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This book is a work of fiction. The places are real even though I mess with their names (to amuse myself, not for any serious reason, this is a work of humorous fiction after all) and some of the events actually took place, but not in this fashion. The people are drawn from the characters I had the good fortune to meet sailing, fishing, or in a rum shop. Regardless, we've shared a glass of rum or two while waiting for a squall to pass (or during any other excuse). I hope you love them all as much as I do.
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​Chapter One: How I met Ron Añejo 
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When I first came down island, which is what they call traveling from the United States on a southerly route along the Caribbean island chain, I was vaguely headed for Trinidad. I was sailing alone in a 30-foot fiberglass sloop; single-handing, they call it. Torture, I called it. It was not a good trip. I bought the boat from an evil used boat salesman in Fort Lauderdale. If you ever see... well, never mind, I do have to shoulder part of the blame. Here is what happened. 

I had recently inherited a small sum of money. It wasn't a fortune, but enough that, if I were careful, I could live on it for a few years without having to work. If, that is, I didn't try to do it somewhere where you needed a car, an expensive apartment, heat, and fancy clothes. Because I am thoroughly lazy, the idea of making a small effort in the direction of a simple life appealed to me. I mulled the possibilities over, and my not-so-original brain decided that I was destined for a life in the tropics. 

What a romantic image! What, I might have asked, could be better than the tropics? And how better to enjoy it than on a sailboat, sailing among pristine tropical isles? The wind was free, after all. Or so, I thought at the time. 

In my eagerness to find a boat I could afford so that I could leave this civilized part of the planet and go sailing down Caribbean way, I inadvertently violated one of the most important rules of boat buying. Never buy from a guy who acts like your best friend as soon as he meets you, and who routinely wears clothes you wouldn't want to be seen dead in. It's a good rule, but hard to follow at times. 

In this case, I imagine I let myself be convinced that, just because the boat floated well, this little gem ("At this price it won't last long; why I'm surprised it's still here!") was completely seaworthy and exactly what I needed. To be fair, the boat was sound and she was probably a wonderful boat for the purposes her designer had in mind. She had a fine bow, a full keel, and carried a lot of sail. Quick and nervous, she had delicate steering; clearly, if I'd known anything about boats I would have realized that she was a thoroughbred, intended for light breezes in sheltered waters. She handled easily close to shore, went to weather well, and would have been perfect for a day of sailing or racing, but was not a cruising boat. Unfortunately, I didn't know that. In fact, I should admit right now that I didn't have a clue as to what made a good cruising boat or even realize that any kind of boat wouldn't be good for a cruising life. 

Her name was Karma. That name sounded so good to me, so happily sixty's, that I forgot to inquire if she had been named for good or bad karma. Or even whose karma. 

She certainly sailed well on our trial run, or at least to my untutored eye she seemed wonderful. My experience with sailboats, as you may have noted, was rather limited. I had read a lot about them and I had always been a firm believer in my ability to learn from the printed word. After all, wasn't that why I spent so much money to go to college? And the salesman agreed with me about her potential. 

Looking back on it, he agreed with me on nearly every stupid thing I said and let me talk myself into buying her. She was easy to sail, he said, and he proceeded to demonstrate her fine qualities. She went both to your upwind and your downwind; the motor took her in and out of the slip; the refrigerator kept the beer cold; the barometer showed the atmospheric pressure — in short, she behaved perfectly. 

So it was that, a few weeks later, armed with about a hundred pounds of how-to-sail and how-to navigate books, I was headed south to paradise. Every nook and cranny of the poor little boat was crammed with essential survival gear: cans of chili, cans of corned beef, cans of beer, and a lifetime supply of peanut butter and jelly (I was sure you wouldn't find that on any of the remote islands I'd be basking on). It surprised me to learn how quickly the storage space filled up. The little boat just didn't have enough shelves and lockers to put in several weeks' worth of food and spares. Yes, of course, that should have given me a clue about the intentions the designer had for this little craft. But I was too excited to pay much attention to such omens. 

As I got ready to depart, an old timer on a wreck of a wooden boat in the next slip invited me over for a farewell drink. He had patiently listened to my plans, offered some useful advice on what to take and where to find it, watched me overpack my boat like some cheap suitcase, and shaken his head in dismay the whole time. My last night ashore in the good old US of A, he toasted me with cheap scotch and said, "Here's a tip for you. If you ever get sorta, well down on your luck, while you are in the islands, get a hold of Ron Añejo. He'll know what to do." 

"Ron Añejo? Never heard of him," I said. 

"You stay in the Windward Islands for a time, you are bound to meet him," he said. "Been around for some time now." 

"Where is he?" 

He shrugged. "Couldn't say. He turns up in the damnedest places. But if you ever need help, ask around for Captain Ron Añejo. Somebody will know where he is, even if you are in Honduras." 

I filed the name of this convenient off-the-rack savior of wayward sailors away in my head under the "useless information" category, "myths, and sea stories division" and put my mind back on my trip. Well, to be honest, I was thinking more of the dark and lovely ladies of the islands that I intended to meet, and of tall, cool drinks with umbrellas in them. I didn't think I was going to need any help with either of those. 

Needless to say, from the first passage to Bermuda, the trip failed to live up to my fantasy. At first, I thought the weather must be unseasonably awful. The seas knocked Karma and I this way and that. We wallowed in troughs and plunged into waves that made her shudder. I kept going slower and slower, but while that helped a bit, the essential problem, and my essential misery, remained. The rough seas took out my autopilot almost immediately and I was stuck steering round the clock. Being cold, wet, and working round the clock, wasn't at all what I had expected when I started my new life. It began to dawn on me that I might be in for a lot of this. 

So, it didn't take long for me to realize that my little boat and I were, shall we say, out of our depth? The capper on this epiphany finally came, not through some mystical enlightenment, but because I listened to people on other boats talking on the single-sideband radio. While I was being beaten to death, pounding into the waves, or having my guts rolled out by them, less than a mile away from me, in sight of my personal hell, these people were talking about having a brisk sail, or how invigorating it was to sail in this delightful chop. At one point, the captain of a gorgeous looking gaff-rigged schooner called me on the radio to find out what the hell a one-class racing boat was doing out in the open water. He thought I might need help. I did, but not the kind you can get from a passing stranger. 

Slowly the truth sank in. I began spending slow watches composing vicious hate letters to all the sailing magazines, and contemplating a class action lawsuit for endangering my life through their specious nefarious claims that sailing was fun. Two weeks into my new, tranquil life, I was a nervous wreck. I was afraid to sit still and watch my money evaporate, afraid to venture out of port when I saw the least hint of a cloud in the sky. 

Systematically things on the boat began to fail. Winches jammed, bits of deck hardware turned out to be less than industrial strength, and once I had ripped them out, the deck leaked. The refrigerator hiccupped and my beer got warm. I tried adjusting it to no avail. Then I started looking for a repairman, but I couldn't find anyone in the islands who had ever seen a brand x refrigerator before or who was willing to give it a go. There were plenty of folks perfectly willing to sell me a brand new one, however, and faced with the prospect of beer getting warm, I caved in. 

I hadn't expected such rapid deterioration of my floating pleasure palace. In fact, back in Florida, I had thought it funny when the salesman gave me a sail repair kit as a going away present. Back then, the idea of me sitting around sewing sails seemed absurd enough to giggle at. Of course, I didn't realize that when the roller failing (they call it roller furling, but that wasn't my experience) jammed, which is precisely calculated to happen just as serious winds begin to threaten your very existence; even a reasonably good sail proceeds to blow out. There not being any handy dandy roadside sail repair centers between islands, I had learned how to sew, and it wasn't funny at all. Painful is the word that comes to mind. I hadn't thought of a sail palm as necessary equipment, but if you ever try making a repair to a sail without one, you'll understand that it absolutely is. 

Still, I determinedly buckled down. Foolishly, I thought I was finally coming to grips with it all as I headed down to the romantic island of St. Elsewhere. That's where my engine packed it in. It made a vile sound as I entered the main harbor, and black smoke accompanied me like a halo of infamy into a berth at the marina. I heard a decisive clunk as I shut it down. 

I'd worked as a mechanic in a past life and the industrial-strength look of my engine had been reassuring. Until now, it had sounded good and I assumed that boat engines would have to be even stronger than car and truck engines. Now the extent of the foolishness of such thinking was made clear. "Marinized" does not mean, as you might think, "made impervious to harsh marine environments." No, it simply means expensive. 

With the few tools I had on board, I tore into the engine and didn't like what I found at all. I liked it even less when I called in a local marine diesel mechanic named Lucius, and discovered that it was a model that an Italian company had made for exactly one year and then discontinued. The rest of their product line consisted of shoes. So, there were no parts available for it. Not in Italy, the States, and certainly not in the islands. So, instead of being allowed the privilege of paying someone an outrageous amount of money to fix it, the way we do things back home, I was treated to a slow shake of the mechanic's head and the sad judgment, "It bust." New to the ways of island-speak, it took a while for the utterly dismal diagnosis to completely sink in. In fact, it didn't dawn on me until he sighed, “Gotta get a next one.” Which, of course, meant a new one. 

I went to check in with officialdom and, in that lush tropical setting, in a rundown tin-roofed shack that nestled between a grove of palm trees and a new McDonalds, I learned two more important things about island life. First, some islands have very stiff clearance fees ("I just want to anchor, not buy the damned island," one irate boater was heard to complain), and that from many of them you can't use those wondrous free 1-800 numbers to get help. So, to the dismay of my once adequate personal fortune, I found myself spending the next few weeks playing a game called "import/export." In this game, you, referred to as "the victim," try to get a new or used item out of one country and into another, without settling the national debt of both countries and incurring the wrath of all customs officers in the process. 

The new engine worked fine after Lucius and I finally got it installed — a simple matter of removing half the cockpit to get at the "engine room" — a boat manufacturer's optimistic euphemism for the tiny space they put it in. Then, I had to pay someone to haul the old engine away. At that point, I was not a booster of St. Elsewhere, so right after paying exorbitant port fees I got underway. It was an expensive island under any circumstances and I had very little money left. One more major bit of equipment failure was going to doom this entire enterprise. Still, ever the optimist, I was cheerful. When I found myself sailing peacefully across calm, blue seas, having the best sail so far, it was hard not to start thinking that my troubles might now be behind me. It shows you how little I had learned about the cruising life. 

Not two days further southbound, I found that some eerie goop in my fuel tank had plugged up my fuel filter. Naturally, I had spare filters for the old engine, but not for the new one, and they were nothing like compatible. That simple fact left me dependent on my now rather ratty sails, and rattier sailing skills. So, it was that I limped into Toenail Bay on Kayakoo Island one bright afternoon. 

I sailed in with my usual aplomb, tacking too early and managing to ricochet off the edge of a reef that jutted inconsiderately out into the bay at an awkward angle, right where anyone would hit it. I was outraged that neither Mr. Doyle nor Mr. Street, my two traveling companions, via their cruising guides, had seen fit to mention this reef. (Later I discovered that, if you held either book right side up, it did show the reef, and in approximately the right place). 

It's funny how you get about possessions. Just after I bought the boat, I accidentally rubbed some grease on the topsides. I was furious with myself, and it seemed that the smudge (which I was unable to get off, short of removing the gel coat), was visible for miles. Now I came into the bay, put a healthy ding in the hull, and felt pretty good simply because it wasn't catastrophic damage. I mean, I hadn't sunk or anything, and the reef was mostly still there, too. 

Well actually, I didn't feel pretty good at all. Resolving the mechanical problems, and paying fees every time I needed something, had left me broke. The adventure, to date, had left me a nervous wreck. So, I anchored the boat in the middle of the bay, and sat in the cockpit to wait for the sunset and whatever this weird journey had in store for me next. 

Now I must admit that Toenail Bay is a lovely place to be stuck. The bay is sheltered, the water is clear, and most of the time there aren't many boats anchored there. It's a horseshoe-shaped bay, open to the Caribbean, which also means it's sheltered from the Atlantic by the island of Kayakoo, making it tranquil. The water is so clear that you can stare straight down twenty or thirty feet and watch your expensive anchor lying on the bottom on white sand. 

The bay itself is surrounded by hills; nothing very high, but rolling hills that are pretty enough during the rainy season. During the dry season, the goats tend to eat whatever doesn't die from the lack of rain, and the place looks a bit barren. Well, it looks a lot barren. There's a sort of village along the waterfront; a few bars, restaurants, and grocery stores that all pretty much sell the same overpriced goods. It isn't the island's main town, but it is the second largest, and that should give you some idea of the place I found myself. Of course, I didn't know any of this at the time. I just knew that for once I was sitting somewhere that vaguely resembled the place you always see in the ads for renting sailboats in the Caribbean. 

That first evening a few bumboats came around, mostly young boys halfheartedly trying to sell me something or other, like limes or fish. The fish looked okay, a few parrotfish and a Barracuda thrashed in the bottom of the boat, but I couldn't afford any. One guy came by trying to sell French wine. I just laughed. 

Another guy, a young Rasta, didn't say much. He just sat in his boat, drifting around sizing up my boat. I couldn't tell what it was about Karma that interested him, but I was interested in him because I hadn't met a Rasta before. Like a lot of people, I had heard a bit about them and knew that they held the Lion of Judah in high regard, but not quite as high a regard as they did ganja, weed, marijuana, or dope, by any other name. I had heard ominous reports that they could be dangerous, especially when stoned. Of course, to most folks, anything different is dangerous. But I could smell a pungent aroma and noticed he had a joint in his hand. I admit it made me a little nervous. 

This particular Rasta was thin and had his hair stuffed up in a red, green and yellow knit cap that looked incredibly hot for the climate, and didn't make much of a coherent fashion statement with his ratty tee shirt and cutoff jeans. He sported a goatee that made his black face seem even thinner than it was. 

After drifting around my boat for a little while, he came alongside, grinned broadly, and said his name was Ralph. He opened up an ice chest and held out a cold beer. I took it gratefully and invited him on board. I looked at the frosty can in my hand. "Polar," it said. I had heard of it. It was a Venezuelan beer. 

"I didn't know you could buy Venezuelan beer in the islands," I said. 

Ralph just grinned to let me know that clearly many Caribbean mysteries existed that I knew nothing about, and leaned back against the plastic cockpit cushions. "So, Mon, you want to sell dis boat?" he asked. 

I was stunned. I didn't associate Rastafarians with mind reading. "For the right price," I said, waiting just a heartbeat before answering, so that I wouldn't sound anxious. "How much the right price?" he smiled. 

Taken off guard, I thought about the money. I didn't really think he was serious, but just in case he was, I didn't want to name too low a price. But I didn't want to scare him off, either. If I was going to sell Karma I knew I wouldn't get what I had put into it, but I needed a stake. Finally, I named an amount a bit less than I really wanted. "I need fifteen thousand dollars." Ralph didn't blink, didn't laugh, didn't do so much of anything, except tip up his frosty Polar can. "Does that interest you? Do you need to know anything about the boat?" I hoped I didn't sound too eager. 

He just shook his head. Then he went and looked below. It was a quick glance except for a look around the engine room, and then he came back out to the cockpit and threw his beer can over the side. Clearly, Rastas were not rabid environmentalists. "Tomorrow," he said. 

"Okay," I agreed. What about tomorrow? I wondered to myself. I tried not to think too much about his parting comment. At best, I thought he might come back with more beer for another stimulating intellectual discussion. But, for lack of any other constructive thing to do, the next morning I started cleaning up the boat, organizing my stuff. The boat was a real mess and I was glad Ralph hadn't wanted a more thorough look around. Not that I'm a neatnik, but Karma had become a floating disaster area, mostly due to my lack of caring any longer.

The next evening he was back. Happily, he had brought more beer. He also had a girl with him this time. She was thin, dressed in a red, green, and yellow pullover. Her hair had been blackened; you couldn't call it dyed, as the color was thick, as if it had been spread on. And it would have been incongruous, anyway. Her pale complexion and blonde eyebrows belonged more to a Swede than a local. She sat in the boat listlessly, smoking a cigarette, and holding a sack. "Dis be de boat," Ralph said to her as they climbed on board. He handed me a cold beer but didn't introduce the girl. She didn't speak, just sat down in the cockpit with the cigarette and her beer, putting the sack on the cushion next to her and leaning back. She looked bored. "Does the motor work?" Ralph asked, as a practical man would. 

"Needs a fuel filter, but the motor's new." 

Ralph smiled, nodded, and held out his hand to the girl. She slid the sack over to him. He reached in and started counting out good old USA currency. I hadn't seen those pictures of some of my favorite presidents in a long time. I noticed that my fifteen thousand dollars didn't empty the sack, either. 

Then, I thought of a problem. "The boat isn't legally checked in to Kayakoo," I told him. "I came straight to Toenail Bay from St. Elsewhere." 

He gave me a very happy smile. "Even better." He handed me another beer, his expression more pleased all the time. I could only guess the various ramifications known only to the brain that steadily turned over under those dreadlocks. 

Suddenly it struck me that I was about to be abruptly thrust among the homeless. I hadn't a clue where to start looking for a place to stay, or even if I wanted to stay. But Ralph was one jump ahead of me. "Tomorrow night I come get you and your ‗tings over to Esther Mae's place, the Constant Din Guest House. Later you can decide what a man gotta do next." 

Thus, I set up residence in Toenail Bay, without benefit of a formal clearance. 

The next night Ralph (who showed up with a fuel filter — give the man extra points), took me over to The Constant Din. There were a few nice little apartments upstairs; downstairs was a primitive restaurant with rude wooden picnic tables sitting on the sand. They served fried chicken, coleslaw, and more fried chicken, but mostly Jack Iron, a locally made high-potency spiced rum. 

"Dis Captain Ron," Ralph said as he introduced me to another American, the only other customer in the place. "Ron Añejo," the man said. I was astounded. I had more or less thought the old boat bum up in Florida had been making this guy up, although I hadn't had a clue why he would. And here he was, live and in person. And he seemed to be everything the old guy had said. He had jumped up from his seat and was holding out his hand. On his face was the happiest and widest grin I've ever seen. It was lopsided, the grin of some mischievous elf. He was a short man, not fat, but square, and he looked strong, with thinning blonde hair. I guessed him to be about fifty and he wore what I came to recognize later as the uniform of boat bums in that part of the island chain — cutoff jeans and a scruffy tee shirt that boasted more than one grease stain. His eyes twinkled pale blue and his skin had the wrinkled and leathery look of a man who works outside. 

He laughed when he saw me looking him over. "I'm not always dressed so formal as this," he chuckled, "but I heard from Ralph that we had a newcomer and thought we should show up in our best togs to make a good impression." I ordered some fried chicken and Ralph explained my situation to Ron. 

"I buying the man's boat, he needing to get by right here," is the way he put it, and while I wouldn't have put things quite like that I had to admire Ralph's economical summation. 

Ron looked at me and wrinkled his forehead. "So I guess you'll need a job, right?" 

"Sure" I gulped. Here I was being offered the very thing I came down to avoid and damn if I wasn't feeling grateful for it. "The problem is I don't have a work permit. Hell, I don't even have a visa." 
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