with Darwin and his mother as the fire turned to ash. Renata saw that Darwin and his mom were ordinary people, just tired from a long evening. She wondered if she’d imagined everything that had transpired. Of course, she couldn’t speak K’iche’, so how had she understood Esperanza? And the warning – was that her own paranoia? Where was the gentleman who had shared dinner with them, and who was he? Was he real, or had she imagined him? She was too tired to care.

      “I’ll take you home,” Darwin said. “Gracias, Mama,” he said to Esperanza as he and Renata started down the trail back to the jeep.

      Renata sank into the cushy seat as they drove back to her house at the yohimbe plantation. Both passengers were weary and held an easy silence between them. Just before the guard hut, Darwin pulled off the road and brought the jeep to a halt.

      “You okay, Renata?” Darwin held her hand like an old friend.

      “Yes, I’m fine.” Renata was a shaken but calm. Her stomach rumbled with mild nausea.

      “I will watch out for you.” Darwin had real concern in his eyes. Whatever crazy warnings the old woman had uttered must have impacted her son as well. Renata was also wary, but of whom or what she wasn’t sure.

      Darwin handed her a wooden tube. It was lightweight and hollow and only a few inches long. With it came a woven blue sack made from native fabric. Darwin opened it and unrolled a small length of rough cloth. “Careful, sharp,” he said, as he revealed small metal darts with razor tips,  each the size of a cotton swab. He pressed one against his finger, and red blood seeped out from the thinnest opening. Renata paid attention. “And this.” He held up a thin plastic tube filled with a whiskey-colored liquid. “Strong – it can kill. It’s from a frog; my mother says you need it, so I give it to you.”

      “Thanks.” Renata didn’t really know what to think, so she accepted the gift respectfully, dropping it into her handbag.

      “And this too, if you need it.” Darwin handed her a small tub of Nivea that was obviously not new. “It’s for skin; it’s homemade medicine.”

      “Also from your mother?” Renata remembered Esperanza’s wide grin.

      “Yes,” Darwin returned her smile. “Buenas noches, Renata.”

      Kenny’s light bulb clicked off as Renata entered the cottage and made her way directly to bed. She skipped her nightly routine and removed her clothes layer by layer in slow motion. She put on her silky negligee like she was dressing someone else, someone fragile and precious. In bed she touched herself gently and found she was ultra-sensitive. Soft moans escaped as Renata’s eyes closed, and she sank into sleep.

      Kenny listened from the other room, hearing Renata masturbating. It was the same soft moaning she’d done when he’d fucked her before. Had Darwin drugged her too? Or maybe she was just drunk. Anyhow, by the time he pushed open the door to check on her, Renata was sleeping on top of the covers, wearing a see-through nightgown. She looked beautiful in the soft light, and tantalizing. Maybe Tim needed another sample? She’d had already had an orgasm, so he didn’t need to worry about that. He remembered the syringes Tim had given him, saying they were for “just in case Renata needed a little extra help staying asleep.” This was the perfect moment. He retrieved one and quickly jabbed her in the neck. Her eyes fluttered open for a second but then shut again. Right away her breath deepened.

      Kenny was careful not to touch her anywhere, except for the fucking. Afterward, he retrieved the scalpel from his suitcase, scraped some sample tissue from her vagina, and placed it in the sterile canister. Then he put her panties back on and covered her with the blanket.

      On the way to bed, he filled the cooler with ice and buried the sample in the middle. He left it by the door and sent a text to have it picked up and shipped to Tim at Fitzer first thing in the morning.

      Renata’s slumber was disturbed. She was marauded with images of Esperanza and the Guatemalan man they had eaten dinner with. Darwin and Kenny tormented her too. In her dream, Renata was having sex with both of them, but she couldn’t feel anything. The three-stone fire was burning out of control. Renata was frightened, and she imagined she was trapped in a cold cave.

      Morning came, and Renata awoke in a fog to the smell of rich coffee and a car departing from the house. “Who was that?” Renata asked Kenny, poking her head out the door.

      “It’s the yohimbe bio-samples for Fitzer. They have to be kept cold and shipped all the way to New York in a controlled temperature. Hence the red cooler,” replied Kenny in a friendly tone. Renata assumed they had synthesized the samples from the fresh yohimbe plants. This must be part of the project out of Renata’s jurisdiction. She didn’t have time to follow the research aspect of the yohimbe itself. Her task was propagation, harvest, and yield.

      Renata needed coffee badly, but she made a morning call to the outhouse first. “Yow!” Renata cried. Her vagina was hurting again. She was worried, but glad that she was headed home the day after tomorrow. Back in her bedroom, she rubbed some of Esperanza’s homemade salve from the Nivea tin on the sore spot. The ointment was cooling and protective.
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      More than half of the yohimbe stumps were in the ground, and the new stalks were flourishing in the rich Guatemalan soil. Renata felt proud of her accomplishments, but she knew she couldn’t have done it without Darwin. He had helped her every step of the way and provided everything she needed for the farm. After the meeting with Esperanza, Renata felt welcomed as family. Darwin had become more than a friend or an employee. Even so, she still didn’t know why he’d given her the frog poison, not to mention whom she would ever use it on.

      Today they would say good-bye until her next trip to Atitlana Farm. After a quick pack-up, Renata, Darwin, and Kenny drove back to the Barceló to spend the night before their early morning flight. With a light hug and no regrets, Darwin faded back into the land he came from. Since Kenny’s room was on a different floor, the Americans parted in the elevator.

      In her room, the air was muggy and thick. No unpacking was necessary, so Renata sat on the balcony with her computer on. There was a cool, dirty wind and ongoing traffic noise floating through her room. Her Guatemala City view was of congested streets, buildings, and roads. The urban environment covered every open space. It was busy and ugly.

      Nothing is going to be accomplished here, thought Renata with a sigh. In two minutes she was in her bikini and the room robe, headed to the hotel pool. It was cooler there, and the water was refreshing. The hotel blocked the traffic noise. Renata suntanned her front and back, letting her skin drink in the color. After, a little soak in the hot tub soothed her muscles and washed away the week’s worries. She contemplated dinner. She remembered the delicious guacamole she’d had with Darwin, and she wouldn’t have to deal with Kenny anymore. They both needed a break. Padding back to the elevator, Renata hit the button for the tenth floor. Just as the doors were closing, a guy darted in. "That’s my floor too!” Immediately afterward, she heard the guy say, “Well, hi!” It was Adam the reporter, Alexa’s friend.

      “Hey, hi,” Renata replied in surprise. What was he doing here in Guatemala City? It was a strange coincidence, but he was looking pretty cute. Renata checked him out in the elevator mirror. He was adorable, even though he wasn’t tall. His baby blue eyes were charming, especially when he looked into hers. Adam’s tousled black curls were barely under control, and a dark five o’clock shadow covered his square jaw. Adam smiled, obviously happy to run into her. Renata remembered the night of the ménage and the pleasure they shared. It had been a while since she had been touched, and she imagined making love to him.

      “What are you doing here?” Renata asked.

      “You know, writing and reporting, but I have to admit, I’m kind of taking a break too. I’d always wanted to check out Guatemala – it’s my first time down here. Heard a rumor Fitzer is working on a secret formula for the ladies, yee ha!” He winked. The doors opened, and they stood on the landing as the elevator descended. “I’m going that way.” Adam gestured left.

      “I’m over here.” Renata’s door was almost opposite the elevator. She put the key card in the lock.

      “Dinner? Downstairs…in half an hour?” Adam asked sweetly. His hand reached out like it wanted to land but was too shy.

      “That sounds nice.” Ooh, la la. Perhaps dinner will come with dessert, Renata thought to herself as she accepted.

      She put on her sexiest outfit, of course. It was a strappy, tribal pattern dress with an open back. It had a light built-in bra that didn’t quite hide her nipples, but it fit her figure in all the right places. She added a special pair of black leggings that were more holes than fabric, calling attention to her long legs. They were a bit Goth, not her usual, but they were fun, and Renata had dragged them all the way here. The mirror showed her white dragonfly tattoo, poised for take-off between her shoulder blades, gossamer against her fresh tan. She wore a lavender thong and hoop earrings to complete her look.

      Her mind wandered back to the ménage à trois. That whole night was a little blurry, but not in terms of her pleasure. What a wonderful birthday gift it had been, and she had slept like a baby afterward. Could that white herbal stuff have sent me to that edge? She hadn’t cum so many times ever, or since. She wanted to try a threesome with two men sometime. Maybe she’d try the powder again for that. She would ask Alexa for details on the white stuff when she got home. After all, if it was all natural, then why not try it again?

      Thinking over that scenario awoke her hormones, and Renata got wet in anticipation. In an attempt to staunch her desire, she ran though Adam’s deficits. That was always a good way to keep her self-control. Adam wasn’t her ideal body type; Renata loved a larger man, like Erik. Erik could carry her, and she could wrap her legs around him and squeeze him as hard as she liked. Also, he had big dick that obeyed her whim. Renata put a finger into her thong. Pleasure was mixed with a faint soreness from the mysterious injury below. She took a little more of Esperanza’s special salve and rubbed it on the sore area. Then she rubbed around her clit, which was hard like a pebble. She yearned to lie back on the bed here and please herself, but the half hour was gone, and she wasn’t quite ready for dinner.

      Renata got back to business: cherry lipstick, mascara, and flats completed the picture. She did a basic zazen posture. While standing, she tightened every muscle in her body and then released completely. She tried to empty her mind. Centered and back in control, Renata went down to meet Adam.

      La Pergola was definitely a hotel restaurant. Its clientele of international guests presented a fine menu and an elegant atmosphere. The host greeted Renata. “Your friend is waiting. Follow me this way, Miss.”

      Adam was at the table looking at the menu through adorable John Lennon specs. “Glad you made it.”

      Had he thought she was going to stand him up? After all, she was only a few minutes late. Was it twenty? Whoops. Well she was here now. Renata organized her silverware, napkin, and glass, nudging them onto right angles.

      “Yes, hi… So really, why are you here?” Renata asked, leaning closer. She noticed Adam’s blues eyes were outlined with indigo rings. The round lenses magnified his pupils, and Renata truly felt she was seeing him for the first time. The view was of honesty, truth, and pain. She felt like she was seeing his inner self in that moment, and she wanted to know him more deeply.

      The young man glanced away shyly. He spoke nervously, as if he were confessing. “Actually, I am following the Fitzer story, but I swear I didn’t know you would be down here. I’m no stalker. I went to the pyramids at Tikal, which was amazing, and I ate some magic mushrooms. I even had a vision. How ’bout you? Been down here a while?” Was he worried that she would leave the table because he was reporting on Fitzer?

      “I was here for just a week, actually. I’m working on the yohimbe plantation.” Renata felt completely at ease, not affected by Adam’s discomfort. The waiter came by. They sent him away for a moment and lapsed into silence while Renata perused the menu. She chose a chicken quesadilla and a margarita, and Adam ordered one too.

      “I’m glad to be headed home though. Long week,” she sighed.

      “Still got the thug with you?”

      “Who? Kenny?” Renata laughed out loud. He wasn’t a thug at all; more like a pesky mosquito. It always amused Renata to hear men’s opinions about other men, especially if they were competing in the mating game. Certainly, Kenny and Adam weren’t in competition for her, as neither had any claim, yet perhaps their testosterone said otherwise. A waitress sauntered up with two margaritas.

      “To the future!” Adam toasted, and Renata clinked his glass.

      “And mucha suerte!” she added. Good luck. Renata held the icy cocktail on top of her tongue, letting it melt before swallowing. It was sweet and cold. “So really, Adam? You came all this way for the scoop?”

      “Yeah, Vector paid for my airplane ticket, and the rest was cheap. I do have some more questions for you, if you’re open to it later on. How’s Alexa?” Adam artfully changed the subject.

      Renata hadn’t made much time for that girl lately. She’d been really busy with work, and things had never really been quite the same between them since Alexa had inadvertently taken the fall for her. Sure, Renata felt guilty that Alexa had been hurt in her stead, but her guilt extended further than that. She felt guilty for not being more into the relationship. As beautiful and loving as she was, Alexa’s softness ended up being a turn off for Renata, Renata wished it weren’t so. but she preferred a strong male body. Not just preferred, but craved. Lately when they were together, Alexa wore an unhappy pout that just made Renata feel worse.

      “Alexa’s good. Where did you get that?” Renata fingered the trinket that hung around Adams’s neck. It was a small Mayan warrior fashioned out of silver. It looked very manly to Renata. Adam’s chest had a few dark hairs, and his skin was soft and even. Renata reached for the necklace again, this time turning it over and tickling his chest in a not accidental way. She saw that underneath the warrior was a Jewish star dangling from the same leather cord. “Really nice,” Renata said. Adam didn’t seem to care whether she was referring to him or his jewelry. Like a puppy, he was happy to be petted.

      Dinner and two fresh margaritas arrived. Adam talked about restaurants and hangouts in San Francisco that they had both visited. He lived fifteen blocks away from Renata’s apartment, it turned out. He was renting a place with another guy who was never home. Renata’s quesadilla wasn’t anything special, so she only ate half. The bill came in a pretty wooden dish.

      “I got this.” Adam grabbed the check. Renata wondered how he had any money at all. She knew he worked for Vector, but he seemed to be focused solely on the Fitzer story. Putting down his credit card, Adam said, “Perhaps I could do a quick video interview? My good camera is upstairs.”

      “Sure.” Renata hoped she was being obvious enough. She had not been with anyone in a few weeks, and she wanted to be in this man’s arms. He would be fun in bed, Renata thought. Was he magnetic, or was it all her?

      Up on the twelfth floor, Renata sat at Adam’s room table. He set up his fancy video camera. “Ready?” he asked.

      “Go ahead.” Renata pulled her hair behind her ears and straightened up in the chair.

      “I’m here with Renata Alvarez in Guatemala City,” he began. “How long have you been working at Agri-Gen?” Adam smiled and reached under the table. He gently caressed Renata’s thigh. Obviously he wasn’t too serious about the interview. She felt the warmth of his hand travel up to her navel and settle there like a mini whirlwind.

      “Let’s see, it’s been three plus years so far.” Renata put her hand over his under the table. Adam turned and grasped her in a handshake, then backed off and tickled her palm with one finger. Renata knew that palm tickle from middle school. It meant, “I want to fuck you.” He was so cute. Would he blow in her ear next, or give her a hickey? Playfully, Renata gave his cheek a gentle slap and said, “Bad boy.”

      “A really bad boy,” answered Adam. He took her hand again, bringing it to his face in a harder slap. “Damn, you’re sexy, Miss Renata Alvarez.”

      She was charmed by his boyishness and wanted to move closer, but she didn’t want to lose herself. She needed to be in control here. Adam slipped his finger between two holes in her leggings and pulled them down to just above her panties. Renata smiled devilishly as their eyes met. Adam led Renata to his bed like he was escorting royalty. Delicately she climbed upon the pallet.

      “You’re gorgeous!” Adam held himself above her, just looking. Renata drank in the attention. “Absolutely beautiful.” He traced her lips and drew a line down her torso, pressing her thin dress against her. He kissed a stray lock of her hair and gazed at her like she was an angel.

      This was a little too much for Renata. She didn’t want this kind of worshipping. She pushed herself up and met his lips. His rough facial hair was spikey, and she rubbed her cheek against it. “Meow,” she said playfully. He rested on top of her. He was not heavy at all. We really are about the same size, thought Renata.

      Then Adam pulled her to sitting on the bed and said, “I just want to look at you.” He traced his hand up her thigh. “They ripped,” he said. Following his gaze, Renata saw the leggings were torn just above the knee.

      “They’re trash now,” Renata answered. She didn’t care about the leggings; her mind was on other things.

      “So, you don’t want them?” Adam asked, ripping them more. He touched her thigh inside the rip, and chills went up her back.

      “No, I don’t want them,” Renata responded, a challenge in her tone. Adam reached in his pocket and pulled out a Swiss Army knife. Carefully he cut around one leg and pulled it off. Renata was left with half shorts.

      “You okay with this?” he asked, holding the knife away from her. Renata nodded because she was more than okay with it. She was wet and wanted more. Adam cut off the other legging bottom just as carefully and punctuated it with a deep kiss. The quality of his attention made her feel like she was the only woman alive. Renata was reveling in the glow. Next, Adam cut what was left of the leggings from the navel down and around to the back. The spandex made a soft hiss as the knife sliced through it. Renata raised her hips to allow him to cut a line along her crack. The metal blade was cold on her ass cheeks. The two shreds of fabric sprang back into rings around Renata’s thighs like two black garter belts.

      “And now for that pretty thong,” Adam said, but he didn’t cut that. Instead he pulled the legging ringlets to below Renata’s knees, and the thong just above them. Renata tried to wiggle everything off.

      “Let’s leave them right there,” Adam whispered, “if you don’t mind.” He was so polite even as he took control. It was a nice combo. “Don’t move,” he commanded. Renata leaned forward to watch as he used his knife. He ran it on the blunt side of the blade down over her sundress around her left breast very slowly. Then he traveled over her skirt and landed on the bare skin beneath her belly button. “You okay?” Adam whispered, holding steady. The metal was cool against her, making her feel tense. He could easily cut her. Should she stop him?

      Up for the adventure, Renata nodded again, and Adam continued moving the knife. He went over her shaved mound and inside to her opening.

      “You have an abrasion?” Adam asked in a concerned tone.

      “Yes, I guess. Not sure what happened.”

      “It looks like it’s healing. Does it hurt?”

      “Not at all.”

      Adam dropped the subject. He lowered the panties and legging rings and tossed them on the floor. Then he moved between Renata’s legs and spread them apart. Adam held the knife against her clit. Renata gasped in surprise. The steel blade was strangely dangerous and exciting. “Ahh.” A small moan escaped her lips, but Renata was scared to move.

      “I love making you moan,” Adam gloated. Renata’s gem responded without permission. She could feel the blade exactly where she wanted it.

      “Ahhh!” Renata couldn’t help herself.

      “Don’t move,” Adam warned holding the knife steady.

      Finally Adam dropped the knife to the hotel rug, and Renata laughed in relief. Then he fell on her, kissing her with his mouth wide. He whispered in her ear, “I would never want to hurt you, you know that.” Adam said those words over and over. Renata didn’t know what to think. Was he crying? Renata hoped not. There was no need to be overly sentimental. He really was very sweet, and she loved the tenderness, but she wanted to get back to bed business. Was Adam just a big tease?

      Renata stood up and grabbed the knife, but hesitated. What was her next move? She placed it on the table next to the small camera that was still filming. She hit the off button, and felt around her handbag. Inside was her handgun. Renata considered; would that be a fun response to his knife play? Thing was it was loaded, and she didn’t want that kind of responsibility.

      If only she had some rope. There was her laptop cord, she remembered. It was rope-like and strong. Renata looked at it as if it was the first time she’d seen it. Like most chargers, it had a junction box in the middle, with a magnetic input. She felt Adam watching her from the bed. She looped the computer cord and put it on the foot of the bed.

      Slowly Renata untied Adam’s Converses and tugged off his jeans from the ankles. He wasn’t wearing boxers. Adam was hard, reaching for the ceiling.

      Now they were both undressed from the waist down. He let her tie him without saying a word. Renata folded the cord in half, holding the charge box in one hand. She wrapped the double length around both of Adam’s calves. Keeping it loose, she fed the free ends through the loop at the box end. Renata missed her lovely skein of perfectly wrapped rope back in her trunk at home. Twisting the box, she created another small loop after the box loop. She fed the free ends through this loop too and tightened down the tie. Adam’s legs were bound together now, and it would take untying to free them. Renata knew this wasn’t real shibari, but she didn’t have a real rope. The cord around Adam’s bare legs was still sexy.

      “You caught me,” Adam smiled. Renata was ready to have him. She pulled on his man-ness and let it slap her other hand. Renata did it again and again. “Babe, oh babe,” Adam whimpered. Then Renata straddled him and sat with his dick against her. She held him and rubbed herself with him between her legs in just the right way. She was taking her time.

      “Get a condom. There’s one in my jeans pocket,” Adam said. Renata grabbed it and dropped it on his chest. He bit the package open, and rolled it on. Now Renata mounted him and began to lift and lower herself just a bit more slowly than she knew he wanted. That was her special trick. Every time he shut his eyes in pleasure, Renata stopped humping him. “No hurry,” Renata teased. She was getting hotter, and she wanted him to hold back. She teased him for another minute before Adam took her by the waist and forced her onto to her back. Despite his bound legs, he pinned her down and resumed their lovemaking. Now he was going harder, in and out. Renata was about to cum and Adam was driving her over the edge. “Ah, ah, ah, ah!” she cried out.

      “Oh damn, baby, babe, babe!” answered Adam as Renata felt him release his cream. They had cum at the same time. Renata knew that was rare, especially since they hadn’t tried to make it happen.

      After a few minutes, Adam joked, “Thanks for the interview, was it good for you too?” Was he really joking or waiting for approval? She knew he was the sensitive type, which had worked well in his favor for their love-making session. However, she wasn’t shopping for a relationship, and she hoped he wasn’t either.

      “Yup, it was great. Sorry – I meant you were great.” Renata gave him a generous smile. Unceremoniously he rolled off and cuddled the hotel pillow.

      “Be right back.” Renata gathered up her clothes, leaving the shreds of the leggings where they lay and stepped into the bathroom to dress. On the sink counter was a large plastic jar of blue pills labeled “Truvada.” Was that something like Viagra? Or something else? Could he be selling stuff down here? She decided that it was best if she pretended that she hadn’t seen anything. Renata didn’t want any commitments, and those drugs were best kept as his business, not hers.
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      Kamber yelped in happiness as Renata returned to her apartment. She was jet-lagged from Guatemala. She yearned to lie on the cedar dog bed and lose herself in the long fur of her pet, but security was her priority. Her bedroom door was open to the seventh slat of the oak floor, exactly as she had left it. The dishtowel, which was folded into a perfect square, was parallel to the counter edge. A single strand of her own hair lay across the desk handle, untouched in her absence. Before relaxing, Renata checked her dining chair legs to make sure they were aligned to the corners of the room.

      Everything was as it should be. On cue, Kamber moved under the table to serve as her owner’s foot warmer. Renata was tired, but she knew she shouldn’t sleep; it was only 5:00. There was still time to make Damien’s six o’clock workout and take Kamber out for a quick walk. Since the fridge was empty, Renata texted Alexa in the hopes of finding a dinner companion.

      I’m home! Want to meet me at Tae Bo?

      Sure, see you! Big Hug! was Alexa’s immediate response.

      “Sorry, pup, I’m going out,” Renata told Kamber, caressing the animal’s thick pelt.
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        * * *

      

      Renata’s voice echoed in Kenny’s earpiece. He was sitting in his basement apartment in front of a small flat screen, sipping beer. This assignment was boring, and he had flipped through the channels several times. He wasn’t supposed to go out until she left her apartment, which was taking forever.

      Tim had said Fitzer still wanted tight home surveillance on the subject. But why? Kenny didn’t know.

      “I’m out. I love you, doggie.”

      Renata’s murmuring alerted Kenny. He was frustrated. There was nothing to learn from Renata. The only thing she ever talked to was her dog. What was Fitzer’s problem? Kenny chugged down a third beer. He had done what was needed, what they required. Why keep listening in? It was pointless. But soon he would get the eighty grand they’d promised him. First he would go on vacation; then maybe he would buy a place. Sure, he would still work, but just little stuff. He’d stay away from things he wasn’t sure about, like this job with the girl. The surgical part of the job was done, as far as he could tell. Kenny was tired of being pushed to do that – it was kind of disgusting. Sure, screwing Renata was enjoyable, but he knew that wasn’t something to dwell on. It wasn’t like she ever really noticed him when she was awake. She was his job, and Kenny had followed orders. It was all for the sake of medical research; this was helping people. That made him innocent.

      Tim had assured him he would be getting his final payment at the month’s end, and the surveillance would be finished. He could wash his hands of the whole thing. Kenny thought he would go down south to see his aunt in Nashville as a nice getaway afterward. Maybe see some music and some high school buddies.

      There was an annoying itch in his brain when he thought about Cameroon, Guatemala, and Renata’s naked body. The itch was becoming a headache, so Kenny knocked back four ibuprofen. Then he heard Renata’s door close and figured he could put the device on record mode for a while.
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      “Well, look who’s back in town!” Damien greeted Renata magnanimously. The class was about to start and was surprisingly full. There was no Alexa yet. Renata chose the back row and began the series of moves. Her body followed the commands as her mind ran free. What a week. Fortunately, all was on course for her project. Images of the young yohimbe stalks reaching for the sunlight made her feel like she was the farmer. The stump portion of the project was more experimental, and most hadn’t budded yet. As per contract, Renata had brought them to Guatemala and had them planted, but their success was Fitzer’s concern now. Agri-Gen didn’t guarantee that yield, like they did for the seed starts. Still, she decided to message Darwin to send her some close-ups of the stump fields since it was on her mind.

      Between exercises, Renata’s mind wandered. The night at the fire was still a puzzle. Had her vision been real? What about the warning from the old woman? And the poison dart gun was a strange gift. What would she need that for? After all, she had a real gun, and she knew how to use it. Perhaps Esperanza was just a crazy old lady.

      Damien brought the class into cool down, but there was still no Alexa. Quietly, Renata slipped out of the studio and into the locker room. Her phone whistled.

      Meet at Beppie’s in ten minutes, my treat. The text was from Alexa.

      KK- See ya. Since she didn’t have enough time to shower, Renata spritzed on some Jo Malone and slipped into her jeans. She cruised the few short blocks to the Italian place. Beppie’s was one of Alexa’s favorite spots. They served homemade pasta and fresh fish.

      “There’s my friend,” Renata said to the host, and he led her to the table and pulled out her chair. She was starving. Alexa was smiling. Leaning over the table, Renata kissed her. No one in the restaurant cared or even noticed. After all, this was San Francisco. Renata was finally relaxed and fully off-duty. The strawberry flavor of Alexa’s lip gloss lingered delicately in her mouth.

      “What are you having?” Alexa asked, encouraging Renata to focus on her menu.

      “I think I’ll have the ravioli and soup. You pick the wine.” Renata casually moved her empty wine glass to sit precisely above her bread knife. She micro-straightened the grips of her cutlery. Alexa jabbered on about this and that as Renata nodded. She was relieved to not have to really take it all in.

      “Can you believe that? Adam told me. I think he just found out, but he’s going be fine. And we are too, I promise.” Bong. Adam’s name was like a doorbell. Renata started paying attention.

      “He’s going to all the right people and getting the newest stuff, so… When is your annual?”

      “My annual?” Alexa had Renata’s full attention now.

      “Yeah, ’cause Adam tested positive. I’m negative, and I’m sure you are too.” Her smile was insecure. “Anyhow, just to make sure, you should get tested, probably.” A waiter brought two bowls of bean soup and set them in front of the women. Renata squirmed. The seam of her jeans had worked its way into an uncomfortable camel toe. The soreness in her privates suddenly flared. She was speechless, and her appetite vanished.

      “What!” Renata said, a little too loud. Of course, Alexa didn’t know that she had just fucked Adam again. “Does he have HIV or AIDs?” she questioned, demanding an answer with the tone of her voice. That sucked for Adam, but he’d better not have given it to her!

      “That’s what I just said!” replied Alexa

      Renata’s napkin fell to the floor. “Excuse me a sec.” She needed to recover from the news. Renata locked herself into a stall and took out her makeup mirror. She sat on the toilet and looked at the sore area between her legs. It looked like a cut. It was a red line about a half-inch long. Surly this couldn’t be HIV, could it? Maybe she’d gotten some other disease from Adam. What an asshole! She wanted to call him and yell, but instead she called a gynecologist and left a message, right from the bathroom stall. Luckily for her, no one else had needed the restroom. Taking some deep breaths, Renata reassembled herself and did her zazen meditation. It seemed to help. At least now she appeared calm.

      Returning to the table, she wanted to tell Alexa about screwing Adam, but she couldn’t.

      Renata sat there trying to eat with a happy face on for her friend.

      Now Alexa changed subjects. She was telling Renata about blackberry jam. “I made over twenty jars. And two are for your house.”

      The waiter brought the main course to the table. It was beautiful, but Renata’s stomach was turning. She stared at her plate.

      “Renata, are you listening?” Alexa asked, a hint of exasperation entering her voice.

      Dinner was falling apart. Renata pushed the homemade pasta with vodka cream sauce around her plate, and Alexa had stopped eating all together. They sank into an uncomfortable silence. “I’m sorry.” Renata laid a hundred-dollar bill on the table. “I really am sorry.” It seemed she was always apologizing to Alexa. She meant it, though. Renata was truly sorry that she couldn’t be all Alexa wanted, couldn’t open up to her, and even wanted to be away from her. Alexa deserved better. It was a disservice to continue spending time together when her heart wasn’t in it. She rose, removing her leather jacket from the seat.

      “Bye, Renata.” Alexa didn’t get up, and the seriousness in her voice made Renata feel worse. None of this was Alexa’s fault or even had to do with her directly. Leaning over, she put her lips on her lover’s and looked into her eyes. There was love there, and she could see it. For now, however, she had to walk away.
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      “Renata Alvarez.” Her name was called, and she entered the exam room. Though she was comfortable with her body, she didn’t like to be probed. She also felt embarrassed that she was back before her yearly to get tested for STDs, and she hoped the doctor wouldn’t ask too many personal questions. Renata counted herself as a free woman who did whatever, whenever. She had personal rules for staying clean and healthy, and she always followed them. But her encounter with Adam needed to be followed up on, and then unknown abrasion, or whatever it was, was an enigma.

      Stripped from waist down and in the stirrups, Dr. Joan began her usual ‘make the patient comfortable’ talk. “Read anything good lately?” she asked. Renata felt a small cramp. “Hmm.” The doctor paused. “Looks like a biopsy site, but perhaps it’s just an injury, yes?” She wasn’t asking for a reply. Renata had no idea why or how she could have been injured there.

      “Could it be an insect bite or a parasite?” That made more sense.

      The doctor probed around a little and said, “No, definitely not. I have some sample tubes of antibiotic cream, which should get rid of it. Other than that, you want to be tested for everything?” Joan smiled around the sheet pleasantly.

      “Yes, please,” said Renata, grateful to get the tests she needed without having to go into too much detail as to why. After all, she was just one of the many patients Joan would see today.

      Back in her apartment, Renata opened a can of tuna and picked at it with a fork. She had the next three days off, and her plan was to hunker down at home with the big puppy and not work too much.

      “I love you.” Renata burrowed into the fluffy fur, inhaling Kamber’s scent. She would have her test results tomorrow. The exam had added to her stress level. Could she be sick? And Joan had mentioned a biopsy site. But in her vagina?

      Renata reflected on the past few months. When was the first time she’d noticed that sore? Guatemala? No… the first time was in Africa. Was it a parasite? Renata opened her laptop and searched. Disgusting pictures came up, but none of them fit her situation. "It was probably just a scratch,” Renata reasoned. But what about Adam and the HIV? Her heart skipped as she pressed his name from her contact list.

      “You’ve reached Adam from Vector. Leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you.” A message, damn it!

      “Adam, please call me back. This is Renata.”
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      It was Monday morning and being back at work was like a breath of fresh air for Renata. Before the weekend, she’d gotten the message that all her tests were negative. Even though she knew good things happened to bad people, she still felt it was her personal karma that had kept her safe. Also, the bothersome vagina scratch went right away after a few days of the antibiotic cream. Thank god for Western medicine… and men, Renata thought. Today the man was Erik, and there he was, entering his office

      Renata sauntered by. “You’re back! How was the trip? And how’s our baby yohimbe doing?” Erik asked.

      She wanted to wrap herself around him. Erik looked like a Greek god. He was muscular and tan. Had he been on vacation somewhere? It didn’t matter that he was an older guy; he rated high on Renata’s scale.

      “Everything went great,” she answered. Erik’s attention was like sunlight on her skin. She wanted to throw herself into his arms, but instead continued with, “And how have you been, Erik?” Saying his name out loud made Renata tingle. Could she be in love with him? This was the first time she had felt so strongly about him – or any man. Maybe she was only feeling relief because the most difficult part of the yohimbe project was done. Of course, the fact that she wasn’t dying of AIDs was a big deal, too. Erik took a step closer to her. Was that cologne, or did he just naturally smell amazing?

      “Free for lunch?” Erik asked. Oh boy, was she! And it was only a few hours away; how lovely. He moved even closer, like he was going to kiss her right there in the office hallway, but he turned away at the last second with his hand on the doorknob. Renata marched a little farther to her office and started work.

      She had a million calls and hundreds of emails to return just to get caught up. Renata felt overwhelmed, but she reminded herself this was why she had an assistant. She buzzed Katrina.

      “Could you come in for a minute?”

      The girl plodded in after about ten minutes. Renata was irritated that she had taken so long. What had she been doing? “I need you to go through my voicemail and emails, organize them by priority, and get them back to me. Can you do that?” Renata demanded.

      “Sure can,” Katrina replied. She smiled wide, revealing a set of clear braces with blue rubber bands. Were those new? Renata didn’t ask; it didn’t matter. Hopefully she would be able to do as Renata asked.

      It was almost lunchtime. Renata was glad she had worn her new lingerie, the charcoal lace bra and thong set. The possibility of seeing Erik today had been her inspiration. She admired her satin blouse tucked into a skimpy pencil skirt. The ‘sexy exec’ look would certainly please the man. Today was a good hair day, too.

      In front of his door, Renata tapped tentatively, but there was no response. Knocking louder, she called, “Erik?”

      “Umm, hi.” It was Katrina again. Renata looked down at the girl. “Erik gave me the keys for you, and umm, I can return the keys for you.”

      Renata had no idea what that meant. “Erik gave you his office keys to give to me?” How strange.

      “Yes, ma’am, he did.” Katrina offered the keys to Renata.

      “Okay, thank you, Katrina,” Renata replied formally, a little confused. She waited for Katrina to leave before letting herself into the office. Erik was definitely out. The smell of new carpet and fine leather furniture surrounded her like a happy dream. Red roses, at least a dozen, stood proudly on Erik’s desk. Next to them was a small turquoise box and card with her name on it.

      “Aw…” She was touched, and she allowed herself to blush. Having grown up in a hurry, Renata had missed much of the teenage courting rituals she had seen in the movies. She gushed. Erik was so sweet to have bought her a gift. Come on, get a grip, Renata, she scolded herself. But instead she reached for the Tiffany box and tugged off the ribbon. Inside was a key on a fine gold chain. The key was embossed with diamonds that cast tiny rainbows onto her fingers. It was a beautiful pendant. Renata gasped as she placed it around her neck. The ornament was light and fit snugly in her cleavage. “Wow!” she said out loud.

      Renata tore open the envelope and read the card.

      
        
        I wanted to give this to you in person, but I couldn’t wait! I’ll be back Friday.

        Erik

      

      

      Next to his signature was a penned heart. What a perfect way to receive a gift! Renata felt like a little girl. She held the delicate key pressed between her palms like a simple prayer. After all his efforts to keep the affair secret, was Erik ready to start a relationship? Was he seducing her with gifts? And why hadn’t he said he was leaving town earlier?

      Renata’s phone rang, and she saw it was Adam. At that moment, he felt like a dark cloud hanging over her. She let it go to voicemail and tried to stay focused on Erik. She would listen to the message later. But the call from Adam had already brought her back to earth. Did she really want to be in a relationship with Erik? Or anyone? She threw the Tiffany box and card into her handbag and left the roses on his desk. Carrying the bouquet around the office would be like a Happy Birthday balloon announcing their affair.

      Back in her own office, Renata summoned Katrina once again. Handing her Erik’s keys, she asked, “Where’s Erik?”

      “Chicago, I think. He said it was too important to wait, and that I should wait until lunch to give you the keys.”

      “Ah, okay, thanks.” She would text him later, or maybe call to thank him.

      She scrolled to Adam’s voicemail: Oh hey, this is Adam. I was wondering, could you meet me tomorrow at 6 o’clock? It’s a place called Sally’s. Then he gave the address and ended with, We need to talk in person. Dress down, okay? Really.

      That was cryptic and weird. Dress down? Why? Maybe he was going to tell her about his condition. But why would she need to be dressed down for that? Since she’d tested negative, she wasn’t too concerned and didn’t want to have a long talk about it or anything. She still called him back, however, and left a message that she would show up.

      Renata pulled up to Sally’s, a dinky diner in Palo Alto. Next door was a public school with a fenced playground. What a strange restaurant choice. Clearly Adam wasn’t taking her on a date. She looked into the cloudy restaurant window, and picked out Adam at a table studying the menu. She strode to the diner door and entered.

      “Hey, Adam.” Renata sat down and looked around. All the tables were made of Formica, and the checkered floor tiles were worn out. Sally’s smelled like French fries and bleach. Was this food just amazing or something? Why was she here? Her gaze rested on Adam’s face. Was this the big moment when he would tell her about the HIV? A dart pricked her heart as Adam looked at her.

      “So?” Renata asked.

      “I need to talk to you about Fitzer and the yohimbe and stuff,” Adam started.

      “Here’s a menu for you, darling,” said a middle-aged waitress. Renata wondered if she were Sally. “What will you have?” she asked Adam, while waiting for Renata’s order.

      “A cheeseburger with fries, please.”

      “I’ll have the eggs Benedict.” Renata loved having breakfast for dinner. The waitress walked off.

      “I heard that they’re doing some bad stuff outside of your Guatemalan project,” Adam continued. He spoke in a loud whisper, like he was worried someone would overhear them. “They’re stealing DNA and making a drug out of it.”

      Now Renata was worried about Adam. Were the HIV drugs making him paranoid? Or maybe he was always this way. But even if it were true, it had nothing to do with her.

      “Yeah, so?” Was she being rude? It had been a long drive and she wasn’t up for being this crazy guy’s therapist. Anyhow, Fitzer wasn’t her concern; she had her Agri-Gen project, and that was what mattered. Taking a deep breath, Renata reminded herself of the romantic night in Guatemala. She tried to humor Adam by saying, “Isn’t that what all pharmaceutical companies do?”

      “Well, I read online that they’re trying to make a female-specific Viagra, and they’re using human DNA.”

      Good for them, thought Renata. If Adam wanted to attack Fitzer, that was fine, but they were her paying customer.

      Adam paused, giving Renata a deep look. Renata was nonplussed. So what? Adam had called her all the way here to tell her this, and still no apology about exposing her? Not okay!

      “And the thing is, they’re using these sample proteins called REN.” He shot her a striking look.

      “Yeah, and?!” Renata had no idea what Adam was getting at, and her annoyance level was rising. She wasn’t a reporter and didn’t care about Fitzer’s other projects. He was a sweet guy, but still! The food came to the table, and it steamed along with Renata’s frustration.

      “Don’t you think it’s a little weird they’re calling their protein REN?”

      “No. What does it matter?”

      “It’s just that the project is paired with yours, and your name begins with R E N. I think they got the proteins from your body.”

      Now Adam was pushing it. “How did you find all this out?” Maybe changing the subject slightly would help. Then Renata could eat her meal and go home.

      “Online, and from a reliable source. They said your name in a pharmaceutical chat group in Germany. I stumbled on it when I was researching your project. You see, I’m fluent in German, my grandparents were from there, so—” Adam paused awkwardly. He could tell that Renata wasn’t buying his theory. “Um, yeah. What do you think?”

      Adam reached for her hand, but Renata picked up her fork instead. She took a bite of the eggs. The hollandaise was creamy and rich. Renata didn’t know what to think. Adam’s story was crazy, but she knew how intelligent he was. She swallowed a big bite of the eggs Benedict.

      Adam ignored his cheeseburger and continued, “The thing is that the lab where they’re researching is right there.” Adam pointed over Renata’s shoulder across the street, and she turned. There was a brick building with green rectangles of perfect lawn in front. She craned her neck to see the modest sign above the door.

      Renata turned back to Adam. “What’s the Lindahl Gage Center?” She had assumed the neighborhood was residential. She subtly adjusted the condiment holder so that it would be in the true center of their small table. Could Adam’s idea be real? “Why do you think that they’re using my proteins, and what are they doing with them in there?” Renata gave him her full attention. “And why would they have heard of me in Germany?”

      Pressing his lips together, Adam reached for Renata’s hand again. This time she let him take it. “Take a look at this.” He faced his phone toward her. He had bookmarked a picture from the German website.

      Renata saw a petri dish. “So?” she asked.

      Adam zoomed in on the picture and showed her the tiny handwriting on the lid. It said, “Renata Alvarez.”

      “Oh, my God! No way! But how? And why me?”

      “How? They took your protein somehow. They stole it from you, from your DNA, unless you gave them permission?”

      “No way! I don’t know anything about that!” Renata was upset. Her hand quivered, and Adam held it harder.

      “I don’t know how or why, but I do know where. It’s there.” Adam pointed to the Lindahl building again.

      “There?”

      “According to the chat board, it is. A German guy who just got fired took the photo. He’s all upset about losing his job, so he was trying to sell his research to a competitor. He didn’t know your name or anything.”

      “What should I do?” Renata was shaking, but now with anger.

      Adam pulled Renata closer and whispered, “I have a plan.”
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      There was a school next to Sally’s called Jackson High. What would a science teacher wear? Renata wondered. She thought back to Ms. Howell and her matronly figure. Her teacher hadn’t been stylish, but she was smart. Tenth grade was where Renata had discovered her aptitude for science. That class had always seemed too short. Ms. Howell had helped Renata understand that she was smart, too – and here she was, the head of a major agricultural project.

      Now that she had calmed down after Adam’s initial revelation, Renata wasn’t sure how seriously to be taking this. Perhaps Adam’s creativity had embellished the dangers of the conspiracy he had uncovered – if he had even uncovered one. Perhaps there was some innocent explanation; although she couldn’t think what that might be. In any case, she was determined to go along for the ride. If there really was any merit to Adam’s outlandish theory, she wanted to know; and if there wasn’t, it would put her mind at ease. Meanwhile, Renata still hadn’t brought up the HIV thing, and she wasn’t sure if she should.

      Renata half wished she could wear a sexy schoolgirl outfit, instead of having to dress as a teacher. She pulled a Halloween costume out of the closet: a skimpy pleated skirt, knee socks, and a tight sweater. If only she could be a schoolgirl that had grown into a teacher—but no. She tried on the glasses that came with the costume. Her eyes looked larger, and they made her look academic. The glasses could work, Renata thought. She put on the same jeans she had worn to Sally’s and a white blouse. In the mirror, she looked hot. The blouse accentuated her bust, and the glasses were sexy. Too sexy for a science teacher. She swapped the blouse for an oversized T-shirt and strapped on her old fanny pack. Perfect. Now she looked older and frumpy.

      With her messenger bag slung over her shoulder, Renata carefully placed the dart gun in a zipper pocket. She dropped her entire purse into the laptop section and thought about throwing in her Pitbull. But bringing the gun loaded, jumbled with all her other junk, was unwise. Instead, she strapped on the lady holster from Kenny and wore her piece just above her belt. Between the fanny pack and the holster, Renata looked like she had gained ten pounds.

      I’m outside, Renata texted Adam from her car.

      “Let’s get some coffee,” Adam said as he slid into the passenger’s seat. Renata pulled into the drive-thru to order. She put on her latest playlist – Pharrell, ZZWard, and Coldplay – while sipping her iced coffee.

      “So, what’s the deal with you and HIV?” There. It was out, finally. Renata sighed.

      “Oh, that,” Adam replied. “I guess I got exposed somehow, and I tested positive.” His face flushed. “But it’s not what you think. I mean, it is HIV, but it can stay just HIV. Indefinitely.” Adam laughed uncomfortably. “It’s not a death sentence or anything, and I’m super careful about not spreading it.” He turned to Renata and put his hand gently on her leg as she drove. “Really, I would never hurt you.”

      Not that again, Renata thought, but he was sweet.

      “Have you been tested?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I’m negative. Alexa told me about you, so I went in.”

      Now Adam sighed. “Okay, great.” He stared at his sneakers on the car floor. “So, are you okay with me?”

      “Yeah, I guess. I mean, yeah, I am.” Renata cleared her throat. Adam’s honesty was brutal and disarming. “It’s freaky, that’s all,” she said. They drove in silence until they arrived at the school next to Sally’s. Renata parked around the corner from the lab, where her car wouldn’t be seen from the building.

      “Oh, and here’s this. Let me do the honors.” Adam slipped a gold band onto Renata’s left ring finger and said, “I do.” He laughed. “I figure a married couple will be more realistic.”

      Adam held the door for Renata and sauntered up to the reception desk. “We’re here to see Dr. Claussen. we’re from the school across the street.”

      “Let me see, Dr. Claussen, just a moment,” the receptionist replied.

      A bulky guy in a white lab coat came out to greet them. “I’m Mr. Weiss, and this is my wife, Martha.” Adam’s voice lilted — he was a good actor.

      “Dr. Claussen, nice to meet you both.” The man shook Adam’s hand. “What can I help you with?

      “I’m the science teacher from Jackson.” Adam waved in the direction of the school building. “We spoke earlier. Some of the kids have asked me about your lab. Would it be possible to bring them over sometime for a field trip?

      “Of course. We love kids here,” Dr. Claussen chirped enthusiastically.

      There was an awkward moment of silence. Then Adam said, “I want to make a flyer to get the kids interested. Would you have time for a quick tour?

      “Sure, I’ve got some time right now, actually. Why don’t you two follow me?” He first brought them into a large room filled with machines. The machines were on, and the room was filled with mechanical chatter. It reminded Renata of being underwater.

      “Our lab primarily focuses on drug-discovery tools for basic sciences and pharma research. These machines automate cellular imagery and microscopy. These are our scanners, and further back we have storage freezers, containment areas, and clean rooms.” He gestured deeper where there was a series of closed doors.

      “Can we tour those areas?” Adam asked, “I mean, with the kids?”

      “I’m sorry, but those areas are highly quarantined, so only people wearing clean suits can go in.” Dr. Claussen frowned. “We could show them the electron microscopes.” He gestured to the back of a young man who was so engrossed in what he was doing that he hadn’t looked up as the visitors entered. Now that they were focused on him, he unwrapped himself from the machine and stood up from the desk.

      “This is Brian,” Dr. Claussen said. “He can explain what he’s working on, and when the kids show up, we can let them have a peek in the lens.”

      Brian spoke slowly to Adam and Renata. “Let’s see, I’m doing two things here, in two sizes. The first is an isolation of DNA, which is the small size project. The larger size project is bacterial. Bacteria are a lot larger than DNA, but of course you know that.” He made that sound like a question. “The long-term goal is to isolate a specific DNA code and reproduce it as a host. After that, we can grow engineered bacteria on it. Those bacteria will be reproduced and synthesized for medical use. Does that make sense?” Brian had avoided eye contact with them, but now he stole a look at the supposed teachers.

      “Very nice. We can explain to the class before we visit.” Adam smiled at the scientists. “What’s the name of the project?” Adam had taken out a tablet and was typing notes in a very teacherly manner.

      “This project is called R-E-N,” Dr. Claussen answered, spelling out the word.

      “REN? What does that stand for? Is it your only project at the moment?” Adam pressed. Renata noticed he was talking quickly.

      Dr. Claussen took them back toward the exit as Brian folded back into his microscope. “This facility handles one project at a time, and we see it through to completion if possible. The material is called REN, so that’s where the name is from.”

      Could that really be her? And how much did Dr. Claussen know? Renata’s blood felt thick. She felt the Pitbull’s gunmetal against her waist. It was cold. She could have her finger on the trigger in less than five seconds. Darwin’s dart gun was also handy. Renata could easily paralyze the scientist without gunfire. Her fingers slowly unzipped the front of the messenger bag. She held the small weapon hidden in her hand as the conversation continued. The scientist was oblivious to Renata’s anxiety.

      “So, the material is REN,” Adam repeated. “When you say material, what does that mean exactly?” he asked with feigned innocence. He looked at Renata. She hadn’t said a word since they had entered the lab.

      Adam is doing a good job extracting information, she thought. Carefully Renata returned the weapon to the messenger bag without anyone noticing. These people weren’t a threat. They were just workers with a project to complete for someone else. She could play science teacher wife for a bit longer and see what more Adam could extract.

      “Usually the material is from a biological source,” Dr. Claussen said, to answer Adam’s question.

      “Biological, huh? So, a human or animal?” Renata hoped Adam wasn’t pushing too hard.

      “Human is best because most synthesized drugs are for human consumption. REN is a human strain. It has some unique qualities that make it work well for this project.” Dr. Claussen had answered the question completely innocently. He didn’t seem to be hiding anything. Adam didn’t ask any more questions. The group had wandered back to the entrance of the lab.

      “So, I’ll see you in a few weeks with the kids?” Dr. Claussen smiled like a grandfather.

      “Looking forward to it, and nice meeting you,” Adam replied, shaking Claussen’s hand.

      Casually, Renata and Adam walked back to the school. They passed the entrance and turned the corner to Renata’s car.

      “So, what do you think now?” Adam asked.
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      Was she getting paranoid? She swiveled in her office chair and looked out the window. Her slice of sky was cloudy today, like her mood. Renata looked closely at the key pendant Erik had given her. It hung softly around her neck. The key’s diamonds were clear and sparkly, reminding Renata of a chandelier. Her mocha skin was the perfect background to the most expensive piece of jewelry she had ever owned. Erik must really care to have spent so much on her.

      Renata clasped the ornament in her fist and gave the key a light kiss. She absolutely loved it. Still, she was worried. Was Erik trustworthy? Could she trust anyone? Did he know about the REN project? And was she sure that the material was from her body? What if Adam was wrong? Plus, the key did seem a little exorbitant. Could there be a spy device inside the perfect charm, or was she going crazy?

      It was always better to follow an idea, even just to prove it wrong. She wondered if Erik had bought it from the Tiffany’s gallery downtown. That would be the typical male way of shopping, a quick and right-in-front-of-their-eyes purchase. Perhaps she should give them a call and see if they had sold a key like hers recently. Any tampering would have taken time, and the piece might appear altered under the close eye of its makers. Renata was considering a tracking device or a wiretap, but it would have to be miniscule to fit inside. Maybe she was being overly cautious, but in the end she decided to go on the field trip over lunch to Union Square. She still had the little turquoise box in her purse with its certificate of authenticity.

      The Tiffany building was an eleven-story edifice with an elegant façade of gray granite. Above the entrance stood a sculpted man holding a clock on his shoulders. He was brawny and naked, making Renata chuckle as she entered the showroom. Cool air and the special blue-green color that was Tiffany’s trademark made Renata feel elated. She hoped nothing was wrong with her treasure; the key was the first, and maybe the only, Tiffany item she would ever own.

      The fancy saleswoman sailed toward her from behind the elegant display cases. Her hands rested over the most ornate diamond earrings Renata had ever seen. She imagined them cascading from her ears as she danced at a princess’s ball. Being a customer in Tiffany’s was almost as fantastic.

      “Good morning. I dropped my pendant; could you check it to make sure it’s not damaged?” Renata asked as she unclipped the chain from under her hair. It made a small plink as she placed it on the glass case. Renata set the gift box next to it opening the lid. “The papers are inside.”

      The saleswoman collected the key and paperwork with a dry smile.

      “And can you tell me when it was purchased?” Renata called after the lady as she started to head toward the back room.

      “Of course, I’ll be right back.” The lady went into a closed door in the back of the shop.

      Renata felt naked without the key. She wandered around looking at the jewelry. The keys on display were the same size as hers, but they had more diamonds. Their prices ranged from $2,100 to $3,900 not including the chain. Renata thought her key was prettier than the others even if it was more modest. She sank into her feelings of being loved and appreciated by Erik. Renata felt guilty about not trusting his intentions.

      “Excuse me, here’s your key. It’s in perfect condition, and it didn’t need polishing because it was purchased on Monday morning. They arrive sparkling.” The saleswoman returned the key and paperwork to Renata, and she refastened it around her neck. Erik must have bought it right after saying ‘good morning’ to her. He would have dropped it off at the office and left the message with Katrina before catching his flight to Chicago. There was nothing dishonest about it at all. Renata sighed, relieved to be able to trust Erik again.
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      The next morning Renata slept in and arrived at her desk by ten. Katrina showed up with hot coffee at five after. She must have been waiting for me, Renata thought.

      “Here you go,” Katrina said, handing her the steaming mug. “Mr. Lundgren said he can meet you for lunch.” She was addressing the carpet, acting like a twelve-year-old.

      “Thank you, Katrina.” Renata wanted her to know that she had done well. Maybe the girl would gain some confidence from her praise. Lunch with Erik will be a good mouthful, she joked inwardly. And it will be an opportunity to thank him properly, in person, for the jewelry.

      Renata saw she had an email from Darwin. He had sent a set of photos showing close-ups of the stump fields and seed growth. The stumps had green stalks around the edges, which was a good sign. If they produced more trunks with bark to harvest, Fitzer would be very happy. Hopefully that bark would have the same or greater potency as the baby yohimbe plants. Darwin would oversee the planting of the remainder of the Guatemalan farm, and Renata would make another trip down in three months. Meanwhile, he would keep her updated. He had signed the email as usual with a simple D, but he added: Esperanza dice, cuidado con el fuego. His mother said to be careful of fire? What the hell did that mean?

      There was a manly knock on her door.

      “Can I help you, sir?” Renata gave Erik a pussycat grin. “Please sit down.” Erik sat in her client chair. “Are you looking for something?” She lifted the trinket from her cleavage and leaned over him, dangling the key.

      Gently he held the gift between his lips before saying, “Maybe you can help me, Miss. You see, I’ve been out of town and fear I may be locked out. Do you, perchance, have my key?”

      He walked to the door and locked it. Renata shivered in anticipation. She loved a tall man. Erik strode over to her chair and looked Renata up and down. She wanted to climb him and devour his lips, but she knew that wouldn’t be very ladylike.

      Instead she said, “How did the fair city of Chicago treat you?” He put his mouth on hers, giving her a deep kiss, and Renata felt her pulse accelerate. The desk was smooth and cool as Erik pushed her onto it, finding his way under her skirt and into her panties. Damn, his hands felt good. Renata was stifling her moans as Erik stroked her less and less gently.

      “Chicago, Chicago. Let’s see, girl.” Erik grinned boldly as he continued to hold her clit between two fingers, gently teasing it in a circle. He put his middle finger in her G spot. Today Erik wanted her to cum, and Renata was under his control. She covered her mouth with her own hand to quiet her pleasure. Erik stopped his seduction and started talking again.

      “I went for a bike ride with my friend Robert.” The words were meant to be a delay, but it was too late. Renata wrapped her legs around him and threw her head back, wanting to roar.

      Waves of pleasure enveloped her before she looked up and met her lover’s eyes. Erik’s words sank in. Did he say Robert?

      “Robert Johnson?” asked Renata.

      “Yes, my biking buddy,” Erik answered without caring. He unclipped his belt and opened his slacks. His dick was perfect and hard and very distracting. He grabbed her hips and thrust deeply. Renata was still soaring from her climax. Erik shut his eyes and began fucking her in a steady rhythm.

      Robert Johnson? Renata thought. But isn’t he dead?

      “Renata, Renata!” Erik was moving faster, and he thrust for the deepest part of her, but Renata was unreachable. She was shocked to hear that Robert was alive. Robert’s pedophilia and his attempted murder of her filled her mind. Meanwhile, Erik was fucking her obliviously. He groaned deeply. Renata felt guilty that she wasn’t paying attention. Erik withdrew, spent, even though his penis was still hard. Renata noticed wrinkles on his jaw that she had not seen before.

      Erik held her tight and whispered her name while blowing gently into her ear. Then he fastened his pants and pulled up her skirt. “You want get a bite to eat?” he asked.

      “No thanks, my stomach doesn’t feel great, actually.” And it didn’t; she felt nauseous and afraid. Robert’s return had affected her badly. She wanted Erik to leave.

      “Can I bring you something?” Erik was humming a tune Renata couldn’t recognize. How could he be completely immune to her feelings? He had no idea what the mention of Robert Johnson had done to her. Wasn’t Robert dead and gone? He hadn’t been breathing on that hotel floor, she was sure of it!

      “See ya soon.” Erik winked as he left.

      Renata held a frozen smile, containing her anguish. She was sweating, and her heart was pounding. So, she wasn’t a murderer after all? She should be relieved, but she wasn’t. Had he been watching her all this time? Renata could barely breathe. She wanted to hide, hide deep inside herself where no one could find her. Her hands were shaking against her desk. From above, she saw herself falling apart. This cannot happen, she commanded herself. Do some zazen. Be strong and fearless, Renata!
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      They’d told him he would be finished by now, and now they wanted more. Sure, Kenny could use the extra ten grand, but he didn’t really have a choice. Fitzer had him by the balls; they could easily accuse him of raping Renata, even though it was what they’d told him to do. He wondered if their claim that Renata’s orgasm was important for the bio sample was even true. Yet why would they lie? And Renata had responded willingly. She even seemed to want more, so he could probably claim the sex was consensual if he needed to. Cameroon was far away, and there were no witnesses. No one could prove anything, and nothing bad was going to happen; at least that’s what he kept telling himself.

      Kenny was tired of Renata; she put him on edge. Now he had to follow her in addition to the surveillance he was doing with the device he had placed in her apartment. Kenny grumbled to himself as he followed her to Tiffany’s, work, and then home again. Sometimes she went to the gym, bought a pint of Häagen Dasz, or walked her dog. He was glad when Renata drove somewhere because he could sit back and watch her car tracker on a screen. That was easier than pounding the sidewalk and watching someone’s mundane life.

      Renata was especially energetic at this moment, and Kenny had to keep up while staying hidden. Spying had totally lost its glamour. He was hung over, and he wished the woman would just go home and relax. But despite his prayers, she kept walking. Renata started to meander slowly in and out of shops, although Kenny noted that she didn’t buy anything.
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        * * *

      

      According to Adam’s plan, Renata wandered around the Haight-Ashbury district and pretended to shop. An import store caught her eye, so she stepped inside. The place was filled with piles of Rastafarian fabrics and Tibetan sculptures. It smelled like sandalwood. A pair of dangly emerald earrings caught her attention. They were only $14, so she bought them. Renata continued around the store, picking up this and that. She paused to study her bulletproof dress in the mirror. This had seemed like the right day to wear it. The dress was snug and sexy. She caressed her weapon inside her purse. Renata was enjoying Adam’s crazy plan; she felt like a warrior on a secret mission.

      Meanwhile, Adam was on guard. He was tracking Kenny while he followed Renata. Adam was seriously worried about her. She didn’t seem aware of the danger she was in or the implications of what Fitzer was up to. All of this ran though his mind day and night, but he knew if he told Renata everything he had discovered, she would consider him crazy. On the other hand, he couldn’t watch over her day and night, either. That would make him a stalker like that asshole, Kenny.

      Adam tugged on the waistband of his jeans. They were loose, so he notched his belt tighter. He looked around, but there was no Kenny. He walked toward the import store Renata had entered. Ah, there was Kenny: slouching on the corner like a weasel, with his cap pulled way down. Kenny yawned and shifted from foot to foot. He looked tired and pale. It seemed obvious that he wasn’t following Renata on his own initiative.

      Suddenly, Kenny looked straight at Adam, and time froze for a split second. Without warning, the military man marched directly over to the reporter. Adam stood like a deer in the headlights.

      “Stay the fuck away from me or I will mess you up, you fucker!” Kenny shouted. He grabbed Adam’s t-shirt and tightened the collar around his neck. Adam didn’t fight back. “And stay the fuck away from Renata too, you stupid nerd!” Kenny spit the words into Adam’s face, his breath sour and stale. “Get lost, now!” Kenny pressed his fist into Adam’s chest, making him gasp.

      Meanwhile, Renata was in the shop, clueless to the drama going on outside. Adam was shaken. He hated direct confrontation and hadn’t been in a physical fight since grade school. Adam turned heel and went down the subway stairs away from Kenny. What had he gotten into? Renata wasn’t his girlfriend or anything. They hadn’t fooled around since Guatemala; they hadn’t even kissed. Was Renata paranoid about the HIV? It seemed like she still liked him. Adam was sweating as he got on the train toward home. Truth was, he hadn’t felt horny at all lately. Of course, he really liked Renata as a friend – a close friend. Adam settled into a seat next to a man holding a briefcase. There were so many people living in the city. It was overwhelming.

      Renata is someone I could love or be in love with if things were different, he mused. The drone and screeching of the subway penetrated his thoughts. Adam knew Renata outclassed him with her fancy job and lifestyle. Maybe it was a better idea to abandon ship and leave her to her fate, but right now she could be in danger with that thug following her. He couldn’t let her down.

      Be careful – I had to get on home. Meet tomorrow lunch at Destinations. Noon? Adam texted. Destinations would be a safe location. Kenny never followed her inside places, and Adam would use the south entrance to meet her in the rooftop restaurant. Adam decided he would settle things tomorrow with Renata. He would tell her everything and let her decide what to do.

      Renata’s phone whistled, and she read Adam’s text. What a drama queen. She’d meet him tomorrow, then. She hoped he would give her a medical update.

      It was Saturday. Renata was enjoying her excursion, and she wasn’t in a hurry to end it. Kenny was a little dweeb, and she wasn’t scared of him one bit. Renata put her hand in her purse and placed her finger on the Pitbull’s trigger. It was loaded.
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      Lunch was cathartic. That’s how it felt for Adam, anyway. On the rooftop deck he told Renata all he knew and all he believed was possible. Renata patiently indulged him, not sure where the line between truth and crazy conspiracy theories lay.

      Adam had tried to start at the beginning. “Remember how I told you I saw a post from a German who got fired from Fitzer?” he asked her.

      “Yeah.” The spring rolls had just arrived, and Renata was eating one as Adam talked.

      “Well, I’ve been emailing him. He said that Fitzer Corporation was working on a female sexual enhancement pill. Big pharmaceuticals had saturated the market with low-testosterone drugs, so there was lots of competition. That’s what inspired some genius at Fitzer to come up with female Viagra. My friend – his name is Wilhelm – said that Fitzer’s scientists analyzed various herbal formulas. Most contained yohimbe as their active ingredient. Fitzer found the tree had positive results on females, much like that of Viagra and Cialis for men. That’s when they contacted Agri-Gen and created the Guatemalan farm project. Your project.”

      Renata filled her plate with pad thai. The peanut sauce wasn’t as good as she’d hoped. Adam was making sense, but he hadn’t told her anything she didn’t already know.

      He went on. “Thing was, Wilhelm and his associate isolated the bacterium inside the organic yohimbe. He felt it would be a cheaper and more viable option for the drug. The problem was that the lifespan of the bacterium was only a fraction of a second. Though they could test it in a millisecond, and it was viable, there was no way to mass-produce such an unstable specimen. Are you following me?” Adam paused to eat a spring roll, the first food he had touched since they sat down.

      Renata nodded, nibbling as she took in Adam’s story. After a quick bite, he continued.

      “For some reason, Wilhelm got fired from Fitzer a few months ago. I haven’t asked him why, but he told me this. The bacterium research team is based right out of San Francisco, in that lab we visited by the school. Dr. Claussen, the guy who gave us the tour, is the lead scientist for that project.”

      Adam took a deep breath. He had already told Renata this, but she hadn’t seemed to understand what was at stake. He would try again.

      “Wilhelm said they needed a better host for this new bacterium, and they found it in the REN proteins. At least, they think they have. When I asked him where they got the REN protein, he said that the source was a mystery. He did say that the proteins contain human DNA. Rare DNA. I said before, I think they may have gotten those proteins from you. Should we be upfront with Claussen and ask him to test you?”

      Adam took a long sip from his water glass. “Do you have any idea how or when they might have gotten a DNA sample? I don’t think just any area of the body would work — they would have needed specifically geographic stuff. It might have been sexually specific...” Adam blushed.

      The noodles in Renata’s mouth felt dry and hard to swallow. “Umm, yeah, I guess… well, it’s possible.” Renata wasn’t shy, so why did she feel insecure now? “There’s a chance I might’ve been violated,” Renata whispered.

      “Violated! You mean raped?” Anger shot though Adam’s body, and he felt a strong urge to punch someone.

      “Well, yeah,” she mumbled. Why was she ashamed? She hadn’t done anything wrong. It was hard to explain, though, how she didn’t know what had happened. She remembered the cut in her vagina, though. She’d had it in Africa and then Guatemala. It was all coming together. Then there was Kenny’s red cooler. He had dropped it off somewhere after both foggy nights of heavy drinking. Had Kenny actually cut her in her most private area? What else did he do to me? she wondered. She had trusted him. He had been kind to her. Could he really be that evil? “Maybe it was Kenny.” Renata was staring at the tablecloth.

      Sensing her shame and giving her emotional privacy, Adam said, “I’m sorry Renata.” But he couldn’t stay calm. “That motherfucker! He should be in prison!” Adam avoided using the word “rapist.” Saying it out loud felt like he was accusing Renata of hiding something.

      Silence fell over lunch. The chatter from the other tables was loud. A million thoughts and feelings were going through Renata’s head. She was sweating and wanted to run away, but she was angry, too. Renata wanted to punish Kenny and Fitzer for stealing from her. Grabbing Adam’s hand across the table, she pleaded, “Will you help me?”
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      “Hey, how’s it going? It’s been a while,” Renata said over the phone. “Could you come by and help me clean my Taurus?” Since Kenny had gifted her the gun, she knew he couldn’t refuse. It was possible that he had just been doing his job in Cameroon and had nothing to do with the abrasion she had developed. It was possible that the cut was a coincidence, and Adam was really nuts. Being female was a little mysterious for Renata. Though she knew how to derive pleasure from her feminine parts, the rest was a bit obscured. She never looked at herself with a mirror between her legs, and Alexa had been her only female lover. Renata had never gone down on Alexa before; it wasn’t her thing.

      Fifteen minutes later, she buzzed Kenny up to her apartment. Renata laid out a soft tablecloth and placed the unarmed weapon in the center. She kept her Pitbull loaded in her desk drawer, just in case things turned ugly.

      “Hi, Kenny, come on in.” He looked different. His shirt looked tight, and he hadn’t shaved. This was the closest Renata had been to him in months.

      “Hey.” Kenny marched into the apartment. He was holding a metal briefcase. “You got everything set up. Cool.” Kenny placed the aluminum box beside the gun on Renata’s kitchen table and opened it. Inside was a cleaning kit with brushes, rods, and jags. It even had a chamois for polishing.

      A set like this should have come with the gun, or I should buy one, Renata mused.

      Kenny carefully disassembled the Taurus and cleaned each part.

      “Be sure to get the build-up out of the barrel,” he told Renata. His demeanor was casual – like he was truly a friend. “Here, take a look at this.”

      Renata looked down the barrel. The metal was shiny.

      Kenny stood close, and his aroma wafted to Renata. She was transported to a dark place – a room filled with gray curtains. Curtains that went in your mouth and nose, making it hard to breathe. Was that her bedroom in Cameroon? It was as if she were a statue that was being moved. Why had she forgotten until now? She remembered the smell of his breath. All her muscles drew in. Renata’s skin was chilled, and she shivered.

      Renata snapped back to her apartment. Goose bumps covered her arms, and her face flushed. Kenny was dangerous. Luckily, he was still focused on her Taurus and he hadn’t noticed Renata’s realization.

      Renata opened her silverware drawer where she had stored the dart gun from Darwin’s mother. It was innocently laid next to the spoons, looking like a souvenir. A few days ago, she had loaded and examined the casing. It had a tight coil, like a slinky that was compressed, and it was held by a bamboo notch. Removing the small notch let the spring free, which propelled the needle off of a tiny platform. The blade of the needle was like a razor, and she could fire it with one hand. The force was strong; but how strong? Would it pierce skin? Renata’s heart was beating faster as she realized what she was going to do.

      Renata swiftly pulled out a dart. It was the size of a sewing needle. She placed it into the tiny weapon, making sure the coated yellow end was facing out. The whole gun was smaller than a tube of lipstick, so it could easily be hidden in her hand. She removed the bamboo lid and left it in the drawer. “Would you like some tea or a beer?” she offered, hoping Kenny couldn’t hear her heart beating.

      “Sure, a beer would be great.” Kenny’s back was to Renata. He continued working with the gun. Was he humming contentedly? She grabbed a bottle from the fridge and held the dart gun in her other hand. Would that bit of yellow substance be enough to affect a full-grown man? Should she trust Esperanza’s and Darwin’s dart with her safety?

      “Thanks,” Kenny said, as Renata dropped the beer on the table and migrated over to the desk drawer. She nonchalantly took out her Pitbull. Kenny hadn’t looked up. She put the gun down the back of her pants, between her cheeks. It’s now or never, Renata told herself, summoning up her strength.

      “So, you got the barrel clean?” She put her head near his. The acrid odor of her fear blended with his deceitful one. Renata reached her arm around the back of Kenny’s neck as if to pat his back. She touched the notch of the dart gun with her thumb. It fired.

      “What the fuck!” Kenny turned as Renata pulled out her Pitbull, safety off, and pointed at his face. The dart stood perpendicular in Kenny’s neck. He looked like Frankenstein’s monster. “Renata.” His voice was weaker than it should have been.

      “Get over there.” Holding the gun on him, Renata directed Kenny away from the table into an upholstered chair. He was sluggish and ambled onto the chair cooperatively. Kenny’s eyes looked alert, but his face was drooping. He seemed to have forgotten about the dart in his neck. If I hit the jugular and the poison is strong, he might die, Renata realized. Maybe she should have thought this through. Kenny was neutralized, but did she want him dead?

      Gun in one hand, phone in the other, she tapped Adam’s number. He answered on the first ring. Repeating the last words of their lunch together, she said, “Can you help me?”

      “Of course.” Adam heard the fear in her voice.

      “Come over right away!”

      “Okay.” A moment later the buzzer rang; he must have been downstairs. They’d decided Adam wouldn’t follow Kenny anymore, but it was apparent that he still had. Renata was grateful.

      “Stay put,” Renata told Kenny, as she went to unlock her door for Adam. Kenny’s eyes were cloudy, and his head was resting on the back of the chair. He looked almost comatose. She kept the gun trained on him, just in case.

      “What happened?” Adam asked. A red welt had formed around the needle in Kenny’s neck. “What’s that?” Adam pointed at the needle.

      “It’s a poison dart from Guatemala. I guess it worked.” Renata’s heart rate was finally slowing down.

      Adam stepped in front of Kenny. Kenny’s eyes moved, and he made a noise from deep in his throat.

      “What’s that you’re saying, Kenny?” Adam asked sarcastically. “Nice to see you again, my friend.” He took Kenny’s limp hand in a handshake and it fell back onto the chair. “Looks like you didn’t need me,” Adam said to Renata, who was still pointing the gun at Kenny.

      Kenny’s face hardened, and his nostrils flared ever so slightly.

      “He’s not so scary now, huh?” Adam smiled at Renata. “How long will this stuff last? It’s not fatal, is it?”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s for stunning, not killing,” Renata said. She had googled the weapon, but couldn’t identify exactly what was on her dart. Darwin had only said it was frog poison.

      “Will he come out of it soon?” Adam asked.

      “I can take care of that,” Renata said. Handing the pistol to Adam, she retrieved a skein of rope. It was lovingly coiled – she had missed the feeling of it against her palms. It had been too long since she had tied anyone up. Renata roped Kenny’s legs together beautifully. She put four perfect knots in a line from his ankles to his belt. It took less than five minutes. Not bad, Renata thought as she examined her work. After finishing his legs, she took another loop of rope and tied his torso to the chair. It was like tying up a dead person. Kenny’s body didn’t react at all. Was he going to die? She didn’t want to be a murderer again, even if he deserved it.

      “Should I remove the dart?” Kenny wasn’t going anywhere, and it might save his life.

      Adam put the gun down on the table next to Kenny’s beer bottle. “Let’s give it a couple more minutes.” Adam sat on a kitchen chair opposite the tied man.

      He wasn’t worried about Kenny at all. Then again, he hasn’t murdered anyone before, Renata thought.

      “If you want to live, you’re going to have to answer some questions,” Adam addressed Kenny. “A blink of the eyes means yes, and no blink means no. You got it?” Kenny blinked his eyes once. The dart moved slightly as his eyes opened and closed. Adam began a series of questions, his tone like a lawyer.

      “Do you work for Fitzer?” Kenny blinked. Adam and Renata both knew he did, but as a bodyguard.

      “Did you steal Renata’s DNA?” Adam kept firing.

      Kenny didn’t blink.

      “Did you steal from Renata’s body?” Adam shouted.

      This time Kenny blinked right away.

      “Good man, thanks for being honest,” Adam praised. “Do you know why you were directed to do that?”

      Kenny didn’t blink. It was most likely true that Kenny hadn’t been told about Fitzer’s plan. He wasn’t a scientist, just a foot soldier.

      Was he a victim of Fitzer too? Renata wondered. Then she reminded herself that he’d violated her. He did that all by himself, even if it was on Fitzer’s orders.

      Adam kept going. “Have you been following Renata?”

      Kenny blinked.

      “Is that part of your orders?”

      He blinked again.

      “Did you rape Renata?” Adam asked softly. He kept his gaze on Kenny. Renata flushed at the tenderness of the question.

      No blink, but tension and fear surfaced on Kenny’s pupils.

      Adam took the gun from the table and pointed it at Kenny. Adam stood and shouted, “DID YOU RAPE RENATA?”

      Kenny didn’t blink, but a single tear formed and made tracks down his cheek. Renata felt like throwing up.

      “Adam, really, its okay,” she said. Were they killing Kenny? Why was he crying? Renata knew she had been violated, but she didn’t know exactly how. Maybe she was afraid to know the truth. Anyhow, Kenny was the pawn of a bigger enemy; she was sure of that.

      Adam noticed that Renata was looking as traumatized as Kenny, so he backed off.

      “I think that’s all I need to know.” Adam pulled on the end of the rope that tied Kenny’s torso to the chair. Renata’s knots were complex and tight, though, and Adam couldn’t undo them.

      “Could you please untie him, m’lady?” Adam said playfully. He took a paper towel and pulled the dart out of Kenny’s neck. A stream of blood dripped from the wound. “Yuck,” Adam said as he pressed the paper towel onto the blood.

      “I’ll be right back,” Renata said. She ran to the bathroom and lifted the toilet lid. In three heaves, she emptied her stomach.

      “Oh, shit, you okay?” Adam called.

      “Yup.” Once she recovered, she swiftly untied Kenny, and Adam dragged him to the apartment door. Grabbing his belt loops, Adam pulled him down the stairs while Renata protected his head from bouncing. Luckily, none of the other residents were around. They stopped in the entranceway, and Adam propped open the door to the building.

      Grabbing his phone and punching in 911, Adam said, “Hello, I’d like to report a junkie. He’s in a bad way. Yes, I want to stay anonymous.” He gave the operator the address of Renata’s building.

      Adam and Renata climbed back up to her apartment. Renata did her zazen meditation quietly in the kitchen while the water boiled for tea. Adam sat at the table staring into space.

      A few quiet days passed at work with no communication from Adam. There was no word from or about Kenny. It was a welcome repose. Renata worked diligently on her project and was feeling confident. Emails from Darwin showed healthy progress. Erik was on another business trip, so the office was serene and neutral.

      It was the first time in a while that Renata didn’t have a lover available. She knew she could call Adam or Alexa, but she didn’t. Instead she spent her evenings practicing zazen and shibari.
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      After two nights in rehab, Kenny was back home and back on the job. He was still listening in on Renata, but following her was no longer an option. After almost dying at the hands of those two freaks, he had managed to partially bail on Fitzer. He wanted out. He’d explained that he’d sprained an ankle. He’d eavesdrop, but he wasn’t going anywhere. Furthermore, he booked a flight the following week to go down south. Kenny was clear about being done: he was getting paid and getting as far away from Fitzer as possible. He was surprised that Tim agreed to his terms. Perhaps they’d heard about how he’d been caught.

      Renata’s quiet week transitioned to nights filled with rumination. Her questions led to one answer. She was sure that her genetic material had been stolen and was being used. But what could she do about it? Internet searches told her of other unwilling victims. In two cases, DNA had been taken from patients in surgery, and there was little legal recourse. Many hospitals and labs were still using the material from some poor woman from the 1950’s with a rare form of cancer. Her relatives had not been able to stop the widespread distribution of her replicated bio samples. Researchers were still using her cells in labs all over the place.

      Another guy had some weird pancreatic condition, and the surgeons took his samples right from the operating table. Innocent scientists and lab workers were using his cells to find cures and help others. Was that so wrong? Stealing from someone’s body, an actual piece of them, felt wrong to Renata. Who knew what Fitzer’s long-term goal with her tissue was? She wasn’t sure if she believed Adam’s theory that Fitzer was using REN to make female Viagra. They were thieves! Would she have given them permission to use her DNA if they had asked?

      Should she get a lawyer? Renata didn’t want anyone investigating her past. It would be better to take care of things on her own.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

      

    

    







            The Freezer

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving work early, Renata jetted to her apartment. She was excited. She changed into black leggings, a tank top, and a hoodie. She slipped on her running shoes and grabbed her gun, which she tucked into the leggings and pulled the hoody over. At the door, she remembered the dart gun and put it in her front pocket with her phone.

      Back in the Audi, Renata cruised over to the Lindahl Gage lab. Traffic was merciful, and she got there faster than expected. It was 4:47 when she crossed through the big white door of the lab. The reception was quiet and deserted. What luck! She wouldn’t have to use her unrehearsed speech. Following the sign that said “Restroom,” Renata locked herself into the Ladies and sat in the stall to wait for the office to close.

      The sounds of doors opening echoed into the bathroom. Renata heard snippets of conversations. “See you Monday,” a man’s voice announced. Soon all was quiet. Fortunately, no ladies had needed the facilities. Thinking back, the only woman Renata could remember from her first visit was the receptionist. The staff must be predominantly male. Her phone said 6:13. The time had passed lightning fast. Renata unlocked the bathroom and stepped outside.

      She walked through the carpeted hallway. The five offices on either side were dark. Renata made her way back toward the lab area to see what she could discover. She heard voices from inside. Through the glass window in the door, she saw Claussen and another man in a heated discussion. The more she watched, the more Renata realized that the man looked familiar. Then it hit her. It was Tim, and he was shouting at the scientist, towering over the poor man seated in his office chair.

      “If you don’t get me results, I will take my business elsewhere!” Tim pointed his finger in the air. “And I’ll restart the game, so your investments will disappear.”

      “Listen,” Renata heard the chief scientist say as she pressed her ear against the door. “Give me some more time.” Claussen wiped his forehead with his fingertips. His lips moved, but Renata couldn’t hear what he was saying. She pressed harder against the door. Suddenly the metal latch slipped out of its cove and the door opened. The noise filled the lab like thunder.

      The two men turned to Renata. Claussen’s eyes went wide as he recognized the teacher from the previous week’s visit. Tim rushed over and grabbed Renata’s hands, pinning them behind her back. He snarled at her. There was no time to grab her gun or fight back. The man held her wrists tight. He must be trained, to have got her under control so fast. Usually Renata was able to use her skills to get the upper hand.

      “Why are you here? I know who you are!” Tim shouted at Renata.

      “Why are you here? Let go of me!” she shot back.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Tim said dismissively. He pushed Renata into the walk-in freezer at the far end of the lab and latched the door from the outside. Claussen stood paralyzed, watching the man attack and force Renata into the freezer.

      “No! Stop, stop!” Renata cried as he was closing the door.

      As the latch clicked, the freezer went silent and pitch dark. Renata sat on a frozen box and tried to calm down. She racked her brain, but she couldn’t figure out why Tim would want to harm her. The whole thing seemed unreal.

      There was a frosted peephole in the freezer door. Renata used her hot breath to clear a view. A third man had arrived. Tim was leaning on a desk casually. The scientist stood to the side awkwardly, staying a step out of their conversation. Renata saw Tim smile as if nothing was strange, like he had not just imprisoned her in the fucking freezer. The other man looked up, and Renata saw that it was Robert Johnson. Her heart raced – she knew she was in trouble now. As the conversation ended, Robert shook hands with both of the men and left. He didn’t glance at the freezer once. He apparently didn’t know she was there.

      The freezer fan went back on. Frozen air from a vent blew onto Renata’s face, and she tightened the hoodie around her face. Why did it feel so thin? Renata knew her body couldn’t retain its heat for much longer. She pulled out her phone and texted Adam. A quick whistle back told her that there was no service. Renata berated herself for not sharing her plans. No one knew where she was except the two men in the lab, and they weren’t letting her out. Why had she not allowed Adam to help her? She knew he would’ve wanted to. She should have told someone, anyone. Was she going to die in here? She tried not to lick her lips despite the fact that they felt like they were about to crack. It was the weekend. No one would come back to the lab for days, and Renata knew she wouldn’t survive this cold for more than a few hours. “

      Okay, enough! Chin up Renata! she yelled to herself. The light from her phone illuminated the chamber, and she used a flashlight app to look around. The freezer was packed with cardboard boxes all labeled “Perishable.”

      The top box was open, so Renata peered in. It contained twelve stacks of petri dishes, four high. Each one had the letters REN printed on top. No way! I’m trapped here with my own stolen DNA? Would she freeze with it? Let them use her material at will? Scrape her away, bit by bit? That was a horror film, for sure. She shivered at the thought, and the cold crept inside her clothes. She tried the door again, to no avail. Resigning herself, she leaned against the boxes. The cold numbed her thoughts.

      Outside the freezer, Dr. Claussen was shocked. He had no idea why Tim had put the cute teacher in the freezer. He was confounded, trying to make sense of the last five minutes.

      “She’s just looking for something she can steal and sell,” Tim told Claussen. “I’m going to call the cops.” He turned away and spoke into his phone, “I have a burglar here. She’s in her late twenties, wearing black. Yeah. I’ll hold her till you show up, thanks.” Tim turned back to Claussen and said in a friendly tone, “I’ll get her out of the freezer and give her to the cops. It’s probably better if you’re not here. I’ll have my office hire a security guard for this place starting tomorrow.”

      “Uh, okay, sure.” Claussen wanted to be gone. He was afraid of losing his job and investments, but Tim’s brutality had taken the cake. He had thrown her into the freezer like it was nothing. Even if she was a robber, that was a weird move. He wondered what would have happened if he had fought back instead of acquiescing to Tim’s demands. Would he be the one in the freezer? On the other hand, maybe things weren’t as dramatic as he imagined. After all, the cops were on their way, and surely the girl would be in a warm police station soon.

      Pulling himself out of his frantic thoughts, Claussen answered, “All right, sounds good. Like I said, I should have some results for you by the end of next week. The door is self-locking; just pull it shut on your way out.” He spoke to the Tim like there had been no interruption, no woman trapped in the freezer. If he just went home, it would be like nothing happened. Starting his car, the scientist glanced back at the sleepy building. He shivered in his seat. Something was definitely wrong.

      Tim knew he didn’t need Renata anymore, and if she were dead, she wouldn’t be able to squeal. The scientists had no problem reproducing her bio-matter, though they couldn’t recreate it without a parent. There were plenty of samples in storage, however, and more to be made whenever it was needed. If only the morons like Claussen would come up with something tangible. Getting rid of Renata would be convenient. It would prevent any legal troubles. Perhaps they should even change the name of REN.

      He sat on a desk covered with papers as he tried to figure out what to do. Why hang out and be here when the girl froze? He had noticed that she was pretty, and the skin on her wrists was soft. Imagining her freezing was no fun. That was way more morbid than he had in mind for tonight. Anyhow, he was hungry. He remembered the cheesesteaks at Leo’s. If he left now, he could get one before they closed. Things here would take a natural course, so out he went, leaving Renata in a cold grave.

      Renata knew she was getting sluggish and needed to act. She took her gun out from her pants and held it in her hand. The safety was frozen, but after a few tries, it snapped open. She wrapped her finger around the trigger.

      At home, Claussen put in a frozen dinner and played some Baroque music, but he couldn’t eat. He felt guilty about the woman in the freezer, and he was scared for her safety. What’s one more trip to work and back? he figured. In less than 20 minutes, he was back at the lab. Before parking, he checked the lot and street for other cars. There were none. He was alone. Letting himself back in, he rushed to the freezer. It was still locked and closed. The girl was probably with the police, but he’d just make sure.

      Renata heard the door latch clunk. She was suddenly very awake, and the cold pierced her all over. Her nose had been running and the liquid had frozen on her upper lip. She was seated in an upright fetal position against the frosty cardboard stack. The gun was stuck and frozen to her hand, but she was somehow still able to move her trigger finger. She stood and faced the heavy door.

      Bright light flooded the cold room and Renata’s eyes.

      “Hello…?” Claussen called tentatively as he looked at the pretty lady holding the gun.

      It wasn’t who she was expecting. Renata drew in a deep, cold breath. As she stepped toward Claussen, the only thought in her mind was warmth. The gun hung listlessly in her grasp by her side. Her feet were leaden, and the three paces out felt like a marathon. The scientist dragged her out of the arctic prison into the warm laboratory. Walking her to the water cooler, Claussen laid Renata down on the staff sofa and covered her with his own coat. After taking a moment to re-latch the freezer, he returned with hot tea from the dispenser.

      Renata had a pounding headache, and she was shivering uncontrollably.

      “Should I take you to the hospital?” Claussen asked.

      “No, I’m okay. Is there any ibuprofen?”

      Claussen dug some out of a cabinet and he handed Renata four pills. They felt like pebbles as Renata swallowed them.

      “Are you okay?” Claussen held Renata’s hands between his, warming her in a fatherly way. Renata drank the tea and rested. Meanwhile, Claussen asked her what her name was and why she had been in the lab. He spoke in a kindly fashion, and it was obvious he didn’t know anything outside of the specific research he was doing for Fitzer. Renata’s headache subsided, and she took the risk of confiding in the man who had just saved her life. Claussen explained that the REN proteins were unique and rare. He had never seen anything like them until now.

      “Why do I have them?” Renata asked.

      “That I don’t know, but I’d be happy to look into it for you.”

      Then Renata told Claussen about Adam’s theories and her suspicions. Dr. Claussen listened carefully. Resting his head on his open palm, he said, “I am so sorry! I swear I had no idea where the REN came from. I’m an idiot, really. I’m just glad you’re okay, Renata, and please call me Howard. Is there anything else I can do for you? I can give you a ride home or I can call someone.”

      “There is one thing you can do for me,” Renata answered.

      Howard Claussen pulled the fuse from the electric panel, and the freezer went quiet. Relief coursed through Renata.

      “Once the solution thaws, the REN will be spoiled,” Howard told Renata. With the door propped open, they removed all the boxes of REN. Howard sliced them open with a utility knife while Renata dumped the petri dishes on the floor. The fragile glass shattered at her feet. The frozen liquid in the dishes turned clear and puddled on the floor as it thawed.

      Renata sighed. All of the REN would be spoiled. Furthermore, Howard promised to close the lab on Monday to keep Fitzer out for an extra day. He planned to spend the rest of the night here, hoarding and centralizing all the data his team had amassed. He would move it all to his own personal laptop at home and figure out what to do with it later.

      “Renata?”

      “Yeah?”

      “There is one thing more. Like I said, I feel like a stupid jerk not to have questioned the source of the base compound, and I’m appalled at the company I’m doing this job for. I mean, they locked you in a freezer to die, for Christ’s sake. In any case, the thing is that I was almost there in creating the drug for Fitzer. It’s my work and the work of my team, and well, you see, I invested some capital in the research. Maybe when this all blows over, you might consider becoming a partner in the research? We would never steal your bio-matter, of course. Perhaps you would consider selling it?”

      It didn’t seem like the right moment for a business proposal, considering she had almost become a corpse an hour ago. Then again, maybe it could be used to her advantage. “I’ll consider your proposal as long as you promise to destroy all the REN DNA that was stolen from me, and you don’t share the research without my permission. Sound like a deal?”

      Howard shook Renata’s hand and said, “Of course!”
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      Renata was dead tired. Kamber desperately needed a walk, so she took her around the block. It was dark and foggy out, just like Renata’s mind. Once she was back upstairs, she retreated to her bed and lifted the bulky animal up in beside her. With her head in the dog’s warm fur, Renata slept safe and sound.

      When she finally awoke and got up, it was a full day later. She worried that losing a whole day for recovery would cost her. Renata reviewed what had happened at the lab and the serious peril she could still be in. Would the man have already returned to the freezer and discovered she was missing? Would they come after her? Surly they knew where she lived.

      The Lindahl Gage lab was closed, so Renata left a brief message on Dr. Claussen’s voicemail. She also sent him an email reading, “Everything ok? -R.” She was worried his email might not be secure. Should she go back to the lab and check on things? A chill went through her body, and she shook away the memory of her brush with death. Going there was the last thing she wanted to do. She needed to go somewhere safe: a place almost no one knew of.

      Renata emailed Erik: “My dad is sick. Headed back east for a week. I will work from there, let me know if anything comes up. Miss you! -Renata.” It was for the better that she’d never mentioned her family to Erik, or to anyone, really. Then she booked tickets for São Paolo. Tomorrow she would sleep in her own private paradise.
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      The whole freezer debacle felt very far away as Renata sat on the bluff overlooking the fertile valley in Brazil. The overlook was the only place she could get email and phone service. The humming of cicadas filled the air. It was so much better than her office. From this vantage point, she could see the circle of soft hills in the valley.

      Her email contained lots of junk and updates from Darwin. There was also a response from Erik: “Ok, have fun!” She hadn’t heard back from Dr. Claussen. That was odd; he seemed like the type to be on top of his emails. Renata checked the sent folder, and her message was there. She wondered why he hadn’t replied. Perhaps this was not an email address he checked every day. She typed in Howard Claussen, hoping to find another contact point.

      “Scientist commits suicide” read the top Internet blurb. Renata took in the details. He’d been found in his apartment hanging from the ceiling fan. Renata felt sick. She put down her laptop, walked a few steps, and threw up the scrambled eggs she had enjoyed in her little chateau. That came on fast, she thought to herself, holding her stomach. Sitting back down on the ground, she read the rest of the article. Her throat was strained from vomiting. The article said one daughter survived him. Apparently, he’d lived alone and suffered from depression. Could that be true? He hadn’t seemed like that type at all. Renata didn’t know Howard, but he certainly hadn’t seemed suicidal when they’d parted company. In fact, he’d seemed excited about their business deal.

      Claussen’s death felt like murder. Her stomach seized again. She hoped Howard had secured all the REN project information and that all of the lab’s REN supply was ruined. Unfortunately, the article didn’t say anything about his work at all. Renata checked around online and couldn’t find any more. It was a mystery, and a scary one. Renata was grateful to be safe, far away. She’d stay put as long as necessary.

      Renata texted Adam. Hey. Her phone still had service down the hill, so she started down the slope back to the cottage.

      Adam texted back, Hey you. How are you holding up?

      Renata considered telling him everything. She hadn’t told him about the freezer because she was afraid he would get hurt trying to protect her. She was a strong woman and didn’t need that. Besides, Adam was looking more fragile every time she saw him.

      Parked next to her rental car she spied Miguel and his assistant unloading crates from their truck. She hadn’t told him she was coming, but she was thrilled to see him. Running into his arms, she shrieked with joy. Miguel picked her up and swung her in circles as Renata wrapped her arms and legs around him. A smile played across the face of the other Brazilian as he watched the reunion. Renata helped the guys unload and waved goodbye to Miguel’s assistant as he drove back to the city.

      They were alone in a secret oasis of their own creation. The casita had exceeded Renata’s dreams in design and comfort. Finally, Renata had someone to confide in. Miguel prepared a fresh caprese salad while he listened to her story. Renata let down her guard and told him how scared she was – how she thought she might die.

      The mozzarella was like clouds on the succulent tomatoes topped with the spicy herbal flavor of the basil. The afternoon faded into evening as the sunset greeted the family of two. Talked out and fed, Renata spread out on the daybed and closed her eyes. She wouldn’t open them until morning when she smelled the coffee and omelets Miguel prepared in their kitchen.

      After two days of pampering, Renata felt rambunctious and restless. Miguel had made berry muffins. Renata ate one, balled up the wrapper and tossed it at his back. “Hey!” He grabbed a whole muffin and threw it at her. It hit her right in the chest, leaving a small blueberry impact mark. She got up to grab another for ammo, but Miguel grabbed her wrist just above the muffin plate.

      “Oh, really?” She pushed his shoulder hard, and he fell against the counter without letting go of her wrists. “Is that all you got?” Renata teased.

      Miguel pushed her again, harder this time. Memories flooded Renata’s head – how he would hide, and she would have to find him, dress him, and feed him. She used to drag his little arm wherever she wanted him to go.

      Renata jerked her wrist out of his grasp and punched him lightly on the shoulder. It was meant to be playful, at least sort of. He pinned her arms to her sides and changed positions. Renata’s back was against the counter now.

      Could he really be stronger than me? Renata asked herself with disbelief. He had been such a scrawny wisp of a boy. He didn’t look very strong, and he still had all those scars up his forearm.

      Renata tried to push him off but couldn’t. Then Miguel kissed her, hard, and she kissed him back. It was a good tactic to get her hands free. With a strong shove, Miguel fell back.

      He caught himself and grinned. “I got you now,” he said playfully, and he picked Renata up and seated her on the counter. He pressed close against her and captured her in his arms. She was pinned. Renata burrowed and bit through his cotton T-shirt. Then she sank her teeth into the meat between his shoulder and nipple. It was a slow bite, but it was enough to make Miguel release her.

      “Oh, meu Deus!” He had a boner pressing against her nighty. She kept her mouth in position, but she didn’t bite any harder. Miguel lifted Renata’s negligee and pushed her further back on the counter. His dick was touching her, but with just the tip. Renata released her bite, and Miguel kissed her aggressively. She kissed back and then broke free. She then bit his neck. Oh, yum. He tasted like cocoa, and Renata wanted more. Bowing her head, she bit him again on the other side. Miguel moaned and entered her. The cabinet doors banged against Renata’s back as Miguel thrust inside her.

      “Harder,” gasped Miguel. She bit harder. He was pounding, and it felt so good. So, so, good. So good Renata couldn’t stop, and Miguel didn’t stop either. Then Renata was cumming. Moans of pleasure escaped as she climaxed. Miguel’s shirt was drenched in sweat. On her last cry, Miguel said again, “Meu Deus!” And with a steady rhythm, he drove himself home.
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      For the next few days, Renata and Miguel orbited each other. They shared confidences and cuddled at night, but neither initiated more sex. Renata felt withdrawn and her period was late, so she kept quiet. Soon they were back in São Paolo at Miguel’s mansion. Before her morning flight, Renata spent the night in the guesthouse alone.

      Renata flew back home and went to Agri-Gen the next morning. She sat at her desk, buried in the Guatemala project. It was up to her to decide whether to plant the remaining acreage in stumps or seed. Agri-Gen had created a different supplement for each, and Renata needed to see how the fertilizer was affecting the soil. She had Darwin send her reports on the plant growth and soil, as well as the farm’s financials.

      Renata kept checking for an update on Howard, but there seemed to be no more to his story. She did find one article on the lab, however. It said that the lab had been broken into and the equipment destroyed and stolen. The police didn’t have any suspects. Renata wondered who had discovered the damage and when. Surely Tim would’ve come back to retrieve her body from the freezer. Or had they been planning to frame Howard? Now that he was dead, Renata couldn’t ask him for answers. She felt sorry that he had left a daughter behind. She hoped it wasn’t the freezer and being part of the REN project that had led him to his end. She didn’t want that kind of responsibility.

      Was it safe to go back to Lindahl like nothing had happened? After all, her murder attempt hadn’t been premeditated – it had been more circumstantial than anything. If destroying all the REN in the freezer had cleaned out the REN supply, then they’d need more, and she was the source. In that case, Fitzer would need her alive and accessible. What would happen if she did an above the board negotiation for her DNA? Would Fitzer be willing to pay for something they had previously stolen?

      There were too many questions. Renata needed answers. She texted Adam, but there was no response. She then left a voicemail. Renata was worried. Was he just ignoring her? Was he sick?

      Renata needed to talk to someone, so she texted Erik: Hey, handsome, how ya doing? Lunch?

      He didn’t answer until later that afternoon: Sorry, gorgeous, swamped with work, kisses.

      After some deliberation, Renata decided it was better to keep her problems to herself, and safer to keep Erik out of all this.
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      While slipping under her Egyptian cotton sheets, Renata got a text from Adam. Checked the lab and everything is good. She hadn’t asked him to drive out there that night, but it was reassuring that someone had her back.

      Renata slept poorly and awoke at four a.m. She decided to drive by Lindahl, just to take a peek. As she approached, she saw two fire trucks and the front of the lab cordoned off with pylons and caution tape. A group of men stood inside the boundary. Renata parked on the other side of the school, as she had done before, and walked onto the playground. The smell of wet coals was in the air. The firefighters looked like they were packing up. Wisps of smoke drifted out the lab windows and a burned-out door.

      Renata stayed in the schoolyard and sat on a bench to think. Fuck. Had Adam burned the place down? That was one definitive way to get rid of the REN supply, but people went to jail for arson. She hoped no one was hurt. Would she be a suspect? After slinking back to her car, Renata drove back to the city. The next day, she went to work and pretended all was well.

      She checked the news on the Internet throughout the day, but there wasn’t much, only that they were clearing debris and that the fire had been extensive. It had destroyed more than four million dollars’ worth of equipment. Finally, at five o’clock, there was a development – they had found a body: an unidentified male. Was it Adam? She texted, Adam, r u ok?? No response. Erik wanted to do dinner, but Renata turned him down. She said her stomach was upset, and it was.

      Renata stayed up until two trying to find out if Adam had died in the fire. She couldn’t call the police and ask without implicating him. A little after sunrise, there was a local news report identifying the body as that of Tim McIntire. That’s a relief! He could never mess with her again. Perhaps Adam didn’t have anything to do with the fire, but then why would he have sent her that last text? Did he go to the lab before the fire started? She reread his last text, looking for some hidden meaning, but she found none. Renata texted and called Adam again, but still he didn’t respond.

      Renata didn’t feel well at all. The week went along as usual, but Renata kept putting Erik off. She used the “not feeling well” excuse again, but she knew it wouldn’t last long. She couldn’t tell Erik her story. He was still her boss, and she didn’t want to jeopardize all she had worked for at Agri-Gen. Her tattoo was itching like crazy, too – could she be allergic to the ink all of a sudden? Her hope was that everything would blow over and she would settle back into her routine at Agri-Gen and her affair with Erik. She’d bury her story: that was her plan. It had worked before.

      The following morning, Adam finally responded to her text: Renata, I love you and I promise to keep you safe. The lab is gone, and I might be gone soon, too. My T-cell count is too low. AIDs sucks. Hugs.

      Was that a call for help? Was Adam really in love with her? She texted back, Let’s meet and talk about it. I miss you. He didn’t respond, so she wrote, I care about you too, and so does your family. Again, there was no response. She just hoped he wasn’t suicidal.
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      Then came the news from Darwin – there had been a fire at Atitlana. Another fire? A whole field had burned, and five grow houses, too. Damn it! Renata called Darwin immediately to assess the damage. So far no one was hurt, and the fire was mostly out; that was all he knew so far. Darwin was on his way to Atitlana, and said he would call after he arrived. Renata booked the next available flight, rushed home, and was on the plane that evening.

      She traveled all night and arrived at the farm by midday. The irrigation was on full-time, ensuring that there was no more damage, but it had been turned off for Renata’s inspection. She walked through the burned field and mourned the loss of her baby yohimbe plants. Her project was failing, but it wasn’t her fault. A tear slid down her cheek. Since she was alone with Darwin, she let her guard down and sobbed. Renata hadn’t slept much, and she was sick. She marched away from Darwin and threw up her plane food, but she still felt nauseous.

      Renata needed to lie down, so she went to the little house above the farm and slept deeply until nightfall. When she woke up she was ravenous. Someone had stocked the cottage with homemade tortillas, white cheese, veggies, fruit, and lunchmeat. There was no microwave, so she cooked a quesadilla in the frying pan and made another while eating the first. The nausea had passed finally.

      The next day, they were able to clean up the fallen grow houses with the labor of the whole farm crew. It was going to take some time to clear away the debris and assess the damage underneath. One body was found, a male who appeared to have been trapped under one of the tables. He was burned beyond recognition. What a horrible death, thought Renata.

      In the cottage, Renata was assessing the financial damage and figuring out how long the fire would set back her harvest timeline when there was a gentle rapping at the door.

      “Excuse me, Miss.” A small Guatemalan man stood there with his hand outstretched. “We found this on the burned man.” He handed Renata a charred chain. Renata choked when she saw that it had been Adam’s. The Mayan warrior and Jewish star were blackened from the fire.

      “Nooo!!” Renata screamed.

      Renata tried to speak to the man, but instead she had to run outside and vomit again. Everything came up. Her heaving turned to deep sobs and tears, saliva and snot pouring out to add to the vomit. She couldn’t stand up. The Guatemalan man was still there. He supported her and led her to the bedroom. He stood in the doorway as Renata balled up and cried anew.

      “I’m sorry, miss,” he said.

      Renata lay in the fetal position; all her strength washing out from deep inside. She stared at the ceiling fan endlessly turning, drowning in sorrow and pain. “Adam, Adam,” she cried over and over. Sometime later, Darwin appeared. He carefully lay down beside her and caressed her arm without speaking.

      Then it was morning, and Renata was due to fly home. Gingerly, Darwin maneuvered her out of the cottage and to the airport. Renata hadn’t said much other than that she needed to go home, so that’s what Darwin did for her. At the gate, he handed Renata a sack and said, “It’s from my mother.”

      Renata boarded the plane in a fog of grief. Darwin had managed to check in all her luggage, even her laptop. The only thing she had with her was the gift from Esperanza. After sitting, she gazed at the tarmac blankly. Without thinking, she opened the cloth gift bag. Inside was a perfect pair of green baby booties.
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      Thank you for your time and attention! If you found the book useful, we hope you will leave a short review on the site where you purchased this book to let other readers know of your experience.
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