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Chapter 1

 Scene: Saba, Netherlands Antilles, January 2008

 


Erin

Without the slightest warning, the plane is
standing on its wing and I am staring straight down at the
ridiculously blue Caribbean Sea. My pulse races as I clutch my
husband's hand for dear life because I don't trust the seatbelt,
walls and windows to keep me inside the airplane. I'm starting to
feel queasy when, out of the unending blueness far below me, I see
it: Saba. The central volcanic cone rises straight out of the
water, like Aphrodite being conjured from the ancient Aegean. Every
inch of this storybook mountain sprouts trees and squatting shrubs
so it looks like it is slip covered in green shag carpeting. Though
I've read that 1500 people live on Saba, I can see no evidence of
them from here, except... what is that? Maybe it's a parking lot,
on a peninsula the shape of an octopus's arm. The concrete slab is
small and nearly square, but it has one dotted stripe painted down
the middle and the plane is turning towards it and...

"Oh my God! We're not landing on that, are
we?"

I hadn't meant to shout that out loud.
Luckily, the plane's propellers are noisy enough only two people
turn to stare at me: my husband, Aaron, and the older gentleman
with the still boyish face sitting in front of him.

"Don't worry, luv," he croons with an
expensive sounding British accent, "I fly back to Saba three or
four times a year and haven't gotten wet yet." He pronounces the
name of the island Say-bah, with a hard "A."

I had just been imagining fiery crashes and
other disastrous impacts; the chance of running off the runway into
the ocean hadn't yet occurred to me. The plane levels off and I can
no longer see the island from my window making it easier to
breathe, but I am experiencing some discomfort in my wrist. Ah,
it's because I'm still squeezing Aaron's hand in a death grip: his
face is puckered up until I let go and he exhales in relief. My
normally manicured, jet black nails are tinted in my husband's
blood. "Oh honey, I'm sorry."

"That's OK," he pleasantly lies, tucking his
damaged hand out of the way and offering me his healthy limb.

"Thanx." I flash a pleasant smile at him,
for his troubles, and then remember the British gentleman who was
kind and shine the smile on him, too. This is a mistake; not
because of the British gentleman, who is looking the other way, but
because it gets me looking towards the front of the plane. There I
see the flight attendant, strapped into her little jump seat. The
flight attendant! She makes this trip all the time, many more times
a year than the British dude! If she's calm, then I can calm down,
too.

But she's shaking like a leaf. When we'd
boarded the plane, I'd been mildly jealous of her to-the-marrow tan
and of the way my husband looked at her curvaceous figure under her
straight blue skirt and sheer-ish blouse. But now I feel nothing
but pity for her; despite her tan, she's as white as bleached
sheets. Her teeth are chattering, and she's gripping her shoulder
restraints with white knuckles. The only conclusion I can draw is
she thinks she's going to die.

And, unfortunately, she should know.

While I'm still trying to come to grips with
this revelation, I feel the plane descending. Then I make my
greatest mistake: I look out the front windscreen. The pilots are
only two rows in front of me, and their curtain is tied wide open.
That means I can see what they see, and what they see is the
airport at a suicidally steep angle below us. We're not making an
approach; we're diving like a pelican for a carp. Aaron maneuvers
my hand in his, carefully steering my fingernails away from
arteries as my grip tightens again. My heart goes berserk as the
ground rushes towards us. I can count the blades of grass growing
through the cracks in the runway and my eyes reach further and
further from their sockets and my bum lifts up off the seat as we
pull negative G's and I start to cry about my life being tragically
cut short on an impromptu trip in the Caribbean.

Finally the pilot flares out and levels off
over the runway. Gravity returns with a vengeance and I'm pressed
into my seat with twice my normal weight as the plane touches down
and the brakes start to squeal, the nose of the plane shimmying
slightly as we roll on and on, the deep blue of the hungry sea dead
ahead with my weight thrown forward so I'm dangling from my
seatbelt. Are we slowing down? It doesn't seem like it. The plane
sashays as it skids on, rubber burning until we definitely are
slowing down and the ground disappears from my cockpit view and the
plane stops with only blue sky before me.

We're all firmly back in our seats and
breathing again. The pilots slowly turn the plane around and start
to taxi to the terminal. The flight attendant wipes her brow, takes
several calming breaths, and then keys the mike. "Ladies and
gentlemen, welcome to Saba."

 


Aaron

Erin liberates my hand as the door swings
open and a steady breeze freshens the air. As soon as her seat belt
is off she launches herself into my arms and squeezes me ardently.
When done with me she wraps up the Englishman from the seat in
front of me and even hugs the adorable flight attendant she'd
scowled at when boarding. She then doubles back and heads out the
plane's only door, at the rear. I follow her, hugging no one, and
not grousing about my damaged hand. In the five years I've known
her I've never seen Erin like this. Hold: I don't recall ever
seeing anyone this lively, but I like it.

Erin is a small, slight, pulchritudinous
woman who is nearly 30 but will forever look like a teenager. Her
hair is dark and luxurious, just tickling the back of her neck
either when hanging straight or, as today, wrapped in a stubby
ponytail. I don't really get her black nail polish fixation,
especially as her style is more Donna Karan and Tiffany & Co.
than skull tattoos and gothic crosses, but it's a peculiarity that
increases her charm. Her face is all smooth, glowing skin set on
perfectly elevated cheekbones, but her eyes are her sharpest
feature. Dark as night, they absolutely disarm you from 100 paces,
and I want to cry when she puts on her preposterous, oversized
sunglasses and prepares to step out into the blinding sunshine.

I step out right behind her. The plane is
berthed on the tarmac, near but disjoint from the terminal
entrance. With my first step into the intense tropical sun I pause
and stare at the view. Mt. Scenery, the volcanic core of Saba,
rises precipitously and looms over the airport like the steeple on
the church of the world. Imagine Mt. Fuji, without the snow,
carpeted in the thickest rainforest, and rising directly out of the
sea. It's breathtaking. I stare, transfixed, but my feet keep
perambulating until I stumble on a stair, tumble down the rest and
land on the half melted tarmac flush on my right shoulder.

I guess I should stop as I smell the
scenery.

I roll sluggishly onto my back, extracting
my shoulder from the divot I imparted to the taxiway. As I rotate,
I catch a glimpse of the comely flight attendant traipsing down the
steps, her skirt fluttering in the tropical breeze. I marvel at her
tanned and denuded legs approaching until I flop on my back and
contemplate the blue of the endless sky. My shoulder is throbbing
but I can move my right arm without any increase in pain so I start
to think there's no consequential damage done. That doesn't deter
me from loitering on my back and allowing both Erin and the flight
attendant to fawn over me for a moment.

"Oh, honey, are you all right?" Erin asks as
her hands prod me unplatonically in search of injuries. "What
happened?"

"I floated like a butterfly but got stung
like a bee," I reply with a whimper.

"Are you OK?" she asks again. Other
passengers are now at my side, all inquiring of my health. Point of
fact, I'm feeling hale and hearty at the epicenter of the gathering
crowd's attention. I allow them to succor me vertical, and as I'm a
trifle wobbly I wrap an arm around my wife and the flight attendant
and we toddle into the terminal, out of the sun, and into a folding
chair directly in front of a rotating fan. So I am cooled
periodically as the fan points at me... and away, then at me... and
away. Erin kneels beside me, looking up at me with her ravishing
doe eyes, as the flight attendant brings me a glass of water. I
drink a sip and I make a miraculous recovery.

"I think I'm OK," I tell the two ladies. "I
feel better, in here, out of the sun." Neither Erin nor our new
friend seems convinced. I stand up and walk a few tentative steps,
then turn and return. "See? Right as rain."

"Are you sure?" Erin asks.

"Oh yeah, certainly," I boast. "Where do we
pick up our bags?"

"Just over there, through immigration," the
flight attendant says. "I'm glad you're still coherent, sir, and
thank you for flying Winair to Saba."

"Say-bah? Or Saw-bah?" I ask. The lady used
a hard "A," and I'd assumed it's a soft "A." The flight attendant
glowers at me briefly and walks away.

"I guess she has to get ready for the flight
back," Erin hypothesizes.

I doubt Erin is correct, but don't express
my suspicions. "Erin, is it Say-bah or Saw-bah?"

"I don't know."

"Well, a rose by any other name..."

 


The Flight Attendant

That does it; it's time for a new job. Maybe
the ferry terminal at Simpson's Bay still needs a night janitor?
I'd gladly drive a broom for the rest of my life to avoid another
landing on Saba.

 


Erin

Thanks to Aaron's acrobatics we're the only
people who still need to clear immigration. While our passports are
inspected I put an arm around Aaron and think it's too bad he
didn't land on his head. Aaron has enough dark brown hair frizzed
up on top of his head to protect him in any fall, even if the
airplane had still been in flight. His strong jaw and chiseled
features make him look a little like a movie star - a
thirty-something movie star in need of a new hairstyle, anyway. I
have always liked the fact that he's almost six feet tall and
athletically trim, so he seems even taller as he towers over me
dramatically. That doesn't work for everyone, I know, but it works
for me.

Approved for entry we collect our dive gear
and walk back into the bright Saban sunshine. I love this place
already because it is nothing like Sint Maarten. We were scheduled
to spend another day there, but the traffic and fumes and crowds
were awful. Let's be honest: the place sucks. It's the inner city
slum of the entire Caribbean. There, there was a traffic jam in
front of the airport; here, there is one car waiting, a small,
canvas-topped Japanese SUV with an attractive blond college boy
standing nearby. "Gut morning!" he calls as we approach. He's
holding a sign that spells out our last name, Sandkuhler, with a
couple of extra letters. He shakes hands with us aerobically. "I am
called Jens. May I you mind?" he says, pointing to the large duffle
bag Aaron is carrying.

"Oh, yes, thank you," he stutters, handing
Jens the bag.

"And you are called?" he asks Aaron.

"Aaron," he answers. Jens shakes his hand
again.

"And you?" he asks, turning to me.

"I'm Erin," I reply. His face drops like
pumpkin prices in November. I try to help him out by saying, "Yes,
our names sound the same, but they're spelled differently."

Jens smiles.

"Don't worry, we're homophonic not
homogeneous," Aaron adds.

Jens frowns. But, he quickly finds a way out
of his predicament. "Please, to the jeep," he says with appropriate
move-this-way gestures. Jens is wearing khaki shorts and a loose
white cotton shirt. As he strides out ahead his moussed blond hair
remains glued together but moves as a mass back and forth over his
freckled face and clear blue eyes. "It's 20 minutes to drive over
the island."

Twenty minutes seems like a long commute for
a small island, but we get in without arguing. The canvas top is
rolled back so our travels will be open air. Aaron gallantly holds
the door for me and I squeeze into the back seat as Jens puts our
big bag in the back, climbs into the left-hand drive car and kisses
a little medallion dangling around his neck before starting the
engine. "What's that?" I ask him.

It takes Jens a moment to understand what
I'm referring to, and then he replies, "St. Christopher medal."

"Oh, are you Catholic?"

"No," he says as he drives forward and out
of the airport, "but any help is welcome."

As we leave the airport there is a truck
barreling towards us. It is as wide as the pavement we're all
trying to drive on.

 


Aaron

The truck looms large but Jens does not
divert an inch. I am counting the bugs smashed on the truck's
radiator when our diminutive cubic vehicle nestles up against the
retaining wall. I can see the pores in the individual rocks as the
wall flashes by next to my head. The truck similarly hugs the other
wall and by doing so the vehicles avoid impact by a hair's breadth.
As Jens and the truck driver come within a few inches of one
another they casually wave. Once the truck has passed, Jens resumes
driving down the center of the narrow concrete roadway.

"So, for avoiding obstacles and why-fors,
probably 20 or 30 minutes to the boat," Jens continues calmly.

"Aaaiiiiieee!" Erin screams from the
backseat. Her tardy response is understandable; it's hard to
express yourself when smothered by your cardiology. Her shrill wail
makes me jump, though Jens seems surprisingly unaffected and says,
"Yes, it is exciting to drive in Saba, no?"

I cannot conceive an answer, so stay mute.
Erin clamps her hands on my shoulders as we drive up onto the
mountain, accelerating into blind corners and skidding on loose
gravel. Erin's grip on my shoulders tightens as a scooter passes us
while accelerating up a hill and survives the next corner by
leaning over more than 45 degrees. I notice I'm putting dents in
the handle above the glove box as a means of fighting centripetal
force on the hairpin curves. When I dare to glance off the roadway
I see the picturesque Caribbean straight below us, but
self-preservation keeps demanding I stare at the road ahead,
searching for dangers. Jens is pontificating on his Dutch ancestry,
how he's visiting Saba this year for adventure and some ready cash,
but I don't commit much of it to memory. The scenery, the bones of
my already damaged shoulder being crushed by Erin's claws, and my
panicked attempts to find religion all have a higher priority.

"This road was made by the people on Saba,
though it was impossible," Jens tells us as we slow down through
one of the bigger towns. "They shoveled their picks for many
years." Some parts of his statements don't sound quite accurate,
but I don't press him on it.

At long last, after a drive that seems
transcontinental rather than trans-island, the jeep zips down an
S-shaped curve on the edge of a cliff, turns a few more times and
then slides to a stop on a gravelly parking lot handy to a short
pier with several boats moored to it. This is the industrial side
of paradise. A power plant coughs black smoke into an otherwise
Magritte sky. Right behind this power plant there is a gas station
of white concrete, so situated as to provide gasoline to cars and
diesel to trucks and boats. A few fishing boats slouch at their
berths or are anchored just off shore. The dodgy surroundings make
the elegant 50+ foot gleaming white sailboat at the end of the dock
look delightfully out of place. We gather our gear and follow Jens,
rejoicing as he strides past each lesser boat until only the yacht
is further along the pier. I glance at Erin. Her hideous sunglasses
hide her eyes, but her expressive face indicates awe all the same.
This day, already one to remember, is looking up.

 


Erin

The captain calls, "Welcome aboard
the Calypso!" as we step onto
his gleaming white triple-masted dream ship.

"Is this really the
Calypso?" Aaron asks, shaking the
captain's hand.

"Naw, I just like saying that. It's
actually called the Magnificent
Marilyn, after my now ex-wife. But, it's bad luck to
change the name of a boat, so I'm stuck with it. I'm
Brian."

I shake his hand while stepping aboard. "I'm
Erin, and this is my husband Aaron."

This causes the standard pause people
experience when they first meet us. It's usually followed by either
disbelief or a wisecrack. To Brian's credit, he recovers quickly
and says, "Nice to meet you."

"Is the same name normal for Americans?"
Jens asks from the pier.

"If he'd been named anything else, I
wouldn't have married him," I tell Brian and Jens, my standard
self-ridiculing razz about our names.

"No, it's not normal," Brian tells Jens,
laughing politely at my joke. Then, he says to us, "But don't
worry, we're not homophonophobic or anything. You two go sit down
and relax after surviving your first ride on The Road, and we'll be
underway in a minute. Jens, let's get crackin'."

As they get to work I take a good look at
Brian. He's about 40 years old with thinning sandy hair and a
reddish tan. There is something strangely plastic about his face,
his jowls hanging a little too loosely and his lips plump and
puffy, but this shar-pei look is softened by kind, laughing eyes.
He's dressed in cutoff jeans and a tattered tank top and his feet
are clad only in flip flops.

As Jens and Brian work we enter a lounge
immediately behind the wheelhouse, with stairs leading down into
the hull. The lounge is fully furnished in Recaro bucket seats with
rainbow-colored neoprene covers; I know this only because the
company name is proudly embroidered in the upholstery of each
chair. The floor is carpeted in short artificial grass like a
putting green and there are clear acrylic tables in strikingly odd
shapes with various game boards in colors to match the chairs:
chess, Chinese checkers, backgammon, cribbage, Texas Hold 'em. I
take a close look at one of the tables and see that each spot where
a piece or card might sit is etched or grooved in such a way that
the pieces won't slide off the tables in rough seas. It's a
playroom for a rich, clever, grown-up boy.

Aaron throws himself into the nearest chair
and spins and rocks happily. "Wow, Recaros are as comfortable as
I've read! This is fantastic!" I'm skeptical and am close to making
a sarcastic remark when I sit down in the lime green chair and am
coddled and supported in equal measure. It is quite a chair.

The bar, against the far wall, seems to be
exceptionally well stocked. The liquors and whiskeys and tequilas
on the bottom shelf are all Top Shelf; the ones on the middle and
top shelves are If You Have to Ask...

And then there's the view of the island out
the large picture windows. Saba looks damn good from here. The
proportions, the lines, the overwhelming green-ness of it all
surrounded by the vast blue-ness takes my breath away. I feel like
I could laugh and cry and spontaneously combust, all at once.

Aaron hops up. "Let's check out the lower
deck!" he cackles.

"OK," I reply to his back as he's already
flying down the stairs. There is only one room below, well, one
room plus a bathroom and a tiny galley, but it's quite a room. The
furniture is plush and of the softest leather. The carpet is a
silky Berber and the pad is so thick and puffy you feel like you're
bouncing with each step. The light fixtures are brass as is the
trim around the portholes (and starboard holes?) and the walls are
real polished redwood.

And then there's the bed. It's large and
swathed in purple silks and satins and awash in pillows, but that's
all to be expected in a room like this. No, the part that's
surprising is its shape: it's a parallelogram. There is no
practical reason to pay for a custom bed in the shape of a
parallelogram. It was done to impress and amuse, and it succeeds on
both counts.

"Ahoy!" Brian calls down the stairs. "Are
you ready to ship out down there?"

We look at each other with guilty eyes, kids
caught with our heads in the cookie jar. We climb back up into the
sumptuous wheelhouse. "Sure," Aaron stammers, "we're ready any
time."

"Good!" Brian calls with infinite good
cheer. "Let's go get wet!"

 


Aaron

The wind is singing a rollicking tune so we
silently careen along atop the sea. Brian mans the wheel as Jens
lounges on the back deck, worshiping the sun. Erin and I sip
Perrier from crystal goblets, recline on Recaros, and pepper Brian
with questions.

"The website for Dieter's Dive Shop didn't
show anything like this," Erin says, gesturing with her glass. "Do
all of your clients travel in this sort of style?"

Brian takes his eyes from his
instruments and his hands from the wheel. He looks astonished. "I
thought Jens had told you. I'm just a friend of Dieter's, I help
him out when he's overbooked and I feel like diving." Erin's
countenance is as mortified as I feel. I remove my feet from the
table and want to proffer the unconsumed portion of my Perrier.
Brian notices our change in demeanor and laughs. "But that doesn't
change a thing: you are my guests! As far as I'm concerned,
mi Barco es su Barco. When you two
called yesterday to see if you could dive today, Dieter said yes
and then called me."

"If we get to travel in this style, we'll
never plan ahead again," I reply, relaxing negligibly. "We were
going to spend another day on Sint Maarten, but when we heard about
Saba we couldn't pass it up."

"I think you made the right call. Where are
you folks from?"

"The D. C. area,"

"Ah, the land of Washington, Jefferson &
Lincoln," Brian quips as he turns the wheel. "What do you do
there?"

"I'm a school teacher, and Aaron owns his
own business in Pentagon City," Erin replies. "How about you?"

"Oh, I'm a software guy," he replies
equivocally, then asks me, "What sort of business?"

"It's a tanning salon."

"Called 'Tan Yer Hide,'" Erin volunteers,
causing me to grimace.

Brian whistles. "That's a great name!"

"Yeah, it brings in the business, that's for
sure," I reply.

"But Aaron is conflicted about it," Erin
tells him, spinning girlishly in her chair.

"Conflicted?" Brian asks.

"Yes, I suppose I am. I selected the name
based on business school basics: choose a name that is catchy and
easy to remember."

"Makes sense," Brian nods.

"True, and I would shout my success from the
rooftops if it were named 'Executive Branch Tans' or even 'The
Bronze Age,' but I wince when I try to say 'Tan Yer Hide.'"

"Ah, yes, the dark side of
success Barron's never warns
you about," Brian turns to face us again. "You could change the
name now, but..."

"But, I don't want to own an unsuccessful
business with a better name."

"Now better, that's a loaded term. You
obviously picked a great name, business-wise. I think you mean a
less embarrassing name." I nod. "You know, that happens to a lot of
people. I'm sure Melville often regretted the phallic nature
of Moby Dick, and D.H.
Lawrence wanted to edit his novel into Lady Chatterley's BFF."

"Is that what happened to you and brought
you to Saba?" Erin asks before finishing her Perrier.

"No, I just got tired of the weather in
Seattle so relocated significantly to the southeast. Though back
when I lived there I often heard Bill say he wishes he'd gone with
Macrosoft."

The twinkle in his eyes convinces me he's
joking; at least I think he is. Erin continues her interrogation
with, "Are you completely retired, then?"

"No, I still do some consulting, but only so
long as it doesn't interfere with my busy schedule. So, I'm more
retired than tired."

He focuses on the sea ahead for a few
minutes, while I contemplate if I should be jealous of Erin's
evident interest in our affluent friend. She can't take her eyes
off him, despite the beauty of the boat and landscape to distract
her. This isn't unexpected, because I also find my mind crowded
with questions about this mysterious mister. I guess the question
is, does one become more jealous or less when one sees what their
beloved sees in another?

I choose less. Let her stare, let me stare,
let us stare.

Brian turns the wheel a few turns, getting
the wind fully on the sails again and the boat surges forward as if
it has an Evinrude. He then faces us. "You know, Aaron, I do
understand what you mean. I have always been unhappy with my name.
I try to convince myself it's just an indication of my parents'
sense of humor, but it still rankles me. It's at this point that I
realize my story doesn't resonate with the listener unless I
actually tell you my whole, embarrassing name. So, here we go: my
name is," he pauses to take a deep breath, "Brian Bryan. Actually
it's Brian B. Bryan."

"And, your middle name is what, Brian?" I
ask.

"No, it's Bartholomew. My parents had too
much creativity to go with Brian Brian Bryan. But, anyhow, I
understand how a name can come to define something in an unpleasant
way."

Brian B. Bryan. That's not an easy thing to
admit to strangers, so I like BBB even more now. As does Erin,
judging by how raptly her eyes follow his every move. But again,
that's fine. I start to riff on his name: "BBB: like, Better
Business Bureau, or Bed Bath & Beyond, or..."

"Or that's enough," Erin suggests.

"Yup, that's enough," I concur.

"Enough, because we're here!" Brian informs
us. "Jens! Wake up out there and furl those sails! We're here!"

"Can we be of assistance?" I ask, half
rising out of my seat.

"Absolutely. Start getting into your dive
gear and stay out of our way. We're professionals - well, we're
serious amateurs anyhow. Stand back and we'll get you into the
water soonest."

 


Erin

Jens ties up to a buoy close to a rocky
outcropping half a mile off the coast. This little place is way
cool; a wee little Gibraltar standing up to the relentless,
crashing sea. I take a snapshot mentally and digitally and then
follow Aaron to start suiting up.

The sun warms my skin until I feel like I'm
glowing as I exchange my shorts and T-shirt (over my one-piece
swimsuit) for neoprene and sunscreen. Once the boat is taken care
of, Jens and Aaron start unhooking and rolling out and fiddling
with the tanks. This is the part of diving I always find most
tedious, the getting ready and checking the equipment. It is so
frustrating: it is time to dive, body and soul are ready to swim
with the fishes, and yet there is all this logistical crap to deal
with first. Those two are huddled over the tanks, adjusting this
and that, fiddling with regulators and behaving like complete dive
geeks. It amuses me that Aaron gets so into this activity which I'm
not the least bit interested in. But, like all gourmands, it's
essential for me to be on good terms with a chef.

Brian soon joins us. Jens and Aaron pass out
the tanks as Brian reaches behind himself and zips up his wetsuit.
Finally, we're ready. Aaron and I sit down on the side of the boat,
tanks on, press our masks against our faces and roll backward into
the deep. I love that initial shock your body goes through when you
hit the water. It's always surprising, time after time, your breath
ripped away as the icy tremors spread through your chest. I close
my eyes when I hit the water, despite the mask, so I experience
this sensation in darkness before opening my eyes and seeing the
through-the-looking-glass world blue and shimmering before me. A
school of tiny, translucent fish navigates around me and continues
on their way, and I see the vague outline of a reef in the
direction of the rock. I start to kick in that direction until I
notice a strange muffled sound seemingly all around. I haven't been
to any depth yet so I quickly rise to the surface and hear Aaron
screaming like his hair's on fire.

 


Aaron

I scream more than Mimi ever could. The
excruciation when the saltwater washes over the road rash on my
shoulder and the puncture wounds Erin augured into me is
indescribable. Every ounce of strength I have attempts to propel me
out of the water and back onto the boat, but the tank on my back
precludes that. I expel the regulator from my mouth and shriek
while bobbing in the sea, causing me to swallow water and choke.
Erin surfaces next to me and I try to explain what happened but am
either screaming or sputtering. All of this activity distracts me
from one crucial fact: my pain has disappeared.

I stop screaming and float peacefully.

"What happened?" Erin asks once she removes
her regulator.

"The saltwater aggravated my various
injuries. It hurt like the dickens."

"And now?"

"It stopped hurting," I reply
sheepishly.

"Saltwater can cauterize wounds, just like
fire," Brian adds from the boat. "Now that the floor show is
over..." He steps to the edge of his boat, positioning his mask.
Right before he pacifies himself with his regulator he adds,
"Sharks don't freak you out, do they?" Then he pierces the water
sloppily.

I speculate he's joking. However, when I dip
my head underwater I am face to face with a shark, his razor-like
teeth brushing past me, his black-tipped dorsal fin parting my
hair, his tail slapping me as he swims past. My heart races and I
breathe in far too much compressed air, making me lightheaded.
Death would have met me, either by gnawing or cardiac arrest,
except for one thing: the size. The shark is only four feet long
and a few dozen pounds. The phrase, "reef shark" shoots through my
mind; those are harmless, right? Or they're nearly harmless, like
squirrels and Yellow-Bellied Sapsuckers.

I also see Brian casually swimming with this
little monster, which calms my qualms a little more. I take Erin's
tremulous hand and we pursue Brian and Jens as they approach the
reef.

Rarely is there an experience that leaves
nothing to be desired. It is human nature: we can imagine more than
reality is typically willing to provide. This dive is an exception
to that rule. Naught about this dive could be improved upon. First,
there's the light, easily shimmering 30 feet down. And the reef is
idyllic. The coral are healthy, vibrant and varied, a perfect
fairyland underwater forest fit for an aqualunged Hansel and
Gretel. And then there's the fish: Diamond Blenny and Queen
Angelfish and whole schools of shockingly spiffy fish I can't
classify.

And that's just the things we expected to
see. Twenty minutes into the dive, a pod of dolphins swim up to us.
Not a dolphin, mind you: a pod-full of bottle-nosed dolphins
meanders over and examines us. They swim around us, above us, under
us; they bump into us playfully, and we reach out and pet their
sleek silvery-blue torpedo bodies as they flash about frantically
and balletically. It's an underwater fantasy Disney himself
wouldn't dare animate for fear of ridicule. My trusty dive watch
shows these mammals shuttle between the surface and us for at least
ten minutes. One of these dolphins swims directly up to my mask and
stares at me with his huge, black pupils, and I feel a connection
with another species I've never felt before and can't anticipate
feeling again.

The dolphins finally move away, off to
deeper water. Our air starts to run a little low and Brian signals
us to start the trek back to his yacht. As if on cue, a green sea
turtle paddles along below us toward the yacht, kicking up little
puffs of silt in its wake. Erin and I swim downward and latch onto
the turtle's back. We thereby get a perfectly effortless jaunt back
to the boat. The turtle's shell feels like a lubricious washboard
so we have to balance carefully, using both hands to stay moored.
The turtle turns his periscopic, wrinkled brow towards me at one
point and I wave back and immediately slip off his back. Erin
laughs so hard she almost expels her regulator.

We say goodbye to our reptilian buddy and
surface after 45 minutes of sublime perfection.

Brian and Jens shrug off their tanks and
vault onto the back of the boat. Erin and I put our buoyancy belts
on the swim platform attached to the stern and bob in the water
like corks. The sun glints off the sea surrounding us, sparkling
like blue Champaign. Erin is glowing, the thrill of living shining
on her beautiful features as surely as I sense the same thrill
beating in my heart.

"So..." Brian calls from above us, "am I
much mistaken or should we snorkel away our surface time and then
take a new tank and do it all again - oh, except don't touch any
more turtles, they're endangered and don't like to be touched."

"Oh, sorry," Erin yelps.

For my part, I'm concentrating on Brian's
other thought. "We're supposed to go to Shark Shoals," I say.

"It's your choice. In my experience, each
location in Saba requires a couple of dives to see everything."
Brian pronounces "Saba" as "Say-bah." My, that's one hard "A."

Erin and I nod to each other and I answer,
"Let's stay here, then." Jens smiles and starts unlashing the fresh
tanks.

 


Erin

The snorkeling around the rock is grand and
our second dive is also money, extending the sensation of wonder
and excitement. But it could never match those first 45 minutes,
and by the time we surface again exhaustion and hunger overwhelm
our fascination with the deep. When Brian offers us the option of
another tank or lunch, we go with lunch.

"That's a good decision," Brian tells
us as we abandon used tanks and shuffle off our neoprene coils.
"Jens here is an excellent cook. Smelling him cooking
pfannkuchen in my galley after a
dive approaches nirvana, and not the grunge band."

Under any other circumstances, I would
probably laugh out loud at such comments, but on this boat, under
this sky, still dripping with the elixir of the Caribbean all over
me, I simply smile and await Jens' work. Even Aaron, who usually
preens over the equipment as if he's maintaining holy relics,
slap-dashes everything into the duffel and splays in a deck chair,
drinking in the view.

The view and a blueberry-mango
daiquiri. Brian may hand off the cooking duties to Jens, but he
maintains control of the bar himself. He has good material to work
with, sure, but it's much more than that. As soon as he picks up a
bottle, his previously prim features are contorted into a grin and
his eyes sparkle alluringly. Brian is enjoying mixing drinks more
than he enjoys sailing his yar boat, more than the near perfect
dive we just finished, and I imagine more than any other aspect of
living here in paradise and I find that sort of passion
irresistible. I take my own drink from Brian's eager hands
and turn away before I flirt shameless and say something I should
regret.

The pancake smell is filtering up from the
galley. I go below and see Jens juggling pans and skillets in the
cramped space. He seems in control of every item, each doing what
he wants it to do. "Need any help?" I offer weakly.

"No, I'm fine," he smiles. "On vacation,
stay out of my kitchen."

Wise advice, I silently admit to myself. I
spend another minute watching Jens expertly flip pancakes before
returning to the deck.

Aaron is now reclining to the point of lying
down. With his hair still wet and slicked back, he looks like a
different person - a much shorter person. He sets down his empty
glass and announces, "I am now precariously low on oxidants and I
feel fine."

"Another?" Brian offers, leaping to his
feet.

"No, I'm switching to hydration now lest I
pass out," Aaron replies. The disappointment is written on Brian's
face for an instant but then he pulls himself together. Charmed, I
call out, "I'll take one, Brian."

His look of gratitude is more than reward
enough for my small act of generosity. "Do you want another
mango-blueberry, or..."

As I'm ambivalent to the drink in general, I
try to imagine the answer Brian most wants to hear - it's the least
I can do as a token repayment for all his hospitality. Appealing to
his creativity, I reply, "Just surprise me."

The wattage of his smile multiples again.
"I'll make you something special." With that, he skips to the
bar.

I follow. "Brian, if you don't mind a
potentially personal question, why do you like mixing drinks so
much?"

He smiles sheepishly. "It's ridiculous,
isn't it? I used to hide my addiction from strangers, but I have
recently decided to just accept my predilection with a smile and a
shrug. Who can say what creates our likes and dislikes? I don't
even particularly like to drink. I just have this inexplicable
fascination with mixing cocktails. It's the colors, the smells, the
way the colors and smells mix and melt into a whole new concoction
right there in the glass, right before your eyes." He selects a
couple of bottles from their spots behind the bar and starts
working his magic one jigger at a time. I watch and try my best to
be infected by his enthusiasm, but in the end, it just looks like a
bunch of liquids occupying the same glass.

"Sorry, Brian, it's just not spellbinding to
me."

"Yeah, I understand. But it doesn't change
the fact it is for me."

"You know, there are certain places that
hire people to prepare drinks. Or you could start your own such
establishment."

"True, but somehow I am just not interested
in making my passion a profession. As many a prostitute has
discovered, when you mix business with pleasure you may end up with
neither."

"But, there's another school of thought that
says you'll be happiest doing the thing you love." I look around
his sumptuous surroundings, the exotic woods and stones, and
suddenly feel ridiculous. "But I guess you don't need my
advice."

"No, no, that's not it at all. I have no
lock on happiness just because I made some money in business."

"So money really can't buy happiness,
then?"

"No." He thinks about that for a few seconds
and then adds, "Money can rent you happiness for a few hours at a
time, like on this boat, but it doesn't help in the long run. So,
my search for fulfillment continues and I remain open to
suggestion."

"In that case, quit spending perfect days on
this yacht and the bottom of the sea and go to work in a smelly,
sleazy dive mixing drinks from bargain basement gin and rye."

Brian returns his attention to my drink. He
pours a pale, translucent lavender ambrosia from a shaker into a
highball glass. He skewers some maraschino cherries with a
miniature pirate's sword and sets it carefully in the glass before
handing the finished masterpiece across the bar to me. "Here you
go, and I'll think about it."

"Thank you, and what is it?"

"It is a little invention of mine I call the
BBB, which the world will probably mistakenly think of as the
Better Business Bureau. But you know better."

I toast my host and take a sip. The taste is
difficult to describe beyond delicious: I really, really like it,
but can't identify any of the individual tastes that have been
combined. The identities of each have been completely subsumed into
something entirely new. I pause just long enough to see Brian's
self-satisfied, even smug smile of paternal pride before I take a
full-sized drink. My taste buds all sing a simultaneous,
"Hallelujah!" as sweet, salty, sour, bitter and umami all are
stimulated in pleasant ways. "That's remarkable!"

"Thank you."

"You've got to patent that recipe! Wait, can
you patent recipes? Or is it copyright?"

"I don't know, but I'm not sure I want to
share this with the rest of the world."

"Oh, but you must!" I take another drink and
find it every bit as good as the first. I'm ready to drink the
remaining ambrosia down in a gulp when a small dose of common sense
stops me. "But then you'd create a world of alcoholics in a day and
a half."

"Yeah," Brian nods, and then transfixes his
gaze to mine. "I only mix it for people I think have sufficient
self-control to survive it."

I'm not sure how to respond to that. I'm
slightly stunned by the compliment and the offhand way it was
delivered. I am saved from thinking of something to say by the
sound of Jens announcing lunch, allowing me to pick up my drink and
demurely join Aaron and Jens on deck. Brian follows me out and
starts loudly repeating his high opinion of Jens' cooking as if
nothing happened.

And, I guess, nothing really did happen.
Right?

 


Aaron

Jens skillets one pièce de resistance of a pancake. The surfaces
are crisp without being tough, and the interior is puffy without
being pasty. And he commingles the syrup and batter. Jens explains,
"My mother makes hand pancakes for forty years before
McGriddle."

I laugh and offer him a high five, which he
either fails to recognize or refuses to receive. Maybe he's
frightened of damaging his flipping hand. I might feel afflicted by
such harsh treatment, but I'm in too good a mood to quibble.

I'm halfway through my pancakes when
Jens returns with another heaping plate of flat, round objects.
"Kartoffel Puffer," Jens
announces. "Also mother's recipe."

He might well have continued, but I
wasn't listening. The Kartoffel
Puffer (potato pancakes, or something closely related
to hash browns) he serves with slices of fried bananas. I'm in both
good and bad cholesterol heaven.

I crave engaging Erin on these matters and
notice she is sitting at the back of the boat, in the sun, staring
off at Diamond Rock (as Brian identified our dive location) and
kicking her feet in the water like a lass. It's well past noon; the
sun is sagging sufficiently to cast a long shadow off the main
mast, slashing dramatically right behind where Erin sits and
producing a satisfying contrast between the dark and the light. I
can just see the profile of her lovely face as she gazes both at
and beyond the landscape. She has set aside her meal half-eaten,
which I find incomprehensible until I remember she's never been
enamored of fried foods. I pluck an apple from a fruit basket and
convey it to her.

"A pippin for your thoughts?" I say.

She smiles slightly, though I suspect she's
just trying to be polite. She doesn't rate my sense of humor
amongst my best qualities. "That's a golden delicious," she
says.

"True. How are you doing?"

"Are you kidding? Look at this place, look
at this boat, remember the dives we just did! I'm great!"

"Yeah, but look at the lunch you didn't
eat."

"Yeah, don't tell Jens, but I don't like his
cooking as much as Brian does. Fried food... wait, you know this."
I nod. "And so you came over here to stake a claim before anyone
else does, right?" I nod again, smiling both at my little sport and
Erin's immediate understanding of it. "Then give me that apple and
take my scraps, you scoundrel."

"At least I brought something to barter
with," I observe.

"Yes you did, and I'll feel much healthier
because of it. Thank you."

I smile thanks and sit down behind Erin,
using her tanned back as a backrest. I thoroughly enjoy the dregs
of Erin's meal; the loss of a few degrees has taken nothing away
from the flavor.

I feel Erin wriggling against my back. "Sit
up, Aaron," she calls. "We're too sticky in this heat." And it's
true. The tropical sun has made us sweat and the tropical breeze
has evaporated it, leaving us tacky and, I find as I lean forward,
adhered. We peel apart like human Velcro and Erin walks over to the
open-air shower as I sample the penultimate morsel from her plate.
We'd already rinsed off after getting out of the sea, but another
shower does sound quite refreshing. I finish my last bite and look
towards the sound of the running water. There stands Erin, sarong
set aside, her bathing suit doing little to conceal her naturally
sculpted form. She stretches up to separate the strands of her hair
as she rinses it, arching her back to vary where the water hits
her. She is unconscious of my eyes upon her, her movements
calculated strictly for their cleansing effect, and that lack of
guile makes each contortion all the more seductively erotic...

"Well, it's about time to get you back to
your B&B," Brian calls out brightly, breaking my reverie. He
gets up and heads for the pilothouse after a glance towards me and
a longer look towards Erin. "Jens! Untie us from the mooring and
I'll get ready to set some sails."

I can't help but wonder if Brian had been
watching Erin as intently as I had. The expression he wore when
last his gaze fell upon her certainly suggested so. I feel the
husband's due response to his wife attracting other men: jealousy,
anger and roaring pride.

Erin forgoes a towel when she's done; air
drying is a better way to cool off in the tropics. "You look
gorgeous," I tell her simply.

"Thank you," she replies without any pretext
of surprise. She's aware of what she has going on. She strikes a
beauty queen pose, her stomach nearly as concave as her breasts are
convex. "This is what minimizing fried food can do for you."

"If music be the food of love, play on,"
quoteth I.

She doesn't speak, only smiles, and
sashays around the stern of the boat. "I'm going to get a little
sun on the way back," she informs me. I watch her go as one would
observe the Mona Lisa
or David or anything of
perfect beauty.

On the way back I amble about the boat
and stare at the beauty of Saba. A pod of dolphins leap playfully
about in the bow wave and I easily capture National Geographic like shots on our cheap
digital camera. I can't tell if it's the same pod from our dive,
but I'll tell people it is. Erin is never far from my thoughts,
especially when I look to her sun tanning space and see that she's
reclining on her back and has rolled off the top of her swimwear to
get an even tan. She has never done that in public before, at least
not when I'm around. Her breasts look small, nearly deflated when
she lies on her back, but I know better, oh yes, much the
better.

I notice that Jens is asleep in a lifeboat.
Public semi-nudity is not the sort of thing to surprise a European,
after all. Brian keeps his eyes on the sea ahead: I almost want to
tell him what he's missing. Almost.

 


Erin

I expected and welcomed Aaron's stare when I
showered. I even welcomed the coldish water to turn on my
headlights for his amusement. However, it was when I snuck a peek
at Brian and saw him transfixed that I started to feel like
Aphrodite on acid. I really, really wanted to hop overboard and
resurface on a clamshell with flowing tresses defending my modesty,
but I stayed aboard and just enjoyed being the show. I think Brian
knew I knew he was watching because he almost immediately announced
it was time to go.

I never realized I could be such an
exhibitionist, that I could enjoy it so. And best of all, there is
no damage done and I feel great.

So why do I also feel guilty?

I want to get off on my own for a little
while, think things through. Thus I tell Aaron I'm going to get
some sun, even though prime tanning hours are over. That's one
thing about diving which is frustrating: you spend hours in the sun
and surf but are always wearing either a shorty or a full wet suit,
resulting in either face-only tans or funky tan lines on your lower
legs and lower arms. The weather and water have been so warm on
this trip I've been wearing my shorty every day, so I look like a
two-tone nightmare and would not be caught dead in a halter dress
or even a short skirt, so it's time to get my tan lines back up to
my netherlands, as it were. I pick up a towel and stroll out of
sight, to the back corner of the boat where I can watch Saba float
past as we make our way to port. I am not surprised to find an
extremely comfortable lounge chair sitting there; Brian has spared
no expense to outfit his rig. I spread my towel on the chair,
pleased to see the light blue of the chaise goes well with the
royal blue towels. I then lie down and immediately feel the sun
caressing me, drying me and browning me. The shadows are such that
I can keep my head in the shade of the boat while the rest of me is
in the sun. Perfect.

So, what has gotten into me, anyhow? I can't
recall intentionally showering in front of Aaron before, let alone
someone I've just met. Now, I don't close the door to the bathroom
at home, either, so I guess I've been a passive exhibitionist, but
not an active one like today. I think back to what I was doing when
I decided to take a shower: I was sweating. A cool shower seems
like a reasonable enough response to the tropical heat, doesn't it?
I didn't think about who was around or who might be watching when I
walked to the shower; after all, I'd showered in that same place
when we'd first come out of the water. No, the change occurred when
I felt the water on me. Maybe it's the BBB Brian made for me,
loosening my inhibitions enough to allow me to enjoy this shower
more than the previous one and that vague arousal reminded me of
all the testosterone sharing the high seas with me. All I know for
sure is, I wanted Aaron to watch me and I became more aroused as
each drop of water splashed against my tingling skin.

Aaron. . . or Brian? Now that's a trickier
question to answer. But in the end, does it matter? I think the
newly minted exhibitionist in me was showing off for whoever cared
to watch, the more the merrier. At least I'm more comfortable with
that answer than anything else I might conclude at this moment.

My front side is feeling sufficiently
cooked, so I adjust the back of the chaise to be flat and roll over
on my stomach. My skin has not completely recovered from its
shower, apparently, because I am surprised at how sensual it feels
to roll onto my breasts and pelvis, as if I am covering a lover's
body with my own. For goodness sake, am I going through a second
puberty or something? This is ridiculous - and very, very pleasant,
at the same time. A naughty idea flashes through my mind: why am I
wearing all this material anyhow? This isn't puritanical America
anymore, I'm in the anything goes world of the Caribbean, home of
the no-tan line torso for both men and women. I immediately shrug
my shoulders out of the straps and roll down the top until only my
bottom is covered, though I am sure that I will pull it back on
again before I roll over. This is acceptable even in American,
using your body to protect your modesty with your bikini undone.
I'm not doing anything too radical or racy, after all.

But it sure doesn't feel that way. Every
slight breeze sends shivers down my spine. For 15 excruciatingly
pleasant moments I lie there, wondering what I'll do when the
demands of even tanning force me to roll over onto my back. I
occasionally roll my hips ever so slightly, feeling the solidity of
the chaise push back and sending me ever closer to pure bliss.
Again, it's all perfectly ridiculous, but perfectly pleasant as
well. I consciously do not look around to see if anyone is watching
me; if they were, that would probably push me over the edge and I
really don't want to climax in public. However, I don't want to
stop feeling on the edge, either.

Finally, my back is so warm that I know it
must, absolutely must be time to roll over. Without pausing to
think about it, I roll over and feel the sun over very nearly all
my body and I just know somehow my parents and grandparents will
find out about this and the wind caused by the boat's movement
drives my nipples to the very limits of their expandability and I
lay very still to stay in this wonderfully tempestuous state. And I
keep my eyes closed; I absolutely keep my eyes closed.

I hope Aaron jumps me as soon as we're
alone.

 


Aaron

We arrive back at safe harbor all too
eftsoons. The sun is approaching green flash range and this day in
paradise is coming to a close whether we accede or not. Erin has
dressed again, pulling a hoodie and shorts on over her bathing
suit. Turning to Brian, I say, "Sir, it's been a great pleasure
sailing with you today. Thank you for your Herculean
hospitality."

"No, the pleasure has been all mine," he
responds suavely. "Meeting you and Erin has been more than
sufficient reward. I hope you enjoy the rest of your time on
Saba."

I laugh. "How could we not?"

Brian nods in general agreement. He then
turns to Erin and extends his arms wide. The two of them hug quite
closely while exchanging pleasantries. Jens then helps us onto the
pier.

"You stay in Windwardside, right?"

"Yes, that's correct," Erin replies. Without
discussing it, we both climb into the backseat of the jeep and she
leans sleepily against my shoulder. "We're staying at the Hassell
B&B."

"No problem, 10 minutes."

During the drive straight uphill to
Windwardside, Erin and I remain quiet. We're slightly used to Saban
driving now, so we don't feel the need to scream or panic at each
near miss. That accounts for some of our silence, sure, but we're
mostly overwhelmed by the sensorial smorgasbord we've experienced
all day. There's only so much beauty the mind can process before it
barricades the gates and recharges, preparing for the next influx
of stimuli. The Road prevents thoughts of sleep from entering my
mind, but it is something akin to open-eyed sleeping that I'm doing
in the back of the jeep, with Erin similarly affected beside
me.

Jens eventually reaches the second
good-sized village, Windwardside. The houses are all white with red
metal roofs and shutters of either red, brown or green and nestled
amongst large, hardwood trees. It's a good thing our minds had
their little respite; otherwise, they may well have cracked at
taking a good look at Windwardside. The Road proceeds through town
as a sort of main street, with small shops, banks, and a post
office being the major features. As we're just leaving the town,
Jens yanks the jeep onto a side street straight up the slopes of
Mount Scenery and Erin and I lean forward to encourage the jeep to
keep all four tires on the firmament. A few more twists and turns
on little streets bring us to a screeching halt in front of yet
another perfect little bungalow, white with a red roof and green
shutters. "We're here!" Jens announces as he turns off the motor
and hops out to assist with our bags.

As we muster our gear and start for the
front entrance, the door opens on a 50-ish, plump, red-cheeked
woman in shorts and a beloved T-Shirt, still carrying a wooden
spoon from her duties in the kitchen. Her long, dirty blond hair is
spilling loose from the pins and clips meant to tame it. "Hallo,
all! I'm so happy you're here!"

"Hello, Beatrix," Jens calls. "This is Aaron
and Erin."

"Yes, yes, we're expecting you! Come on in,
dinner will be ready in 10 minutes."

Erin and I bandy about a confused glance.
"Um, we didn't know dinner was included," Erin manages at last.

"Of course, of course! Please join us! It's
Jack's mother's recipe, so I hope you'll like it."

We're now in the house. The sitting room
inside the entrance is small and neat. The floors look like genuine
mahogany and the interior walls are simply the same whitewashed
boards you see on the exterior. The windows are open here and in
the dining room behind, and the breeze is making the room perfectly
comfortable. The sun is just a faint memory and the interior lights
are already lit, dazzling our eyes after the gathering gloam
outside. "Jens, they are in the first room," Beatrix tells him with
a slight wave as she heads back to the kitchen. "Remember, dinner
is almost ready!"

Jens leads the way to one of the bedrooms
and sets down our heavier gear. "Aaron and Erin, it has been your
pleasure meeting me."

"That's true," Erin says with a smile.
"Thank you, Jens. Thank you."

"For certain, enjoy Saba!" and then quickly
he's egressed. I had extracted my wallet to tip him, but he eluded
me.

The room is terrific. The mahogany floors
gleam like brown mirrors. The four-post canopy bed in the middle of
the large room commands attention like a throne. It is festooned
with silky white vestments dangling from the top and sides of the
posts until it seems the bed should collapse from their weight. The
same fabric covers the open windows, fluttering gently with the
evening breeze. There's a padded bench at the foot of the bed,
upholstered in a deep forest green, and hardwood furniture against
the walls. It exceeds wondrously any island-chic fantasies anyone
might ever have had.

Erin slowly surveys the room, her hips
swaying beneath her shorts. She grabs the post at the far foot of
the bed and spins herself around the corner playfully. "You look
adorable," I tell her.

"Do I?" she coos, batting her beautiful
eyes.

"Yes, you do," I say, walking over to her
and kissing her softly on the lips. "I think I'll go wash my face;
do you want to shower before dinner?"

I walk into the smallish bathroom and wash
all the sunscreen and sea spray off my face. I don't hear Erin's
answer, but it may well be because the water is running. The
effluvium from the kitchen is making me hungry, even though we ate
not long ago. The cool water feels so good against my sun-fatigued
face I decide to drench my whole head and enjoy the water trickling
down my back, too. I cool myself off deliciously and then run my
fingers through my wet hair to push it in the right directions. I
don't even bother to dry, letting the air slowly take the droplets
away.

I return to the bedroom to see Erin pouting
on the bench at the foot of the bed. "What is it? Do I smell
bad?"

She pauses for a moment but finally says,
"No, not bad."

"Do you need the bathroom?"

"No."

So, I'm confused. I obviously have no idea
what might be wrong, and she doesn't appear to be in any hurry to
tell me, so I fall back on Man's Best Friend: pretend you don't
notice anything is wrong. I should have started with that when I
first returned to the room. Asking an ireful woman what's wrong
usually results in her responding with a haughty, "Nothing," and
there's nothing more annoying than that. So, it's much better to
pretend not to notice.

"Should we go to dinner?" I ask. She doesn't
answer but nods ever so slightly, so I lead the way back to the
great room.

Beatrix is already moving a big pot from the
stove to the table, where a man in his fifties with a strong,
weathered face is reading the paper. He has wrinkles and sunspots
from his chin to his forehead, evidence of a life spent in the sun.
Spotting us, Beatrix calls, "Come on over, sit down! Everything's
ready," and the man rises from the table to greet us. "Erin, Aaron,
this is my husband, Jack."

We exchange greetings before sitting down to
the table. "I hope you like Goat Stew! Jack's mother is famous
throughout the Dutch Antilles for this recipe."

"It smells great," I tell her honestly.

"What's in it?" Erin asks.

"Why, that's a secret," Beatrix tells her
playfully. "You'll have to wait until I've had my first glass of
wine before I reveal any more."

And with that Erin has made a friend for
life. The two women chat non-stop throughout dinner as Jack and I
say almost nothing. Jack is in charge of pouring a very nice French
Shiraz and I'm in charge of eating. The stew is absolutely edible.
Beatrix serves it with bread still warm from the oven, a round loaf
of something like ciabatta that is perfect for soaking up the
excess sauce from the stew. It's exquisitely fortifying after the
adventures of the day.

"Do you have any kids?" I hear Erin ask
Beatrix.

"We have three, all in their twenties and
married. One lives on St. Thomas, one on Sint Maarten, and the
other married a girl from Curacao and has a nice house in Hell's
Gate."

"Wow, that's very international," Erin
says.

"Yes, all these small islands have rather
limited sets of single people, so a lot of mixing and matching is
inevitable."

Between the four of us we eat the pot empty,
the bread plate clean, and dry the corks of two bottles of wine.
After we say our good nights and return to our room, I realize
something: It has been a perfect day. I say that without the
slightest hyperbole. It really has been perfect; I can't think of a
single thing that would add to what has already occurred. Well, OK,
I am a man, I can think of one more thing that would add to this
day, now that Erin and I are alone and invigorated by our
surroundings. I start to wonder how to best implement such a plan
as I close and latch the door of our room.
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