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	Chapter 1: Vacation in Paradise



	 


	The taxi pulled through an elaborately decorated iron gate and stopped in front of a dainty, white villa with large, glass windows and a wraparound deck. Holly Ferguson exited the car and waited for the driver to retrieve her bags from the trunk. She thanked the man, handed him twenty dollars and told him to keep the change. There was a refreshing breeze blowing off the ocean which was visible from where she stood in the shade of several large palm trees. The warmth of the sun teasingly caressed her skin as its rays broke through the waving palm fronds.


	Holly wasn’t in a hurry. This was her summer vacation, a much needed break to recover from grueling university finals and the hustle and bustle of graduation. She had successfully attained her Bachelor of Science degree in Biological Engineering from Clemson University, but was still undecided on her choices for employment. She had three intriguing offers she was considering from Canada, Germany and Japan. There were also a couple of U.S. based companies seeking her skills, but Holly was naturally drawn to more exotic destinations. A strong spirit of adventure had always churned deep within her bosom much like the rolling, crashing waves that lay just a short distance away from where she was now standing. It was one of the driving reasons behind her career choice. To Holly, adventure equated to pristine natural destinations that inspired as well as awed and so much of the world today was being ravaged by greedy corporations and rampant misuse of the planet’s limited resources. She felt compelled to make a difference and figured that the design, development and implementation of biosystems were good places to pursue the realization of her desires.


	Holly’s raging free spirit may have had admirable qualities, but it was also a source of much turmoil throughout her life. She nearly dropped out of university on two occasions because she was bored with academics and longed to pursue the adventures that frequently filled her head with exciting images and possibilities. She was easily talked out of her escape the first time by her wealthy parents, her father being a medical doctor and her mother a psychologist, by bribing her with a new car. However, they found it much more difficult to rein Holly in on her second attempt at freedom. She had disappeared for two weeks and, once she returned home, her parents had to promise to provide her with three months of vacation, all expenses paid, to any place of her choosing upon receiving her degree before they could get her to return to her studies. Holly’s parents had always valued career success and material gain above all else which was completely opposite to Holly’s ‘follow the wind’ and ‘save the planet’ mentality. However, Holly had learned early in life how to manipulate her parents, and the chance to spend three paid months on a selected adventure was incentive enough for her to complete school. 


	The Caribbean was Holly’s place of choice for her post university getaway. The tropical islands had always called to her. She didn’t know why. She had grown up in Charleston and had never been to the Caribbean, although she wrote several reports and papers on various area locations and historical events. She had been to Greece and the surrounding coast on one yacht expedition with her parents. They had even gone to the Caribbean on a later trip, but it was during a time when Holly was both irate with them and confused with her life in general so she refused to go. Even though it was of Holly’s own choosing, she always regretted not going with them on that trip and blamed them for her missed experience. She felt that this was her way of getting even. Holly had always secretly hoped to one day live in the Caribbean’s tropical paradise, sipping margaritas from her porch and taking walks on her private beach. This trip was a way for her to realize her dream, at least temporarily and in a small way, without her controlling parents nagging constantly over her shoulder. She was so looking forward to it.


	A loud squawk from above snapped Holly out of her daydream. She raised her eyes to the tree tops and admired a colorful macaw playfully swinging from a cluster of palm fronds. A line of pelicans caught her attention as they gracefully glided across the distant lapping waves, perhaps searching for food or simply enjoying the lowering sun before it vanished over the horizon. Holly smiled. The day was coming to an end and she had to check into her villa which consisted of a cluster of extravagant rentals perched on a small rise overlooking the glistening, turquoise waters. 


	Holly had noticed the small office that sat beside the entrance when she arrived in the taxi and she figured that was where she must go. She was in the process of grabbing her bags to make the short walk from the taxi to the office when she heard a voice call out in a noticeably British accent, “Beautiful view, isn’t it? Just leave your bags there, dear. I will have Mateo take them into your villa.” 


	Holly looked up and saw a well-dressed, somewhat portly woman standing in the doorway of the office. She had dark brown skin, shoulder length black hair and a distinct mixture of African and European features. The woman waved her hand for Holly to come to the office while at the same time calling out the name Mateo. As Holly made her way to greet the woman, a young man came trotting from around one of the villas, gave Holly a quick wave and smile, and gathered her three bags. She pivoted with his movements, her eyes following the attractive figure as he made his way onto a nearby villa porch and ducked out of sight.


	Holly regained her composure, turned and made her way to the office where the woman extended her hand, introduced herself as Clarita Watkins and gave the invitation to enter. Holly provided her name along with some short pleasantries before stepping inside and taking a seat facing the desk. Clarita followed and sat down in an old swivel chair behind the desk. She ruffled through a file of papers and said in her distinct English accent, “We are so glad to have you with us, Holly. I have received three months rental payment from your parents and everything is prepared for your stay. We have stocked the kitchen with food. If you lack anything, you can either inform myself or Mateo, or you can take the short walk down the street behind our property to a small bodega that should have most any staple you require.”


	“That is extremely nice of you,” Holly replied. She looked to her left out of the office window and locked her gaze on the handsome figure that was exiting her assigned villa. “I assume that Mateo is the young man who took my bags into the villa?” she questioned.


	“Yes. Mateo is my nephew. He stays with me and takes care of the grounds. He is a delightful young man, although a bit too full of adventure, I’m afraid.” Clarita paused to chuckle at her comment. “I’m sure he will approach you at some point and offer to show you around our Paradise Island as well as greater Nassau and New Providence Island if you desire. Here is your key. We close the office at night, but if you require anything, you can find me or Mateo at our bungalow located at the end of the path to the right when you exit the office.”


	Holly followed Clarita’s pointing finger as she gave directions and said, “That is very kind of you. Thank you so much for your hospitality. I’m sure I will thoroughly enjoy my stay here.” With that, Holly rose, bid Clarita a good night and left the office.


	The sun was just beginning to set and, although it was blocked from view behind the villas to the west, its diffused rays cast incredible hues of golden orange and violet across the dimming sky. Holly spent several minutes soaking in the breathtaking sights and sounds from her deck before turning to enter the villa. She flicked on a light and scanned the premises. Her bags sat in the middle of the living room which consisted of a plush, tan-colored coach and chair, several end tables and lamps, and adorning decorations. The floor was bathed in white tile with a colorful hand-woven rug of greens, browns, reds and sporadic splashes of golden yellow placed under a rectangle, glass-topped coffee table that accentuated the extravagant yet comfortable look. To set it all off, the front and right side wall of the room were made of glass from floor to ceiling which were covered by elegant white drapes that could be pulled open to reveal an ocean view and stunning tropical surroundings.


	After admiring the living space, Holly proceeded to the kitchenette to her left which was separated from the living room by a breakfast bar complete with marble top and high, chrome plated bar stools with black leather seats. She entered and went through the cupboards and refrigerator, taking a quick mental inventory of items. Clarita was right. They had stocked the kitchen well with various staples that included such items as cereal, muffins, bread, cheese, tea, bottled water and an assortment of tropical fruits. Content that she didn’t lack anything for the night, Holly transported her bags to the spacious bedroom which was located across from the bathroom in a short hallway. Another small room was located just past the bathroom which contained a desk and chair, small bookcase, filing cabinet, phone and computer connection. Holly had brought her laptop with her, but she purposed to spend very little time on it other than checking emails for any news from the companies that were courting her employment.


	Holly returned to the kitchen and made a cup of tea. She made a mental note to pick up coffee at the little store Clarita mentioned and then retired to the deck where a table and chair were waiting. She lowered the umbrella so she could marvel at the night sky that was now splashed with sparkling stars. A crescent moon rose just off the black horizon like a chariot embarking on a heavenly flight. The scenery and warm tea worked to set Holly’s mind at ease. For the first time in four years, she felt completely at peace. She had determined before her departure that nothing was going to spoil her Caribbean trip, so she set her career and every other aspect of her life on hold, cramming them to the back recesses of her mind. Holly closed her eyes, pulled in a deep breath and melted into the sheer beauty of her environment. After a time, she rose and turned in.


	The next morning, Holly awoke early, at least for her. The sun was already stretching its warming rays across a new day and a host of chattering birds were singing their greetings. Holly took a long, soothing shower and exited the bathroom in a thin, light blue bathrobe that ended just above her knees and a white towel wrapped around her hair. Gathering a couple of muffins and a cup of tea, she went to the deck to enjoy the morning. The sun was bright and warm, but it was pleasantly balanced with a refreshing breeze flowing off the glistening ocean. She removed the towel from her head and used it to more thoroughly dry her hair as she viewed her surroundings.


	While Holly sat eating her muffins and sipping her tea, she noticed Mateo was working at the villa next to hers, grooming and watering the various plants, bushes and trees, many of which were full of gorgeous flowering blooms. She watched his every move intently. Mateo was a strong yet lean young man that looked to be around Holly’s age, maybe slightly younger. His skin was brown, although lighter in tone than Clarita’s, and he had a head full of dark curls cascading to just below his shoulders. She had noticed the previous day when he briefly passed by that his eyes were an alluring gray that danced against the tanned skin of his face and spotty beard that was struggling to grow.


	An ornery smile curled up one side of Holly’s mouth as she watched Mateo trim a hedge with a pair of shears. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and his maturing muscles were flexing with each sharp contraction required to make the necessary cut. A pair of olive green shorts fell past his knees and his feet were bearing a pair of teal blue flip flops. As Mateo worked his way around to the side of the villa facing Holly, she called out to him, “Mateo, when you have a few minutes, can we talk?” Mateo didn’t say a word. He simply provided Holly with a thumbs up and a broad smile that revealed his even rows of white teeth and then went back to his trimming. 


	After finishing her breakfast, Holly returned indoors to get dressed and continue preparing for the day. She didn’t have any real plans, but that is the way she liked her life, simple and free-flowing. What was there to do on the island? It was one of the reasons she wanted to chat with Mateo. The other reason danced teasingly in her mind. As she was unpacking her belongings and placing them in the dresser drawers and closet, she heard a knock on the glass sliding door. “Just a minute,” she called and then continued to hang the three dresses she still had laying on the bed onto the wooden rung in the closet. She held the last one out to admire it, smiling as she did. It was hot red with an open back and material that crossed generously in the front. The sexy number was complemented by a thin, black belt that wrapped gingerly around the waist. She hung it in the closet along with the others and slid her hand down the front to ensure it wasn’t creased.


	Holly exited the bedroom into the short hallway and saw Mateo standing at the door. They exchanged waves as Holly went to open the door. “Come in,” came Holly’s chipper invitation.


	“Ah, no Ma’am, I’d rather not,” Mateo responded. “I’m dirty and sweaty from working.”


	Holly cut her eyes at Mateo and said sharply, “First of all, do NOT call me Ma’am! I am not some old woman looking for respect.” Her voice then completely changed and she tenderly added, “Secondly, I don’t care if you’re sweaty, but if it makes you more comfortable, we can chat on the deck. I’ve got iced tea in the fridge. I’ll pour you a glass and be right out.”


	Again, Mateo didn’t vocally respond. He simply smiled, gave a small wave and moved towards the table on the deck. Moments later, Holly arrived with two tall glasses of iced tea and offered one to Mateo who received it with an appreciative “thank you”. He had raised the table umbrella as the sun was climbing higher in the sky where its heat was more direct and intense despite the almost continuous breeze. Holly and Mateo took a seat and the two sat admiring the scenery.


	“What an awesome view,” she said, wanting to prompt conversation. “I’ve always wanted to come to the Caribbean since I was a child and, now that I’m here, it feels so surreal, almost like I’ve been here before.” She paused a brief moment to further contemplate that feeling and then continued, “By the way, my name is Holly.”


	Keeping his gaze on the ocean with its lapping waves and wafting seagulls, Mateo responded sheepishly, “Yeah, the Caribbean has that effect on people. I’ve heard many visitors say similar things.” He paused for a moment and added, “I know your name. My aunt told me who you are.”


	Holly eyed Mateo curiously. He seemed a bit shy, but he also had a mysterious air about him. She simply adored his accent which was an intriguing mix of British and Islander, although definitely more British. She would have to find a way to get him to loosen up. She wanted to know what made this tropical stud tick.


	“Yeah,” Holly said, “your aunt also told me that you would be able to show me around. So, what do you suggest?”


	Mateo answered Holly without turning his eyes from the morning scenery, “Depends on what you want to do and where you want to go. We could go to the main island. There’s plenty to do there. Or we could go to a place here on Paradise.” He paused to give Holly a moment to think and then looked at her and added, “It really depends on you. Do you want to dance, see sites, or just grab a drink at a bar?” He waited in anticipation of her answer.


	Holly sat in deep thought contemplating her options. What she wanted to tell Mateo was that she desired to get to know him better, but she was sure it would embarrass him, so she had to think of a more subtle way to express her true intentions. “Actually, I’m a bit tired from the trip and don’t really feel like expending all that much energy just yet. Besides, there’s plenty of time to hit the clubs and visit the sites. How about we go somewhere nearby that has a good view where we can have a couple drinks?” She watched Mateo out of the corner of her eye to see how he responded. 


	Mateo turned his head away from Holly as if searching for some place with his eyes as well as his mind and offered, “Well, a really nice place is just up the coast.” His raised an arm and pointed towards the east. “It’s called The Dune and it sits on the edge of the beach. It’s a great place to enjoy a view of the ocean and the food and drinks are excellent.” He then turned around and faced Holly and asked, “Are you sure you only want to hit a bar? Most folks want to go to the clubs or visit the sites as soon as they arrive.”


	Holly was now looking at her half-full iced tea glass, playfully doodling in the condensation with her finger. She cut her eyes over to Mateo and said through a sly smile, “Nah, I would rather get to know you better since we’ve only met.” She just couldn’t hold her desire prisoner any longer. If he was offended, so be it, but she had a feeling otherwise. “The place you mentioned… The Dune was it? The seaside location, great drinks and a place we can just relax and talk, it all sounds gloriously wonderful to me.”


	This time, instead of looking away from Holly’s playful yet devilish grin, Mateo offered a broad grin of his own in return. “Ok, then. I will come by just before sunset and will escort you to The Dune.”


	“Sounds mahvalous, dahling,” Holly said playfully.


	Mateo gave a small laugh at her toying remark and shook his head as he stood up, his locks of curls bouncing from side to side. “Ok then,” he said as he descended the three steps off the deck, “I’ll see ya later”. 


	Holly watched as Mateo walked through the lawn. Her tongue protruded from her mouth and she licked her lips slowly as if already tasting the bronzed delight. Just as he arrived at the corner of the villa, Mateo swung around abruptly and called out, “Oh, and wear something casual.” Holly withdrew her tongue rapidly, wondering if he had seen her lustful gesture. If he did, he didn’t show it, but made a quick right turn and disappeared from her sight. 


	Holly hadn’t had much to do with men during university, although they were plentiful. Most were just too stuffy, or cocky, or boring, or nerdy for her taste. She had met and dated a guy in her sophomore year. He had a free spirit like hers and she instantly fell for him. However, it ended up being more than she expected. She eventually found out that his free spirit included free sex with multiple girls, one of which happened to be her dorm roomie. That experience tainted her taste for relationships and she figured she was struggling enough with staying in school, so she only allowed herself casual, friendly relationships thereafter. 


	Now that she had graduated, it was an entirely different story. She felt like the entire world was open to her like an oyster generously offering up its shimmering pearl for the taking. A fresh freedom had risen inside of her and she had a renewed desire to spread her wings and sail the winds of experience. She was now both hungry for adventure – and for sex. The two just seemed to go together naturally. Holly smiled at the thought. Yes, she was in her favorite place in the world and she wanted to live the experience to its fullest. She would have Mateo.


	Later that evening, Holly twirled as she inspected herself in the full length mirror that hung on the backside of her bedroom door. She had donned a short, white skirt and a blouse decorated with blue and pink flower blossoms and short sleeves that were held by elastic bands around her upper arms, producing small puffs of material at the shoulders. It wasn’t the sultry red dress she had wanted to wear, but it was the most casual piece of attire she owned to go out in. She gave herself another glance in the mirror and thought it seemed somewhat lacking for the occasion. She liked it though because it was low cut and showed off her ample breasts. The two things Holly credited her mother for were her full head of gorgeous auburn hair and her large breasts. 


	Another twirl before the mirror caused Holly to stop and think, Is the skirt too short? She made another spin before confirming to herself out loud, “Nah, it’s just right.” A playful smile danced across her face. She finished applying her makeup and then slipped into a pair of light blue flats. She thought the choice of shoes would be the best selection since they would be easier to navigate the sandy terrain and could be quickly removed in case of a walk along the beach happened to present itself. A light blue clutch purse completed the ensemble.


	Upon finishing her ritual, Holly went to the living room and noticed how the sun’s rays were filtering their way between the villas positioned to the west of hers. This was a clear indication that sunset was near. Now, where is that Mateo? she thought. She opened the sliding glass door, stepped onto the deck, locked it, and sat down at the table. About ten minutes later, Mateo appeared from around the end of her villa wearing black cargo shorts, a colorful shirt sporting blue, yellow and red macaws hanging from green fronds, and black boat shoes. Holly mused at the thought of how his shirt almost exactly represented the macaw playing in the top of the palm tree she had seen upon arrival.


	“I was beginning to wonder if you’d show,” Holly said as her finger caressed her lips.


	“I said I’d meet you at sunset,” Mateo replied without missing a stride.


	Holly chided, “But what time is that? You failed to tell me.”


	Mateo gave her a sheepish grin while darting his eyes at her, “Ah, we don’t abide by clocks much here on the islands. The only need for them is when dealing with tourists like you.”


	Holly gave out a gasp. That and her widened eyes expressed her surprise at his bold and direct comment. She slapped him on the arm. “Well now, I can see that you aren’t quite as shy and conservative as I initially thought.”


	“Nah,” Mateo responded, “I can be quite talkative once you get to know me.” He offered her another grin that was accented by a gleam for his light gray eyes that were just at the right angle to receive a last remaining ray of sun peeking over the western horizon. His head cocked to one side with rows of curls rested on his shoulder.


	Enough with the small talk,” Holly blurted. “I’m ready for a drink. Lead the way, my island prince!”


	Mateo blushed at the remark and motioned for Holly to follow him as he turned back toward the side of her villa from where he arrived. With several springing steps, she was walking next to him. They made their way around her villa and followed a sandy path over a small roll of terrain that leveled out onto another plateau. Mateo pointed to a bungalow that was set back in a grouping of palm trees and surrounded by various flowering bushes and plants. “That’s where my aunt and I live,” he said. It was a quaint and attractive place that produced a smile from Holly as she envisioned it to be a modern version of an ancient island dwelling.


	The pair continued along the path that descended from the current plateau to another level of earth which gradually fell to the nearby beach. Its shores were in a perpetual state of being lapped sensually by the ocean waves still slightly glistening from the glow of the setting sun. “I was hoping we’d take a walk on the beach,” Holly told Mateo as she shed her flats. The sand was warm from the day’s absorption of solar energy, but quickly turned cooler as they arrived at the waterline. Holly dug her toes into the refreshing mixture of sand and water with each step. She adored the feeling.


	Mateo and Holly made their way along the ocean’s edge for some time, casually chatting as they went. Holly stopped a few times to investigate findings laying half buried in the sand. She placed a couple of attractive seashells into her clutch to keep as mementos of the experience. Night was falling, leaving only a fading hue of blue in the sky to the west. Mateo reached out his arm and extended a finger to a distant location ahead of them that was aglow with lights and said, “That’s Dune.”


	Holly gave a simple “ah ha” of acknowledgement before bursting into a run. She glanced back at Mateo and shouted, “Come on, slowpoke!” 


	Mateo shook his head which set his curly locks swinging from side to side. He grinned broadly and took off running after her. In a mere moments, he caught up to Holly, ran a few taunting circles around her and then they both settled back into a relaxed walk to their destination, laughing and giggling as they went.


	The Dune was a combination restaurant and bar with the former set back farther from the beach. The bar was a separate gazebo-like building situated right on the edge of a small bluff with a covered walkway connecting the two facilities. A wide deck wrapped three quarters of the way around the exterior and had two stairways that provided access to the white, sandy beach directly below. Various finely groomed bushes and hedges were strategically positioned around raised planters containing fresh herbs used for the French-Asian dishes which the facility was well known for serving.


	It was Thursday night so only a small crowd had gathered which suited Holly just fine. It meant she would be less distracted from her mission. The pair sat at a table on the deck at the front edge of the bar. Lights from the area illuminated the beach below and the waves gently crashed on its surface. The sound was both peaceful and mesmerizing and Holly again took a moment to simply bask in the comforting atmosphere surrounding her. The only difference between the moments spent at her villa the night before and now was that the handsome young man, Mateo, sat across from her to share in the tranquil beauty.


	A waitress arrived to present a drink list and to take their order. Holly looked over the generous listing of mostly tropical drinks, shrugged her nose and ordered a glass of red wine. Mateo requested a mai tai. While waiting for their order to arrive, Mateo asked, “So why, with all of these incredible tropical drinks to choose from, do you only order a glass of common wine?”


	Holly hesitated a moment before responding, “Unfortunately, most tropical drinks contain rum and I have never liked it. Perhaps, your first impression of me is of a person that likes to party hardy, you know, like most Americans. The truth is that, although I do enjoy letting my hair down, as the saying goes, and having a good time, I am not much of a drinker. When I do drink, I avoid rum at all costs. It makes me sick and I detest it.” Holly looked around at the night sky and fastened her gaze on the rising crescent moon that was surrounded by a gentle haze. She turned her eyes back to meet Mateo’s and continued, “I suppose my spirit is wild enough without requiring rum or other liquored drinks.” They both laughed softly.


	 The waitress arrived with their drinks and they each took a generous sip. The quiet moment they were enjoying was interrupted when Mateo asked, “So, what brings you to the Islands?”


	The sound of the waves falling and spreading across the wet sand caught Holly’s attention. She turned to watch the sparkle of the Dune’s lights bounce off the rolling wave caps and mounds of dispersing foam produced at each crash against the shore. His question unsettled her. It wasn’t him asking the question that bothered her, but the question itself that penetrated into the nakedness of her soul. A flood of thoughts and emotions consumed her mind, bringing tears to her eyes. She wiped them away with one hand and said, “Um, forgive me.” She took a couple sips of wine to gain the time needed to gather her composure. 


	Mateo rested his arms on the table and leaned in a bit closer. “Did I say something wrong?”


	“Um, no, no. It isn’t you, Mateo. I’ve just had a very difficult four years at university.” She took another sip of wine. “Actually, I’ve had a difficult life. It seems there has always been a constant struggle within me. There’s this half of me that is the responsible one, pressing to do the right thing. You know, obey my parents’ wishes, get a degree, find a reputable job and, in the process of it all, try and save the planet. The other half just wants to be wild and free to travel the world with no responsibilities other than enjoying this ride called life. The struggle is often long and painful. Sometimes, I am just overwhelmed by it all.” She stopped and closed her eyes to enjoy a strong, hidden feeling buried deep inside and continued, “And this place definitely emboldens my wild side.” A broad grin spread across her face, replacing her sad frown.


	Mateo watched Holly closely as she returned her gaze to the beach. The waves and the sliver of silvery moon that gracefully hung above the dark abyss of the ocean provided a soft glow to a portion of its distant fluidity. He admired the deep auburn color of her thick hair that coiled down to almost the middle of her back. Her cheekbones were high and pronounced, giving a solid foundation to her straight nose that flared somewhat at the base and to her full lips that offered a perpetual look of poutiness. The projected light of the gazebo danced off of her emerald green eyes that were adorned with thin, well plucked eyebrows. He noticed how her skin was the color of rich cream – smooth, yet silky. Mateo took a drink of his mai tai and continued his questioning, “So, which you is here on Paradise Island?” He stared deeply into her eyes as she turned to meet his gaze.


	“That’s just it, Mateo. At this point, I’m just not sure.” Her eyes glistened with another wave of rising tears. She dropped her head for a moment as if embarrassed by her churning emotions, looked back at Mateo and sought to change the subject. “Enough about me right now. Who is this handsome island man sitting before me? What’s your story, Mateo?”


	It was Mateo’s turn to drop his head in response to her question. The curls of his hair hung in a ring around his colorful drink into which he was staring. He gently pushed the small umbrella aside, gave the mixture a slight stir with the provided straw and took a long sip. He then raised his eyes to Holly and said, “Well, I suppose we all have a story, don’t we?”


	Holly didn’t give him time to continue, “Yes, we do and I want to know yours.”


	Mateo gave a short laugh and began, “My mother lives in Birmingham, England. I grew up there, but it is too populated and too modern for my taste. She tried relentlessly to get me to stay and pursue an education, but I insisted on returning to the islands.”


	Holly interjected, “So, you were living here before?”


	“Yes, my father bought a vacation villa here years ago. It is actually the one you’re staying in now. He was born in England. It’s where my grandfather is from, but my grandmother is from the islands. Anyway, we used to come here often when I was a child and I fell in love with the place, the water, the people and the simple life that consumes them all.”


	“So, what about your father? Where is he?” Holly questioned.


	Mateo looked to the ocean and he, too, focused on the distant glimmer of the moonlight dancing on its waters. “My father died several years ago in a boating accident.”


	“I’m so sorry!” Holly gasped.


	“It’s alright. We weren’t that close. He was always busy with work, even when we visited Paradise Island. I spent most of my time with the local kids or hanging around with the fishermen. One old man, Gabe, would take me out on his boat and showed me how to fish and dive for pearls and such. He passed away while we were in Birmingham. I miss the old coot. He taught me a lot about island living, something I’ll always treasure.” Mateo drained the remaining liquid from his drink, making a slurping sound as his straw reached bottom, and continued, “Anyway, after my father died, my mother didn’t come back to the islands, which made me both depressed and angry. When I turned eighteen, I took my savings and returned. My aunt was living in the bungalow where she lives now, taking care of the property in our absence. My mother kept insisting that I return to England, but I would run away to various parts of the island and stay with locals and friends I had made. She finally gave up the fight and agreed to allow me to stay, providing the funds necessary for my aunt to make a business of the property. Clarita had four other villas built and it is what it is today.”


	“Wow,” Holly said without blinking, “it sounds like you’ve had a rough way to go as well.”


	“Yeah, like you, my heart desires the freedom to move about without the burdens and constraints of modern society. A bit of the old life lives inside of me,” he said tapping his chest.


	“So, what do you plan on doing here, I mean, down the road?” Holly continued, partly out of curiosity and partly wanting to understand this mysterious island man with a wild heart like hers.


	“Ah, things are good now, working for my aunt and all. But one day, I want my own large boat. You know, something like a yacht that’s big enough to navigate all the islands and maybe even visit other waters. I’ve always felt at home on a boat.”


	Holly took her last sip of wine, holding the glass upright to empty its contents, saying a muffled “uh huh” as she did. She was feeling more settled now. Placing the goblet on the table, she said, “I grew up in Charleston and I went sailing a lot with my parents when I was younger. They always had a boat we used to enjoy local waters. However, I eventually lost interest, not so much because I didn’t like sailing, but because my relationship with my parents deteriorated. Eventually, my dad bought a yacht and I went out a few times on it. It was definitely nice. I loved the feeling of being able to pick up and travel to practically any place on just a whim. The last time I went with my parents on a trip in the yacht was the summer after my freshman year of college. However, almost the entire time was spent arguing and sulking, so I never went again.”


	“Wow, that’s so sad that your bad relationship with your parents cost you such experiences. I would love to own a yacht, but suppose I’ll never have such an opportunity.” Mateo stopped to gaze over Holly’s shoulder into some distant vision.


	“Ah sure, you’ll get the chance one day,” Holly chirped. “I totally believe that you’ll get your boat.” She reached over and laid her hand on Mateo’s.


	Mateo smiled as he reconnected with Holly’s eyes. “Yeah, I suppose,” he said. After a brief pause of contemplation, he changed the conversation, “So, you want another drink, or would you rather get out of here?”


	“I really don’t want any more to drink right now, especially feeling a bit glum like I do, but it’s a tad early to go back to the villa.”


	“No worries,” Mateo said, “I’ve got just the thing to pick up your spirits.”


	With that, Mateo called the waitress over and paid the tab. He grabbed Holly’s hand and escorted her in a trot down a set of steps to their right and back onto the beach. After walking for about five minutes, Holly saw a fire burning in the distance as they rounded a bend. The faint sounds of drums and singing wafted through the air, occasionally disturbed by a loud crashing of waves and cool gusts of wind. As they drew nearer, Holly saw figures dancing around the fire. “What is that?” she asked.


	“This is what I want to show you,” Mateo answered as he hurriedly pulled her along.


	They arrived to the area that had a gathering of people sitting on several tiers of natural berms that were partially covered in tufts of native grass. Mateo led them to an empty spot and they took a seat. There were five dancers decked out in bright costumes moving to the rhythms of a drummer who was standing off to the side and playing a large bongo-style drum. The dancers moved in dips and strides around the center bonfire that was licking away the shadows of them and the drummer like some enthusiastic kid removing layers of ice cream from a cone.


	As the performance continued, Holly glanced around at the people among whom she was sitting. Most of them she assumed were tourists since they were staring intently at the show, flashing photos with fancy cameras and taking videos from a variety of mobile devices. Scattered throughout the crowd were the occasional islanders, easily identified by their brown color and simpler clothing. Most of them were young adults or kids, although Holly did spot a group of elders sitting down on the beach close to the lively event. 


	As Holly glanced between the various people in the crowd and the vibrant dancers, she felt Mateo nudge her in the side with his elbow. “Watch this,” he said.


	Just beyond the bonfire, the pitch black background lit up in two separate, although simultaneous, blasts of fiery brilliance, one on either side of center. Then, almost immediately, each individual flame separated into two flames that began twirling through the night air. Stepping into the void of the bonfire left by the now departed dancers were a man and a woman, each twirling two batons, the ends of which were flaming brightly. The woman was dressed in a white and red bikini with a sarong of the same pattern tied around her waist that was open at the front. The man sported only a loin cloth of the same pattern and coloring. They dipped and danced just as passionately as the previous crew, yet they kept the flaming wands in constant motion, spinning them around their heads, behind their backs and between their legs. Within minutes, the duos’ chocolate-brown bodies were covered in sweat that glistened in the flames of their wands and the bonfire that seemed to be strangely keeping rhythm with them.


	“This is absolutely fantastic!” Holly screeched.


	Mateo looked at her with his signature wide grin while nodding his head, both in a positive response to her statement and in keeping rhythm with the drummer and dancers. He then told her, “The folks before were Bahamian dancers. These two are fire dancers. Quite fascinating, huh?”


	Before Holly had a chance to respond, the drummer produced a long peel of the drum that ended with a loud strike, signaling the woman to cast her flaming batons spinning up into the dark sky while the man crouched low, brought one wand close to his face and blew a flame of fire from his mouth like some ancient medieval dragon. The crowd burst into applause with Mateo and Holly gleefully joining in. A young boy worked his way through the throng of spectators holding forth a large straw hat for receiving donations. Holly retrieved a twenty dollar bill from her clutch and cast it into the hat as he passed. Her tip joined a growing mound of similar offerings of appreciation from the highly impressed crowd of visitors. She then turned to Mateo and said, “Wow, Mateo. That was incredible! Thank you so much for bringing me.”


	“You’re very welcome,” Mateo said. Then he turned towards the bonfire and continued, “Come with me. I have someone I want you to meet.”


	Most of the crowd was dispersing, but as Holly followed Mateo down the berms, she noticed a group was gathered, consisting of the dancers, drummer, various islanders and several spectators that were offering their respects to the group of elders and then wandering away to their next activities or overnight refuges. 


	Mateo and Holly arrived and stood in the back of the group until the gathering of people had left. He took her by the hand with a simple “come” and led her to each of the elders, introducing her as they went. The last person that Mateo approached was an old woman who was seated in a chair at the end of the line with a twisted walking stick laid across her lap. She was dressed in a purple robe-like dress that was decorated with odd, black symbols. As Holly drew near, Mateo stepped to the side which allowed the light of the fire to illuminate the woman. Her face was etched with deep wrinkles and dotted with various black spots and moles. Her eyelids were heavy and pressing downward, almost covering one eye. Her nose was broad and flat and her lips were plump and creased. The color of her skin was deep brown, almost black, and her frizzy hair was a mixture of black and gray, although gray easily made up the majority. 


	Mateo knelt down, took the woman’s withered hand and kissed her on the cheek. She responded by wrapping an arm over his shoulder to embrace him and pat him on the back. “Mateo, mah dear boy, so good ta see ye,” the woman said with a rough and raspy voice that produced a thick islander accent. As Mateo rose upright at her side, still poised on one knee, the woman asked, “Who be yer friend, Mateo?” The old woman gave Holly an investigative glare from head to foot.


	“Mula, this is a new friend of mine. Her name is Holly and she is from the States.” Mateo then turned his gaze to Holly and said, “Holly, this is my adopted mother, Mula.” He turned his eyes back to the old woman and both of them shared a long and tender smile. She reached up and placed a hand on his cheek.


	“Very nice to meet you,” Holly said politely.


	“Yeah, t’is,” the old woman said while still looking Holly over and shaking her head slightly in acknowledgement. Her gaze seemed to go beyond Holly’s physical body and reach into the very depths of her soul. “I be seein’ dat ye possess a spirit similar ta mah Mateo. I reckon ye like life a tad more on da wild side, eh?” Mula released a short cackle.
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