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  DISCLAIMER




  This is a work of fiction. All characters are fictitious and the invention of the author. None is identical with any person living or dead. Real places, actualities, incidents, and policies that appear in this novel are based on documentation, research, and/or personal experience but are used fictitiously. Though I would wish otherwise, the International Institute for Environmental Sciences and Advocacy does not exist, nor does MIT have anything to do with this Institute, nor do any named foundations or public individuals. This is a satire. It is meant to make you laugh lest you weep.




  We are lost, but only so punished




  That without hope, we live on in desire.




  Dante Alighieri




  La Divina Commedia
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  . . .




  And limbo stick is the silence in front of me




  limbo




  limbo




  limbo like me




  limbo




  limbo like me




  . . .




  knees spread wide




  and the water is hiding




  limbo




  limbo like me




  knees spread wide




  and the dark ground is under me




  . . .




  sun coming up




  and the drummers are praising me




  out of the dark




  and the dumb gods are raising me




  . . .




  Edward Kamau Brathwaite




  Limbo




  TO




  John Maxwell




  (1934–2010)




  and




  Diana McCaulay




  Chapter One




  Flora Smith is checking her math, tallying the money she needs to meet next month’s payroll, stop the roof from falling in, pay the rent, and keep projects going. She scrutinizes the subtotals then re-adds the numbers, starting at the bottom if she previously started at the top, but stubbornly the bottom-line remains the same. Her office extension is ringing, but she ignores it. Her cell phone is off. Math requires her complete concentration. Doris, one of her staff, waves a hand in front of Flora’s face and mouths, “Mr. Krenshaw on the phone for you. Says he’s been calling you on your cell but no answer.”




  Flora is about to tell Doris that Mr. Krenshaw can leave a message, but he is one of the richest men in the Caribbean, and she has these nagging figures in front of her, so she picks up her phone.




  “Malcolm, I heard you on the radio this morning. I was very impressed. You sound so passionate.”




  “Flora, why you don’t answer you damn phone? Been calling you all morning.”




  “Malcolm my dear, it’s that time of the month when I have to reconcile my books, and during such time, much like you during carnival, I don’t answer my phone.”




  “So what you think about this damn disaster?”




  Flora bites her tongue and does not ask which damn disaster. She can think of many disasters of which his personal tragedy is not anywhere near the top of the list. Instead she consoles, her voice a calming purr, “What a ting ee? How dem coulda do you such a ting?” Then she adds the purely rhetorical question, “You know who did it?” Flora is pretty sure she knows who did it, and she knows Malcolm knows; the question is, would anyone actually identify who had done it and would there be any consequences? The answer is most likely no. Jamaica is a small island; everything might be known, but everything is off the record. You might end up at an event with someone you had named, and when confronted, what would you say to them? You would of course say, “Nah man, wasn’t me.”




  “Well, we have some ideas, have some leads. Damn truck driver who had first said where he had taken the sand now refuses to speak. Tell me (Oh, oh, she thinks, he’s actually going to ask me for a favor), is it possible to trace where sand comes from? You know, like stealing a . . . a . . . .”




  Flora, who has a doctorate in earth sciences, her specialty mineralogy, interrupts his linguistic labor, “Yes, you can. Sand has DNA just like you and me.”




  “You mean if we get a sample . . .”




  “You can compare it to a sample from somewhere else and see if they match? Yes.”




  Malcolm sighs. “Flora, you can do that?”




  “There are government agencies to do this sort of thing.”




  “Yes, but I don’t trust them.”




  It is Flora’s turn to sigh.




  “Tomorrow morning. We doing some investigating. I want you to come and lend your expertise. Will send the jet for you. Will only take a few hours of your time, and you’ll be back in two twos.”




  “LEND, Malcolm? I cannot LEND. I have to raise three million JA dollars by the end of this month, or I have to lay off two of my staff, and I will have to close the office because I can’t pay the rent. And either way I have to close the office because the roof is collapsing. Seems to me that our last request to you for a donation was met with a form letter saying SO VERY SORRY!”




  “Flora! Flora, calm the hell down. When did you request money from me? I don’t recall seeing any request from you.”




  “Well, let’s see, how about every year for the last ten years?”




  “Okay. Okay. How much you need?”




  Flora looks at her columns. “I need one point three for the roof. I need one point five for salaries. I need a hundred thousand for rent and another hundred thousand for utilities and such.”




  “Alright. I will have my assistant Leslie-Ann call you and make arrangements. She will have a check waiting for you at the airport tomorrow. Okay?”
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  The sleek corporate jet holds eight, but there are only four people on board. When Flora asks for Malcolm, Leslie-Ann informs her that Malcolm and his partners flew over the night before. In addition to Flora, Executive Director and CEO of Environment First, there are three members of the news media: two print journalists who specialize in environmental matters—Milton “Milt the Lion” Brown and Natasha Silo—and Mark McKensie, Jamaica’s leading radio talk-show host. The day is unusually clear. There is a high-pressure trough ahead of a tropical wave that no doubt will be more than waving when it arrives. There are no clouds, and it is already blazing hot at 7:30 in the morning. Flora is very well acquainted with her fellow travelers, and they exchange lively speculation as to who, what, where, and when, as well as deep skepticism as to how something of this scale could have happened unnoticed, and why a multi-million dollar property would go unmonitored.




  Having left Kingston, as they head north over the core of the island, Flora takes note of the scars, gouges, and disfigurement of the hills mined for bauxite, and the craters, pits, sludge lakes, and discarded bauxite roads. Milton, sitting across from her, eagerly photographs the ravages as they fly by. He is the senior statesman of journalism, whose stories are always peppered with names dropped of all the prime ministers and leading figures he has known, stories always begun many decades before, to remind in case any one had not noticed, that he is the most senior, most knowledgeable, and most capable person among them. Milton and Flora, long-time co-conspirators, have been working together to stop the building of an alumina refinery in St. Ann, and some weeks before had been soundly booed and ridiculed at a public hearing packed with workers from the bauxite company. As they pass over the refinery site that is already being cleared for construction, they look at each other, shake their heads, and laugh.




  At the end of that meeting, a friend very highly placed in the Jamaican government took Flora aside and warned her about her safety. He told her that she needed to be aware that the bauxite company is owned by one of Russia’s most dangerous oligarchs, and she needed to be careful. She performed her usual Iron Lady routine and acted both outraged and unafraid, but on the drive home, she found herself shaking uncontrollably. And when home, went straight to bed, continuing to shiver no matter how many covers she burrowed under. She could not sleep. Hadn’t there been a Russian journalist who had been forced into hiding because he dared to write about a bauxite oligarch? Was it the same oligarch or a different one? Who could keep track of the various oligarchs? But, really, what can they do to her? She has no horse to decapitate and place by her pillow. She has no pets at all (unless you count the croaking lizards living behind her paintings), so animal torture is off the list. She has no children, currently no husband, and her ex-husbands have disowned her. She is an only child, and her parents are already dead, so she has no family they could hold hostage. They will have to come directly after her. Would they kill her outright or make it look like an accident? For a while, she tried to remind herself to be like a pilot and examine her car before she got in, but she had no idea what she was to look for and stopped stooping down to look for bombs, because the last time she had ripped the seam of her pants. The constant checking under the bonnet to see if various cables were intact led to her hands getting dirty, thus her clothes getting soiled and her face smeared with grease. She has given up on vigilance.
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  The jet taxies to a halt in Montego Bay, and they get out into a rush of heat rising off the tarmac. They are met by resort developer Quincy Gold, who Flora thinks of as Young Gold even though he isn’t particularly young anymore and who, to his face, she calls Junior Gold. He has certainly taken to looking like his father, with the protruding belly and fattening jowls of the successful businessman, but his voice betrays him, never reaching his father’s commanding bass, but still sounding like the petulant teenager she’d known when she’d been one of his father’s legion of mistresses. Flora runs her hand through her hair as she smiles at Quincy and asks how his father is doing. He shrugs, “The old man? The doctor says he should stop smoking, stop drinking, get some exercise, but no one can tell him anything!” Feeling sorry for Young Gold, Flora gives him a hug and links her arm in his as they walk in the direction of the waiting helicopters.
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  Flora recognizes that her weakness for men has led her to some not-so-smart decisions. Senior Gold was one of her more tawdry moments between husband one and husband two. Being a devout heterosexual has led to complications. There were the husbands of other women and then there were her husbands. The first till-death-do-us-part lasted five years, which more than exhausted Flora’s capacity for domestic fidelity. The second lasted only three years, but had felt like a decade, they were so hopelessly unsuited and spent most of their marriage trying to separate. Now men her age are not the least interested in her romantically. Their gaze only registers younger women, and she has become invisible to them. Her eager young men are lots of fun, cute, and hard and keep her thinking thoughts more appropriate to her teenage years, but they ultimately bore her as they had when she was a teenager.




  What to do? She has no answers. Having given up on marriage, Flora lived for two years in unwedded bliss with her last man, until he had abruptly rung wedding bells with the daughter of a prominent politician and left her to wonder what she had done wrong this time. Flora had gone through a brief period she calls her “Oprah Phase” where she hoarded self-help books: Smart Women Stupid Choices, Ten Steps to Reclaiming Your Inner Power, The 14 Secrets to Successful Self Fulfillment. She had founded an environmental organization out of nothing and has been making it work for fifteen years when most nonprofits don’t last five, and this in a place where the environment isn’t on anybody’s radar. So isn’t this a great achievement? Isn’t this enough? If it had ever been enough, she now has very grave doubts.




  As they approach the helicopters fronted by a smattering of men standing waiting, Malcolm walks toward them, warmly greeting Flora as he removes her arm from Quincy’s and leads her discretely to the side.




  “Flora! So happy you could make it. You are looking especially delicious this morning. Did Leslie-Ann take care of you?”




  Flora pats his arm and tries not to inhale his cologne. “She did. Thanks, Malcolm. We can talk more about that later.”




  Malcolm, looking anxiously toward the helicopters, mumbles, “Yeah man no problem.” As the helicopter blades begin to whir, he points Flora back in that direction. “We better get going. We can talk on the way over.”




  Yeah, sure, thinks Flora. Anyone who has ever been on a helicopter knows you can’t talk above the din. In her handbag is an envelope with a check for fifty thousand Jamaican dollars with a promise of another fifty thousand to come soon. Cheap bastard! He has given her less than a thousand US dollars. And the insult of the “rest to come” was dependent on what, her solving his problems? But Flora is not perturbed, he needs her expertise, and he will pay for it. The bill she will send for her technical services and lab work will go a long way to guaranteeing that the Environment First office stays open with a brand new roof.




  The two helicopters rise into the air and fly along the shore, first heading east to Trelawny from Montego Bay. The helicopter door is open so a television news cameraman can record, and Milton is also snapping away. The noise is deafening; communication takes the form of pointing. Flora is admiring the singular length and beauty of a white sand beach when Milton gesticulates with great urgency. The helicopter swoops down low so they can get a close-up and then rises above so they can fully grasp the scope of the destruction. She had seen photographs of the site, but they do not adequately capture the dimensions of the damage. The once exquisite beach has been turned into a large-scale mining pit that is filling with slimy water. There is a makeshift road with big tire tracks where the trucks hauled out the sand.




  Tears wet Flora’s face. She has absolutely no connection to this location other than her objection to it being the projected site of a huge hotel, casino, and luxury condominium development, but every molecule in her body hurts when she sees her island being abused. Her shoulders begin to heave. After they land, she sits with her face in her hands, weeping. The others go ahead. She knows they think her overemotional, but too bad. That is one thing she has no intention of changing.




  Flora gets a grip, blows her nose, dries her face, and grabs her sampling equipment. When she makes it to where everyone has gathered at the side of the mine, Malcolm is in full stride talking to two television cameras. Flora takes note of who was in the second helicopter: in addition to the cameraman from the other TV station, there are the Bent brothers, sons of the richest hotelier in the Caribbean (they are referred to in the press as entrepreneurs and investors in the development); Matt Cohen, the Warren Buffett of the Bahamas (before Warren started to give his wealth away); and Sheldon Day, pit-bull attorney to the wealthy who is usually snarling at her (Environment First sued one of his hotel clients for dumping sewage into the ocean), but today is smiling benignly at her.




  “As you can see, this is the utter criminal undoing of a ten-­billion-dollar absolutely unique, highest quality, seven-star develop­ment that would have brought needed employment, development, and pride to this area.” Malcolm’s voice is cracking with anguish, “Instead, because of the theft of our sand, we are left with a despoiled environment and an impaired ability to continue with our project. Those who have committed this criminal act must be held accountable. They must be punished. They will be punished. I will see to that.” Malcolm shakes his fist at the camera as he says these last lines, and Young Gold and the Bent brothers break into applause. Flora avoids eye contact with Milton so as not to lose her composure. He’s whispering something to Natasha Silo, and Flora can easily imagine his droll remarks. Malcolm had been very forgiving when other people’s sand was stolen. He’d told Flora to “ease up nuh man” and that “everybody do it.” She’s looking forward to sharing a beer with Milton and having a good laugh. Malcolm and the rest of these developers’ sudden conversion into zealous environmentalists is beyond ludicrous.




  As Malcolm leads the group on various photo ops, Flora goes off to collect sand. It really is a large, well-situated property. If it was worth so much, why hadn’t they protected it? Flora is absorbed in her work and relieved to be alone. She looks out for fossils and observes the various geological substrata. She thinks about the millions of years and intricate biological processes that went into making this piece of the Earth, to making the sand. It is irreplaceable. Sand formation is slow, and now even slower with the depletion of sand-producing fish due to overfishing, destruction of fish nurseries by shoreline development, degradation of the coral reefs by algae-producing pollution, and global-warmed bleaching. In addition, rising sea levels and bad development practices cause shoreline erosion. Developers are desperate for sand. They have to get sand from somewhere, and that means stealing it from another beach, shipping it in from some other tropical location, or making “sand” from crushed rocks. Malcolm’s resort development will have to acquire sand, but there is little likelihood that once deposited the new sand will stay put. Flora takes samples from a range of sites, labels them carefully, and photographs each sampling area. She hasn’t been outdoors doing fieldwork in a long time, and it gives her fulfillment in a way that overseeing staff or persuading policy makers never does.




  Back in the helicopter, they fly west over the likely culprits. The first is Conquistador Bay & Village, a cluster of high-rise luxury hotel-condominiums and villas, which despite the ads and brochures depicting a romantic beach broader than any in Jamaica, has no beach whatsoever, and is in the process of blasting the rocky shoreline and attempting to engineer a beach. Flora doesn’t need to take samples because the Conquistador has already handed over evidence to the government’s environmental agency, saying they had legitimately bought sand from a certified company. Malcolm used his close connection to the Prime Minister to get her some of that sand for testing.




  The next hotel is part of the very successful Vista Mar chain, of which there are four on the island with another two planned. Flora can’t understand why they would need sand since they already have a beach, and that is the very thesis the Vista Mar Pine Grove argued when absolutely denying taking any sand. But as they fly low over the shore, Flora immediately sees dissimilar coloration and texture of sand on one end, and guesses they already have an erosion problem and added new sand to compensate. Luckily for Flora, that side of the beach has no security guards. To not blast the area she will sample, the helicopter deposits her at a distance. Running, she quickly shovels sand from three locations into three small buckets then waves for the helicopter to come and get her. She hasn’t had so much excitement since the previous year when she and Milton drove all over empty bauxite roads videotaping the failed reclamation efforts. No one stopped them, but driving by a few months later, the entrance they had used was blocked with concrete slabs, and had a very large No Entry sign posted, replacing the smaller one they had ignored.




  The last hotel is the Calypso, the largest in Jamaica yet still expanding. Located on what had been a sugar plantation spreading out onto a rocky point, a truly picturesque setting but with a dearth of beaches for the 3,000-room resort. There had been a few small, delicate coves, but they did not satisfy the grandiose aspirations of the hotelier, so shoreline was pulverized, sea walls built, and tons of sand deposited. As Flora flies over, she sees gangs of workers spread out frantically raking sand; they stop long enough to shout obscenities at the helicopters and fling their arms in the Jamaican sign language that signifies “go weh.” Since most Jamaicans lack steady employment, the opportunity to work brings great loyalty to the one who is keeping them from hunger, at least until they start to feel exploited, and then they burn the place down. But this is simply an unexpected day’s work for people who are financially vulnerable, and they aren’t about to have anyone box food out of their mouths. Flora can’t get samples. The site is too big, and the situation too threatening. They will have to figure out something else. She can only hope that the raking will not defeat her sampling methodology.




  The jet back to Kingston is full. Malcolm sits beside Flora, spoiling her fun. She is unable to share notes with Milton, and her plan of shooting the breeze over a beer is dashed as Malcolm takes them all out for a late lunch—the media always ready for free food. Flora can barely stay awake after the unusually heavy meal. When working, she is used to eating granola bars or peanuts with raisins and calling it lunch. She and Malcolm discuss the Calypso sampling problem, and he is unfazed. He has already paid someone to sneak in during the night to get what she needs. She explains that, given the raking, said person would have to take sand from a variety of sections, digging deep as well as scooping exposed sand. She doubts he will be able to label anything and worries over sample contamination. Flora reassures Malcolm that she will do some preliminary testing at the lab that night. And he promises that if she sends his company the bill for the roof they will “take care of it.”




  Flora drives home on autopilot; it takes less than ten minutes, and she has no recollection of any part of the journey. She walks in the house, goes straight into the bathroom, and sticks her head under the shower thinking the water could never be cold enough. And then she turns the fan on full blast and flops naked on her bed. When she wakes, it is dark, and she curses the thought of having to go anywhere. It is now deliciously cool, and there is her favorite sound: rain falling. She turns off the fan and slides under the covers to listen to the raindrops on the leaves outside her window.
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  All the lights in the department are on. Graduate students apparently like to work at night. It’s been six years since Flora was in the faculty of Earth Sciences, but she is still called “Prof.” She enjoys being an occasional guest lecturer but refuses to return to the university despite being pestered to do so every year. She is frequently invited to speak to obscure groups like architects, retired teachers, and bird watchers with maybe three people in the room interested in what she has to say. She is a celebrity fixture on all the talk shows. Not hard to be a celebrity in a place that is small and has hardly any environmentalists.




  Flora waves at Derek, her favorite grad student, who still has not managed to finish his dissertation. He is the department darling. In addition to being brilliant, he doesn’t mind doing his professors’ work, is a very competent teacher being paid graduate student rates, and is a wiz in the lab. What’s not to like?




  “Hey Prof,” he grins, “I know why you here.”




  “Is that so?” He bounds into the lab behind her. Flora rubs her temples. “That being the case, how about you help me?”




  “Sure ting.” They walk outside into what has become a drizzle and get the remaining samples out of her car. Another of Derek’s attributes are his muscles. Flora’s are feeling sore, so she lets him carry most of the gear.




  “Okay. Sample One of Site A. Compare with Sample One of Site B.” Flora focuses the microscope, switches the slides back and forth, then moves for Derek to take a look.




  “Look the same to me, Prof.”




  “Me too.”




  Flora goes through each batch quickly. She will examine them more carefully on a specialized imaging machine that takes isolates and then do chemical analysis. The more tests she does, the higher her bill to Malcolm and associates.




  “Derek, don’t you have your own work to do?”




  He laughs, “I waiting on Prof Maraj to get back to me on my last chapter. He’s had the thing for almost a year now.” Flora rolls her eyes. Maraj is notorious.




  “Well, let me know if I can help.” Maybe there is some test she hasn’t thought of that Derek can perform and get paid for. There is that new infrared spectrographic imaging technology that the geology guys working for the oil prospectors have. That would probably cost more than Derek’s wages for the semester.
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  She locks the samples in her locker and leaves Derek in the laboratory. Her feet wet from a puddle she hadn’t noticed, Flora stands by her car and calls Malcolm. He doesn’t answer, so she leaves a message. “Malcolm, the samples match. Their sand is your sand. This is preliminary testing. I will follow up with tests that can stand up in court. Night, night.”




  Chapter Two




  In the middle of a vivid dream set in Prague, Flora stands outside a cathedral whose bells are ringing a mournful toll that gradually becomes her phone ringing. There is no way she is getting out of bed, so she flails her left arm along her bedside table in hope of encountering a phone. Her mouth feels like a dry sponge, and she is convinced that aliens landed and operated on her brain during the night. Brain, what brain? The phone stops ringing as soon as she finds it. Fuck! Flora opens one eye and uncovers the digital clock; she can’t sleep with it winking at her. Eleven sixteen. Wow. She managed to sleep over five, maybe six hours. She can’t quite remember what time she made


  it home.




  The phone rings again. It is Sandy, one of her board members and a persistent busybody.




  “So are you alone?”




  “Huh?” Flora cannot get her voice working.




  “Was just wondering if you had company in bed with you given the way you and that young man were going at it on the dance floor.”




  Flora sits up and looks with great alarm at her bed, half expecting to find some young man in it. None. Should she check under the bed?




  “No, I’m alone.” The effort of speaking makes Flora cough.




  “You okay?”




  “Oh yeah, just waking up, was in the middle of a dream in Prague. I’ve never been there!”




  “Sounds lovely.”




  Flora can think of not a word to say.




  “Just called to say congrats. A fabulous time was had by all and a very successful fundraiser. Everyone was there! Doesn’t hurt that you were on the front page of all the newspapers yesterday.”




  Yesterday? Flora remains speechless.




  “Well, darling I have to rush, but just wanted to say how great I think everything went.”




  Really couldn’t wait to tell me that, huh? She forces herself to speak, “Thanks, Hon. See you at the board meeting on


  Monday.”




  On the toilet, peeing, Flora begins to recall fragments from the night before. Covering her face in horror, she laughs so hard she wants to throw up.
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  Last night was Environment First’s bi-annual fundraiser. Sandy is correct. Flora had been front page, on television and on all the radio talk shows that day (well, if not always in person, she was the subject.) Because of her expertise, what one editorial called her “sound science,” she as sole witness (in typical Jamaican fashion all the actual eye-witnesses had disappeared, leaving only the “expert witness”) had convinced the judge with her dazzling scientific evidence. She had delivered a half-hour deposition accompanied by a stunning PowerPoint presentation, Derek’s handiwork for which she had paid him handsomely with Malcolm’s money. The multi-million dollar case was going to trial with a fairly obvious outcome unless the defendants wanted to settle fat sums of money out of court. Malcolm had already shown his gratitude: the environmentally friendly materials for a shiny new roof at Environment First’s Eco Yard had been delivered.




  The attendance at the fundraiser was not only double what was typical, but they had raised easily ten times more than they usually did. And this was not counting the earlier generosity of Malcolm’s partners. Oh yes, Flora was whistling a happy tune, so happy that she kept visiting the bartender for his delicious rum punches. All beverages were provided by Jamaica Rum Ltd., the CEO of which was a previous board member, and the food catered by Mystic Blue Mountain Catering, owned by a daughter of a loyal donor.




  In the waning hours, Flora found herself on the dance floor with Jerome, a dive master at one of the north coast high-end boutique hotels. There exists a group of well-heeled, very bored middle-aged women who pass around their young men like so much candy, and she had heard rhapsodic talk of Jerome. Her friend Miranda had encountered him when taking guests out for a spin on her husband’s yacht and had insisted on individual dive lessons that had started in her pool. Miranda never actually bothered with certification but claimed to have learned all sorts of useful things. Flora started out dancing with any and everyone, but Jerome stayed close at hand and became her exclusive partner when the DJ started playing slow music. In retrospect, Flora was relieved that most people had departed, especially people that mattered, because who wanted to witness a fully grown woman grinding on the dance floor with a guy young enough to be her son?
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  Flora goes into the kitchen and pours herself a long glass of coconut water, followed by fresh-squeezed orange juice and then filtered tap water. She massages her face and scalp and says out loud, “Did I really do that?” as she tries to remember what they had actually done when they left the gala and drove to where Jerome was staying. She had not gone inside, she was sure of that. He had not invited her. They had stayed in her car in the driveway making out. She had not brought him home, she isn’t sure why, but now is very grateful. She should not have been driving at all. “This has got to stop!” This insane indulgence in risky behavior has to stop. But she’s told herself this numerous times before and still has these humiliating lapses. Maybe she needs to track down and capture husband number three. Maybe she should go online and find her ideal match, her soul-mate. Or maybe she should just go over to her friend Petra’s house and buy some of the sex toys she is always pushing, “Better than any man! After this you will want no man! Trust me.”




  The morning after always fills Flora with self-loathing and ­menacing voices in her head calling her a slut—her father’s voice the loudest and most insistent, a stinging slap across her face. No way is she calling Jerome to get his version of their dalliance. Instead, she calls her best friend, Lilac, who listens to her ranting and blubbering and assures her that, yes, she can still show her face. No, it had not looked so bad. She and Jerome are very good dancers, and they were just two people enjoying themselves. And, anyway, those who might have noticed are all people who love and respect her. So she is not to worry. And, yes, Lilac is coming right over and will make them lunch.
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  Lilac arrives promptly with three bags of provisions. She knows better than to expect anything resembling fresh food at Flora’s. Flora snoops in the bags as Lilac places them on the counter. Lilac swipes her away, “Behave youself bad pickney! I am making us something delectable.” Delectable? That was guaranteed. Flora knows she isn’t to interfere so sits on a bar stool and watches her friend go to work, Lilac’s long, graceful fingers professionally slicing and dicing. And as she has repeatedly done over the years, Flora puzzles as to why she just doesn’t marry Lilac. She’d be well fed, she’d be loved and fussed over, and since Lilac is a mother of adult children, she’d have children and grandchildren without the responsibilities of raising them. She and Lilac have known each other since kindergarten, and no one else knows her every flaw and still manages to love her.




  Lilac adds diced sweet peppers while whipping the eggs she seasoned with onions, garlic, nutmeg, thyme, pimento, and cilantro. She is making an ackee and brie omelette. This she serves with fried breadfruit chips, and a heaping of mixed greens with beetroot and blood orange slices, dribbled with a lime and mustard vinaigrette. Dessert is chilled lychee fruit. Their beverage is a smoothie of mango, banana, and papaya blended with home-made passion fruit juice.




  Flora lies on her living room floor on a Guatemalan throw rug she bought at a global warming conference, rubbing her stomach and moaning in ecstasy. “Laad av mercy you kill me! Me cyan move!” Lilac, with all five foot ten of her stretched out on the hand sculpted guango-wood couch, shows no sign of distress, most likely already thinking of what she will prepare for dinner. Flora soaks in Lilac’s calming beauty, her smooth rich black skin, her slender elegance, and thinks of her friend’s quick intelligence and uncomplicated savvy. Lilac has not one drop of Drama Queen in her DNA.




  Lilac opens her eyes, meets Flora’s gaze with a wicked smile, “Pretty Browning get youself ina trouble wid man again!”




  Flora sighs, “Lilac Samuels, you clearly do not love me. If you did you would not reference my most recent humiliation! And, anyway, I am not in trouble. I have no plans to see Jerome again!”




  Lilac rolls her eyes and laughs, “I do so love you. Come here, bad pickney.” Lilac moves over to make room for Flora who crawls over to the couch. As she has done since they were girls, Lilac gently strokes Flora’s arms and shoulders with the tips of her cool fingers and plays in Flora’s curly hair, once a lush brown with blonde and red tones when in the sun, now auburn with gray streaks.




  Flora purrs, “You putting me to sleep.”




  “So tell me this: is who tief di sand?”




  “Me cyan seh.”




  “What you mean you cyan seh! Remember Bunny, my assistant at Chez Michel?”




  For ten years, Lilac had been in charge of the kitchen at the most expensive restaurant on the north coast. Flora does not remember Bunny but nods her head anyway.




  “He is now chef at one of the New Vista Mar restaurants—would you believe it pretends to serve Mexican food? Anyway him seh him friend drive one of the sand truck dem. And one next friend in a fishing boat one night see all sorts of tings agwan.”




  Flora is noncommittal. “E’heh?”




  Lilac stops her caresses. “Well, Bunny tell mi seh whole heap of Big Man involve, including politician and police and maybe some of the landowner demself. Is true?”




  Flora takes Lilac’s hand and replaces it where it had been, the tender soft inside of her right arm, “Don’t this is Jamaica? So what you think? Cho! But mus!”




  Lilac’s fingers expertly resume their path up and down Flora’s arm, “The trial not going go through den!”




  “Well, I have done my bit. If it turns out I am the only uncorrupt person on this island, well then, so be it.” Flora closes her eyes, snuggles into her friend’s body and falls asleep.




  Chapter Three




  Underwater but not wet, Flora is at the newest north coast attraction, Sea Fun World. She, along with a few tourists and Susie Jenkins (the newspaper reporter who covers north coast tourism, and writes bubbly, enthusiastic stories repeating every word the minister, the tourist board, or anyone in the tourist sector breathes), are walking along a submerged concrete walkway with a wall of glass that allows them to remain dry while admiring the marine life. A diver swims into view, scatters feed from his bag, and where before there was nothing to look at, now there is a swarm of Sergeant-Major fish.




  Flora is trying to avoid a panic attack. She dislikes small confined spaces (once the blush of lust was off, her second husband had taken to calling her Mrs. Neurotica and Madame Hysterica because of her occasional displays of terror). Perspiration pours down her armpits, as she both hallucinates that the diver is Jerome and that the plate glass is cracking. To distract herself, Flora searches the tableaux to find some marine life other than the cockroaches of the deep. She notices a school of tiny reef fish and wonders if someone imported them, maybe dumped out their aquarium. The reef itself appears to be fake, which reminds her that Nigel, one of the co-owners of Sea Fun World, builds reefs. He had gone from being chairman of the board of the Marine Conservation Park to being the leading expert and proponent of artificial reefs. The Minister of Tourism had proclaimed that Jamaica would be a leading dive site within a year, and despite the waters being overfished and inner reefs dead and dying, the answer had been, as always, “no problem mon!” We’ll take all those tires we don’t burn, and those rotting cars, and hey if you have some crashed planes, they are good, sunken boats will also do—anything. Just dump it in the sea and presto: new reef!




  [image: image]




  Flora tries to steady her hand as she gulps from her glistening glass of ginger beer. She had thought of ordering a Red Stripe but managed to stave off that impulse. She sits at an outdoor table in the Sea Fun World Happy Dolphin Restaurant (yes, there is a carved smiling dolphin over the entrance and photos and paintings of prancing dolphins everywhere; the insignia on the staff’s polo shirts is the same smiling dolphin that is over the entrance) with Susie, who is doing an exclusive on the attraction, and Madge Murray, the owner who wants Flora to endorse Sea Fun World as a shining example of Jamaican eco-tourism. Flora’s jaw hurts from the phony smile on her face as she listens to Susie wax on about how educational the experience was and Madge boast about the license they have gotten to have captive dolphins in their World.




  “It’s just such a spiritual healing thing to be with the dolphins. You can just see the transformed looks on people’s faces once they have been with the dolphins. And we have the best trainer. He used to be at Disney. He got tired of the hectic lifestyle, was looking for a place to chill, and we’re really lucky to have him.” Susie takes notes, even though her tape recorder also records Madge’s every gasp. Flora is guessing why the best trainer would end up in Jamaica. Coke burn out? Easier to feed his weed habit? Or was he just plain fired?




  “Now Flora, I know in the past you’ve objected to captive dolphins, but we are going to have the most state-of-the-art facilities. They are going to be actually better off than living in the wild.” Madge beams at Flora, who hides the fact that she can no longer smile by taking another gulp, except her glass holds no more ginger beer, and she ends up with a choking mouthful of ice. Oh yes, Massa! Thank you, Mistress! Weren’t the slaves better off on the plantations than in the wilds of Africa? Wasn’t that a defense of the slave traders? Madge waves a waiter over and tells him to refill Miss Flora’s ginger beer. He bows while taking her glass. Flora tries to stop her eyes from following his ass but when she shuts them has an unsettling flash of Jerome and immediately reopens her eyes.




  “So Madge, how many divers do you have?” Flora’s smile is back on. Madge looks baffled by this non sequitur. “Divers?” Madge’s smile now looks shaky and strained.




  “Oh, you know, at Fun Sea World I know you do all the water sports—jet skis, water-skiing, sailing, snorkeling, diving . . .”




  “Oh yeah, we do have the Full Fun Package!” Madge indicates some brochures that are on the table, from which Susie is busy copying pertinent information. Madge hands a diving brochure to Flora, who is convinced the featured photo is Jerome.




  “Who is your dive master?”




  “Oh, we have several.”




  Flora cannot help herself, “Do you know Jerome Fontaine?” A dreamy look crosses Madge’s face as she turns and looks out to sea. The silence is an eternity, so that even Susie notices. Looking up from her notes and brochures she clears her throat, returning Madge from her reverie.




  “Jerome? Yes, Jerome is quite a diver.” Madge turns back to Flora, their eyes meet for a defiant moment, and then they both flush and look away.




  Okay, so who hasn’t he fucked? And why did that make her want him more? She, the petulant child who wants to make sure she gets her bag of goodies at the end of the birthday party. Not to be left out. No, not her. The waiter brings Flora a fresh glass of ginger beer, and then they are surrounded by two other waiters and a waitress, each bringing them lunch though not remembering who had ordered what. She watches the irritation on Madge’s face. Yep, so impossible to get good help—isn’t that the main topic at tiresome get-togethers?




  Hell would freeze before she gave Environment First’s stamp of approval for this fraudulent marine petting zoo. Flora watches as Susie tells Madge how tasty her curried shrimp is and realizes they don’t need her stamp of anything. It will be written up in the Sunday Edition as the newest, greatest thing to happen to Jamaica. Having poured too much ketchup onto her fries, too much mustard onto her soggy veggie-burger, Flora eats quickly, trying not to taste what she is eating. She will stop in Ocho Rios, eat a real meal at her favorite Indian restaurant (she closes her eyes and imagines dipping crisp, fragrant garlic nan into steaming mung bean dhal), then she will head home to Kingston, the long tedious drive through the hills, inevitably stuck behind some belching, horn-blowing truck, and into the filthy, traffic-ridden, ever-expanding megalopolis that is her hometown. It will be dark by the time she arrives. How she hates the tourism-industry–infested north coast. She really has to learn to say no!
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