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A Blind Cupping 

by Inna Effress 

 

All Carl wanted was a good cup of coffee, but he’d re-packed his fiberglass press 

and finished his Ziploc supply of grounds—just enough to last until he found a grinder, 

and in these origin countries, getting water that’s hot enough is an even bigger problem 

than finding a decent cup. The good stuff gets exported. Local roasts are floor sweepings, 

rejects, and there was no way he was going to drink the Avianca Airlines mud. White 

vapor swirled from the air conditioning outlets overhead and quickly disappeared into the 

aircraft cabin as the wet August air warmed back above dew point. Still, there was always 

something godly about flying into Panama City. While he looked out to the far side of the 

Isthmus, at the bay leading into the Pacific, the Atlantic shimmered to the north, the color 

of lime cordial. It was a slender country, snaking east to west between the two bodies of 

water. A spine of mountains and hills made up the continental divide. Its jagged arch, like 

plates of a stegosaurus, reared up from the sea floor, the result of ancient volcanic 

intrusions.  
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The brunette in the aisle seat was clacking away on a laptop. Every time she 

reached for her drink, claw-like tendons on her neck glistened under wild curls.  

Carl hoped she hadn’t seen his feet. With all the legroom, there was nowhere to 

hide. He’d barely made his flight at San Pedro Sula and was still wearing hiking shoes, 

their soles caked in clay from a slippery hillside in Honduras. The laces were stained red 

from two-inch thick powder that crusts the road to the Wondo Genet waterfall. That was 

Ethiopia, half a world away.  

“You here on business?” His Spanish was halting. He raked some ash brown hair 

down over his forehead, prominent as a beluga whale’s. It was a source of pride that he’d 

learned to get by in so many languages.  

She kept her eyes on the screen. In perfect English, she said, “Let me guess. 

You’re in sales, right?” 

“Oh, c’mon. Do I look that ordinary?” His laugh was too throaty and the big man 

across the aisle stared him down. “I’m Carl. Carl Joiner. I’m based out of New York.” 

“Everywhere I look, there are Americans in my country.” Her shoulder scorned 

him.  

“I live and breathe coffee,” he continued anyway. “Anthony Bourdain said coffee 

can be good or bad, but it’s not a way of life. I disagree. I taste it all day every day. I taste 

thirty different lots. Six cups per lot. That’s one hundred-eighty cups a day.” Forgetting 

about his stained teeth, he grinned, as he usually did when delivering this speech.  

“You’re in coffee. How original.” 

He downed his cola, and felt sorry about the poor caffeine substitute. Would the 

farmer send someone to pick him up? Over time they’d developed a solid working 
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relationship. But Andre was eccentric. He rarely left the tiny farm in Chiriqui province, 

and now, he was sick. I am getting my affairs in order, Andre had written. That was in 

March.  

A few years back, a leaf fungus killed everything, and Carl stopped his visits 

there. Andre started over and planted an experimental crossbreed. Another, vague email 

had confirmed the meeting. The new crop will be ready for picking, it said. It will be 

worth your trip.  If you hear nothing additional from me, or my farmhand, it said, we will 

proceed as planned. Good travels. 

It would be a short ride from David airport in one of the old farm trucks. Even if 

the plumbing produced tepid water, Carl could really use a shower. This last stop put him 

at six weeks on the road.  

A break will do us good, his wife had said, and pecked his cheek with dry, 

clenched lips. He sensed she’d leave him as soon as the small inheritance from his 

favorite uncle dwindled to nothing. She hadn’t taken his calls in four days. He had no 

news to report, anyway. Not the kind she was after. For thirteen years, the promise of 

minority ownership, dangled like a piñata to a blindfolded boy.  

Find me a deal for fifty cents on the dollar, Carl’s boss would taunt, his feet 

propped on the desk and a toothpick jammed in his teeth, and it’s yours.  

But those days were long gone. Now, even the Ngäbe Chiefs had cell phones, and 

their tribe members, coffee pickers who migrated in season over the Pacific side of Baru 

Volcano, even they knew all about market value. So how was Carl supposed to negotiate 

those margins? 
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But Carl had hatched a plan. He thought it was a good plan. If Andre’s new strain 

was any good, he’d buy the entire lot at a low price. Maybe even distribute exclusively. 

At least, in year one. Then his boss would have to give him his due.  

 

 

There was a lull in the rain. Outside of baggage claim, he craned his neck. Steam rippled 

from the earth, like the brimstone bubbling from nearby hot springs steeped in four-

hundred-year-old cinder. The farm boy was nowhere to be seen. I should have known, 

Carl frowned. If it pours all night, I’ll have to pay a driver in the morning who knows 

what he’s doing, or saddle a mule. 

He contemplated boarding one of the converted school buses destined for 

Boquete, but the idea of twenty five miles of competing smells and his head slinging at 

each hairpin made him queasy. Instead, he flagged a waiting taxi driver slumped in his 

seat. The man shrugged and started the meter while Carl stowed his own bag. Two 

children appeared. They did not make a sound. Their traditional Guna dress screamed 

with color like exotic birds. Solemnly, they held out hand-stitched molas depicting 

monkeys, fish, and other animals. Carl recoiled. He’d seen the albinos once before. They 

were common to the ethnic Gunas who sometimes settled in small packs on the mainland, 

outside of their island comarcas. The older sister pressed a bright textile into him. Her 

lips sprouted lesions. Her eyes, afflicted with that telltale twitch, marked her only 

pigment. It was crowded. A throng of bronzed skin and black hair engulfed them, 

extending and retracting, and extending again, as one, single-cell organism, shape-
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shifting, like a memory or an old emotion. The girl looked a Nordic exile, belonging to 

neither realm. 

Carl shook some change as if throwing dice.  He’d bring his wife a memento. 

Spreading all her fingers on one hand, the girl held it inches from his face. “Fine, I’ll give 

you five. What the hell. I’m feeling generous.” 

With pursed lips, he pinched the bill by its edge and swapped it for the cloth, then 

wiped his hand against his pants, folded himself into the cab and sealed himself in. 

“We call them Children of the Moon.” The driver, lighting a match, released a 

haze of sulfur and tobacco into the confinement of the tiny car.  

Carl coughed. The odometer ticked.  

“During the lunar eclipse, they say the Moon People can save us, can climb on 

rooftops to frighten a jaguar or a dragon believed to be devouring the moon.” 

Through the back window, Carl watched the greenery thicken as city life thinned 

out. Rain drummed, again. It was the height of the season. 

 

The steeple cross still burned black into the sky when Carl set out from the Inn. All night, 

he’d tried to decipher any patterns in the smacking of the torrent. For now the weather 

held. Only the delicate bajareque spritzed from above like perfume. Red-hot streaks 

cracked the darkness above, then faded into the early light, until one, then another, craggy 

mountain peak shone gold. The volcano’s mouth – the country’s tallest point – was 

swallowed whole by a monster cloud. Rows of lawns, with their signs of  “Plants for 

Sale,” peeled away as he reached the outskirts. Carl paid a local for the use of his burro. 
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“Maybe four days,” he told the man.  Carl never knew what Andre had up his sleeve. The 

trek to the Highlands would be impassable on foot.  

In the vast protected forest, saturated moss muffled the animal’s steps. Mist salted 

every surface. Eye-popping orange groves, rolling carpets of Shasta daisies, gladioli gone 

wild, blue forget-me-nots, and bromeliads nestled in trees among aerial orchid gardens.  

The road was steep. Straining against gravity, Carl clamped his thighs against the 

mule’s steady back. Her big ears pointed forward, eyes trained ahead. A strangling fig 

grew up a tree like an arm wrestler’s bicep, squeezing the life out of its host. A fine 

spider’s web sparkled with moisture. In the distance rang the bonk of a three-wattled 

bellbird. A yellow-thighed finch announced himself on a low branch with a metallic 

tchuk tchuk. From an avocado tree, a series of short, dying whistles. There sat the mythic 

quetzal. A female, reclusive, cloaked in green. As more than three hundred bird species 

started their day, a frenzy of calls made haphazard trajectories through the fog, like 

hundreds of shooting arrows.  Above him, pale light poked through the lace of foliage. 

All around, infinite shades of green.  

Carl cursed and spat and gave the lead a yank when he came to a washed-out 

bridge over a rushing stream. It was treacherously deep. Three Panamanians in thigh-high 

boots sloshed toward him, machetes swinging. Orchid poachers.  

“Hey there,” Carl called out from the saddle, waving his left arm in an 

exaggerated arc. Dark stares from the men as wordlessly they crossed his path, halted and 

turned to eye his backpack. The mule held its sluggish pace to the other side.  

Up in the altitude, a cool wind swept through from all directions. Clouds like rogue 

waves curled from behind two hillsides and clashed. Carl tensed. He knew what was 
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coming. Cold needles of water descended from the direction of the Atlantic. The needles 

stung, even through his plastic poncho. When he finally reached the Finca, rivulets 

coursed down Carl’s bulging forehead and over his washed-out blue eyes. Waist-high 

coffee plants with vinelike branches grew in no discernible pattern; they covered a 

hillside so sheer that pickers had to be lowered on ropes. Tall fruit trees, Jocotes de 

Corona and Pepetos Peludos, provided shade to retard the ripening of the coffee cherry. 

Deep-rooting Myrtus trees were planted to provide stability to the soil. Sturdy Copalchí 

trees formed a wind curtain, letting breezes through but protecting the plants from 

damage. Workers wiped water and mud from their faces. Ngäbe women with flat noses 

covered the babies on their backs as they picked red and yellow coffee cherry hanging in 

pairs like jackpot enticements. Little waterfalls poured from leaves, the bean-sorting 

shed, the roof of Andre’s cabin.  The farm was in bad condition. Concrete patios where 

beans were spread to dry were pitted and scored. Tires on pickup trucks were bald. 

A fair woman in a crisp blouse opened the door and blinked. 

“Oh! Can I help you?” She twisted her wedding ring. 

“Carl Joiner here from New York. I’m meeting with Andre.” 

“Andre?” She had a thin face, like a rabbit, with wide-set eyes and no chin. 

Turning to the back room, she called, “Pradeep, there’s someone here for Andre. Sorry. 

What did you say your name was?” 

 “Carl.” He took her aging hand with his right and wrapped his left fingers on top, 

a technique he used with women.  “I’m on a buying trip for my company. Well, not my 

company. I work there. We buy direct. Anyway, I’ve been doing business with Andre for 
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more than ten years. Except for the last three seasons, or is it four? Where are you 

visiting from?” 

The woman pulled free of his grasp. “Pradeep, could you come out here?” She 

adjusted her lapel pin, a red maple leaf edged with gold. “Well, I’m Colleen. Please come 

inside.” 

A cinnamon-skinned man emerged. The front room served as kitchen and living 

area. Across from the tattered screen was a porcelain stove and a crude grinder that Andre 

had rigged up himself from old mechanical parts. This was a small operation. The farmer 

had handmade most of his machinery from junked vehicles: tires, motors, gears, anything 

abandoned he could get his hands on. 

The man was holding something. Papers, rolled into a cone and resting against his 

thigh. 

“Nice to meet you.” Carl gripped the man’s elbow while they shook hands. His 

face was made even longer by purple pouches under his eyes, which sagged below his 

cheekbones and gave him a judicious air. He had a reserved confidence.  

“Andre is back there. We called for the priest.” 

“What do you mean?” Carl looked from one to the other. Shaking water from his 

hair, he pulled off his poncho and hung it on a hook.  

“We arrived in the country two weeks ago and never left.” said Colleen, her hands 

balled up at her heart as if receiving a gift. “After our first tour with the head pickers 

here, we were hooked.”  

 “At least,” said Carl, “he has pickers out in the fields again.” 
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“It just so happened that my wife and I,” said Pradeep, “were already looking for 

an abandoned farm. She wanted to get away from the city, and away from the cold.” The 

man seemed resigned. Absently, he smiled at his wife. 

“Sometimes things don’t work out the way you plan them,” she addressed her 

husband coolly, then turned back to Carl. “Anyway, this is our version of paradise.”  

“So you’re buying the whole place?” Carl was still absorbing the news. He 

couldn’t accept the thought of turning around tomorrow, empty handed. The wife could 

barely suppress her joy. 

“All is not lost,” she said in a singsong that was out of place with her austerity. 

“It’s as though someone is giving us a second chance.” 

The husband spoke in low, measured tones. “We are awaiting a few technicalities. 

Loan documents are about to come in at any moment and we were just about to finalize 

our end of the agreement, before he - ” Pradeep lifted the cone as though making a toast. 

There was a change in his eyes, like a slide reel, and he went from mournful to stony. 

Colleen cleared her throat. 

“It’s not right to celebrate, yet. He has been dying since we got here,” she 

emphasized the word in a condemning way. “And it brings back rather unpleasant 

memories of my first husband.” Abruptly she turned to wipe the dirty square of glass 

above the sink and tried to make out what the weather was doing. “Well,” she said, with 

her back to them, “I’m sure you’d like to see him, Carl.”         

Carl’s insides twisted. It wasn’t as if they were friends. Not in the true sense of 

the word. 
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“Yes, of course, of course,” he said. “Absolutely. I’ll go in now, let him know I’m 

here.” Turning slowly, he faced the throbbing dimness of Andre’s room. “Last chance, 

right?”  

 

Shriveled, rasping, the man lay with his eyes closed. When his jaw moved, pain seized 

his ashen complexion. An antiseptic odor did not mask fumes from a tin pan beside the 

mattress. Wide-eyed and chubby, the priest stood by an oily chair made of cocobolo 

heartwood, muttering the Sacrament in Spanish. “May the Lord who frees you from sin 

save you and raise you up.” The white of the collar glowed artificially against his doughy 

flesh. Carl covered his nose and mouth with his bandana. Would it have been so hard for 

Andre to send him a note, before things got to this point? And now he was forced to 

witness this. 

Barely greeting Carl, the priest promptly sat, clutching his Bible. He offered up 

another prayer.  

“Padre,” Carl half-bowed his head. The whole thing was awkward. He must have 

been twice the priest’s age. “Is he - Can he hear me?”  

The priest nodded and gestured toward the bed with an open palm.  

“Andre, if you’re awake. It’s your old buddy, Carl.” He glanced at the priest for 

encouragement. But the cleric was once again mumbling, staring fiercely at an open page 

as if at any moment he’d be transported into the verse. 

“Remember me?” And Carl’s brain struggled to retrieve at least one buried 

memory of the farmer. “I was just thinking,” he said, “About the time your Jeep broke 

down and we ended up stranded in David. That was some night.”  
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Andre’s chin rose, stretching the discolored skin around his jaw. “Get him out of 

here.” He was barely audible. Carl leaned forward. Had he heard correctly? “Keep him 

away from my trees. My trees.” This last word was spoken tenderly, as of a loved one. As 

far as Carl knew, Andre had no family, no kids. In a sense Andre was already just a 

memory, an electromagnetic pulse that would be passed across synapses, from neuron to 

neighboring neuron, inside the left and right hemispheres of someone’s brain, until there 

was no one left on earth that could conjure him. 

Laughter startled Carl. Shoulders stiffened, he turned in both directions. But the 

sound came from his own throat. He bit down on the bandana, his chest heaving, a man 

possessed. The sound of prayer stopped. “Glad to see you’re still the Andre I know,” Carl 

managed. “Down to the last and final - ”  

The priest stood sharply. His book slapped the floor. Dust specks floated like a 

remote constellation. Andre’s grey mouth opened upward to the sky, in an agonized “O,” 

but no longer drew any of the air circulating beneath the beating of the ceiling fan.  

 

 

Squeezing through a thicket of six-foot high trees, Andre’s most trusted lieutenant, Victor 

Chinchilla, pointed to one and smiled, his salt and pepper mustache curling like paper in 

fire. He was a stocky man in a camouflage Superman T-shirt, with two machetes hanging 

at his back. 

“See this?” Victor led Carl to the pairs of gumball-like berries on their branches, 

the color of pomegranates. “The perfect coffee.” Self-satisfied, the Panamanian stood 
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taller. Flirting rays of sun were burning the mist off. Two steps away, branches of a rust-

riddled tree were bare or speckled with useless blackened cherry.  

Carl eyed the rot. He whistled a low note. “Total devastation.” 

“The dead?” Victor said dismissively. “All of that is just remnants of the fungus.”  

“And Andre figured out how to beat it?”  

“You think he was some kind of wizard?” Victor puffed air from his nose in 

contempt. “I was fighting one type of the tree disease and then one month later another 

type appeared.” 

Fingering the glossy fruit on the new tree, Carl began to think. Between his thumb 

and forefinger he spun a ball from its branch and absently bit into its mild watermelon 

sweetness, soothed by its caffeine. Opportunity was presenting itself, but its precise 

nature he did not yet know. What if he tested the couple’s knowledge, found an opening, 

made himself useful, made a deal? A better deal than he’d envisioned. 

“So how did Andre manage to keep this crop alive?” Carl ignored the farm 

manager’s ire. 

Victor became sullen. “It’s an Ethiopian strain that resists rust. But Andre was not 

responsible for its success. It was me. I’ve been cloning the most consistent ones, reusing 

the seeds. It produces a nice cup. But it grows in erratic ways.” 

Victor filled a clear plastic cylinder with ripe cherry. They’d been hand picked by 

the Ngäbe workers under his watch. 

“I know how many fill a liter. I can calculate a faneca.” 

“Looks like Andre had himself a secret weapon,” Carl said. “He was an alright 

enough guy but between you and me, a real shitty business man.”  
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 “I know my arithmetic, too,” Victor was less defensive now. He hesitated for a 

moment before saying, “Haven’t you heard the expression? The Devil and God are in the 

details.” 

Guttural growling shattered the forest canopy for miles. Both men looked up. 

Black howler monkeys. Their thick bodies measured two, maybe two and a half feet, and 

were equal in length to the sleek tails they coiled around bark. Eyes reflecting like a blind 

dog’s, they tilted their lonely faces to the sky, and roared. 

 

 

After a day spent in the fields, the pair returned. The truck’s twin lights carved the dusk.  

Tribal workers with heaping baskets stood aside and made loud calls like gongs. 

“The Ngäbe signal with their mouths,” said Victor. “Now they are telling each 

other, ‘The Chief is coming.’ ” 

“But they know Andre’s gone, don’t they?” Carl waited for an answer but the 

only sound was the sizzle of tires through puddles. 

With his free hand, Victor scraped at mud on the back of his neck. “Nobody’s 

seen Andre for months,” he finally said, and then almost as an afterthought, he added, 

“No one reaches out very far from the grave.”  

The truck bumped along in first gear, splashing, whining. Carl tensed with every 

rut.  

“What do you think about the appearance of the husband and wife?” He tried to 

sound offhand. 
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“Why do you want to know?” At first there seemed to be a sharp edge to Victor’s 

voice. Carl attributed it to the turbulent ride. 

“They appear out of nowhere, no warning. A coincidence.” 

Victor brooded, tight-lipped, and then seemed to reconsider. 

“It’s the wife. She is the one who wanted the move.” 

“But he was so full of himself, ” Carl said. “Waving those documents in the air 

like some kind of trophy.” 

“I heard them arguing. They lost everything, or close to it. It was the husband’s 

brother who cheated him. Together he and his brother left their village in Nepal and 

started a business in Toronto, a family trading business. Rags to riches to rags, again.” 

“So where are they getting the funds, then?” 

“This is their final gamble.” Victor made a sweeping gesture with his arm, then 

shook his head in disapproval. “But they are naïve.” 

“They’re probably too stupid to see just what a goldmine this place could be – 

under the right guidance, of course.”  

 “Of course they have no knowledge of farming. It is not only that.” Victor 

swerved to avoid a log. “The big problem is they will be unable to have dealings with the 

authorities, to get the right approvals. With them as the owners, it won’t be long before 

the Finca comes to a standstill.” 

 I have capital, Carl thought. I still have a chunk of Uncle Edgar’s money. Why 

shouldn’t I buy the farm? It isn’t too late. 
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“Well, here we are,” Headlights swiped the crude walls of a rectangular patch. 

“There’s an extra bunk in the worker house. Tomorrow, we roast. You can taste for 

yourself.” 

“Thanks, buddy,” Carl clapped him on the back. 

A concentration of broken glass crunched underfoot as he jumped from the car, 

and he stopped to look.  

“It’s how they blow off steam,” said Victor. “Conflict resolution.”  

Carl watched him disappear into a separate structure, a box of four or five 

hundred square feet. On sopping ground Carl walked toward the yellow glow of 

unshuttered windows, but his boot caught on a rock, bringing his body to the earth, and 

the slam of it forced an animal grunt from deep inside his gut. Stones tore his pants and 

gashed his knee. He focused in on a pair of Hercules beetles dueling on a fallen branch, 

locking giant pincers, horns that equaled the length of their hard frames. It was mating 

season, and nearby a female sat, waiting to be carried off by the victor, who could lift 

eight hundred fifty times his weight.  

Beyond the insects, on cement, stood two brown feet, flat and cracked. He 

followed the thick calves up, over a pink dress adorned with the Ngäbe triangle pattern 

for snakes, mountains and rivers. The woman’s head was lit from behind by one bare 

bulb. Crawling to his knees Carl examined her. She slurped from the shell of a mucayara, 

a passion fruit. Her round face was almost pretty, but too fat, and reminded him of a girl 

in high school he used to give rides to. The girl had disappeared after one particularly 

hazy bonfire, when she lay half-conscious in the dirt, as Carl lined up with a dozen 

others, chanting, punching their fists against the terror of night, not caring who saw the 
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back of him, his chalky flesh, thighs bound by the belted tops of his jeans, his frenzy 

exalted by the familiarity of her, her protests and the subtle shudders of her body. 

“I’m Carl,” he said to the tribal woman, but she kept lapping at the rind of the 

passion fruit. A film of sticky jelly and seeds caked her cheeks. “I’m supposed to sleep in 

there.” He pointed and mimed sleep, and tried to stand, wincing. Offering her shoulder as 

a crutch, she led Carl, limping, inside the communal housing. Around him were jugs and 

cups, metal cooking pots. A large black radio with long antennae chattered brokenly. 

Stretching from rafters, cocoon-like bags woven from fibers of wild agave and pineapple 

drooped with food. A hammock cradled an infant. The room unsettled Carl, and he felt as 

though they were submerged inside the core of something ancient and beating.  

On a wood table bearing the marks of an ax, a chipped bowl held a brownish paste, 

lumpy and pungent. She made a typical Ngäbe pout as if to blow him a kiss, followed by 

a right movement of her head, indicating the chair. Smiling, she applied the goop on his 

cuts, straight through the mud and torn denim. She approached the task with a calm 

dedication. The stroke of her stout fingers soothed and enchanted him, and when she 

knelt, her breasts partially exposed themselves, dark, unconstrained, and cracked as old 

rosin. Unabashed, her breathing matched the static now coming from the radio and 

slithering to the edges of the room. It filled the space around them, even and deep, taking 

its time.  

He pulsed one hand, out and in, and out and in, opening and closing his fingers, 

and a huge, warm smile spread across her smeared face. From her breath, a faint smell of 

fermentation.   
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The infant whimpered. A boy in a jean jacket glowered a few feet away, his low 

red cap shading him to the downy hair above his lip. The boy clutched the plated tail of a 

slack armadillo body, its nose pointed like a dart to the boy’s muddy boots and, in dialect, 

spoke to the woman kneeling at Carl’s chair. He didn’t yell, but his mouth sneered. 

Calmly, the woman responded and tilted her head at Carl. Something she said quieted the 

boy. From the shadow Carl thought he saw the boy’s eyes gleam.   

And then, the baby’s wail tore the static still wrapping the walls. As she swayed, 

legs planted, her baby in her arms, the woman murmured her incantation. “Chichi, 

Chichi.” 

 

At the sorting facility, chickens danced in front of concrete slabs. White truffle clouds 

parted to the sheer hillsides and hovered, temporarily disabled, giving way to sun. Green 

coffee beans spread to dry wrestled against the eternal dampness.  

“Good morning.” Blurry-eyed, Carl carried his small French press toward the 

activity. No one acknowledged him.  

Victor was already giving orders to the workers, who sorted the beans and 

brought them indoors. Hands behind his back, Pradeep surveyed the industry like a 

general, his long, dignified face nodding from time to time, as Colleen flitted from station 

to station, rain boots squelching. She scribbled in a leather bound journal. 

 “And how do we know when they’re dry enough?” she said, tapping the pen on 

her disappearing chin. 

“After it’s handpicked, we de-pulp it to ferment in small tanks.” Victor replied as 

he while watched a girl who looked to be eight or nine dump the contents of a basket into 
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a steel drum. “We rotate them in these drums until they reach eleven percent moisture – 

no more, no less.”  He walked over to a white board and made methodical marks. “I keep 

track of the drying progress here.” 

An intense wind lifted Colleen’s straw hair into wings. With what he hoped were 

easy strides, Carl approached her.  

“I’d be glad to help with your notes. So you don’t miss anything. Even the little 

things can trip you up, you know what I mean?”  He lowered his voice an octave, like a 

newsman to a camera. Colleen crossed her arms and pursed her lips, wizened and 

colorless. She seemed to be listening, if grudgingly.  

“Flavor variants can be due to age-moisture-light-heat,” Carl began. “You name 

it. The duration of roast transport time. I could go on. I could give you forty-five things. I 

could roast up a Columbian and call it a Jamaican and you wouldn’t know the 

difference.” His laugh was throaty, like rusty machinery. 

For a long time, the woman scrutinized him, sideways. Carl forced his gaze to 

roam approvingly over her stingy features, his smile plastered all the while. She was too 

old and angular for his taste, but maybe she’d loosen up. 

 

It was evening when Carl’s moment struck. The sun was reduced to a scarf of ghostly 

light. In the smaller room of the facility, the couple, Carl and Victor stood at a circular 

white table, which turned on a stem like a lazy susan. Carl had arranged wide-brimmed 

cups in three groups of four around the table’s perimeter. There was nothing but a code 

marking each grouping, making it impossible to determine the identity of any cup.  
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“To keep the integrity of our cupping,” Carl said, “the key is ignorance. We have 

to taste our samples blind. Perception distorts judgment, as they say.” 

  Theatrically, he spun the table and plucked a cup, inserting his nose heartily like a 

child to a fragrant flower.  

“In this cup is passion fruit. But wait.” He lifted an index finger. “There’s more to 

it.” Plunging his nose a second time, he straightened and said, “I smell cookies, I smell 

coconut, I smell cinnamon, I smell hay.” 

Pradeep raised his eyebrow, a skepticism that went ignored by his wife. 

“All those things, we’ll write.” Into each vessel Carl poured steaming water. 

“That’s what you want,” he said. “For the negative attributes to reveal themselves. We’ll 

get it extra hot.”  

Victor turned his head, mustache twitching, and started to say something. But 

Carl talked over him, rapid-fire. 

“Am I a purist?” Carl shrugged. “In some ways. I know what’s good. I know what 

tastes good. I know what’s mind-expanding quality.” 

Carl saw Victor narrow his eyes and rub his jaw, as if deliberating. 

When precisely twelve and a half grams of freshly roasted grounds sank to the 

bottom of each cup, a layer of froth and fine particles formed on top, like foam washing 

ashore.  

The wife, Colleen, stood erect, spoon poised. Slowly and loudly, the way one 

instructs a small child, Carl continued. “Try to keep it in the front of your mouth and play 

with it. You want to aspirate the coffee so there’s a spray, the reason being you have 

different taste sensors in your mouth. Sweet, salty, sour, bitter. If you just drink it, it goes 
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straight back. You want to hit them all so you can register them all in your head. Aerate 

it. Break the crust,” Using his cupping spoon, Carl broke each swirling crust, releasing a 

scented burst.  

“Smell, then – ” and his slurp was nails on chalkboard. 

“Juicy Fruit gum,” he called out, and pointed two fingers at his cup like a 

schoolboy playing at cops and robbers. “Creamy, buttery. Off the charts. Every few 

months we hit a lot that’s just – ” he cast his spoon down with a clatter. “Wow – 

Something that’s so exquisite that you can’t even fathom that nature did it.”  

Colleen lit up. “Do you think this one is from our crop?” And as she lowered her 

head for a taste, her husband followed. From across the table, Carl saw the rim of hair 

around the back and sides of the man’s elongated cranium and a shiny bald patch that 

looked to him like a bullseye.    

Amber liquid pooled over the purple of Pradeep’s ripe lower lip. His imperial face 

wadded. He spit violently. Some shot across onto Carl’s sweatshirt.  

“Oh for heaven’s sake,” said Colleen, and patted her husband’s shoulder. 

“Pradeep, what is it? Would you like water?” The man removed his wife’s hand, an 

incipient anger betraying his composure.  

“Was it that bad?” asked Carl, exaggerating his surprise. 

“Are you trying to burn me?” accused Pradeep, his forearm pressed against his 

mouth. 

Hastily, Carl removed his water bottle from its holster and thrust it at the man. 

“This will help. Gargle a few times, your tongue will be good as new.” His usual grin 

resurfaced. His eyes were cold. 
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Pradeep looked to the farm manager.  

“Not to worry, my friend,” Victor nodded to the man. “You are in capable hands.” 

Casually, Victor hooked a thumb in his belt loop. His tone was treacherously tranquil.  

When at last they reached the final lot, it was Carl who scowled.  

“Bitter. Lackluster. Nothing sweet or light or bright about it. It’s heavy, it’s 

sanitized, it’s uniform.”  

“I can’t taste a thing now.” Pradeep’s cup scraped the table as he gruffly pushed it 

away from himself.  

 After a moment Colleen ventured, “Actually I thought this one was rather good.” 

Carl weighed how contentious his retort should be. “Just because there’s no defect 

here – well, this cup is still very thin.” Then he took a superior tone. “Some people like 

that. That’s ok.”  

“Let’s get on with it, then.” Pradeep said curtly. “I think we’d all like to know 

which of these beans belong to us.” 

“The moment of truth.” Carl unfolded a torn notebook paper. On the tabletop, he 

ironed it out with his palm. The couple stared at the decoding for some time, then at each 

other and back at the page. 

“Well, there you have it.” Carl turned both palms up at chest height, submissively, 

as if to say he had no jurisdiction in the matter. 

“This can’t be right,” muttered the wife, and one hand fluttered to the necklace at 

the base of her throat, its skin a ladder of deep lines like gill arches.   

“It turns out, your crop here yields a cup that’s – well - insipid. As in, Boring.” 
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Pradeep zipped his windbreaker to his chin and cast a derisive look at his wife, 

who was busy re-reading the codes on the paper with her unblinking rabbit eyes. 

 “Is it the end of the world?” Carl shrugged. “Maybe not. You don’t need a wild 

chick every date, you know what I mean? Sometimes you want an adequate one. Just to 

get you through.” 

The screen door bounced as Victor wordlessly left the facility and put the Jeep in 

gear. 

 

Carl felt like celebrating, but riding a burro through the black impregnable night just to sit 

on a barstool, throwing back Seco was out of the question. The farm was his priority. He 

was on foot now, searching the buildings for signs of Victor’s Jeep, struggling through 

the rain, throat constricted from inhaling water, his breath jagged, arterial pressures 

plummeting, his heart squeezed shut by an invisible python. The faint smell of wet 

mammal melted into sodden earth. Victor had vanished. Silence bore down on the man’s 

quarters. Darkness gathered around his shack like a skirt. Next door, in the worker house, 

a streaked window blushed with the low light of kerosene. Reluctantly, Carl entered. 

Sleep would be impossible. His mind spun with what was to take place next. 

Inside, there was an odor of hojaldras and burned oil. He paused at the threshold, 

got his bearings. The dimness of the room, its den-like chaos, the expectancy of healing 

ointments sitting in chipped bowls and the frankness of the mud, scattered in clumps 

along the floor, triggered an old imprint from childhood, of a summer camp in mosquito 

country, up by the northernmost edge of Minnesota, when happiness was a swim in a 
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lake, before he had become opportunistic and begun to see people as objects for his own 

use.  

The indigenous woman who had tended to his cuts sat propped in bed, her top half 

engulfed by shadow and blurred at the edges, her fleshy calves flattered by creamy light, 

humming a low song in a minor key as the baby swayed in its hammock above. He had 

come to the cloud forest to seize something, and he found this, an unlikely diversion. A 

breathy snore from the next bed chanted continuously, the sound of a hospital ventilator 

tethering its patient to the world of the living. Its deliberate whisper drew Carl in. Others 

lay face-down or face-up on their pillows, their bodies chalk outlines succumbed to the 

dead sleep of physical exertion. A few beds were empty, disheveled. Carl bent at the 

waist and squinted to make out the woman, her dilated pupils like dark planets floating on 

either side of her wide artless nose. Without falter, her song continued. She enveloped 

him in her eyes, tranquil and unquestioning, as though expecting his arrival, as if all her 

days had been directed toward this moment. In them he looked for fear or even contempt; 

he did not find anything but simplicity. 

Suddenly he felt dizzy, and under the strain of some nameless weight, Carl 

lowered himself, literally kneeling before her hard brown feet so that the rivers of dirt 

caked permanently into their powdery cracks were just below his eye level. In the 

dampness she glistened. There was a sickly sweetish smell from her body, and without 

premeditation he lavished himself on those round calves, rubbing his cheeks against her 

sweat and breathing her fermented perfume. Parting his mouth, he touched his inner lip 

membranes to her tough skin and trailed two thin tracks of mucous up to the top of her 

thigh. A deep moan coated his parched throat. He had never fallen at the feet of a woman, 



  	 	  

	

24	

and though there was a vague disbelief forming in the recesses of his mind, he could not 

deny the pull of the tide that was now uprooting and hurling him from his orbit without 

any stable matter to brace him. 

With his arms he spread her thighs. Meeting no resistance, he pressed his nose 

into the hair below her pubic bone, blowing hot air out from his mouth through her skin, 

a blaze of sun surging through the thick jungle canopy. She smelled of camphor. He 

closed his eyes. In his other life, he would have found this woman repugnant in every 

way. Instructed by the rise and fall of her song, his bottom lip resumed tracing inside her 

thighs, girlish and supple compared to her breasts and stomach. Finally, he released his 

tongue to begin its prodding, past rich velvet, soft as Coleus leaf, its ring of deep purple 

lobes, and its core: a slim flame of ruby. She opened, more pliable, and as his lapping 

became vehement, her music reduced to erratic breathing, a few sporadic gasps, and a 

series of shudders, almost violent in their intensity. Carl did not stop until he’d extracted 

every characteristic – he tasted almonds, he tasted zinc, he tasted cider and raw green 

pepper. Most of all, before the searing flash of white on the back of his head smashed his 

senses, he tasted tears, and he couldn’t tell where her warm wetness ended and his crying 

began. 

The savage blow to his head left him in confusion. There was no space for 

anguish. Too stunned to move, Carl was conscious of two men speaking behind him, one 

enraged and spitting words like sparks popping from a roaring bonfire. The other was 

perversely calm. He felt himself wrenched up by his arms. A rough hand grabbed him 

from behind at the hairline and savagely yanked him so that his body turned. I’m blind, 

Carl thought. The world is black. 
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“Open your eyes,” said the controlled voice. Carl had not been aware he’d been 

clenching his lids shut. He squinted directly at Victor, who was drinking disinterestedly 

from a near-empty beer bottle. The angry one shook Carl by his hair. It was the same boy 

who’d entered the previous night. This time the boy held a sharpened stick made of balsa. 

Sitting up, dress covering her, the woman was saying things Carl did not understand. 

From her moon face, alien sounds, and Carl watched, disgusted by the primitive clicks 

and pouts and head signals, a language that to him was a downright embarrassment. With 

a cruel laugh he aped her. Visibly his ridicule deflated the woman. Lush and exalted 

became dried and withered. Snarling, the boy shoved him backwards, continuing to 

thump Carl’s chest until wet earth sucked the soles of his sinking boots. Others woke and 

gathered outside, some of them bare-chested. The native men and Victor formed a ragged 

circle around Carl and the boy. A bottle was flung, then another. Glass smashed against 

the small clusters of rocks, spraying shards of brown and green.  

Conflict resolution, thought Carl, and somehow putting a name to this turn of 

events restored a sense of order in him. The boy tore off his shirt. He measured less than 

five feet. Outrage swelled in Carl, boundless, as the air transformed with the discordant 

yelling of men in a pack: primal, exuberant, rabid, taking on a life of its own. The boy’s 

fist slammed Carl’s cheekbone, the blunt sound of an axe on wood.  

“Stop!” Carl called. His arms flew up to protect his head, but the punches kept 

coming with renewed fury. Shards pierced his knees and sliced his palms as he dropped 

to crawling. It didn’t take long before the pummeling in his ribs, stomach and legs felt as 

though it were happening to someone else.  
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The brutality ended as quickly as it started. A dull ringing possessed him. Rough 

hands rained down, grabbing him by the heels, wrists and back, clutching the tatters of 

his clothes. He felt himself hoisted up as the pungent odor of wet animal roused his 

senses. When he tried to speak, blood trickled to the back of his throat. Instead he forced 

open his one working eye while they draped him over the burro’s wide back and secured 

him with burlap and torn blankets. 

There was a firm slap, and the animal began her inevitable, four-beat gait. Her 

thick muscles rolled under Carl, kneading him, increasing the agony of bruised ribs. Soon 

the men’s shouts were left behind. Alone and at the mercy of the animal, he was carried 

past the main house, where the foreign couple had remained after Andre’s passing. 

Through the needles of bajareque, Carl could see that all the lights were on, even at this 

late hour, and just inside the screen were two large suitcases. A rush of victory flooded 

him that lasted only until the next wave of pain radiated from his chest and stomach. The 

burro approached the periphery of the farm, marked by a small graveyard of truck tires, 

and together they crossed into the jungle.  

He must have dozed off then, because the next thing he knew, the rain had cleared 

and the sky smeared grey. Virgin jungle swallowed their steps on the narrow terrestrial 

path. In the twilight, in that wispy cusp when nocturnal sounds are silenced, and the call 

of birds not yet begun, Carl filled the void, repeating something, a conversation he’d had 

not too long ago, when he’d stood under the new cherries, assessing the crop, conceiving 

the possibilities spread like an oath before him. He heard a back hoof lose its footing on a 

stone, which went tumbling down the sheer mountainside, the sluggish bounce of it, 

sticks cracking under its mass all the way down to its faint and final thud.  
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As the animal plodded forward, another rock, then another, dislodged. It seemed 

to Carl that every new rockfall took longer to hit bottom. He craned his head, which was 

still slung over the mule’s side, and peered behind her. In the wake of their steps 

stretched a haphazard passage of keyboard-like ups and downs. He grimaced. The 

Pianista Trail. That stupid, useless animal. Instead of making steady progress back to the 

crater of Boquete, they’d been ascending toward Panama’s highest cordillera. 

Carl’s head flopped like a canteen looped over the saddle. In his scope of vision, 

confined to the inside of the trail and the towering rainforest, there was no horizon line or 

wide view. As shades of green rolled slowly by, the scenery was compressed, 

directionless, impossible to see in its entirety, giving him an untethered sensation, with no 

relation to the sky or the chasm beneath. The jungle was a seething tangle that had 

squeezed out any shaft of negative space, contorting, pulsing: giant leaves, a cluster of 

featureless faces; branches, their sinuous arms and legs; and trunks, big cloddish feet. 

When he strained sideways to find a flicker of sky, he was met with an arch of foliage 

above, like crocodilian armor, and the disproportion of solid canopy above, to the 

willowy underworld misting along the dark forest floor created an uneasy balance, as 

though there were not enough feet and legs to support the head, as though at any moment 

there might be a popping of some unseen faults, and the jungle’s essential structure 

would be on the verge of toppling over.  

They reached the crest. At that elevation, the trees became wind-warped, their 

twisted limbs draped with moss and epiphytes. Birds called from the deformed species of 

cedar, oak and wild avocado along the way. Carl had never ventured this far up, and he 

wondered if this was the Continental Divide. A mud-choked trail ran down the other side, 
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crisscrossing with a baffling web of game trails and creek beds. On that side, roads were 

nameless. Even the vegetation changed. Round-bodied ferns and rock outcroppings 

dominated by algae gave way below to sandbars along the Rio Culabra. The Serpent 

River. In order to reach the next village, he’d have to cross finger-like river gorges, some 

of them seventy feet deep. Floating hazardously above a ravine was a three-cable bridge, 

which Carl guessed had been fashioned by the tribe to ford the river. Somehow he needed 

to get on foot and turn back before his mule went any farther. He’d heard stories about 

adventure seekers who’d disappeared after veering off the trailhead at El Mirador, the 

lookout at the Continental Divide. A fork, in the watersheds. On the western side, the 

rivers fed by upland forests pumped like arteries into the Pacific Ocean, while those 

eastward found their way to the Caribbean Sea. 

Squirming to free himself of his constraints, he groaned. Pain radiated from his 

chest and stomach, and he became aware of the sopping rags chaffing his skin. “Woa, 

Girl,” he said, teeth chattering, “Stop right here, while there’s still time to turn.” The river 

was high. White-faced Capuchins carried their coiled prehensile tails as they descended 

along drooping branches and approached the edge where it foamed. As the water rose, 

most animals retreated further into the trees, but the monkeys, drawn by their reflections, 

converged at the river. Exposed regions of the banks basked in beams of sun while the 

Capuchins gazed into their own eyes and smacked their pink lips sensually.  

The mule placed a hoof over the crest. Tacky brown sludge swallowed her up to 

the knee. Unable to escape, Carl steeled himself against the sharp decline. A quetzal 

released its keening cry. And even though he had shut his eyes against the flinging mud, 

his hands were bound, and he could not cover his ears. The bird’s call careened off timber 
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and became louder and louder, a ghostly alarm, and he thought about what waited for him 

below, the unknown, and the taste, left there by the mud, of the acidic volcanic soil. 

Blood mingled with ancient dirt trickled to his upside-down lips. There was a brutal yank 

at his shoulder blades. A branch, caught inside the knot of rags. The force of it had the 

savage effect of a parachute deploying, and for a moment his downward motion was 

reversed by the abrupt change in velocity and he was left gasping, dangling, reeling. He 

felt himself pulled uphill even while the mule continued its projectile motion down, 

towards the rush of swollen water coursing through the network of barrancas – 

fathomless gullies. The tension was unbearable. Then, an earsplitting tear. The fabric 

restraints gave, but not completely, so that one leg was still trapped at the shin, and Carl 

remained partially bound to the beast, dragged along by her inevitable downward 

acceleration, gnarled roots clawing his chest, the side of his face slogging through brown 

water and sediment. Grasping at a marshy plant, he freed his foot from its shackle and 

collapsed, spitting, on the earth, one of his boots still swinging from the tatters clinging to 

the saddle. The animal took a few more feckless steps. At the cliff’s edge, her front legs 

stiffened, like a rocking horse, and in that position, she plunged through the steamy air, 

down into the ravine, where she was devoured whole by the bloated water, bobbing up 

only once, on her back, hooves kicking, her white face blurred by churning foam, until 

Carl could distinguish nothing more. 

 Without warning, rain began falling again in cold gusts. A Capuchin paused from 

her voluptuous preening to toss stones at another monkey, who had its back turned to her. 

Carl blinked, the way someone does when lying in bed in those first waking moments 

after a dream. On either side of his splayed legs, he watched the runoff chase downhill in 
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crooked, drunken paths. Fingers of mist clasped one another piously and smothered any 

remaining rays. High above the water line, a swing-bridge crossed the bank of the 

tributary. Several planks were missing, like a decayed smile. There were no worn areas in 

the moss cover of the rocks to indicate recent foot traffic. Spying his boot on the closest 

sandbar, Carl considered his options. He squinted behind him, up into the unruly hillside. 

It was no longer possible to return to the trail. Gingerly, in a seated position, he began 

edging his way down. If he could only reach his shoe, maybe he could hike to the nearest 

indigenous village before hunger and the elements took over. A vague notion about 

following a river downstream swirled around his mind. The rain intensified, threatening 

to wash his shoe away. Carl slid faster and stopped at the drop-off. By holding onto the 

trunk of a small tree, he calculated that he could lower himself just enough down the side 

and jump the rest of the way to safety, to a thin slice of sand. His fall was ungraceful, and 

the impact of it sent a streak of fire through his exposed foot. He limped ahead. Mid-

throw, the same monkey he had watched earlier froze, gazing at Carl with a face that was 

stoic but alert, as if she was waiting for something. He looked from her, to his boot, and 

back again, but now she had seen the article, too. She raised her forehead. In an instant, 

she swung over to the boot, her thick tail trailing like a question mark, and she scooped it 

up and put her fist inside the shaft, like a mitten. The monkey grinned.  

“Hey! Give that back!” Carl was hoarse and weak. His legs shook. With all the 

energy he could muster, he swiped at her with a muddy arm and the little monkey bared 

her teeth, squealing in staccato. He dropped to one knee, balancing himself on his palms, 

and whispered, “Please, don’t.”  
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She cocked her head from one side to the other, shoe raised high, laces dripping, 

and unlocked her jaw to deliver a series of more insistent whines. Carl attempted to look 

friendly. He curled the corners of his mouth but the monkey climbed a nearby tree, a bit 

handicapped by the weight of his boot. When she reached a safe height, she bent, peering 

at him for a moment through the foliage. Then she was gone. He eased himself under the 

partial shelter of an overhang and closed his eyes until the soft chatter of rain stopped. In 

all the time he had been in the tropics, he had never before seen so blue a sky. 

 


