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1. ERICA: THINKING ABOUT
IT

 


There are some things you need to know right
from the start. First among the things you need to know is that the
island is beautiful; not beautiful like a nice post card your
favorite aunt sends you from Miami, oh no! This island is drop dead
gorgeous, take your breath away, beautiful. Oh, I will freely admit
that it may be a little off the beaten path, but that is a good
thing, a very good thing. This is a good thing because it means the
island is not invaded every year by Euro-trash or fake wanna’-be
famous “TV personalities.”

What the island is, is beautiful in a natural
unspoiled sort of way, not tacky or glitzy, and not fake. It is
just beautiful and it is real. Yeah, that’s the word I was looking
for, “real.” The sunrises and sunsets are real and the beach is
real, and unfortunately some times of the year the mosquitoes are
real. But the wind comes in off the water, really it’s just a
gentle breeze, and the mosquitoes disappear. Oh, that reminds me, I
didn’t tell you about the journals, or diaries or whatever they
are, where people have recorded their opinions and experiences on
the island and in the cottage.

One of my favorite comments came from an entry
from some unknown previous guest at the cottage. It went something
like this, “Just get over it and use the damn mosquito repellent!
Then enjoy the view.” Now, for me personally, I never had a problem
with the mosquitoes but I did find the series of mismatched
diary-journals useful to guide my explorations of the
island.

And, by “explorations” I mean searching out
places to eat with a good view and with good food. Sorry, I got
sidetracked there for a minute, where was I? Oh yeah, I was telling
you some things about the island, by the way, thanks for your
patience.

****

The sun is brighter than anywhere else you have
ever been; and the wind, like I said, is more of a gentle caress
than a gust; and the sky has more stars at night than anywhere else
in the world. The palm trees are prettier than any place else and
the sand is a lovely shade of pink. That’s right, pink! The pink
sand comes from thousands of years of the beach waves, driven by
the tides, grinding old shells and coral into dust and resettling
it on the Atlantic side along the coast. There are flamingos and
iguanas and "blue holes" into which you can dive. And of course
there are the caverns to explore above ground and hundreds of kinds
of flora and fauna. It is the Bahamas – or at least a part of the
Bahamas, but it is called Eleuthra, not Nassau, and in this case
that was also a good thing.

It was a good thing because she, Erica, had
been to the Bahamas before and even at her young age; she had
already had enough of the fast life and glitz. Even so, when John
invited her, she hesitated and in fact only gave in to him finally
because of the pictures and the tone of his voice as he described
each scene.

John had started showing her the pictures over
a cup of coffee in the sitting area on the second floor of the old
College Bookstore on DOG Street in Williamsburg. DOG was the
acronym all the “from-heres” used to identify themselves as locals
and one more way to separate themselves from the non-locals who
they called “come-heres.” The come-heres were like tourists who
didn’t know when to go back home to where they came from. So “DOG
Street” was a kind of snobby shorthand for the Duke of Gloucester
Street in Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia.

John stole glances at Erica’s eyes and face,
looking for telltale signs of reaction as he explained to her that
he had shot the photos a few years ago on his last trip to the
islands with a diving group. She liked him. He was sweet and
sincere and sometimes he explained things that he didn't need to
explain; but he did it in a sweet sort of way that was almost
shy.

She liked him so much that she wanted to be
alone with him. But of course she did not tell him that. she told
him she would consider coming with him to the islands because the
pictures showed an island experience that promised to be just too
good to pass up.

****

Perhaps she was considering it because he gave
her such a different vibe from the other guys in her life. Perhaps
she just felt that this might be different from her previous trips
to the Bahamas a couple of years ago. Don’t get me wrong; Nassau is
a wonderful place for most of the tourists who visit Bahamas.
Obviously a significant percentage of the world's island vacation
population agrees with that assessment because about three quarters
of them live in or around Nassau it seems. But Erica had already
seen Nassau, even if it was mostly from a beach towel through dark
glasses nursing a hangover and waiting for the sun to go
down.

On that previous trip, a couple of years ago,
she had drunk entirely too many big drinks with little umbrellas in
them. She had also shown entirely too much skin to too many people
and had come back home with a sunburn and some blurry, indistinct
memories. She also brought home a broken heart that took a long,
long time to heal. But this, “new thing” with this “new guy,” had a
different feel about it. And she was considering it, and she was
considering John.

She was "trying the idea on" to see if it fit
her, so to speak. She had looked up Eleuthra from idle curiosity on
the web and she found that the island only had about eight thousand
people and that the name derived form a Greek word meaning “free."
Somehow that appealed to her too. She needed to get away from
Williamsburg, Virginia and its people right now and the idea of
being “free” was exactly what she thought she needed. She was right
but she did not yet know just how right she was.

****

Eleuthra is 110 miles long and about one mile
wide and there are plenty of empty spaces to just sit and watch the
sea and sort out your thoughts. She thought that might be a good
thing because she had not yet decided what all of her thoughts and
feelings were about John.

Oh, he was good-looking and fit. In fact he
spent enough time in the gym or pursuing outdoor and indoor sports
that he was very fit -- with powerful shoulders, a wide chest and a
flat stomach. Actually, that was part of the problem. A couple of
years ago, if she had met John, she would have thought of him as
eye-candy, and maybe regarded him as fun for a casual liaison. But
this year she was looking for a deeper commitment and she wasn't
sure they were in the same place emotionally. And, she just wasn’t
sure about his level of commitment, at least not yet, no matter how
good the early indications were.

Of course, Erica reasoned, this might be a good
way to feel him out about many things. After all a week in a
one-room cottage, alone with him might be a good way to find out a
lot of things. Even if it was a large, well appointed one-room
efficiency apartment really, and on the beach, and I mean right on
the beach, there was just no place to hide from each other. There
were things she wanted to know about him and things she wanted to
know about herself.

****

In truth, Erica still harbored hard feelings
almost two years later over her last affair and did not yet
understand why her previous lover, Brad, had just dumped her. He
had used the standard line, “Oh, it’s not you. It’s me.” But what
the heck was that supposed to mean anyway? And given Brad’s
narcissistic tendencies it was definitely not about him -- he loved
himself a little too much for that. So she knew that, regardless of
what he had said, the break up was most certainly about her – about
her not being good enough for him.

It really did bother her that she did not know
why their relationship had failed. He came from a good family, and
for that matter so did she. He had family money, but so did she.
Hell, she thought, everyone in Williamsburg had money, or so it
seemed.

****

But, back to the present she told herself she
had to live in the "now" and focus on the present. The cottage,
John had told her, " . . . was such a quaint little place nestled
in a tropical paradise." And the pictures certainly bore witness to
the raw beauty of the place. She would find out when they got there
just how much thought had gone into the place, its location and its
construction.

The owners, he had told her, had set it up from
construction to decoration to be a little bit of heaven, and a
haven from the outside world. She did not yet know that she would
in fact marvel at the authenticity and rawness of the island. She
would also marvel at the natural way the people seemed to exist in
a happy cooperative relationship with the land and the sea and with
each other.

The place was all unspoiled beaches that
inspired the visitor to just slow down, take a deep breath, relax
and smell the air. She would be able to smell the salt air from the
Atlantic and the musky aura of the pre-dawn breeze across the land
that filtered through the trees and lush vegetation. And, she would
be able to smell the rain when it was blowing in off the water on
its way to them. Before the stay was over that would be her
favorite smell because it invariably served to drive them back to
the covered porch of the cottage and eventually into the
bedchamber; but that would be later. First she had to come to grips
with her own thoughts, and fears and doubts.

Erica had “scar tissues” from being “burned” in
that previous relationship, but that was no fault of the Bahamas.
That was the fault of . . . what? What had she missed? When had it
turned into a purely physical relationship with Brad?

She felt used, and she had been angry and had
said to herself that she would never go to the islands again. But
that had been unrealistic; she knew the problem had been Brad and
her, not the islands. In fact it had nothing to do with the
islands.

The left over feelings she had from that last
trip to the Bahamas were an indication of how much she liked John,
that she would even consider going back there with him. Of course
this was not Nassau and this was not nightlife and glitz. We’ll
see, she thought. We’ll see.

****


2. ART & SAM:
ARRIVAL

… back Again …

 


Arthur and Samantha sat across from each other
in the slightly crowded and slightly cramped cabin of the Silver
Air flight from Fort Lauderdale, Florida to Governor’s Harbor,
Eleuthra, Bahamas. The flight was pleasant, even if a little tight,
because it was a short flight and everyone on board was happy. You
know, it is amazing what you can tolerate when there are smiles
involved. And, why wouldn't they be happy, after all they were all
going to the islands.

Everyone on board was going to be in the sun on
a beach today, and they knew it, and that fact can be a serious
motivator for good attitudes. Arthur sat across from Samantha in
the aisle seat because he was trying to get a little extra legroom
for his seventy year old, six foot four inch frame. Samantha sat
upright looking like a queen.

Samantha had always taken care of herself and
was looking to be a very trim and very fit lady of sixty or so. He
glanced over at her and felt his heart flutter like the first time
he had ever seen her. She looked good with grey hair cut short and
well styled and wearing a white linen top shirt and pants, set off
with a pair of expensive looking sandals. She looked comfortable in
the airplane seats that, for her at least, were a good
fit.

Sam, as he called her, leaned over and touched
his arm. He leaned closer to hear, “Art,” she said just loud enough
for him to hear her words, “we look like we are here as the
chaperones for this group.”

“Sam,” he answered with a grin that
could still make her smile, “that’s only because they haven’t seen
you in your bikini!” and he winked at her. “They don’t know what a
wild woman you really are.” That was an inside joke between the two
of them. Samantha had worked hard her whole life and followed all
the rules and done everything "right," including building a
successful business before Art had ever met her.

Somehow he had touched her in a way and in a
place deep in her soul that no one else ever had. It was not that
he had just come along at the right time. It had been the right
time but it was so much more than that. She had never felt so cared
for and so free to do what she felt like doing. Throwing caution to
the wind was just not a part of her persona; or so she thought. In
fact their first weekend away together, she had a little to much to
drink and, based on a cell phone video Art offered as evidence the
next morning, she had somehow wound up dancing on a table the night
before.

In the morning, he was waiting on the edge of
the bed with a cup of coffee and a couple of aspirins and filled in
the details on which she was unclear from the night before. Sam had
been mortified but as the day wore on, and her hangover subsided,
she also realized that Art had been there and had gotten her back
to the room safely and had been there in the morning to support her
and he did not judge her. But he also had not let her forget her
first and last night as a "wild woman!"

Sam hit him on the arm and she felt his biceps
tense in anticipation of her punch. “You know exactly what I mean.
Most of these people could be our kids and some are clearly the age
of your grandkids . . .”

He cut her off, “Sorry, I wasn’t listening. I
just keep thinking about your tight little butt in that
bikini.”

Now it was her turn to tease him, “Who said I
was going to be wearing anything at all? The cottage is not near
anyone and we know we could very well spend all day on the porch
and never see another living soul.”

“See,” Art said, “that’s the wild
woman I was talking about!”

****

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the flight
attendant cut them both off through the tiny metallic sounding
speaker above their heads, “ please prepare for landing at
Governor’s Harbor. We will be on the ground shortly.” And, they
were.

Samantha barely had time to reflect on what he
had said - wild woman, indeed! Samantha had never been a wild
woman. There was no hidden collection of old photos in a shoebox
someplace showing her in a wet T-shirt contest during spring break
in college. In fact she had only ever seen one wet T-shirt contest
and she definitely had not participated! She had always been the
good girl who did all the assignments in school and who was always
properly attired for Mass on Sunday morning. She had never had a
“Goth-period” or a “Biker-period” or for that matter she also did
not have a “tramp stamp tattoo” on her rear.

Oh, she had had her share of old lovers but the
relationships, while intense in their own right, were really pretty
conservative affairs, at least before she met Art. Being with him
somehow made her feel “safe enough” to let go a little; maybe it
was all that time he had spent in the military and in command of
something or other. He exuded confidence and capability and she
knew he had experienced some really intense combat situations but
he never talked about them; and she liked that about him too.
Frankly she found that quiet self-assured confidence
attractive.

It was not that he had somehow given her
permission to let go; it was that ever since he had walked into her
coffee shop, he was just always there for her and he had always
been there for her. If anything, with him around she had given
herself permission to let go, and it was a very empowering feeling.
Deep down inside she knew this trip was as much for her as it was
for him. She squeezed his bicep one more time during the touchdown
as the little plane landed, because she wanted to and it felt
reassuring.

****

It was a smooth landing with one little bump as
they touched down. Art was happy to be out of the little
twin-engine turboprop aircraft and standing erect. He stretched and
towered over Samantha for just a second then picked up their bags
and the two slightly wrinkled but tanned and distinguished looking
senior citizens headed across the tarmac in a one minute walk to
the metal building.

****

Sam and Art knew this process very well and
entered the metal building that looked like a mid-sized warehouse.
It was a very basic structure but it housed customs and immigration
in one large room and then ticket sales and departures in the other
large room on the other side of a metal wall separating them. This
was the entire international side of the airport. The national side
of the airport was across the parking lot about a hundred yards
away and was housed in similar metal buildings, but it was all in
one big open space.

Art stepped forward, but not too far forward,
with Sam at his side as he held out the passports to the
immigration officer at the makeshift desk at the end of the long
red line painted on the floor. The tall black woman behind the desk
smiled a familiar smile and said, “Welcome back, Mr. Arthur and
Mrs. Samantha, we have missed your smiling faces, how long will you
be here this time?” She seemed content with the answer and waived
them across the red line painted on the concrete floor of the
building so that they could “enter” the country and move to the
customs desk.

Before they could take the five steps to the
next makeshift desk, Jamison had appeared through the doorway,
taken their bags and placed them on the low table and then stepped
to one side to allow the customs official to do her job. The next
official they encountered was another tall black woman. The first
time Samantha had come here she had thought how this woman could
easily have been the sister, if not the twin of the first lady. She
had learned later that the two officials were in fact sisters.
Samantha noted that even as she and Art moved to the second lady’s
station, the first lady still watched Jamison a little too closely
and a little too often for it to be casual interest. Sam knew the
two were married and it always brought a smile to her lips to think
how much their love must be like the one she and Art
shared.

Jamison was a tall thin black man who was a
natural born Eleutheran. Art and Sam had been renting cars from him
on every trip for the past ten years. The first time they came here
the precise relationship between Jamison and the two ladies was not
exactly a mystery because it was obvious they had some sort of
relationship. After all, Jamison Smith’s customers seemed to get
their baggage first and clear through immigration and customs
first, or at least with minimum hassle.

But, it had taken about three trips here, over
a couple of years for Jamison to open up and reveal to them that he
was married to the lady at the immigration station whose name was
Sunny. And, he had explained that the lady at the customs station
was his sister-in-law, whose name was Sweetness. But it took
another year still to learn that Sweetness lived with Sunny and
Jamison. “It’s a big house and Sweetness has her own little
apartment in the place.” Jamison had explained.

In fact this was pretty typical of Eleutherans
who seemed to always find amicable and practical solutions to
life’s little problems. People just took care of people here and
while they got the things done, it was at their own pace and no one
seemed to mind.

****

And pretty soon Jamison was helping Art and Sam
load their bags into the back of an old Jeep Cherokee, which had
the one obligatory bald tire, and with the air conditioner that
mostly worked. They drove carefully on the wrong side of the street
from the airport to the one major intersection that served as the
business center of the town. And, they managed to avoid being hit
by two large trucks and one motorized bicycle as they cut in to
park at the Waters Store on the route to the Cottage.

Inside the Waters Store, the wife, Mrs. Waters,
seemed to be presiding over the stocking and sale of everything one
would need for a short or a long stay on the island. The husband,
Mr. Waters, occupied the other half of the building and "held
court" presiding over the sale of beer and wine and even some hard
liquor. The Waters Store was an absolute must before getting to the
cottage so they took their time; greeted everyone and stocked up on
the critical elements – beer, wine and basic food.

Art was smiling and enjoying the whole
adventure and had even pushed the “other thing” to the back of his
mind. Sam was smiling too, but she was watching Art from the corner
of her eye. She was still very much in love with this man after
thirty years. He was handsome, strong, successful in everything he
did, and in fact everything he had ever done.

****

As she maneuvered through the store between and
among the packed shelves with very little space between them, Art
told her, using hand signals, that he was going next door to get
some wine and beer. She just smiled and waved at him and he went
out the front door and turned immediately back into the building
through the other door into the beer shop.

When she had collected what they needed and
paid for the bags, she put the food in the back of the jeep with
the help of the owner’s son. Then she walked from the back of the
Jeep and entered the beer shop and found Art leaning against the
counter drinking a Kalik beer with the owner. Sam stopped in the
doorway with her hands on her hips looking sternly into a room full
of men. She had not said a word when the men scattered away from
the two men drinking. Both of whom looked appropriately
guilty.

“Baby, Sam, don’t be angry, it was
Johnson’s fault. He made me.” Art said to her as she suppressed a
smile.

“Mrs. Samantha, that is a bold face
lie this scoundrel has told you! It was he who demanded, demanded I
tell you, that I give him a sample of the beer he had just bought
but not yet paid for! And, I as a humble merchant, afraid of losing
the sale that would so benefit my family; well, I was intimidated
and yielded to his demands.” Johnson Waters said with a smile in
his voice.

Then turning to Art he said in a stage whisper,
“Let’s see you get out of that one!”

“Oh, I have no doubt where the
fault lies, Mr. Waters, I have been suffering with this man for
over thirty years. I suppose I should not be surprised that he left
me to fend for myself with all those groceries while he was here
treating your fine establishment like a common bar.” Then as she
looked sternly around the room the other men, all of whom had an
open beer bottle, quietly and quickly moved the bottles behind
their backs starting to smile back at her as the little drama
played out. When she finished the slow look around the room, she
spoke again, “Why, the only two bottles I see are the ones in front
of you two!” with a little mock scorn in her voice.

“Well, fellows, since I am already
in trouble I guess I should finish this beer and get out of here.”
Art raised the bottle and finished the last swallow and placed the
bottle on the counter. “Thanks, Johnson, we will get together again
before she makes me leave this paradise. But just for the record, I
have never seen you intimidated by anyone any time.” The other man
all raised their bottles and took a long draught as Art and Sam
walked out arm in arm.

Johnson spoke to everyone in general and no one
in particular, “I have missed them. Glad they are back.”

Art and Sam drove from the store down the road,
up the hill, and on to the end of the pavement, holding hands. They
touched each other on the leg, or on the hand or on the shoulder as
they chatted about nothing in particular. Both were very happy to
be back in a place where they had shared so much love and so many
good memories. The two of them were like so many other foreign
visitors and tourists to the island who had found a happy place in
a world of chaos on this island in this archipelago.

****

Of course these days no-one is truly indigenous
to Eleuthra. The original populations were people of the Taino and
were members of the Arawak Nation. But they were deported en masse
by the Spaniards to work in the fields and mines of the island of
Hispaniola, which now is modern day Haiti and Dominican Republic.
The working conditions in those days were harsh and the Taino
either perished from the hard labor or from the infectious
diseases. The Europeans brought the diseases with them and the
Taino had no resistance against them.

These original inhabitants were wiped out in a
mere sixty years from about 1490 to 1550. By the time the next wave
of European settlers arrived in 1648 the island is thought to have
been uninhabited. Very little remains, and even an intact ritual
seat, called a duo, which was discovered in the 19th century has
been moved to the British Museum.

These Puritan Pilgrims arrived from Bermuda as
the “Eleutherian Adventurers” from whom the island takes its name.
As we said, Eleutheria is a Greek word meaning freedom and the
“Adventurers” came for the purpose of building a free land for
themselves. The settlements remain today from north to south along
the island with names like The Bluff, Upper and Lower Bogue,
Current, Gregory Town, Alice Town, James Cistern, Governor’s
Harbour, North and South Palmetto Point, Savannah Sound, and
Winding Bay. And, there is Tarpum Bay, Rock Sound, Greencastle,
Deep Creek, Delancy Town, Waterford, Wemyss Bight, John Millars,
Millar’s and Bannerman Town. The airports are at North Eleuthra,
Governor’s Harbour, and Rock Sound with flights to the United
States and the rest of the archipelago.

When the Bahamas became independent from
Britain in 1973, they did a lot of things right and a lot of things
wrong. In hindsight one of the wrong things may have been
imposition of new laws forcing large resorts and agricultural
businesses to sell out to government-favored Bahamian interests.
These repressive laws had the effect one might imagine – those who
could leave, left. The capitol flight that followed quickly meant
the most prosperous and prominent residents just left and took
their money, talent and skills with them. This started an economic
downturn as businesses were, in some cases, just
abandoned.

Then as tax laws in the United States changed
again in the early 1980s an already bad situation just got worse.
The changes to they laws just exacerbated the situation, and more
businesses failed. However what did not “fail” was the natural raw
beauty of Hatchet Bay caves, or Surfer’s Beach, or Ocean Hole.
Today the primary settlements are Governor’s Harbour (which is also
the administrative capital of the Island), Rock Sound, Tarpum Bay,
Harbour Island and Spanish Wells.

What had first attracted a younger version of
Arthur and Samantha and inspired them to come here were the unique
pink sand beaches of the island. Tens of thousands of years of
waves rubbing and pounding conch shells against coral reefs, and
then depositing the powdery remains on the shore gave the beaches a
beautiful and distinctive pink tint. Samantha had found the perfect
place to experience this awesome scene when she found the Pink Sand
Cottage available for rental.

****

The cottage dominated her thoughts again today
as Art moved the jeep more slowly now off the paved road and
through the narrow lane. The lane was really just two ruts making
their way through an encroaching jungle of flowers and vines and
palm trees. This went on for several miles with occasional wide
spots in the road to allow opposing motorists to negotiate
passage.

This was definitely not Nassau! But for the two
of them it was a “way better place.” In fact it is a way better
place for those who, like them, wanted to get off the beaten path
with someone special and just be alone to enjoy each other’s
company.

The cottages and houses were spaced along the
beach at about quarter mile intervals and that meant it was very
likely the only footprints you would see on the sand were your own.
OK, that might be an exaggeration, but seeing more than one or two
other couples in a day of strolling on the beach was a rarity, and
the sand really is pink!

After about 10 minutes of the sandy road-path
they arrived at the Pink Sand Cottage nestled among the palm trees
with a wide spot for parking just big enough to accommodate the
Jeep. As Art set the handbrake and killed the engine, Sam had a
distinct feeling of being “home.”

****

“Baby,” she said to Art, stopping
him momentarily as he was about to exit the vehicle.

He relaxed back into the car seat and turned to
her in response, “Yes?”

“Baby, thanks for bringing me here.
I can’t think of anyplace I would rather be or for that matter
anyone I would rather be with.” And, with that she leaned over,
twisting in her seat, and kissed him.

“Hold that thought,” he said
through a warm inviting smile, “and let me get these bags into the
house.”

She watched closely. He had no problem lugging
the suitcases through the sand. But as he started up the steep
wooden steps to the cottage’s back door she noticed he only carried
one bag at a time. In times past he would have done the “macho-man
thing” and carried two or more at a time. She immediately grabbed
the smaller things and a bag of groceries and followed him up the
stairs and into the kitchen blocking his attempt to return for
another suitcase. “Put your arms around me and kiss me first,” she
commanded and he obeyed without question.

As they broke the embrace she patted his chest
and said, “Why don’t you get the place open or closed or air
conditioned or something and figure out which key opens which doors
while I get the rest of the small stuff from the car? That other
big suitcase is not going anyplace and the cottage will start
getting comfortable faster when we get the cooling
going.”

“I guess you are right,” he said
and started fiddling with the air conditioner and the windows and
the shutters. It was a good subterfuge and it kept him on one level
for a few more minutes after the exertion of getting the heavy
suitcase up the stairs.

More importantly, it was a valid task because
some of the windows were open and some were closed and some of the
wooden storm shutters outside the windows had been opened and some
were closed. Regardless of whether you wanted chilled air or the
ocean breeze something had to be done to make them all one way or
the other way. He knew she was trying to keep him from exertion but
it was somehow OK because this did have to be done.
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