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Prologue: Full Moon

	 

	“They hang a monkey?”

	Randy Hobart groaned. If there was one thing guaranteed to get Chelsea going, it was animal cruelty of any kind. She had already complained, long and loud, that their hotel offered no vegan option for breakfast. After breakfast, they had gone for a stroll, and Chelsea had insisted on trying to liberate a miserable-looking donkey that was tethered outside a shanty. The donkey had tried to bite her, and its owner had threatened to call the police. Now, she was making a fuss about some festival.

	“Honey,” Randy said, trying to be diplomatic. “They don’t hang a real monkey. Obviously. It’s a fake monkey, made of cardboard and stuff, and they carry it down to the beach and hang it up like a kind of piñata. You don’t object to bashing a piñata shaped like a—like an animal of some kind. Right? Right?”

	Faced with this logic, Chelsea crossed her arms and looked huffy. Randy sighed and wondered how he could placate her. Looking out at the Caribbean, he saw a huge full moon rising, just clearing the horizon. The view from Port Louis was splendid, and the brightly dressed crowds of locals were cheerful and friendly. Drink was flowing in abundance, hundreds of tourists were filming on their phones, taking selfies. A few were even taking part in the dancing. But it looked very much as if Mrs. Hobart’s little boy was not going to enjoy the festival.

	“That’s still disgusting,” Chelsea said finally. “I’m as sensitive to local folk traditions as anyone, but cruelty to animals is wrong—even if it’s symbolic. Especially monkeys. They’re almost people.”

	“It is not a real monkey, mademoiselle,” said a dignified old lady in a red floral dress, who broke away from a passing group to stand facing the tourists. Randy smiled uncertainly at her, wondering if she had taken offense. “It was un petit diable that they hanged, Captain Lemaitre’s demon. Tonight, we defy him, to keep the Devil Ship away. There is no harm, only happiness!”

	Chelsea looked startled and confused.

	“I’m… I’m sorry,” she said finally. “It’s just not my kind of thing.”

	“Good triumphs over evil, yes?” said the old lady, smiling. “That is everyone’s thing, n’est pas?”

	Without another word, Chelsea grabbed her boyfriend’s arm, and marched Randy away, off the crowded main street. Randy looked back at the elderly woman, tried to signal an apology for his girlfriend’s rudeness. But the lady was already lost in the dancing, singing revelers. The sound of drums beat out a cheerful, insistent rhythm, and behind them, the subtler sound of a steel band could be heard. Above the crowd, Randy could just make out a tiny, child-sized figure, limbs waving crazily. It was some kind of simian marionette.

	He also heard the odd chorus of a song like an old-time sea shanty. It reminded him of pirates. He could just make out the words and knew they were guaranteed to upset Chelsea even more.

	“For the Frenchmen hanged the monkey, oh!

	Because they all got drunk-y oh!”

	“Okay, we won’t take part in the festival, even though it’s the biggest event of the holiday season,” he said, shouting above the chaotic noise of the festival parade. “Right, so what should we do, honey?”

	“I want to bathe naked in the moonlight,” Chelsea replied, suddenly affectionate, taking his arm. “I need to commune with nature.”

	The thought of her feeling smoochy and getting naked threw him for a moment. But then Randy thought about the hazards involved. He pointed out that swimming after dark in unfamiliar waters was always a bad idea. He added that Jaws, while a work of fiction, was a pretty good guide to the danger, in his opinion. Randy knew Chelsea had been terrified when she saw Jaws. It was a much more effective argument than talking about currents, cramps, stinging jellyfish, and coral that might prove razor-sharp.

	“Okay then,” she said, sounding slightly subdued, “what do you want to do? And don’t say go back to the hotel and have sex.”

	His first idea having been dismissed out of hand, Randy paused, frustrated. He had come to Sainte Isabel to combine business with pleasure thinking this would be a good idea, but his working vacation was turning into a nightmare. Neither the working part nor the vacation part was shaping up as expected.

	Firstly, Chelsea complained about everything, as if she wasn’t grateful he had forsaken his wife of thirteen years for her hot, young body. Secondly, the resort he had sunk a vast amount of capital into was way behind schedule and the site manager was being evasive. Thirdly, he had a bad gut thanks to trying a local delicacy that turned out—after he had eaten a couple of mouthfuls—to be goat curry.

	“I want to go fishing,” he blurted out. “Because so far, sugar, I’ve had a goddamn miserable holiday. I’ve spent half my time trying to track down that sonofabitch Laplace, who’s giving me the runaround, and is definitely fired if I can ever find him. And the rest of my time I’ve spent puking up curried goat. So, can we please just do something I want to do, for a change? And yes, before you say it, I know catching fish is not nice for the fish. But I say screw the finny bastards because I enjoy it—man the hunter, the thrill of the chase, all that primal crap.”

	“Okay,” she said, clearly resolving to be supportive, for now, at least. “Just so long as you promise to throw the baby ones back.”

	“Of course I will, sugar!” he replied, kissing her on the forehead and patting her butt. “I’ll just keep the big ones for the hotel chef to fry up for me tomorrow.”

	A few minutes later, they were at the Port Louis marina. Randy had already checked out boats for hire and knew that a guy called Jonas offered moonlight fishing trips. By chance, they encountered a man walking up the jetty toward the promenade who seemed a likely candidate. Randy stopped him and found that he was, indeed, Jonas. He asked how much the boatman would charge for a two-hour fishing trip.

	“Tonight?” Jonas said, looking dubiously at the couple, then past them at the town. “My friend, this is not a good night, I am going to the beach to join in the fun. Come with me!”

	Randy sighed and took out a wad of notes. He knew that US currency was preferred to the Eastern Caribbean Dollar. Jonas hesitated, and Randy tucked the cash into the breast pocket of the young man’s shirt.

	“Another two hundred when we get back,” he promised, putting away the rest of his cash. “That cover your overheads, diesel, docking fees, etcetera?”

	Jonas grinned and turned back, leading the Americans down to his boat, the Cormorant. Chelsea started to chatter with the boatman, asking him for his life story as she usually did with strangers. Jonas seemed happy to oblige, and soon they knew all about the pros and cons of island life. The tourist season was good, but every place was crowded. The off-season was bad because everybody ran out of money when there were no tourists around. Randy almost mentioned his reason for being on Sainte Isabel, but then decided against it. Some locals were not keen on the new resort, despite the year-round employment prospects. He hoped Chelsea would not blab about it.

	Randy changed the subject by asking about booze. It turned out that Jonas had a cooler full of beer, and at no extra charge, offered them to his guests as he took the Cormorant out to sea. After they had climbed aboard, Randy had inspected the fishing gear and bait on offer. It seemed rudimentary but good enough. His spirits lifted as he opened his first beer and settled into the fisherman’s chair mounted at the stern of the Cormorant.

	“I’ll take you out to Frenchman’s point, off the old lighthouse, up the coast a few miles,” said Jonas. “Plenty of fish there—the moonlight brings them to the surface. They worship the moon, yeah?”

	Randy raised a can in salute, feeling that, at last, he was in charge of his vacation, doing what he wanted on his terms. Chelsea was persuaded to crack open a beer, and took one up to Jonas. He drank a couple of mouthfuls and then put the can aside.

	“Look, lady and gent,” Jonas said. “They are all down on the beach now. You sure you don’t want to join them? It’s not too late.”

	“No, I still think it’s in poor taste,” Chelsea said, with a touch of haughtiness.

	Randy looked and saw a small sea of lights bobbing on shore behind them at Port Louis. It seemed as if everyone in the tiny capital of Sainte Isabel was taking part in the festival. He felt a pang of regret that he hadn’t seen it, then decided he could just as easily check it out online. It might well be another lame tourist gimmick. But, even if it was, it would feature heavily in the publicity for his fancy-schmancy resort.

	If the damn thing ever gets finished.

	“Hey, what’s that?” asked Chelsea. “Some kind of little doll?”

	Jonas removed a small object that had been dangling from the wheel and handed it to her. Randy moved closer, suddenly aware of his age and paunch, wondering if this handsome guy was trying to move in on his trophy girlfriend. Chelsea held it up, peering closely as it spun on its piece of cord, then made a moue of disgust.

	“Oh God!” she said to Randy. “It’s that poor monkey again!”

	Randy took the trinket, held it up to a small spotlight that illuminated the rear of the boat. Sure enough, it was a grotesque, distorted simian figure, evidently molded in cheap plastic. The monkey was black, a cord fastened around a crooked neck, and the thing had unpleasant, bulging eyes. It wore a little red jacket, making Randy think of the monkeys on old-time barrel organs. He recalled that a childhood friend had had a wind-up monkey that bashed a pair of cymbals together. It, too, had worn a jacket, plus a cute little fez. But there was nothing cute about this particular creature. Those protuberant eyes looked crazy, even wicked. And its little paws were reaching out, as if frantic to grasp and do harm, even as it was strangled.

	“It’s sick,” Chelsea said, snatching it from Randy, staring at it again. “Imagine making fun of something like that.”

	“Miss,” Jonas said, turning to face them, one hand still on the wheel, “please, it is not nice, but it is still mine. Can I have it back?”

	Randy thought he detected a slight edge to the man’s tone, as if he was trying not to make a fuss. Chelsea did not reply, but instead, tossed the plastic monkey at Jonas. She threw clumsily, and Jonas failed to catch the monkey. Instead, his hand struck the charm a glancing blow and deflected it over the side of the boat.

	“Oh God, I’m sorry,” said Chelsea, sounding genuinely contrite. “I promise I’ll buy you a new one.”

	Jonas stared over the side at the foaming wake of the boat, as if he had not heard her. Then he turned his back on them. Chelsea looked at Randy and shrugged.

	“More beer!” he suggested. “Beer solves everything.”

	By the time they reached the fishing grounds off Frenchman’s point, the Americans were merry and the full moon was high. Jonas still seemed subdued, slightly nervous. He stopped the boat and dropped anchor, then turned on the sonar to give Randy some warning of when—or if—large numbers of fish rose to the surface. Chelsea announced that she was going to drink the last of the beer.

	This is more like it, Randy thought. After all that trouble back home, this is where I want to be, just fishin’.

	He baited a line, cast it out, then sat back to wait, finishing his final beer and pondering his future. Randy Hobart was going to make a new start on Sainte Isabel. Here, there would be no snooping journalists asking him about neglecting safety standards, all but accusing him of killing people. It had been an accident, after all. It was hardly his fault that a bunch of Mexican firefighters hadn’t gotten there in time.

	Those people just aren’t well-organized. Like these islanders. They’ll need licking into shape, too. Bit of good old American know-how will get this sleepy old rock into the 21st century. They can’t help it, just congenitally lazy, I guess…

	A loud pinging jerked him out of his reverie. He heard Chelsea jump up, ask Jonas what was happening. The boatman replied that there was a signal on the sonar.

	“Yeah!” Randy felt exhilarated, his head clearing slightly as adrenaline kicked in. “Come to poppa, little fishes!”

	“Throw the little ones back!” Chelsea shouted, now quite drunk. “It’s wrong to kill the babies!”

	Randy blinked. The moon had risen halfway up the sky but was starting to look a little blurred. He wondered if it was the beer, but then glanced at the shore. The lights on the beach were also blurred, and they vanished as he watched, fading out one by one. Then he grasped that a mist was rising around the boat. Randy wondered if Sainte Isabel might be a volcanic island, with some kind of fumes coming from undersea vents. Then he dismissed the idea as nonsense. It would be in all the tourist leaflets. Tourists liked volcanoes.

	“Wow, I can see a huge shoal of fish on this radar thing,” called Chelsea from the bridge. “It’s right underneath, you gotta catch something... Oh! What’s that?”

	Randy was startled, too. Something had struck the underside of the boat, a sharp blow, followed by a scraping sound along the hull. He thought of Jaws again. But then he dismissed the idea. There were no great white sharks in these waters, and even if there were, they would not attack a boat. Not in real life.

	“Jonas, could that be a small whale, maybe?” he asked, hopefully. “Hey, have you got a harpoon? Jonas?”

	The boatman did not reply. Randy looked around to see him pulling up the anchor, then rushing back up to the bridge. He felt confusion, then annoyance. Was the boatman going to take them back to Port Louis already? They’d only just got here. That wasn’t part of the deal. A little mist shouldn’t end a perfectly nice, drunken evening.

	“Jonas?” Chelsea asked, her words slurred by beer. “What’s going on? Are we going back already?”

	“We must go, now,” Jonas said quickly, pushing a button on the dashboard. “It is late, we must go back.”

	Randy heard the engine turn over once, twice, but fail to start. Jonas kept pushing the starter, muttering under his breath. The diesel engine seemed to protest at his goading, failed to roar into life.

	“Why are you praying?” Chelsea asked, backing away from Jonas, then climbing down the ladder back onto the aft deck. “Randy, what’s wrong? Why is he scared?”

	“I think this guy is trying to cheat me out of two hundred bucks,” Randy stormed, getting up from his fisherman’s chair. “Hey, you! Don’t take us back to port! I paid good money for a night’s fishing.”

	Jonas continued to ignore him, jabbing frantically at the starter button. The diesel below deck rumbled into life, and Jonas rammed the throttle down. The boat surged forward, tilting and veering wildly. Halfway up the ladder, Randy nearly fell to the deck. He heard Chelsea cry out in surprise, then moan in pain, and begin to curse fluently. Randy was furious now, and when he got onto the bridge, he lunged at Jonas, shoving the young man aside. He grabbed the throttle in order to slow the boat.

	“You reckless bastard!” Randy shouted, seeing his spittle fly into the islander’s face. “I’ll make sure you lose your goddamn license unless you stop this boat!”

	Jonas said nothing. Instead, he punched Randy in the stomach. The American doubled up, feeling air whoosh out between his lips as he struggled to stay upright. Beery vomit surged up into his gullet, then subsided again, leaving an acid residue. Again, the boatman seized the controls and the boat sped up, its bow turning toward the barely visible lights of Port Louis.

	Gasping for breath, Randy saw red and forgot all about fishing. He grabbed a boathook from a rack and swung it clumsily at Jonas, hoping in his rage to smash bone and gouge flesh. But the younger, sober man ducked, grabbed the wooden shaft, and tried to jerk Randy off of his feet. A clumsy tug-of-war began, with neither man willing to relinquish the boathook.

	“Oh my God, look!”

	Chelsea’s yell made both men pause, then they froze, staring. A pole, something like a bigger version of the boathook, was rising out of the water about thirty feet off the left side of the boat. Another two poles appeared, spaced wide apart to either side of the first one. Then Randy saw ropes and shorter, thinner lengths of wood attached crossways to the first three.

	The three poles were masts, he realized. The hull of the ship was surfacing, water cascading off its deck. It was impossible, but he was watching it happen. The ship was old, not merely a sailing vessel but one of a design that was centuries out of date. It had a high stern, an up-curved bow with some kind of figurehead, and as he watched, gun ports opened along its black, glistening hull. Little round cannon muzzles gleamed in the moonlight. A black flag hung limply from the mainmast. And the rail of the black ship was lined with what looked like motionless figures.

	Jonas let go of the boathook and grabbed the wheel again, but as he tried to increase speed, the engine died. Jonas pushed the starter, but there was no sound from below deck. He kept pushing as they all watched the black ship move despite a total lack of wind, gradually pulling alongside the Cormorant, dwarfing the boat. Chelsea was by Randy’s side now, clutching his arm. He felt her shivering and realized that a dense fog wreathed both vessels. The moon and the shore were gone. They were alone with an impossible ship in a world of silvery whiteness.

	“Could this be—some kind of tourist thing?” Chelsea whispered. “Like a submarine made out to be an old-time ship?”

	“I don’t think so, sugar,” Randy replied, keeping his voice low, his anger forgotten. “I don’t see how the locals could rig up something like this. This is just—it’s just wrong.”

	“It is the Devil Ship!” wailed Jonas. “Devil Ship! He has come for one of us!”

	He looked at Randy, pointed an accusing finger.

	“It must be you!” yelled the boatman. “I cheat nobody, hurt nobody, I do honest business! Lemaitre claims his own—like calls to like, evil to evil!”

	Chelsea screamed, and Randy looked up at the ship that loomed above them. Heads appeared, one by one, hard to make out in the darkness. Randy grabbed a spotlight fixed to the fishing boat’s rail and turned it on, swung it up. Chelsea screamed again as the beam flickered over a face that seemed to be devoid of lips and eyes.

	“We can lock ourselves in the cabin, Miss, but we must hurry!” Jonas shouted, and leaped to the deck, fell, then stood up and limped toward the cabin door.

	Chelsea followed him and jumped, but Randy did not dare risk it. He clambered down the ladder as Chelsea hesitated at the doorway. Then he saw her eyes open wide in horror, and she was gone. At the same moment, he heard a scampering noise, stealthy and, quick. He looked up to see a tiny, black shape moving rapidly across the cabin roof. It took him a moment to recognize a full-sized monkey, its broken neck bobbing, red jacket flapping as it ran.

	The hatchway slammed shut with Chelsea on the other side. Whimpering in terror, he grabbed the handles and tried to pull it open, but it would not give. A chittering sound made him look up again, and he saw a tiny face contorted with rage, small arms gesturing wildly.

	“Screw you!” he yelled, partly in panic, partly in terror.

	A heavy thud sounded on the deck behind him. He spun around to see a tall, slender silhouette, framed against a silver-gray background. It limped forward slowly, raising an arm that held a massive, curved blade. A cutlass. Another figure appeared, then a third. Randy’s heart was pounding so hard he felt sure it would burst. He climbed out onto the rail that ran around the boat, wondered if he would sink if he jumped overboard fully clothed. He hesitated, whirling his arms as he tried to keep his balance.

	A bloody triangle of metal emerged from his chest. He looked down in wonder just before the pain hit. The point of the cutlass vanished back inside his chest and blood gushed out, sprayed over the placid water. Randy fell forward but never heard the splash.


Chapter 1: Welcome to Sainte Isabel

	 

	The seaplane soared high over the island so that the passengers could look down and see what the pilot called ‘the peanut of the Caribbean.’

	“Looks more like a diseased kidney,” yelled Ryan Gale over the roar of the engines. “Not that I’d know much about that kind of thing.”

	Sara Hansen stopped herself from indulging in another eye roll. She had exhausted her repertoire of disapproving expressions and just wanted to land. Keri, Ryan’s current girlfriend, nudged him in the ribs.

	“Don’t,” she warned. “It’s a beautiful island, like something out of a movie.”

	Keri, too, got on Sara’s nerves a little. Everything was like something else. But at least Keri had the excuse that she was a nineteen-year-old lingerie model, whereas Ryan was the same age as Joe and herself, a thirty-something who should have sorted out his life by now.

	“Not long now, honey!”

	She turned to see Joe giving her the thumbs up. Her husband knew she hated flying, hated confined spaces, and that this flight from Trinidad was making her touchy. She smiled back at Joe, glad that he was the one constant in her life, the regular guy she had decided to marry and make a family with. If only Joe’s best pal had been someone more like Joe.

	“There it is!” shouted Keri, pointing. “That must be Pirate Cove!”

	The kidney-shaped island had a small bite taken out of it at the southern end. There was a golden beach, visible at low tide, and a coral reef offshore. The reef was defined by white breakers as they skimmed a few hundred feet overhead. Sara also glimpsed buildings, not all of them complete, as well as some trucks, and a bright yellow backhoe.

	“Place is still a construction site,” Joe shouted into her ear.

	She nodded, wondering how far behind work on the resort was. They had sunk so much into this project, all on the say-so of Randy Hobart, who had promptly vanished nearly a month ago. A year before, Sara had sold her realtor business, while Joe had sold his construction firm. Both had staked their futures on what Hobart called ‘a place in the sun,’ catering to rich vacationers on an island off the main tourist track.

	And now, she thought, we might find out the whole thing is a white elephant, a bust, a total disaster.

	As the seaplane swept over the bay and approached Port Louis, Sara found herself praying for the first time since she was a little girl. She prayed for a perfect landing. Then, as the keel of the aircraft cut through the clear blue water, she started to pray for a good outcome for their venture.

	“It’s so beautiful!” exclaimed Keri as the plane’s engines sputtered and died. “I’m sensing this is a good place. Kind of blessed, you know?”

	Sara nodded and smiled, prepared to indulge the girl now that they were no longer airborne. She looked down and saw that she was gripping the back of the pilot’s seat, and let go, watching her knuckles shed their whiteness. One ordeal was over.

	Now for the hard part.

	 

	***

	 

	“Rudy can’t fail!”

	Sara looked at the short, smiling young man in a faded New York Knicks t-shirt.

	“I beg your pardon?”

	She was waiting while Joe and Ryan helped Keri unload her luggage from the seaplane. The girl had brought more stuff than the other three put together. Sara had not exactly refused to help—she had simply picked up her luggage and said she would try and get them a cab. So far, she had found precisely one, and its driver seemed pleasant enough.

	“Rudy can’t fail—it’s my unique selling point, also my motto. The power of positive thinking!”

	He picked up her bags, took them over to a battered, yellow Ford, and carefully stowed the luggage in the trunk.

	“Glad to hear it, Rudy,” she said, holding out a hand. “I’m Sara.”

	“Yes, I know, Mrs. Hansen!” he replied, shaking her hand for half a second then letting go quickly. Seeing her surprise, he laughed. “Everybody knows about the wealthy Americans, the whole Pirate Cove thing. And this island, it all runs on gossip! That, and bootleg rum.”

	They both laughed at that, and Sara relaxed. Even if this was a scam artist of some kind, he seemed like a pleasant one. She guessed Rudy was in his twenties, and he reminded her a bit of Joe from when they had first met. The young man was full of energy and probably had a lot of great plans. She felt herself hoping fate would not deal too harshly with Rudy’s dreams, realistic or otherwise. She hoped he could not fail.

	“You’re going to need a bigger cab,” she pointed out, as Joe and Ryan staggered along the jetty carrying most of Keri’s stuff. Keri followed along, hefting two suitcases, still rhapsodizing over how amazing everything was.

	“No problem, plenty of room on top,” Rudy replied, tapping his cab’s roof rack.

	Soon, they had loaded the taxi to the point where Ryan wondered loudly about its suspension. Rudy laughed off any suggestion that he make two trips, though, and soon they were bumping along a potholed road through the middle of Port Louis. People turned to stare, some waved, most smiled.

	“They’re so friendly!” Keri said, waving back at a line of Catholic schoolgirls in sober blue uniforms. “We’re so materialistic in America, we’ve forgotten how to just be nice!”

	Sara resisted the urge to groan. She was in the back, squashed between Keri, who was a shade under six feet, and Joe, who stood three inches taller. Sara, at five-foot-six, was a couple of inches shorter than Ryan, who had somehow charmed himself into the front seat by simply crying shotgun. Rudy, meanwhile, was giving them all a running commentary on the city hall, the library, the various churches, and especially the bars, as they passed.

	“The Barracuda, that’s a good place for young people like you to hang out, sample the nightlife, hear some beats,” he said. “Then there’s the Lamb and Flag, that is an English pub, more for the mature visitor, you know?”

	“Thanks,” said Joe, “but some of us are going to be too busy to do much partying, even the mature kind.”

	“Not all of us, though, you know?” Ryan put in, nudging Rudy in the ribs.

	“And there’s the beach, on the left,” the cabbie said, as they reached the outskirts of the tiny capital. “That’s where most of the tourists hang out, sunbathe, whatever, when they’re not in their hotels. Lots of people here work in hotels; it’s seasonal work but good money.”

	Joe started to ask some pertinent questions about the local economy, which Rudy answered with great enthusiasm. Sara wondered if he knew what Sainte Isabel’s gross domestic product was, but the cabbie certainly sounded convincing. Then Keri interrupted by asking about something dangling from Rudy’s rearview mirror.

	“Oh, that’s just a lucky charm, Miss,” said Rudy, turning his head around to look at Keri. “Everybody has them here.”

	“Why is it a monkey?” asked Keri. “I like monkeys!”

	“Yes, Miss, people do like monkeys,” beamed Rudy. “You’ll see a lot of them in the tourist shops in Port Louis. I can get you an excellent price on a plush monkey, Miss, if you want a souvenir? Or one that says amusing things? Or just the little necklace pendants, perhaps? Many people like them.”

	He suggested they get one monkey charm each, and Keri and Ryan promptly agreed. Joe and Sara smiled at one another.

	“Joe and I have our own charms already,” Sara said. “A bit cheesy, but I kind of insisted.”

	She held up her pendant, which consisted of half a gold heart on a chain around her throat. Joe dutifully held up the other half, then dropped it back inside his shirt.

	“That is very charming,” Rudy said, beaming over his shoulder. “Two hearts beating as one, yes? And you both have hearts of gold, I am sure. Yes, I like that. It is truly romantic!”

	“But what about the monkey?” Keri persisted. “Are there monkeys on this island? Oh God, are there monkeys living in the forest?”

	“No, Miss,” Rudy said, producing a sad pout from the model. “The monkey here is supposed to be a kind of demon, a tiny one. It is troublesome, you see, so people ward it off by showing it its own ugly face. Well, that’s what some say.”

	An oncoming bus blared at them, and Rudy swerved the Ford to the edge of the ditch, kicking up a huge cloud of dust. Rudy waved at the bus driver, a stern-faced woman who mouthed something at him. Sara was not sure of the precise wording, but it was not a compliment.

	“She’s my auntie,” Rudy remarked. “She’ll tell my mama that I’m a bad boy. Now I’ll have to do the washing up for a fortnight!”

	“You still live with your mom?” Ryan asked, incredulous. “Handsome guy like you, all those beautiful girls we saw back in town? What gives?”

	Rudy shrugged, looked slightly bashful.

	“Ah, I work too hard to do anything else, sir! Got no time for the ladies, and no money to spare neither! As I was explaining, the local economy is very erratic, all depends on how good the tourist season is…”

	They passed a dilapidated house set back from the road, its once-white façade now weatherworn and half-obscured by moss and rampant foliage. The jungle was reclaiming the building. Keri observed that it looked kind of sad and might be haunted. Sara asked why it had been abandoned.

	“Ah,” said Rudy, “the old plantation, it failed a long time ago. Not enough good land here to grow sugar, you see? People tried to find another use for the big house, but nobody wanted it. It’s been empty for years and soon it will fall. Sad, but plus ca change.”

	“Oh, you speak French!” squeaked Keri, as if Rudy had pulled a rabbit out of a hat.

	“This was once a French island, Miss,” Rudy replied. “Then the British captured it from Napoleon, along with a lot of other islands. English people came in and took over, but some of the French did not leave. And the slaves, they had no choice but to stay, right? Emancipation did not come until later. So now lots of people speak both languages. I prefer English, myself. It is the language of William Shakespeare, and Charles Dickens, and the great Dame Agatha Christie.”

	“A Caribbean Mystery,” Sara remarked. “Miss Marple, right?”

	“Not one of her best, Madam,” Rudy replied. “I prefer Murder in Mesopotamia. I like reading about exotic, faraway places.”

	They veered around a corner, sending an old man on a bicycle careering to the side of the road. The man almost fell off, stopped, shook his fist.

	“Don’t tell me,” said Sara. “That your grandpa?”

	Rudy laughed and admitted that he was not related to everyone on the island.

	“But if you need something, I know someone—Rudy can’t fail!”

	He flipped on the radio as the road fell away to one side and the Caribbean appeared, aquamarine under the lighter blue of a cloudless sky. Everyone fell silent as a pulsing reggae beat filled the car. Sara looked out at the sea and suddenly felt less anxious about their future.

	Breathtaking beauty makes you happier, she thought. Who could have guessed?

	Rudy swerved again, blaring his horn, and Sara twisted around to glimpse a black hen or rooster flapping in their dusty wake. It seemed undamaged, but every bit as annoyed as the old man or Rudy’s aunt. She turned back, caught sight of the monkey bobbing wildly under the driving mirror. She saw some of her face above it in the mirror, brown eyes pensive, mouth unsmiling.

	Lighten up, she told herself. This party doesn’t need a pooper.

	 

	***

	 

	“Oh, this is too cute!”

	Keri’s voice seemed to cut right through the wall of the bungalow, and Sara wondered if the building was up to standard.

	“Maybe it’s all cardboard,” she suggested, putting her clothes in the closet. “After all, Randy Hobart turned out to have been less than honest.”

	Joe shrugged, staring out of the bedroom window across Pirate Cove. The south-facing view was beautiful. But the incomplete resort complex was not so great. Sara stood by Joe and took his arm, massaged it a little, feeling how tense he was.

	“I was joking,” she said. “But he was a bit of a sleaze. That fire in Mexico—seems like he bribed local officials to ignore all those code violations. Guess we’ll have to be extra careful here, right?”

	Joe grunted what might have been a yes. Sara went back to unpacking, then stopped. Rudy had mixed up a couple of items, and she had one of Keri’s. She stared into the case, wondering if she was hallucinating. Then she closed it and took it into the other bedroom. She almost bumped into Ryan on the way out, and he sashayed around her, winking as he headed for the kitchen in ‘a quest for beer.’

	“Oh, thanks,” Keri cooed. “I haven’t unpacked yet.”

	Sara put the case on the bed and opened it again. She looked at the books lying on top of an impressive collection of skimpy bathing gear.

	“I didn’t know you were into Freud. Or Jung,” she said, “or Nietzsche.”

	“It’s pronounced Neetch-uh not neetch,” Keri said, then giggled. “Sorry, correcting people is a bad habit. But yeah, I’m trying to improve my mind. Because it sure needs some improving, right?”

	Sara felt herself reddening slightly and tried to laugh off the remark.

	“No, it’s just kind of heavy stuff for holiday reading,” she protested. “I had you down as more—more of a John Grisham kind of girl.”

	Keri sat on the bed and started taking books out of the case, putting them onto a shelf above the bed.

	“Nah,” she said, not looking at Sara, her tone still upbeat, but with a hint of emotional strain. “You look at me, you see a bimbo. The hair, the lips, the boobs, the legs. And I am a bimbo, in a way. I started modeling when I was still in high school and then… well, let’s just say I had a lot of problems. Now, I want to go to college, get some qualifications, maybe become a therapist. Do something useful with my life, help other people get through stuff I had to get through on my own, you know?”

	Sara sat next to her.

	“Hey, I’m sorry I’ve been kind of—not nice to you,” she said awkwardly. “I think it’s great that you want to do all that. I hope it all works out.”

	Keri shrugged, held up a bikini top that, to Sara, seemed to consist of a few cunningly-woven pieces of string.

	“It’s real flimsy but colorful, like me,” Keri commented. “I am kind of a ditz. Like, I believe in psychic stuff? I know it’s dumb and science has found no proof, yadda yadda. But somebody I cared about, someone who’s not around anymore, they once told me I was psychic, and I’ve often wondered if it’s true. But I doubt it, you know? I guess I just imagine things. Heck, the kind of stuff I used, it’s a miracle I can see the real world at all.”

	Suddenly, Keri’s expression changed from pensive to joyful.

	“Hey, let’s go for a swim!”

	“Okay!” said Sara, “I’ll go and get changed. Maybe the guys will come.”

	She went back through the living room and caught sight of herself in a mirror. She decided she still looked uptight and practiced a smile. Then she spun around, staring at the shelf above the empty fireplace. There was nothing there.

	“What’s up?” asked Joe, emerging from their bedroom.

	“Nothing,” she said. “Thought I saw a monkey in the mirror.”

	“There’s an obvious joke there, so I won’t crack it,” Joe said.

	Sara rolled her eyes at him and invited him and Ryan to join them for a swim. Minutes later, the four of them were walking through the deserted resort, with Ryan commenting that it felt like a movie about the end of the world. Sara resented the remark, mostly because it was all too accurate. Pirate Cove had the odd, artificial feeling of a half-finished complex, with empty swimming pools, half-finished bungalows, a car park with no bays outlined, a few plots that had no obvious purpose. Now that Sara had time to scrutinize it more closely, she felt sure it could be popular and profitable. But it needed to be finished in time for the winter season. It was already too late for this summer.

	“If there’s nobody around,” Ryan commented as they approached the beach, “how come I get the feeling I’m being watched? Like, all the way from the bungalow?”

	They all looked back at the jungle, the green hills rising above the complex. A smudge of blue smoke rose some way inland, and Sara wondered if people went camping in Sainte Isabel’s interior. She felt as if she was being watched as well, but she put this down to suggestion.

	“You get anything, Keri?” she asked, breaking the sudden silence. “Psychic antenna quivering?”

	Keri did not seem to hear. The tall girl was staring out to sea, apparently fascinated by the waves breaking on the reef. Beyond, Sara could see a white dot that might have been a passing boat. Then she shook her head, smiled.

	“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s probably nothing, but I think Ryan’s right. We’re not alone here.”

	They walked down the beach to the splash zone to put on their fins. Joe changed the subject to practical matters, running over questions they could ask Laplace, the site manager. Sara agreed that they should go in hard with criticism to establish just how pissed they were with the delays, but also be fair, and give the man a proper hearing. They were soon paddling in the warm water of the Caribbean.

	“Makes me feel pampered,” she said to Keri, fastening her fins to her feet. “Like we got upgraded to first-class seawater.”

	She looked back at the way they had come, glancing casually at their footprints in the light brown sand. Then she frowned and stood up again to look more closely. Nearby their tracks, she could just make out some smaller footprints. She pointed them out to Joe.

	“Big sea bird, maybe?” he said, not interested.

	“Yeah, I guess,” Sara murmured, half to herself, looking up at soaring white shapes with long, scythe-like wings. “But I haven’t seen any near this beach.”

	They finished putting on their fins and snorkels and waded out, planning to swim to Wreckers Reef. Keri, who had been Googling a lot to prepare for the vacation, explained the origin of the name. Sara knew it already but let the girl talk. She felt more tolerant of the tall redhead now, feeling that they had bonded in a quirky way.

	“I read on Wikipedia,” Keri shouted above the sound of the wind and waves, “the locals used to put fires on the shore to lure ships in because the captains thought the fires were the lights of Port Louis. And in those days, they couldn’t find their way around so easily because—well, no satellites or stuff like that.”
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