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Dedication

To that Colombian girl I met so many years back in the Sawgrass mall. Your story is very different from this, but you planted the seed for it. I forgot your name, but I'll never forget you.
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Chapter 1

Hack

Hack Humphrey sat uncomfortably on the hospital stretcher. His behind was directly touching the paper sheet, and he could feel the air getting into the back of his gown. He looked at the closed door, and the fluorescent light hurt his eyes. Could this be any more undignified? He was a billionaire, for fuck's sake! He was used to people kissing his ass, not feel the breeze pass by it.

The door opened and Doctor Robert MacArthur entered. His lifelong friend looked worried, a deep crease furrowing his forehead. Hack's eyebrows pulled together as well, as if called by the other man's expression. That's a wake face, but I'm not dead. Not yet, anyway. His eyebrows pulled even closer.

Sensing his mood, Rob fixed his signature smile in place. “Are you still in those ridiculous clothes?” His mouth burst into the mocking laugh that always put Hack on edge.

“Nobody told me I could change, you ass. And what took you so long? I'm a busy man, in case you don't remember.”

Hack jumped down from the stretcher and ripped the gown. His six-foot two-inch naked frame strode effortlessly to the bathroom and reappeared exactly twelve minutes later in a dark blue suit, a silver tie, and polished black leather shoes.

Rob whistled. “Who's getting married?”

“Not me. That's for sure. I have a meeting with the Brazilian ambassador. Tough negotiation, but we're getting there.”

“Oh, Brazil: hot chicks and caipirinhas. I can imagine how hard that might be…”

Hack huffed. “C'mon. You already did the put-Hack-at-ease show. Now tell me what the hell is going on. I only came to see you for a cramp in my leg!”

Fake smile crumbling, the doc sat down on his chair with a plop, and Hack did the same on the other side of the maple-colored desk.

“Alright. Let me explain. When you came in for the cramp, I figured it could be a potassium deficiency, so I ordered the tests. But then, once you were here, I had to check the other basic numbers—it's standard procedure. While doing it, we found that you have a slight arrhythmia, your cholesterol levels are off the charts, and you have above average blood pressure.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, you're a heart attack waiting to happen.”

Hack sighed. “Oh man… I knew I shouldn't have come. So, can we fix this? Don't you have a pill I can take and get on with it?”

“Sure I do. Three of them, actually.”

“You have the solution? Then why the wake face?”

Rob looked down, avoiding Hack's eyes, and took a pad. The handwriting was the one of a scribe, not an MD, and the pen was a gold and silver Mont Blanc. “Here are the prescriptions you need to take. One of each in the morning before breakfast. Come back in three months for another checkup.” He slid the paper forward with his left hand while his right hand's fingertips tapped a rhythm on the table.

Hack's chin dipped for a second. Then he took the prescription, folded it and put it in the breast pocket of his shirt. Both men stood up and shook hands.

“Lunch at the club on Saturday?” Hack's bass voice sounded casual.

Rob grinned, his clown face back in place. “It depends. Are you paying?”

“Man, how can you be so cheap? Yes, I'm paying.”

“Well, you pay off my debts and I buy lunch.”

“No way. I buy lunch, you pay your debts.”

“Alright, if you insist.” A smirk pulled halfway up, and Rob's pupils shone with mischief.

“Twelve sharp. Don't make me wait or you pay.”

“I'll be there.” The doctor nodded, opening the door.

* * *

It was a sunny day, and the river sparkled cheerfully behind the golf course. Hack's fingers folded and unfolded the napkin distractedly, while his eyes roamed the low hills with greener than green grass.

His mind was somewhere else though.

Rob's message had been an odd one, and the whole situation would be highly entertaining if his health weren't on the line. His friend had tapped on the table in Morse code, soft so it wouldn't be heard. The cryptic message read:

“No take. T.I.P.”

They hadn't used that kind of kiddy communication since they were children pretending to be spies. Talk In Person. What was he up to now?

At five after twelve, Rob appeared. The right corner of Hack's mouth twitched before his friend's choice of clothing. The polo shirt was a real polo shirt, a La Martina Russian Yellow Cab team shirt.

Sitting at the table, Rob pulled his cell phone, opened the back and took the battery out, sliding both pieces into the side pocket of his shorts. Hack lifted one eyebrow.

“Later. Let's eat.”

The waiter appeared, bringing spicy bread, pâté and a bottle of Chamonard Morgon 2009, pouring a small amount into Hack's glass. Hack swirled the glass in front of his nose, took a small sip and nodded once. The maître served both glasses with graceful precision.

“What's on the menu today, Patrick?” Rob asked, after a brief glance at the name tag.

“Three courses, sir?”

Rob nodded emphatically.

“Just main course and dessert for me,” Hack interrupted.

“In the seasonal cuisine, I can offer you a spicy bruschetta with flowers butter followed by quail with asparagus sauce, and a side of kuman sweet potatoes, purple carrots and nasturtium salad, right from our organic garden. In French cuisine, the creamy escargot soup is fantastic for an appetizer.”

Hack controlled his need to pull a face when hearing escargots, but he was not going to be eating snails anytime soon. “Just sirloin with lion's mane mushrooms and a side of pomme noisette with cayenne pepper sauce for me, please. No salt.”

“I'll take the seasonal menu, please,” Rob added quickly, offering one of his toothpaste ad smiles.

When the waiter cleaned up the table and brought coffee, Rob changed his cheerful disposition. One minute he was giving very detailed explanations about different folkloric dance styles in South America, and the next, his mouth fell shut, and his eyes became glossy and haunted.

“Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on?”

“It's bad.”

“Why? I'm not going to have a heart attack just now…”

“No. You don't understand. It's the side effects of the drugs I'm worried about. But I can't talk about it in the office. I am being watched, and I could lose my license.”

“What?” Hack's face took a falcon quality.

Rob crouched forward, his eyes darting around.

“I don't know if I'm becoming paranoid, but I think they've been using my own phone to spy on me.”

“If there's enough money on the table, they might. Now, are you going to tell me what's going on?”

A deep sigh left his friend's chest. “This is what happened. There's an agreement between the clinic and this new pharmaceutical company, Bymex LLC. If the tests come back positive for cholesterol, we have to prescribe their version of the statin drug. It seemed like a reasonable deal, and they lent the money for the new clinic downtown sans interest. It's a hundred-million-dollar project.”

Hack's fingers raked his hair. “Clever. They have your bosses by the nuts.”

Rob gave him a dirty look. “I've been prescribing it for a year, and it showed good results in older guys as protection from a second heart attack. But six months ago, the target group was extended. It has to be prescribed to both men and women of any age, with total cholesterol above the threshold, independent of previous cardiac issues. Right about then, one of my soccer buddies came to see me. Now, I could get into hellish trouble for saying what I'm about to say, so please do not repeat this to anyone…”

Hack nodded.

“I gave him the typical prescriptions to correct his numbers. They were similar to yours, but he had no arrhythmia. Two months later he came back because he had erectile problems. He was also gaining weight, and getting softer, losing his edge. We tested for testosterone and it was low. So I followed the clinic's recommended protocol and gave him a testosterone cream, also from the same company.”

Rob took a deep breath, and Hack inhaled too. This is it.

“His balls and dick shrank.” Rob let the air out.

Hack eyebrows shot up.

“I'm not kidding. This guy is forty-two and his life is over.” Rob picked up his napkin from his lap and put it at the side of his plate with a theatrical movement.

“Have you spoken with your bosses about this?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

Rob massaged his chin. “They recommended I read the literature and see how the possible rare side effects of these drugs are standard to all the brands. Roger went on to explain that we are heroes who do heroic medicine, and we are at war with sickness. And all wars damage the terrain and can provoke additional problems to be dealt with in the future.”

“Is it true? Are they all the same?”

“I have no idea. All the papers sponsored by the industry I've read say the products are wonderful, and all the so-called independent studies say they are very dangerous, some even say they are also useless for the intended purpose.”

“Interesting double whammy.”

“Indeed.” Rob sighed. “Someone is playing with the numbers, but I don't know enough to tell the difference.”

“How independent are the independent studies?”

“I have no clue.”

Lost in deep thought, Hack bobbed his head slowly from side to side. “What a brilliant business model. They create a hungry market, promote via authority, have the mediators in the pocket… I wish I could do something like that…”

Rob gawked at him, then smiled. “Interesting how you see the business side first, and the moral side later. On the other hand, your online store wins all the awards for quality and service. I think you do have a heart somewhere…”

A grin spread across Hack's face, and light sparkled in his deep blue eyes, HH LLC was one of the biggest online stores in the world, his pride and joy. “Let's keep it a secret and say it's just a business strategy.” After glancing down for two heartbeats, he focused on his friend. “Alright. So I can't take those medicines, or my dick will fall off. Now, how do I solve the problem? Is it there a non-heroic path?”

“Only on the quack side.” Slanting his lower lip, Rob took a paper and wrote a number. “I can't believe I'm doing this,” he muttered, giving the paper to Hack. “This is the number of a guy who practices functional medicine.” He quoted the air with his fingers when mentioning the last two words. “I lost one of my patients to him. This man was fifty, with the typical cholesterol/high blood pressure issue and his testosterone levels were going down fast. Recently I called him to see how he was doing. He said he had never felt better and his new wife was pregnant.”







Chapter 2

Yani

A knock on the engraved door of the bank manager's office startled Yanina. It was followed by the fiery ochre of her mother's hair.

“Hello, darling. Ready for lunch?”

Plastering a fake smile, Yanina tried hard and failed to hide how annoying she found the intrusion. Her mother refused to acknowledge she was busy. A bank didn't run on its own, not even a small branch office like this one.

“I'm sorry, Mom. I can't. Didn't you see my message? There's work that can't be postponed.”

Her mother smiled the same smile of hers, mirroring both her façade and her annoyance. María Adelia, Yani's mother, was an expert at the art of silent communication, and her daughter had been trained in this lady's sport since birth.

“This time I will have to insist, darling.” The older woman punctuated each word while her eyes darted fire, and Yanina knew right away there was no escape.

“Alright,” she agreed, standing up and picking up her purse.

After a short flight of steps and a couple of nods to specific people, they came out from the coolness of the bank and into the searing wet hot of the tropics. Cartagena de Indias was beautiful and hot, very hot, all year around.

The restaurant was just two blocks ahead, but they didn't walk. Being the family of a politician embroiled in a crusade against drugs in Colombia had its drawbacks, one of which was the need for bulletproof glass and bodyguards everywhere they went.

“So, what do we eat?” María Adelia looked at her daughter with mischief. “Shrimp ceviche?”

“Mom, I can't. I'm working.”

“But you love it!”

“Yes, but I can't breathe close to anyone after eating it! I'm the manager for goodness sake! I can't stink of raw garlic!”

“You should take the day off then.”

Yanina rolled her eyes. “Alright, ceviche it is. I can always use a mouthwash later, or maybe bleach…”

Giggling, the older woman called the waiter.

After the ceviche, they skipped the main course and had cholado for dessert, finishing with coffee. Yani loved to have cholado in this restaurant. It had caramel instead of condensed milk and ice cream instead of ice, the fruit salad was fantastic and the strawberry sauce to die for.

She sighed happily. It was good to be with her mother, and she loved food. It always brought memories of good times.

“Mom, I love having lunch with you, but I guess you didn't come all the way here just for the fun of it…”

The atmosphere morphed from cheerful to ominous while her mother took her phone out, selected a video and gave it silently to Yani.

The image showed a middle aged reporter talking gender violence against women, and how the last episodes were particularly brutal as they came from the government and their allies.

The image cut to a DEA official saying that Marcos Argüelles, the Comandante, had surrendered himself to the police and was facing one hundred and fifty years of prison.

The reporter asked the official if it was true that they had kidnapped his sister and raped her repeatedly, sending the recordings to Argüelles, until he surrendered. The man answered: “No comment.”

It cut again toward the woman talking:

“It is a sad day for Colombia the day the government supports rape as a tool. Argüelles is not saint, there is no doubt about it, but he doesn't claim to be on the side of the righteous, as the government officials should be. Many rumors are circulating about the way the situation started, the strongest one mentioning Senator Miguel Suarez as the one who gave the location of Argüelles's sister to the anti-drug brigade. Let's all pray for his daughter Yanina, so she doesn't become the next victim of this dirty war.”

Yani looked up from the phone right into her mother's eyes, her own transfixed into two pools of pain.

“Silvia?”

Her mother nodded and covered her mouth with her hand, lifting her face to the ceiling so the tears would not spill and ruin her make-up. Yani had seen her doing it uncountable times.

“Querida, you will have to leave. Your father has connections in our embassy in Uruguay. I know your job means the world to you, but…”

“Mom, it's Silvia we're talking about. Why did he do it? How could he?”

Her mother sighed. “You know why. His hate for Marcos supersedes common sense.”

“I don't understand. It was ages ago, only one summer. We were teens. It started, it ended. What's the big deal?”

“He found out you gave the boy more than a kiss, darling. He doesn't forget or forgive those things.”

Yanina blushed. “But…”

“Men like your father and Marcos are natural disasters. You can't ask a hurricane to be a breeze, nor waste time getting upset with it. You just cope and rebuild after the storm passes.”

Yanina shook her head slowly, her fingers fidgeting with her bracelets.

“You will have to leave. Your father arranged accommodations for you in our embassy in Uruguay.”

“How?”

“Corcho,” her mother said, and her lower lip slid to a side showing her deep disgust for the situation.

Yanina knew right away there was more to the story.

“Mom… Besides being five feet tall, Cork is a power seeker cocaine addict and likes busty women in show-business. We have absolutely nothing in common.”

“Yes, I know. And he knows we know. So he accepted to buy our silence with this favor.”

“What exactly does this favor entail?”

“We are still negotiating, but you father is pushing for marriage.”

“No way. Do you really want that life for me?”

“Sometimes, darling, we need to make hard decisions and live with the consequences. Marcos made a call to his people to get you and take you to one of his plantations. You know what happens to women in those places, don't you?”

She did, yet she didn't. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't see in Marcos the monster everyone depicted. He wouldn't do that to her, would he?

“But can you picture it? Living with a man who doesn't love you? Who cheats on you? Who doesn't treat you right?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

“What do you mean?”

María Adelia sighed.

“Let me tell you a little story,” her mother said.

“The summer after you were born, I was still carrying some extra weight, my hands were swollen and the wedding ring was cutting in my finger. Your father helped me to take it off but was not happy about it. We were in a casino in Chile and Miguel was obsessed with playing roulette. I was bored, so I went to the bar for a drink, and a man approached me. I told him I was married, but he insisted on buying me a drink. I kept saying no, but he was drunk, so it became loud. Your father came and delivered his fist into the man's face.”

Yanina covered her suddenly open mouth with both hands.

“He asked what he was thinking hitting on married women. The other man said he thought I was lying because I had no ring. That second his face morphed from righteous anger to white fury… against me. He took me forcefully by the arm and escorted me to our room. I thought he was going to hit me. But when we arrived, he calmly said that if I was going to disrespect him by not wearing his ring, from that moment forward he was not going to respect me either. He spent that night in another woman's arms, and it was only the first one of many. In retrospect, I think he just used it to punish me because I was still fat. You know how important neatness is for your father.”

Yanina was gaping at her mother. “Why didn't you divorce him?”

“I tried. When we set foot on Colombian soil, I ran to my parents' house. My father, his soul rest in peace, sent me back.”

“Grandpa? Oh goodness. How did you cope?”

“You were a baby. Providing for you was my main concern, and being with your father seemed to be the wisest option at the time. My education was a fine one but didn't include any useful skill. And later on… staying became my revenge. When you marry a man, you don't only marry him, but the life he offers. The life your father offers me is comfortable. I'm keeping it.”

“But…”

“I honestly don't care about the other women. Maybe I should, but I just don't. When I need company, he is there. When I don't, he doesn't bother me. As long as I don't cheat on him and look nice, the arrangement works for both of us.”

“Is that the life you want for me?”

“In retrospective, it hasn't been a bad life.”

“And what about love?”

“What about it?”

* * *

With the heart pumping hard, Yani ran as if her life depended on it, and it did. Escaping through the tiny bathroom window was a teenager trick, but she was beyond caring about decorum at this stage. She was not marrying Cork, nor was she going to fall into Marcos's machinations.

It was hard to say what worried her the most; getting caught by the feared drug lord or her father. Her childhood memories with Marcos and Silvia in the summer house glossed over the dangerous man everyone else saw in him. But again, until she betrayed her father's expectations, he had been Prince Charming. And she preferred not to remember her last encounter with Marcos. It was too painful.

Entering a coffee shop, she headed to the restrooms, again, looking for a place to hide.

“I can't stay here forever…” she murmured.

Drawings of hearts slashed with arrows and manly body parts answered her silently from the stall door.

The noise coming from her phone was becoming unnerving, so she finally decided to check it. There were over ten messages. Some were from her parents, urging her to call them. Some from reporters, asking for an interview. And one from an unknown number she decided not to listen to.

The phone rang again, with a distinctive sound that always made her smile. On the screen her best friend's name, Marita, was winking at her.

“Hello.”

“Yani? Are you alright?”

“Still in one piece, so I guess… yes.”

“I was out in the boat all day, and when I came home, Enrique told me. I thought my heart would stop. What was your father thinking?”

Yani sighed. “I don't know…”

“What are you going to do?”

The sigh was even deeper. “I don't know…”

“Oh girly… ok, I know exactly what you are going to do.”

“You do?” This piqued Yani's curiosity. Marita had a wild imagination, even wilder than her temperament and her hair, and that was saying something.

“Yes. We are leaving tomorrow in the sailboat. It's the trip to Cancun I told you about. You are coming with us as a stowaway and give everyone the slip.”

“Do you have room in the boat for three?”

“Well… just a sec.” Yani could hear muffled sounds. “I know this was supposed to be a romantic getaway… no, we are not having a threesome, you dick.” The speaker was uncovered and Yani could hear the noise of breaking glass. Then the hand came back over the speaker. “She is my best friend and in danger… yes, alright, I will let you in there if you are on your best behavior with Yani. She is an innocent, get it?” The hand lifted from the speaker. “All set,” Marita said.

Yani's face was a dark shade of red. “Uh oh, thanks but I'm not sure it's going to work.”

“It will. Where are you? I'm picking you up right now, before something else happens.”







Chapter 3

Hack

The waiting room was confusing. Soft music, cherrywood paneling, geode rocks cut in half guarding the most beautiful crystals, and spotlights over pointillist paintings of landscapes, gave the place the feeling of museum mixed up with spa. Even more confusing was the fact that it made Hack feel welcome. He was a high-tech kind of guy, and rocks had never been his thing, until now. He didn't have time to look around though. About a minute after his arrival, the office door opened, and a middle age man came out. Dr. Millman had a slight frame and wavy hair with some white on the sides. Hack noticed he didn't have the sunken eyes of most doctors, and his smile showed white but crooked front teeth—his own. He had a tan and moved with ease. One word came to mind: Vitality.

“Mr. Humphrey?”

“Yes.”

“Is your wife joining us later?”

“I don't have one,” Hack clipped irascibly. He didn't like the feeling of lack and inadequacy, and that simple question brought up both.

“Oh, I see. Come in, please.” The doctor smiled, but Hack could sense tension in the answer. The man was not happy. What the heck?

It was funny—as in weird: one word from someone in a pseudo position of power showing something he didn't have, and he was a bulky eight-year-old again, unable to run fast enough and scolded by his father for it.

The office was decorated in a similar way of the waiting room, but the paintings were naïve, and there was a whiff of cigar. Completely different from what Hack considered professional, yet it worked.

Hack didn't want to feel at ease though. He didn't like this guy now that he had caught him lacking in something. He was one of the most eligible bachelors, and had been for the last fifteen years. He didn't have a wife because he didn't want to.

“Please sit down. Do you want anything to drink?”

“No, thank you.”

“Alright. Let's cut to the chase. I have been looking into your tests…”

“Just one thing before we start.”

“Yes?”

“I always require from my service providers full disclosure of earnings related with the business we have. I need to know what your earnings from the practice are, and what the extras that might involve me are. For example, the tests. Do you get any kick back? How about the medicines?”

The doctor smiled, amused. “I charge for the consultation, and I do sell some of the products I consider the best option for my clients. I also give conferences, organize cruise trips, own vacation cabins in strategic locations, and have a couple of books that made it onto the main local newspaper's bestseller list.”

Impressive, but Hack didn't want to show it.

“And how much do you make yearly?”

“It's a six figures business.”

Hack's fingertips tapped rhythmically the table. “You could triple the office side with just two adjustments. I called for a consultation and your secretary went back and forth three times with mine for the forms and two rounds of studies before seeing you.”

“I know.” The man smiled broadly.

“Why don't you do it within the consultations?”

“My clients are busy. I'm busy. More importantly: I'm in the business of health, not sickness management, my friend. Can we proceed now?”

“Yes, please.”

Hack was genuinely impressed. A business that didn't do everything in its power to increase cash flow was unheard of. He thought he was the last ass who really put the customers and the crew first. He had refused to sell shares of his companies to keep full control over the procedures, especially when they hurt the bottom line. And now this guy…
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