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      He’s not on the agenda, but he’s exactly what she needs…

      Soleil Stancliffe—vlogger, celebrity stylist, and globe-trotting TV darling—thinks she’s seen it all, but when she lands on Nevis for its annual Culturama festival, she finds out just how little she knows. As the lush, sun-drenched island’s new Tourism Ambassador, she’s working around the clock creating content and exploring the island her grandfather once called home—that is until a chance encounter with local artist Vincent Garvey throws her carefully curated schedule out the window and sets her on island time. 

      His smile is as electrifying as his touch, and between rainforest hikes and moonlit dances, Vincent shows her just why Nevis is called ‘Queen of the Caribees’, and how to move with the island’s rhythm. But after the Last Lap––after the masqueraders and moko jumbie have hung up their costumes, and the two-week Culturama festival comes to a close, will Soleil be able to walk away from the man who rocked her steady, or has her heart found its new home in Nevis?
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      Thursday morning…

      For twenty-six-year-old Soleil Stancliffe, a flight out of JFK usually meant another whirlwind fashion week in Milan or Tokyo, a luxury brand launch in Paris, or a celebrity interview in Los Angeles. Today, however, she was bound for Nevis, an island that had, until now, lived only in her imagination.

      As the jet sliced through a bright blue sky, streaked with wispy clouds, Soleil stretched her legs out in front of her, raised her arms above her head, and arched her back in a slow, languid curve. She reached for her phone on the table in front of her and checked her reflection in the phone case mirror. Despite the dry cabin air, her shoulder-length brown curls were still behaving, neatly framing her impeccable oval face, her gold hoops caught the sunlight streaming into the cabin, and her brown, almond-shaped eyes were surprisingly clear and alert for someone who’d had less than three hours sleep last night.

      She placed her phone back on the table and glanced around the cabin. Plush, beige leather seats gleamed under recessed lights, mahogany accents lined the walls, and a deep, emerald-green carpet covered the floor.

      It may have been Soleil’s first time visiting Nevis, but the rest of the private jet’s passenger manifest included seventeen native Nevisians, all flying chartered, compliments of the Nevis government. Among them was seventy-four-year-old Melvina Brown, a revered Emmy and Tony-Award-winning actress, Charles Mottley, the distinguished Consul General stationed at the Saint Kitts and Nevis Consulate in New York, his wife, Geraldine, and their teenage son and daughter. There was two-time Olympic silver medalist Janelle Hanley, who had represented The Federation of St. Kitts and Nevis in the 200m and 4x100m track and field events, Mervin Nisbett, an NBA point guard for the Boston Celtics, Dr. Mathilda France, a renowned cardiovascular surgeon at Mount Sinai Hospital, and her husband, Gary, a biochemistry professor at Cornell University.

      The conversations between them and the eight other passengers whose names and professions had slipped Soleil’s memory was like a symphony––the melodic Nevisian accent rising and falling like gentle waves throughout the cabin. 

       When she had boarded the sleek Global Express this morning, excitement about visiting her grandfather’s homeland had been overwhelming, and as the jet picked up speed on the runway, and the wheels lifted off the ground, Soliel had held her breath, wondering if she was doing the right thing for herself, or if she was opening Pandora's box, and would live to regret seeking answers about the island her grandad rarely spoke of. 

      Yet, as soon as the cabin pressure equalized and the twin engines settled into their powerful drone over the Eastern Seaboard, the litany of tasks that always hung in the back of her mind rushed to the forefront, and her workaholic nature took center stage.

      Slipping on her noise-canceling headphones, she’d spent the better part of four hours writing emails, editing last week’s video for her award-winning vlog, and negotiating the terms of her next brand collaboration––a potential two-year deal with Sable, a luxury clothing company by Harlem native Claudia Davenport. 

      Soleil’s hard-earned, six-figure income afforded her a very comfortable life––there was no debating that––but it still wasn’t enough to warrant owning even one of Claudia’s designs. 

      She owed this opportunity with Sable to a chance meeting with Lena Harrington at a party in Pacific Palisades last summer. Lena, an Oscar-winning actress, Hollywood’s It girl, and now a close friend, had been watching Soleil’s vlogs from the early days when Soleil was just a naive sixteen-year-old with big dreams of working in the fashion industry. 

      Those early videos she’d filmed in her bedroom for her ten subscribers––six of whom were family––had been the beginning of a journey that had since taken her around the world, and through doors she never even knew existed. Fast forward ten years, and she had already made so many of her dreams come true by never taking ‘no’ for an answer, and by accepting every opportunity that came her way. 

      Today, her vlog had just shy of two million subscribers, with a combined five-million followers across her social media platforms, she had been a brand ambassador for major luxury fashion houses, collaborated on two lines with French-Finnish Vira Luxe, and Alexa Arlington, a young Black designer from Houston with a flare for the dramatic and a love of color. Her monthly podcast featured the hottest movers and makers in the fashion and entertainment industries, and now, thanks to Lena, she could add ‘celebrity stylist’ to her list of achievements.

      Lena had been more star-struck than Soleil when they’d been introduced last year, and had practically begged Soleil to dress her for the upcoming award season. Three of the looks she’d put together had placed Lena on every major publication’s best-dressed list––two of which had been from Sable. And to think, she’d almost broken her cardinal rule and said ‘no’ when Zuri––her best friend, personal assistant, and second-in-command––had asked Soleil to go with her to the Palisades pool party. 

      It had been at the end of a long week shooting back-to-back campaigns as a Blue Monkey Skincare ambassador. Her skin had been glowing and dewy, but inside, Soleil had been running on fumes, fighting vicious jet lag from having spent the prior week in Hong Kong as a guest speaker at the Hong Kong Institute of Design. All she’d really wanted to do that night was crawl back to her hotel with some take-out from her favorite L.A. Chinese restaurant, and fall into bed. 

      Instead, she’d opted for a double espresso, had the night of her life in the Palisades, rubbing elbows with some of L.A.’s brightest creatives and stars, and with Lena’s unwavering confidence and support, Soleil had become one of the most sought-after stylists. 

      It hadn’t been long before Claudia Davenport had tapped her as a potential ambassador, her team in Akilina already asking for her measurements for a couture Sable gown. The career growth that had taken place since meeting Lena had catapulted her forward, and the opportunities were still pouring in. This all-expenses-paid trip to Nevis was just the latest opportunity to come her way.

      Now, with her email inbox mostly cleared, and her DMs answered––for now––Soleil pulled off her headphones, snapped her laptop shut, and tucked them both into her tote. 

      She glanced at Zuri, stirring in the seat beside her––her shoulder length box braids framing her smooth round face. Soon after take-off, Zuri Johnson, mom to an eight-month-old baby girl, had fallen––almost immediately––into a deep, much-needed sleep, and was just now coming back to life. 

      “Oh my gosh, I don’t think I’ve slept that good in months.” She stretched and let out a long yawn.

      “Zarina still keeping you up all night?”

      “Girl, it’s her little baby teeth that are keeping both of us up. All of this drama just for them to fall out in a few years… And of course, Kyree just sleeps right through it all.”

      “That’s just because he knows you’ll get up so he doesn’t have to.”

      “Well, for the next two weeks he’s on his own. I bet she’s going to act like a perfect little angel while I’m gone.”

      “Hey, watch how you talk about my goddaughter. She is always the perfect little angel.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure. So the next time she’s screaming at three am, I’ll just pack her little bag and take her to your place.”

      “Oh, I’d love to, but I think I’ll have plans that night…”

      Zuri chuckled lazily, her full-breasts bulging against her top, taut and heavy. “Oo.” She grasped one gently, wincing. 

      “Ouch… You need to pump?”

      “Right on schedule, too.” Zuri reached for her bag on the seat opposite them. “At least this trip is the perfect excuse to get Z off the boob for good. Mommy is done with being a milk maid.” Zuri pulled her tote onto her lap and rummaged through it for her breast pump. She eventually found it, and looked up just as Melissa, one of the two flight attendants was passing by with an empty tray. “Excuse me,” she asked sweetly. “How long until we land?”

      “Roughly twenty minutes, Ms. Johnson. Is there anything I can get you before our arrival?”

      “Just directions to the bathroom,” she said, holding up her Teat Treat case.

      The woman smiled with understanding. “Oh honey, why don’t you go up front. Hannah and I have a little area just before the cockpit on the left. You can take a seat and pull the closed curtain for a little privacy.”

      “That’s so sweet, are you sure? I don’t mind using the bathroom. I’m sure I’ve pumped in worse places.”

      “Of course I’m sure. Us moms have to help each other when we can.” Melissa winked. “Just up there on the left.”

      “Thanks so much,” Zuri said, standing and side-stepping into the aisle.

      Melissa reached for Soleil’s empty glass on the table. “Would you like another sparkling water, Ms. Stancliffe?”

      Soleil nudged her chin toward the other passengers and the bottles on their tables whose labels she didn’t recognize. “What are they drinking?”

      “Oh, those are local Caribbean sodas. The Mottley’s had them brought on board as a welcome gift. Would you like one? The Ting is like a grapefruit soda, the Peardrella is a little sweeter and––well, it tastes like pears, of course. And we also have Vita Malt––it’s… Well, I don’t really know how to describe it. It’s very dark, and thick…like the Guinness of soft drinks.”

      The Guinness of beers had never appealed to Soleil much, and she’d never had much of a sweet tooth. “I think I’ll try the Ting.”

      

      A minute later, Melissa returned with her drink. A wave of tropical citrus aroma hit Soleil as she poured it into a glass filled with ice, and placed it on the table.

      Soleil took a sip, the effervescence tickling her tongue, followed by a burst of grapefruit that was both sweet and tangy. A small, unexpected thrill ran through her. Her first taste of Nevis, and it was full of promise.

      With the cold glass in her palm, Soleil stared out the window. They were passing through a cloud, its ethereal mist momentarily obscuring the view, then parting to reveal a vast, cerulean landscape dotted with emerald jewels. Islands. Probably Anguilla, St. Martin, or St. Barths, she surmised, having explored various maps of the Caribbean countless times since she was a child.

      A peculiar ache settled in Soleil’s chest. For years she had yearned to understand more about the island where her grandfather had been born. She’d felt a gravitational pull to that part of the world that she admittedly knew very little about. 

      Her grandad, Harold Stancliffe, was the enigma at the heart of her interest. Born in Nevis in 1949, he had left the island for Harlem when he was just twenty-one years old. It was there, seven years later, amidst the vibrant pulse of Black artistry and culture, that he met Soleil’s grandmother, Alice, a fierce and loving New Yorker. Alice’s father, a proud, self-made man, originally from the cotton fields of South Carolina, had owned several restaurants in Harlem, and had paid for Harold’s college tuition––Harold’s graduation the only requirement for allowing his precious daughter to marry a poor immigrant, rather than one of a dozen elite, young Black men of Harlem, who all vied for Alice’s attention. But she’d only had eyes for her West Indian wanderer, and together they’d built a beautiful life, raising three children, including Soleil’s father, Kenneth.

      She was incredibly close with her grandfather, who in reality had been more like a second father to her. Her parents, Kenneth and Marisol, were barely out of high school when they’d gotten pregnant with Soleil––a grave mistake with dire consequences for many teenagers. But instead of turning their backs on the sixteen-year-old, foolish parents-to-be, in agreement with Soleil’s maternal grandparents, Alice and Harold had sold their W 126th Street brownstone, and moved the family to Connecticut where life was more financially manageable, and where all three generations had lived under one roof until Soleil left for college. 

      A tenured mathematics professor at The City College of New York, her grandad had patiently helped her with her homework, taught her how to swim at their town’s YMCA, encouraging her to be strong and confident in the water, and drove her to school every morning, even though the school bus stopped right in front of their house. Soleil’s dad often asked why she was getting the royal treatment when he was forced to take the city bus or walk to school every day, rain or shine. He playfully mocked his father using his best Nevisian accent saying, “when I was a young man, I had to walk tree miles to school, wid out shoes, trew cattle fields and cusha tree, each one a dem tryin’ to kill me.”

      “You said I needed to get myself to school to teach me responsibility,” Kenneth had reminded his father one morning as Soleil savored the hot breakfast cereal her grandad had made her.

      “Yes, and what happened to all that responsibility, eh? See how you barely pass high school in the end?”

      Kenneth had rolled his eyes. “Dad, all I’m saying is that you are spoiling her.”

      Spoiled or not, Soleil loved those drives with her grandad. She would tell him all about the latest drama within her friend group, which boys she liked––listing their qualifications for his assessment––and listening to his stories about coming of age in 1970s Harlem. But her grandad never talked about Nevis. Never spoke of his childhood, his life before emigrating, or about Bernadette, his first wife who had died in Nevis not long after they were married.

      Soleil took another sip of her Ting. Two years ago, when she was being photographed for a New York Times profile on young movers in fashion, it was just sheer luck, or perhaps fate, that Wayne Lawrence, a U.S.–based photographer from St Kitts––Nevis’ sister island––had been commissioned for the job. Listening to Wayne speak of his home island with pride and nostalgia had inspired her to dig deeper––to try to develop some kind of connection to Nevis, and she’d eventually reached out to someone on the island’s Tourism Authority board. Her interest had led to her being asked to be a Tourism Ambassador, along with an official invitation to this year’s Culturama Festival, a two-week celebration at the end of July showcasing the island’s rich cultural heritage with music, dancing, pageantry, street parades, parties, and more.

      As another island, larger and more distinct, came into view, Zuri returned to her seat, trailed by Melissa and Hannah passing through the cabin once more, collecting the last service items, and requesting that passengers fasten their seatbelts and secure their items in preparation for landing.

      “Look how green St. Kitts is!” Melvina exclaimed from the seat behind Soleil. “My word.”

      St. Kitts. Nevis’ sister island, separated by a narrow stretch of sea called The Narrows. Soleil craned her neck, taking in the verdant slopes, and the patchwork of fields, roads, and houses.

      Then, she looked beyond, and her heart skipped a beat as Nevis came into view––an emerald cone rising majestically from the sea. Nevis Peak, the island’s dormant volcano, stood sentinel, its summit hidden within a heavy cloud. She clutched her chest, willing her heart to slow down. It wasn’t just a dot on a map anymore, not just an idea at the far corner of her mind; it was a living, breathing landscape, steeped in culture and her family’s own untold stories. 

      The plane banked gently into a slow, almost reverent descent, as though even the pilot understood the significance of this arrival, carrying her closer and closer to her roots.

      The tires kissed the tarmac with barely a bump, and as the plane taxied toward the small seaside terminal, Zuri reached for her hand. “You okay?”

      Soleil nodded, but her eyes were wet.

      

      Soleil descended the narrow stairs, her espadrille sandals clicking lightly, her mandarin linen sundress billowing in the breeze, the intense midday heat greeting her with a bang. She inhaled deeply––the smell of jet fuel and briny sea water making her light headed as her feet touched Nevis for the first time. 

      Behind her, Zuri whistled. “Whew. Now that’s some sunshine.”

      “You’re telling me,” Soleil responded, slipping her hair elastic from around her wrist and twisting her curls into a low bun as they walked with the other passengers across the tarmac.

      

      Mrs. Mannings, a representative from the Nevis Tourism Authority, was waiting outside the sleepy terminal when they finally exited the airport, and their taxi driver, Jonas, a man with graying temples and dark sunglasses quickly loaded their luggage into the back, and handed them ice-cold bottles of water as they hopped into the air-conditioned van. 

      Soon they were off, along a sun-kissed coastline, past colorful houses nestled within lush greenery, bougainvillea spilling over stone walls, and the occasional herd of goats or band of wild donkeys wandering nonchalantly by the roadside as the taxi made its way to the Golden Rock Inn, their home-away-from-home for the next twelve days.

      

      Hotel reception was in a quaint stone building with a boldly painted red door and jasmine vines climbing the outer walls. Inside, the aptly named Jasmine, welcomed them with a friendly smile. As she filled out the registration forms, Soleil glanced out the open door and saw a man in a loose, sun-bleached cotton shirt and khaki shorts walking toward a car parked in the circular drive. He was tall and lean, and moved with an athlete’s gait––long neat locs bouncing off his broad shoulders.

      As if sensing he was being watched, he turned his head. Their eyes met for a moment, and a faint smile ruffled his lips before he got into the passenger seat of the car. 

      “If he’s anything like the rest, I think we’re going to have a very good time here,” Zuri whispered from behind her.

      “Aren’t you married?”

      “Happily, but I still have eyes and they work just fine.”

      “Here are your keys, ladies.” Jasmine’s voice reclaimed their attention. Your cottages are side by side, and your luggage is already inside. If you would kindly follow me, I’ll show you around.”

      As they left reception, the perfumed scent of wild blossoms and damp stone consumed her senses. The stone path that led to their cottage gently snaked through a bountiful garden of tropical plants: agave, ferns, and flowering shrubs brushed her legs as they followed Jasmine through the lush greenery. Towering palms swayed overhead, casting moving shadows on the mossy stone. Lava rocks—massive and weathered—lined the path like natural sculptures, guiding her forward. A green vervet monkey darted through the canopy, and somewhere deeper in the garden, birds called out in bright, fluting notes. The sunlight broke through in patches, catching the red petals of bougainvillea spilling over stone walls. The property felt less like a hotel and more like a forgotten Eden.

      Their cottages were just as enchanting as the reception area. Wooden louvre windows that opened onto a shared private terrace and overlooking the lush gardens. Inside, the decor was minimalist, but colorful, with wooden chairs painted in the same bright red as the cottage door, and sleek desks with glossy green finishes.

      Soleil took her time unpacking, hanging her dresses in the armoire and arranging her toiletries in the bathroom. Everything felt dreamlike, as if she might wake up and find herself back in Brooklyn, getting ready for another day of meetings and the controlled chaos of her carefully curated life.

      But this was real. She was here, on the island where her grandfather was born, breathing the same air he’d breathed growing up. She was ready to discover what this little island had in store, and the promise of music, laughter, and a festival that would undoubtedly be nothing short of spectacular.
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