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Nothing I cared, in the lamb white days, that time would take me


Up to the swallow thronged loft by the shadow of my hand.


In the moon that is always rising,


Nor that riding to sleep


I should hear him fly with the high fields


And wake to the farm forever fled from the childless land.


Oh as I was young and easy in the mercy of his means,


Time held me green and dying


Though I sang in my chains like the sea.


—Dylan Thomas, “Fern Hill”





AUTHOR’S NOTE
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I have had the good fortune to visit Nevis annually since 1996. In addition to providing inspiration for The Moon Always Rising, Nevis granted me space and tranquility to write and edit much of this book. I grew to know and love the island, always recognizing how limited my visitor’s grasp of its true heart might be.


My plot and character development were in baby stages when the events of 9/11 emptied the skies and changed our psyches forever. As I found it emotionally and intellectually impossible to set the book after 2000, I chose the Nevis of 1999–2000, when the “new” airport, island road project, and other major changes were in progress. Hurricane Lenny, which figures importantly in my story, devastated the Four Seasons Resort in November 1999. Damaged, rebuilt, and redecorated more than once since then, the Resort barely resembles that cluster of gingerbread cottages and simple wharf of the late ’90s. While Jack’s house is a complete fabrication, I’ve otherwise stayed true to Nevis geography and place names. In the twenty-first century, erosion, storms, and development have changed or eliminated some of the landmarks I mention. You can still get a Killer Bee at Sunshine’s beach bar, but it’s more of an establishment now, versus the brightly painted shack of yore. Through all these changes, Nevis retains its allure and rootedness. The setting in The Moon Always Rising is so enveloping as to be almost a character, and many human characters are inspired by people I have known there. To be respectful of the island’s history, people, and culture, I intentionally created in Els Gordon a protagonist who is by definition an outsider. This story is told exclusively from her point of view, with all the shortcomings of perception and understanding that creates. The Nevis I’ve depicted is, I hope, the Nevis that struggles and prevails, joyously if not always harmoniously.
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Nevis, West Indies


November 1999


The seven-seater plane roared over the Caribbean toward the green cone of the island where Els Gordon would serve out the sentence handed down by her boss: a week’s holiday that chagrined her like a toddler’s time-out. “If you don’t get a grip before you come back . . .,” the wanker had said. He hadn’t specified the consequences.


The plane fishtailed low over a deserted beach rimmed with jungle before rattling to its landing.


Steam-room heat assaulted Els when she crossed the yielding tarmac, a jolt after the icy drizzle she’d left at Heathrow.


The immigration officer perused her form. “You neglected to state the purpose of your visit.”


As neither business nor pleasure covered it, she stared at him too long before saying, “Penance?”


He regarded her, unamused, then checked the “pleasure” box. He peeled back the Scottish national flag cover she’d put on her passport, revealing its Westminster-issued European Union burgundy. After examining pages with entry stamps from the US, Asia, and South America, he found an empty spot and clacked down his stamp.


A cabbie hurried her to his taxi van in time to beat a dust devil that swirled across the construction zone, engulfing the terminal. Turning the van toward the ball of afternoon sun, he swept his arm to take in the scalped land and heavy machinery. “New airport gon’ accommodate jets. Change fortunes for all a’ we.”


“Mind what you wish for,” Els said.


“Even when we reach the twenty-first century, Nevis goin’ always be Queen of the Caribees.” He patted his chest. “And I am this little island’s best ambassador. You want my special tour?”


“All I want is a cold drink and a hot bath,” she said, already wondering how she’d survive a week in this tiny place.


When they crested Hurricane Hill, the sea spreading out before her was a wash of undulating sparkles. The brightness was invasive; she felt nature was strutting, taunting her.


“You here for the doctor meeting by the Resort?”


“Na, on my own,” she said, recoiling from the thought that she might be walking into a convention of men as arrogant as the investment banking colleagues she’d left behind.


Just beyond the boundary sign for the Parish of St. Thomas Lowland, dung-splattered sheep milling in the road halted the van’s progress in front of a cinder block wall. Higher up the hill, Els glimpsed a house nestled into the slope. Unlike the pastel concrete dwellings they’d passed, it looked ancient, a survivor with proportions that charmed her. Its weathered shingles and native stone walls stood in counterpoint to the riot of color poking through the garden’s devastation. Plywood blindfolded its windows. An estate agent’s sign dangled from the padlocked gate.


The cabbie snuck a peek at the house, waved his arm out the window, and yelled at the sheep.


“I’m in no hurry,” Els said. “For once.”


“Got to move on, miss.” He leaned on the horn and whispered, “Lord, ley we pass now.”


With the ewes bleating encouragement, the babies huddled enough to clear a path. The cabbie drove away so swiftly he nearly clipped a straggling lamb. Els twisted in her seat for another look, but they’d rounded a turn and the house had disappeared.


“So, Mr. Ambassador,” she said, “what’s the story behind that place?”


He gripped the wheel and said nothing. A bit farther on, he slowed for a hairpin curve, tipped his head toward a seawall, and said, “Jack, he gone. But he ain’t left yet.”


“Jack’s the owner?”


“Foh twenty years, mebbe.” He tuned the radio to a preacher’s oration and didn’t speak again, leaving Els to ponder why this Jack would surrender such a treasure to rot and strangling vegetation, and why no buyer had jumped to save it.


She’d always told herself that love and attention could coax anything abandoned back to life.


The cabbie drove down the Resort’s allée of palm trees and up to the Great House entrance. After handing Els’s luggage to the porter, he whipped out a card reading, “Sparrow’s Custom Tours. See the Nevis beyond the Beach and the Peak.”


“The real Nevis,” she said.


“Sparrow show you the sights, tell you the legends,” he said. “Real, you gotta find on you own.”


Needing no assistance pulling her small wheelie or finding her room, Els felt ridiculous tagging along behind Anthony, the porter dispatched with great ceremony by the front desk, who took the long way in order to point out the beach, pool, and dining pavilion. The paths meandered between plants that seemed to reach for her, their foliage in shades of green, burgundy, and purple, as if Gauguin had created the scene. When Anthony greeted two uniformed women and they replied in incomprehensible patois, Els felt an old stab of otherness.


“Welcome to Hibiscus Villa,” Anthony said, and waved her inside. She eyed the romantic mahogany plantation bed and thought what a narrow, solitary dent she would make.


“What’s this, the honeymoon suite?” she said. She felt as spiky as the arrangement of protea on the coffee table.


“Sometimes,” he said.


She pressed a tip into Anthony’s hand hoping to curtail his narration of the suite’s amenities. He instructed her to enjoy her stay and backed out the door.


Alone with only the whir of the ceiling fan and pulse of the surf, she was rooted in the middle of the floor, unaware of how long she’d stood there when a discreet knock brought her back to the present. The young woman at the door with the name tag “Alaneesha” wheeled in a cart bearing a bottle of champagne in a sweating ice bucket and a frangipani blossom floating in a small bowl.


“Compliments of the management?” Els asked.


Alaneesha handed her a card that read, “Find someone to share this with. Loosen up and come back a new woman.” It was signed “Coxe.” Els wondered if “this” meant the champagne, the bed, or both. It was just like Coxe to assume anything could be righted by a good fuck, preferably while drunk. Fury sent a flush to her face, and she fanned herself with the card.


Alaneesha peered at her. “Ma’am, you okay?”


“Jet lag,” Els said.


After Alaneesha slipped out the door, Els flung the card at the champagne and watched it sink into the ice bath. The frangipani’s aggressive scent filled the room.


Mind what you wish for, Els chided herself. Festive champagne was hardly the cold drink she’d had in mind, and a hot bath, at the moment, might make her explode. She peeled off her sweat-dampened clothing, stepped into the shower, and stood under a cool stream until she felt rinsed if not cleansed. Wrapped in a huge towel, she went out to her terrace and shielded her eyes against the low sun, which made a couple strolling the beach hand in hand look dipped in toffee.


Over the past year, icy anger had frozen her grief into her bones, but recently the marrow seemed overwhelmed by the effort of this compression and had begun emitting a kind of fog, like dry ice vapors, that displaced the air in her lungs and slowed her brain. It was as if those noxious vapors were wreathing her words, further sharpening her already lacerating tongue. She’d begun messing up at work enough to give the ever-circling hyenas in her department a whiff of vulnerability.


Coxe had flashed his fake-compassion smile when he’d said, “I strongly recommend you take this opportunity to just get over, well, whatever it is.” She’d imagined driving the Montblanc fountain pen he so fancied straight into his jugular. As if a few days of Caribbean frolic could erase all that had brought her to this point.





CHAPTER 2
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Though she packed instinctively for business travel, she’d puzzled over what to bring on this junket, feeling naked without the armor of her suits. She pulled on a body-hugging coral dress with a low décolletage; the color amped up her copper hair and milky skin. After touching up the circles under her eyes, applying mascara and power lipstick, and dabbing on rose-scented toilet water, she squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. Her gray eyes stared back, defiant.


In the bar, name-tagged surgeons attempted the limbo to recorded music while their colleagues cheered them on. Els took a deep draft of her double Laphroaig, neat, splash of water. The scotch delivered welcome heat to her throat, her belly. When she caught a man farther up the bar ogling her, she locked eyes with him until she saw his flare of recognition. He said something to the bobbed woman next to him and walked over.


“Eleanor Gordon,” he said. “Paul Salustrio. Goldman, New York.”


Els held out her hand.


“Has it been two years already?” he said. “Where’ve you been hiding yourself since that ZarCom deal?”


While they shook hands, his eyes, a brown so dark that all expression drowned in them, were fixed on her cleavage.


“Mostly on a plane,” she said.


“I was in London last month. Still trying to close that petro transaction we sparred about back then. Your boss brought a sharp young VP to the meeting. What’s his name, Burgess?” He shook his head. “Watch your back with that one. He implied you were having some personal trouble.” He gave her the investment banker size-up, part admiration, part domination. “You’ve lost weight.”


For almost a year now, she’d been unable to sleep and uninterested in food; she’d compensated by burying herself in work. Though she’d dropped half a stone from her already lean frame, she often felt three times that was draped across her shoulders.


The woman joined them and slipped her arm through Salustrio’s.


“Marlena,” he said, “meet Ms. Gordon from Simon Coxe’s team at Standard Heb. Or should I introduce you as Lady Eleanor?”


“Els will do,” she said.


Marlena did not extend her hand.


“What brings you to paradise?” Salustrio asked.


“Coxe bought a week here at some charity auction with no intention of using it,” she said. “Made a big show of sending me here as a birthday getaway.”


“Alone?”


“My man couldn’t make it.”


That she was turning thirty-three was but a convenient cover. This birthday would arrive just before the dreaded first anniversary of a loss that had forced a question she couldn’t answer: Who would she be now, since nothing she’d planned was going to happen?


She finished her drink and ordered a refill. “What pried you away?”


“The yacht had a week available,” Salustrio said. “So, when’s this birthday?”


“Tomorrow.” When the bartender delivered her scotch, she dragged over a bowl of nuts.


“The mahi-mahi is fabulous,” Marlena said.


“I was planning on eating a few of these nuts,” Els said, “getting a little squiffed, and calling it a night.”


Laughter erupted from the limbo crowd, one of whom had collapsed on the dance floor and had to be pulled to his feet.


“Look,” Salustrio said, “how about a little celebration sail tomorrow?”


“You know I promised Louisa her first mani-pedi,” Marlena said. She fluffed her hair and said to Els, “We agreed we’d spend our last day in the Resort, but he can never get enough yo-ho-ho.”


“I’m no fan of boats,” Els said.


“This isn’t just any boat,” Salustrio said.


“Humor him,” Marlena said. “If he’s ashore, he’ll drive me and the girls crazy. I’ll have the hotel send out some lunch.”


Salustrio patted Marlena’s hand. “Be on the dock at nine thirty,” he said to Els. “Look for the zodiac from Iguana, probably a big Jamaican guy at the helm. She’s the huge white ketch, likely flying a tanbark mizzen.” He signaled for his check.


Els swallowed more scotch, thinking how self-important guys were suckers for jargon. Coxe would squirm when he found out that she’d gone yachting with his archrival. She raised her glass. “Cheers, then, to yo-ho-ho.”


The man steering the rubber dinghy had blue-black skin and wore a crocheted hat stuffed with hair that resembled an enormous muffin. He was tall and sinewy, and his reflective sunglasses and silence gave him a sinister air. The sailboat was anchored beyond the rest of the craft. With its hull looming over them, the helmsman shouted a few unintelligible words and a blond sailor descended the ladder and stepped into the dinghy.


When Els stood up, the dinghy lurched on a wave and the sailor caught her hand and guided it to the ladder. “Welcome aboard Iguana, Ms. Gordon,” he said. His accent was American. “I’m Captain Ingraham. Known to all as Liz. You’ve already met Jason, our first mate.”


“Liz?” she said. “Does that get you into fights?”


He flashed a chipped-toothed grin. “Something does,” he said. “Did.” Nickname aside, he radiated full-on guy vibes—cocksure, ironic.


“I’m known to all as Els,” she said.


The captain followed her up the ladder. He took her elbow as they stepped onto the deck, but she shrugged free, saying, “I’m fine,” before stumbling into the cockpit and landing on a banquette. All around, ropes and wires slackened and tightened with the swells, much larger here than at the wharf.


Salustrio appeared in the hatchway, a cigar in his teeth. “Don’t you just love these classic beauties?” he said. “This boat’s a legend, a phoenix. Built in the ’40s and nearly destroyed in St. Maarten during Hurricane Luis in ’95.” He stepped into the cockpit. “I tried to buy her and restore her myself, but nobody returned my calls. The owner’s probably some money-laundering Colombian drug lord.”


The engine rumbled.


“Mr. S, hook’s up,” the captain said.


Salustrio flicked his eyes over the white linen shirt and floppy pants covering Els from fingertip to toe. “Let’s show Lady Eleanor what this baby can do.”


After Liz had piloted the yacht farther from shore, he pointed the bow into the wind and turned the wheel over to Salustrio. Els was fascinated by the captain and first mate’s energetic ballet, loosening this line and fastening that one; when Jason began pulling the main halyard hand over hand, he went nearly airborne between hauls. A huge, rust-colored sail glided up the mast, flapping and cracking in the freshening breeze. The boom swished over the cockpit. Everything on the boat was in clanging motion, and then the sails filled with a loud pop. The boat shuddered and swung toward St. Kitts. Liz took the wheel and switched off the engine, and there was no sound but the waves slapping the hull and the wind thrumming in the rigging. The yacht heeled slightly, leapt forward, and began slicing toward Basseterre.


They sailed to the southeast peninsula of St. Kitts, arid and uninhabited, and into a deserted cove, where Liz and Jason set the anchor and dropped the mainsail.


Salustrio pulled Els onto the stern deck. “Last one in is a puss,” he said, and tossed his cigar butt overboard. “Hold the pickle.” He grinned. “Maybe you’re too much of a Brit to get my meaning.”


“Nobody—Brit, Scot, or Yank—could miss it,” Els said.


He struggled out of his polo shirt. Tanned flesh pooled above the waistband of his swim trunks.


While he unsnapped a section of lifeline and lowered the swimming ladder, she peered into the water. Near the beach, it was as aquamarine as any swimming pool, but at their anchorage it was a dark teal, its floor littered with brown humps that were hairy with seaweed. Driven by some unseen predator, a school of silversides broke the surface, their splashing like coins rattling. A strange pressure began to build around her heart.


“I’ll pass,” she said, and took a step backwards.


“I bet you’ve got a teensy little bikini under there just begging to get wet,” Salustrio said. “If you can’t swim, Cap stocks water wings for the kids.”


“I was my S6 champion in crawl,” she said.


“No excuse, then.” He grabbed her elbow and heaved himself over the side. She reached for a shroud but caught only air, cried out, and tumbled after him.


The surface approached in slow motion. Terror squeezed the air from her lungs. When she tried to breathe, the air couldn’t get in. There was a rushing in her ears. The sea closed over her. The water that had looked so clear from above became darker, thicker, as she descended. She tasted salt. Her trousers tangled around her legs and kicking only bound them tighter. It took all her strength to right herself and aim for the sunlight dancing on the surface, impossibly far away. Her lungs burning, she forced her leaden arms to pull for the dapples, and when she finally broke into the air, she inhaled water and began to cough and thrash.


She felt the concussion of someone entering the sea. A wave smacked her face. The captain surfaced next to her, pinned her to his chest, and stroked to the ladder. He placed her hand on the ladder rail and covered it with his own. “You’re okay,” he said. She felt his voice was coming from a great distance, though he was gripping the back of her shirt and speaking into her ear. “Listen to me. You’re safe. Breathe. That’s it. Breathe.” He murmured reassurances until her panting subsided. When it did, he lifted her foot onto the bottom rung.


She managed to pull herself up, though she was shaking so hard she had to hug the sun-warmed metal after each step.


When she finally hauled herself onto the deck, she knelt and clung to a lifeline.


Salustrio, floating near the foot of the ladder, looked up. “The champ’s a little out of practice.” He rolled over and pawed toward the stern.


Liz climbed onto the deck and raked back his hair. His sunglasses dangled from their Croakies; there was a flicker of annoyance in his expression. He settled her on a banquette and draped a towel around her, and she drew it close, breathing through its folds and fighting to control her shaking.


“Breathe in while I count to ten,” he said. “And out on ten.”


She managed two breaths; the third caught in a sob.


Liz sat across from her and let her cry herself out, continually reminding her to breathe, while Salustrio splashed about below the stern. She was relieved he wasn’t seeing her so undone.


“What’s happening to me?” she choked out.


Liz crossed the cockpit and sat next to her. “Have you ever had a panic attack before?”


She shook her head, unwilling to trust her voice.


“You said you’re a good swimmer. Is it something about the ocean? The creatures?”


Fearing she might dissolve again if she allowed him to be kind to her, she said, “Would it matter if I knew?” It came out snippier than she’d intended.


The color of his eyes darkened, like a blueberry with the bloom rubbed off of it. He looked away. She’d taken him for a younger man but now guessed he was in his late thirties. A scar interrupted his right eyebrow.


“Have you ever been snorkeling or diving?” he said.


“Never considered it.”


“There’s a dazzling world down there.”


“Is that another of your services, guided tours of the briny deep?”


“Dare you to try it just once,” he said. “You might be too entranced to panic.” He rose and went below.


Hugging the towel, she rocked until the sun melted her terror and her breathing, if shallow, was dependable again.


While Els steadied herself against the galley doorframe, Liz dished up platters of lobster salad and grilled vegetables with an economical grace different from Jason’s sinewy one. He’d changed into another Iguana polo shirt, dry except where its tails wicked up the dampness from his shorts. Billie Holiday, her notes bent and aching, sang softly in the background about wanting to try something she’d never had.


“Mr. S likes lunch on deck,” Liz said, “but you’ve already had too much sun. Get out of those wet clothes. There’s a robe in the master bath.” He pointed toward a passageway to the right of the saloon ladder.


“I’m fine.”


“You’re goose bumps all over. You’ve had a shock. Do as I say.”


She glared at him and considered resisting, but she’d already failed so dramatically to live up to her code—never show weakness—that courting further misery seemed pointless. She saluted, strode to the master suite, and rolled the door shut so hard it bounced open a crack.


Feeling better as soon as she’d shed her clammy bikini, she swaddled herself in the oversized robe and knotted the belt fast. When she returned to the saloon with her clothes rolled in a towel, Liz reached for them.


“I’ll hang these on the forward lines,” he said. “They’ll be dry by the time we get back.”


She handed them over, and he disappeared above.


She gripped the table edge. The clench in her chest gradually loosened, but she was still wobbly and disoriented. When Liz came down the ladder, she forced a smile. “You won’t tell him? The tears, I mean.”


“None of his business.”


“Give me a task.”


He handed her a cutting board with a baguette and knife. “You and Jason do everything?” she asked.


“When we’re cruising we have at least one more mate, plus a sea chef,” he said. “I sent the others ashore last night, thinking the Salustrios weren’t going out today.” He set an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne on the table next to a tray with cans of Diet Coke and bottles of sparkling water. That morning, she’d rescued Coxe’s bottle from its tepid bath and stuffed it into her mini fridge, planning to toast her birthday alone later.


“Where do you all sleep?”


“Forward,” he said, tipping his head toward a door marked CREW ONLY. He grinned and put on a Long John Silver accent. “With the sail bags and kegs of grog.”


“You enjoy this rental captain game.”


“We call it chartering.” He handed her flatware and cloth napkins. “How bad could it be, getting paid to sail around?”


“Depends on who’s paying,” she said. She laid two place settings precisely, folding the napkins and squaring the flatware. Salty air puffed through a porthole.


“Mr. S is better than many,” he said. “I’ve put ashore more than one captain of industry who tried to be captain at sea too.”


“Lucky you, being able to tell the likes of them where to go.”


“Captain’s command is law,” he said. “Ancient rule of the sea. Thwart it at your peril.”


“Aye, aye,” she said with another mocking salute.


His hair dripping onto his collar, Salustrio lowered himself down the saloon ladder. He strode to the table, brandished the champagne bottle—Billecart-Salmon—and said, “Pink bubbles for the birthday girl.”


“Never into pink,” she said, “but I make an exception for champagne.” Salustrio’s taste in bubbly outshone Coxe’s, but she steeled herself, guessing his agenda might be equally offensive.


When he popped the cork out the hatchway, it pinged off a shroud and plopped into the sea. After handing her a brimming flute and splashing an inch of champagne into a second, he glanced at Liz, who nodded and climbed up to the cockpit.


“Cin cin.” Salustrio clinked his glass against hers. “Buon compleanno!”


She took a big swallow, hoping the wine would calm her further. “Grazie. Il dolce far niente,” she said.


He took a tiny sip. “So you speak Italian besides Scotch.”


“A wee bit,” she said, intentionally upping her brogue. “At one time I hoped to be able to speak it with my mother. I’m told she lives on Ischia. Maybe you’ve heard of her. The painter, Giulietta Borelli?”


“I leave the artsy-fartsy stuff to Marlena,” he said. “Funny, I always thought you were pure Scot, and that the legendary Sir Harald had been a widower for years.”


“She left when I was two.”


“So your hot-blooded mama was incompatible with one of the dourest men alive?”


“You’d have to ask her,” she said. “How do you know Father?”


“By reputation.” He plunked into the creamy leather swivel chair at the head of the table and gestured for her to sit at his right. He levered a Diet Coke tab, stuck a straw into the hole, and sipped, his gaze fixed on that same spot on her chest. “Maybe you were especially terrible at two? I’d believe it, given the temper you conceal under all that curvy cashmere.”


She’d never confess, especially to the likes of Salustrio, that she’d always felt to blame for her mother’s departure. Pulling the lapels of her robe closer, she gazed through the porthole at Nevis Peak and imagined the volcano’s dormancy abruptly broken, its molten core blurping up and searing a path through the rain forest until it slid, hissing, into a boiling sea.


“Maybe I got that temper from her,” she said.


Salustrio refilled her glass while he bragged of all the Caribbean islands he’d visited on Iguana, having chartered her every year since her restoration.


“Do you ever think of owning something here?” she said.


He tore off a piece of bread and tossed the rest into the basket. “You’re too smart to get bitten by that ridiculous bug,” he said. “Scratch the surface anywhere in the Caribbean, and all you find is poverty, corruption, incompetence. Governments a joke, economies unstable.”


“You like it well enough to spend a bundle chartering this boat.”


“The yacht’s the thing,” he said. “The setting just makes it go down easier with Marlena and the girls.” He speared and waved a piece of lobster. “Living here would never match your fantasy. Stuck in the expat community of misfits and exiles. Impossible to become friends with the natives. Just because they smile at you, don’t get to thinking they like you.”


“I’m used to people not liking me.” She finished her second glass of champagne and shook her head when he offered a refill.


He poured one anyway, then laced his fingers behind his head, leaned back, and thrust his splayed thighs forward in the chair. “You should have made managing director by now.”


“I’ve been up two years in a row.”


“They’re keeping you slaving away on a promise while they promote guys like Singh and Carmody. Now that your father’s retired from the board, you can probably kiss any hope of MD goodbye.” He looked at her over the rim of his soda can. “If Coxe doesn’t shitcan you altogether.”


While she washed down a bite of lobster, she imagined the backbiting at work spreading throughout the City and Wall Street grapevines, the whispers reaching Salustrio and beyond. The champagne was turning her stomach acid and her head fuzzy. She pushed the glass aside.


“Why do you work so hard when everyone knows you don’t need the money?” he said.


“That money is Father’s.”


“Hoping to prove you’re more than just a sacred cow, then?” he said. “Maybe you should try working someplace besides your family’s bank—a place that doesn’t owe Sir Harald anything.”


A gust of wind rocked the boat. The view captured in the porthole panned up Nevis Peak and back down.


“Like Goldman?”


“If you’re hungry enough,” he said. She caught a flash of glee in his eyes. Surely he knew Goldman was one of the few shops that could lure her from Standard Heb. He stood up, hiked his bathing trunks, and shouted, “Cap, time to head back.”


“I need the loo,” she said.


Steadying herself against the passageway paneling, she went astern, where she took refuge in the head. She sat for a while, listening to footsteps on the deck above, a chain rattling, and the engine purring. In the mirror—skin splotched from sun and wine, hair a wind-tossed copper mane—she looked bleary, vulnerable. She tightened the belt on her robe.


When she rolled open the door, Salustrio was on the other side, his hands on his hips and a bulge in his swim trunks. He stepped forward, blocking her way, grasped the tail of her belt, and tugged her toward him. He reeked of cigar and a musky cologne he hadn’t been wearing before. “We could both satisfy our hunger,” he said, leaning in to kiss her.


“Get off me,” she shouted, slapping away his hand. Taking advantage of his stunned look, she planted her palms on his chest and thrust him backwards. He stumbled and landed on the foot of the bed. She yanked her robe into place, a flush racing from her breast to the roots of her hair. “I’ll never be that desperate.”


“Can’t blame a guy for trying,” he said. “Coxe said you put out for him big-time.”


“You lying scumbags are all the same,” she said. “I suppose you’ll brag to him now, say you banged me silly all over that pristine duvet.”


“First chance I get,” he said. He stood up, hitched his trunks, brushed past her, and waddled toward the saloon.


“Everything okay?” Liz called from above.


“Ducky,” Salustrio said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


Salustrio was in the cockpit, smoking another cigar and laughing with Jason at the helm. Her fury rising, Els imagined him hosting Coxe in the Goldman partners’ dining room to trade lies of conquest.


Fighting the yacht’s heel, she made her way back to the table, where she sat and rested her forehead on her arms. The boat’s motion churned the champagne and lobster in her stomach. Nausea pulled at her tongue. Though she took deep breaths and lowered her head to her knees, she was light-headed, and both chilled and sweaty at the same time. She prided herself on holding her liquor and never getting airsick, even in the most turbulent conditions, but here her gyroscope had lost its bearings.


When Liz came down the ladder, she asked for a glass of water.


His glance was appraising. “You need to go topside.”


She straightened and pulled her lapels tighter. “Don’t tell me what to do.”


“While you’re on this boat, Ms. Gordon, I’ll tell you what’s in your best interest, and you’ll do it.” He took a ginger ale from the refrigerator and held it out to her.


“First you bully,” she said, keeping her hands in her lap. “Then play nice.”


“I’m responsible for everyone on this boat. Whether I’m nice or a bully is up to them.”


“I’m going to lie down over there.”


“You’ll keep feeling shitty if you stay below.”


“How the fuck do you know?”


“Twenty f-ing years at sea,” he said. “Now get up that ladder.”


Salustrio’s laughter floated down from above and Els looked out the hatchway, wondering if the joke he was sharing with Jason was on her.


Liz took her elbow and pulled her out of her chair. “Do I have to carry you?”


“I’ll thank you not to touch me again,” she said. She climbed into the sunlight. As soon as she left the odor of lobster behind, she began to revive. When Salustrio glanced at her, she hesitated.


“Go forward,” Liz said. “Away from that smoke.” Carrying the ginger ale, a banquette cushion, and a towel, he led her to the bow and kicked aside a coiled line. He propped the cushion against a hatch cover. “Lie down there.”


She sat down, pulled the robe over her knees, and hugged them. Liz dropped the towel onto the deck and nestled the ginger ale against the cushion. “You’ve had more sun than you think. Cover every inch. If you have to toss, aim that way.” Under the jib, deep green water laced with foam sluiced by. “You’ll be less queasy if you focus on something far away that’s not going up and down.” He squinted toward Nevis. “Try Jack’s, that house sitting all by itself in the big patch of green.”


She gazed at the house, intrigued to see it from this vantage point, and imagined its view of the expanse of sea and Iguana, a tiny copper arrow of sail crossing The Narrows.


Footsteps near her head and the anchor chain’s rattle woke her. When she opened her eyes, she was looking into the crown of a baseball cap, its grommets like tiny portholes, which she assumed Liz had placed over her face. She sat up. Her folded clothing was next to her. Jason stood on the foredeck coiling a line, his elbow a jerking wing. He wedged the coil between the halyard and the mast. Iguana rode at anchor in deep water off the Resort.


The nausea lingered, a tension in the back of her throat. She stood up unsteadily, swished tepid ginger ale in her mouth, and spat it over the side.


“Sea sick is the worst kinda sickness,” Jason said. He pronounced it “wust.” His voice was deep; his Jamaican accent strong. “You feelin’ bettah?”


“I can’t wait to get off this tub,” she said.


His sunglasses hid all expression. “May you wish be granted soon,” he said, and went sure-footedly to the cockpit.


When she passed through the saloon to change into her clothes, Salustrio was bellowing into the ship-to-shore about a deal. He muffled the radio against his shoulder. “Cap’ll take you ashore,” he said. “I’ve got a situation here.”


Liz stood with his legs apart, working the tiller behind his back. He steered the dinghy slowly, producing only a ripple of wake, and still Els gripped the gunwales and had to manage her breathing. She stared at a scar that zigzagged through the golden hair of Liz’s left calf.


“Something went sour between you and Mr. S,” he said.


“Your captain radar working overtime again?” she said.


“Servants are wallpaper with ears,” he said. “I want Iguana’s guests to enjoy themselves.”


“Meaning him or me?”


“Shouldn’t be mutually exclusive,” he said. “Most people use what they have to get what they want.”


“What, you think like he does, that I would try to fuck my way into a job?” She turned around on the thwart so she was faced forward and stared at the slowly approaching wharf.


In her first summer at Standard Hebrides Bank, Coxe had insisted she go for burgers with him and some of the other new recruits—younger men, eager ass-kissers all. After paying the tab, he’d asked her to stay behind to discuss something important, to the unvarnished envy of her colleagues. Saying the topic was sensitive enough to require confidentiality, he led her into an empty function room. When he grabbed her breasts, pinned her against the closed door, and stuck his tongue into her mouth, she’d stomped on his instep with her spike heel and fled the restaurant. She’d agonized all weekend about facing the repulsive wanker on Monday, but he’d been unfazed, even jaunty, apart from a slight limp he faked occasionally ever since, always drawing chuckles from the guys. Every time, she seethed about the story he’d surely concocted and the impossibility of a rebuttal.


Salustrio’s arrogance clung to her like a petrol stench. Her chosen career was a testosterone obstacle course, and the prize had begun to seem a meager reward for the relentless rigors of the race.


Liz snugged the dinghy against the wharf and tossed her tote onto the planks. She ignored his hand and sprang up as if out of a pool.


“There’s a dare on the table,” he said. “Have the guts to venture underwater.”


“Pigs will fly first.”


He revved the engine; blue smoke curled around his waist. “Then how about this one,” he said. “Try going a whole hour without saying something bitchy.” He sat on the dinghy’s gunwale and sped back toward Iguana.





CHAPTER 3
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Els rounded the planter of ferns and philodendron at the entrance to the dining room and saw, too late, the Salustrio family clustered at the maître d’s podium. Challenge with a hint of apprehension flickered in Salustrio’s eyes before he looked away.


Marlena waved her freshly manicured nails. “Paul said you had a lovely sail.”


“He would,” Els said, and strode out the side door and onto the spongy grass. From the safety of the dark garden, she looked through the French doors to see Marlena finger-wagging at Salustrio, whose shoulders, hands, and eyebrows were all busy shrugging.


Els strode to the beach and, sandals dangling from her fingers, dawdled along the line of chaises. She sat on the last one, out of reach of the lights from Sunshine’s, the beach bar just beyond the Resort’s boundary. Patrons stacked the bar three-deep and filled the picnic tables on the sand. Conversation and laughter mingled with Jimmy Cliff singing “You Can Get It If You Really Want.” In her strappy dress, she felt all dolled up compared to Sunshine’s T-shirted patrons. Though accustomed to eating alone all over the world, she couldn’t brave this boisterous crowd tonight.


Someone near the water picked up the song’s chorus—Liz, playing air guitar and singing in a tuneful falsetto. Behind him, Jason glided along in an erect, loose-hipped stride, sunglasses in place.


Liz saw her and angled toward her chaise. “What an unexpected pleasure, Ms. Gordon,” he said. “Or is it Lady Eleanor?”


“Either beats bitch,” she said.


“It’s a fine line we rental captains walk,” he said. “On the one hand, I take your shit, bite my tongue. On the other, I save you from drowning—you’re welcome, by the way—and worry I might have to save you from Mr. S, who happens to be bankrolling my whole week.”


“I can take care of myself,” she said.


“Then why are you sitting here all alone? Is a crowded bar as scary as the deep, dark sea?”


“Both are full of predators,” she said.


He looked into the throng. “I’ve never thought of it that way.”


“We live in different food chains.”


Jason, who’d been hanging back near the water, walked up. “Got to eat, mon.”


Liz nodded. “Let us buy you dinner, Lady Eleanor.”


“Els,” she said. “Why should I want any more of your company?”


“Do you always make it so hard for a guy to apologize?” he said. “My parting shot was over the line.”


“Did I miss the ‘I’m sorry’?”


“You did,” he said, and grinned. “I was provoked.” He held out his hand. “We’ll protect you from the denizens of Sunshine’s.” When she didn’t move, he took her hand and pulled her to her feet. In the floodlights, his eyes were clear blue, unguarded. “Recovered your land legs yet?”


“I’ve been in a state all afternoon,” she said. “Antsy and disoriented.”


“Gotta let that attack wear off,” he said. “Time for a Killer Bee. Captain’s orders.”


“No bossing,” she said.


He released her hand. “On shore, we’re equal.”


She gave him a quick once-over. “Prove you believe that.”


Led by Jason, they snaked through the restaurant to a picnic table occupied by three men in windjammer logo shirts. Liz shouted a drink order to a waiter who was maneuvering among the tables holding aloft paper plates that buckled under their cargo of food. Els sat at one end of the bench, Jason sat opposite her, and Liz perched on a palm stump at the end of the table. “Els,” he said, leaning forward on his elbows, “this is Jimmy, Craig, and Spot, seamen of the Wind Spirit and reprobates all.” Jimmy and Craig were ruddy preppies, but Spot’s dark skin was splotched with pink, giving him a piebald appearance and making his nickname as apt as it was cruel.


The waiter set down bottles of Carib and a plastic cup. “Killa Bee fuh the lady,” he said. “Watch out fuh de sting.”


She lifted the cup and looked at Liz.


“Secret recipe,” he said. “Heavily guarded.”


“Zombie material—every kind of rum in the bar, with a splash of fruit juice?” she asked.


“Close enough.” Liz banged his bottle on the table. “A toast,” he called. The hum dropped a notch and patrons turned to stare. “To Lady Eleanor, who needs a little festivity on her birthday.” He touched his bottle to her cup. “Riffraff such as we will do our humble best.” The sailors and patrons toasted her.


She raised her cup. “Sláinte.”


“Slan what?” Liz asked.


“Any rental captain worth his salt should know every toast in the world,” she said.


“It’s Gaelic,” Craig said.


“Lou wai,” Liz said.


“I got that one often enough in Hong Kong,” she said, “until they learned I could keep up.”


“Mebbe you hold you rum better dan champagne,” Jason said.


“Maybe I’m better on land than on a careening boat,” she said.


Jason looked toward the bar.


Els tasted the rum punch, its fresh nutmeg a pungent sawdust on her tongue. The restaurant’s buzz resumed.


“What tales this time, lads?” Liz said.


“A Belgian scores some mega weed in Montego Bay,” said Craig. “Thinks he’s Spider Man and scrambles up the main rats, then gets the heebie-jeebies and grabs on like glue. Spot goes after him and the bastard freaks out.”


“Imagine that face in the masthead nav,” Liz said. “I’d be scared too.”


“I had to go up there and talk the sumbitch down,” Jimmy said.


“Been up to me, I’d have heaved him from the yard,” Liz said.


Els tuned out and looked around. The bar was constructed of scrap wood and lattice painted in the colors of the Nevis flag fluttering from a nearby palm. Flags and pennants of countries, states, schools, football teams, and rums hung from the rafters. The speakers pumped Bob Marley. The Killer Bee went down as easily as pineapple juice.


The sailors excused themselves and regrouped at the bar. Jason exchanged a glance with Liz and followed them. He stopped their waiter, pulled out a roll of cash, and peeled off bills. As he moved through the crowd, people detached themselves from their companions to have a whispered word with him and shake his hand.


“Doesn’t Jason worry about carrying around so much money?” Els asked.


“He lives in sort of a cash economy,” Liz said. “And he can take care of himself.” He moved to Jason’s spot opposite her and held up his empty beer bottle to summon the waiter. When he came over, Liz asked for the menu.


“Mahi-mahi come in today, chicken, ribs, lobster,” the waiter said, and looked at Els, who lifted her cup. He raised his eyebrows.


“The lobster here’s the best on the island,” Liz said.


“Go ahead, rub it in,” she said, and ordered chicken.


By the time their food arrived, Liz had explained how Iguana split her year between the Caribbean and the Mediterranean and Els had admitted that her work took her all over the world, but never to the Caribbean. She’d also downed her second Killer Bee, switched to beer, and was famished.


Liz dug into his grilled lobster tail, prying the meat out with his fingers, while Els struggled to separate her chicken leg and thigh with her plastic knife.


“Forget your fancy manners, Lady Eleanor,” Liz said. He tilted his head. “What kind of royalty are you, anyway?”


“Salustrio calls me Lady only to bait me,” she said. “My father’s a legitimate Sir. He was knighted for being a power in UK finance.” She picked up her chicken leg, and soon her hands were bronzed with barbecue sauce. “I’m just a lass from the Highlands—at least, I was until I was exiled to a nun’s school in Edinburgh.”


“They teach you to swear?”


She smiled. “Nah, that was the evil influence of schools in London and Cambridge—Massachusetts, that is—and investment banking, first in New York and now back in London.”


“You’ve lived around,” he said. “No wonder you don’t sound like our usual Brits.”


“I’m a Scot, not a Brit.”


“What’s the difference, once you peel away the skirts and bagpipes?”


“Centuries of history,” she said. “What stripe of Yank are you?”


“I come from Iguana.” He drained his beer. His rumpled shirt, a cornflower-blue linen, was missing its top button. When he leaned forward on his elbows, a blue bead on a leather thong dangled from the opening.


“Dropped on board by the stork?”


“Other boats before that,” he said. “Do you have family?”


“A father I adore.”


“That’s all?”


“I was raised by a nanny, a widow who moved in when I was two. She and Father have been shacked up for decades. She tried to mother me, but I wouldn’t let her. She has . . . had . . . a son of her own.”


“Your mom’s dead.”


“Might as well be.” She tidied the mound of rice and pigeon peas on her plate. “Let’s not get into that.”


He cocked that scarred eyebrow, took her beer, and drank from it. The gesture felt challenging, intimate, playful.


She reached for the bottle even though she didn’t want it back. “Get your own beer.”


“You’ve had enough.”


“Says who?”


When she pushed her unfinished dinner aside, a dog padded over, her tail waving figure eights, and Els cupped her chin. “Yir master wouldn’t approve of me feeding ye from the table.”


“She might starve without table scraps,” Liz said. He pulled Els’s remaining chicken off the bones and held a piece out to the dog, who took it delicately and slunk under a nearby table to eat it. “We’re overrun with feral dogs,” he said, “but Trixie’s smart enough to hang out here and hit up the softie tourists.”


“And the softie sailors,” she said. “You’re only encouraging bad behavior.”


“Begging’s a tough way to make a living,” he said. He piled the bones onto his lobster shell and set Els’s plate on the sand. Trixie finished the food and licked the paper plate until she had chased it out of the bar. Liz turned back to Els. “Do you like what you do?”


“Why do you care?”


His eyes darkened as they had on the yacht when she was snappish. She’d discovered his tell; she wondered what it signified. Hurt, reined-in anger? Maybe both.


“I only ask a question if I want to know the answer,” he said.


The tables were emptying. A couple walked tipsily into the darkness, their arms draped around each other’s waists, their hips bumping.


“I’m a scrapper,” she said. “M&A is one scrap after another. Competition on the outside, colleagues itching to savage you on the inside. Addictive, in its own weird way.” She ran her plastic knife blade in and out between the tines of her fork. “I crave some of what it gets me.”


“The money,” he said.


She shook her head. Work had become a place to hide, a reason to drag herself out of bed in the morning, a way to fill the days, the nights. “Belonging,” she said. “The A-team. Work I’m good at. Respect, if grudging, from both sides of the table.” A man at the bar started to sing loudly and off-key to a gaggle of laughing women. “The money is just a way to keep score,” she said. “Everything is about keeping score.”


When the last notes of Aretha Franklin’s “Chain of Fools” faded out, she heard the surf fizzing onto the sand.


“Why the surprising nickname?” she asked.


“Why do you care?”


Touché, she thought. “Who wouldn’t be intrigued by a macho guy choosing a flimsy name?”


“Nicknames choose you,” he said. He gazed out at the boats. “I once had a pet green iguana named Curly.” The music shifted to Linda Ronstadt’s “Desperado.” He mouthed a line of the lyrics.


“One of my favorite songs,” she said.


“That voice’ll stab your heart,” he said. He listened for another line. “Curly and I spent a lot of time in bars. I’d challenge tourist guys to a game of darts, and, since I always won, they’d have to either kiss Curly or buy everyone a round of drinks.”


“Did you challenge women?”


“Sure, but they had to kiss me. After Curly bit a guy, I left her on board. By then, people were calling me Lizard Man. When Jason and I took over Iguana—that was already her name—well, Liz just stuck.”


“I thought iguanas were afraid of people.”


“I got her as a hatchling and spent a lot of time with her.”


“A lizard charmer,” she said. Patient, gentle, constant, she thought. “Was she lurking with the grog while we were sailing?”


“Someone stole her.”


“Desperado” ended; James Taylor’s “Mexico” followed. Liz tapped the rhythm on his thigh. When the waiter signaled toward their empty bottles, he shook his head. “Got big plans for the rest of your time here?”


Getting that elusive grip, she thought, but she said, “Exploring.”


“We’re off at dawn for English Harbour, or I’d dare you to try sailing again.”


“You couldn’t get me back on that boat of yours, even on a dare.”


“Your loss,” he said. He rose and extended his hand.


She tried to stand, but her legs wouldn’t cooperate.


“Not the first or last Killer Bee casualty.” He helped her up and slipped his arm through hers. He smelled of beer, soap, and salt. He navigated her to the water’s edge, where a bright lap of foam gleaming in the Resort’s lights guided them back to the wharf.


“Did you make your birthday wish?” he said.


“If wishes were horses . . . .”


“Never miss a chance to wish.”


She squeezed her eyes shut, pretending. Over her few childhood birthday cakes, she’d wished her mother would come home, and when it hadn’t worked, she’d stopped making birthday wishes. Now, with all her plans upended, even if her current fog dissipated, she didn’t know what future to wish for.


She wobbled and her eyes sprang open; he touched her shoulders to steady her. She reached for the railing and he let go.


“What terrified you about the water today?” he asked.


Underwater lights attached to the pilings cast arcs of turquoise in the otherwise black sea.


“I’ve always had this thing about dark water, but I don’t think that was it—or all of it. Is there something spooky about this island?” Ever since her arrival, she’d felt porous and fragmented, as if she were cracking open. Drunk even when sober, and overly candid when tipsy.


“Could be just superstition, but I’ve heard people say there are magnets in the mountain that can cause clairvoyance or hypersensitivity to the supernatural,” Liz said. “Or maybe what you feel is just that old Caribbean magic coaxing you to let down your guard.”


They strolled to the end of the wharf.


“Jason beat me to the zodiac,” he said. “I’ll have to swim home.”


“You’re joking,” she said, eyeing the inky water, the distance to Iguana.


“Got a better idea?” In one swift motion, he removed his necklace, looped it over her head, and said, “Many happy returns.”


The warm bead fell heavily against her breastbone. She inspected it under the wharf light: a pentagonal shape, worn smooth. “You mustn’t,” she said. “This is some sort of talisman.”


“It’s a blue bead of Statia,” he said. “Rare diving treasure. Too bad you’ll never get down there to see any of it.” He touched the bead, then dove into the water. He surfaced in a swirl of phosphorescence, looked up at her, and feathered his arms, which made him appear to sparkle. “See you around.”


His words hung between them, more a question than a farewell. Els clasped the bead, the only impetuous birthday gift she’d ever received.


He stroked away, crossed the beams from several yachts, and disappeared into the darkness.





CHAPTER 4
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Els insisted on sitting in the front passenger seat for Sparrow’s tour, the first stop of which was the Culturama Bar, where he bought rotis to eat along the way. The aroma of curried vegetables partially masked the odor of diesel and open drains that pervaded the congested center of Charlestown. On the sidewalks, uniformed schoolchildren and bank employees crowded among women in dresses. She’d expected the island people to have a distinctive look, a tribal resemblance, and was surprised by the diversity.


When she mentioned this, Sparrow stared into the knot of traffic ahead and said, “Nevis people come down from slaves, miss.” He pointed out a fenced empty lot near the sea and a plaque across the street. “Das where dey say dey used to sell dem. We come from different parts a’ Africa. White masters like black women, so we mixed up with dem now.” The traffic cleared and Sparrow maneuvered the van toward the courthouse. “De white people tek way we identity,” he said. “So we hadda fin’ a new one. We is Nevisians now.”


Pricked by her own display of insensitivity and naïveté, she looked out the window at an elderly man soaking his legs in the hot spring below the remains of the Bath Hotel.


They drove around the island counterclockwise. Sparrow showed her the plantations, some mere ruins of sugar works, some transformed into posh hotels, each with a history both rich and cruel. She was charmed by the place names—Gingerland, Morning Star, Saint John’s Fig Tree, Coconut Walk, Chicken Stone, Hermitage, Golden Rock—and the views of neighboring Redonda and Montserrat.


“That house we saw, the one that’s for sale, must be as old as some of these others,” she said. “Does it have a name too?”


“Trouble,” Sparrow said. He pulled up in front of Nevis Pottery, where, he explained, the craftspeople worked with locally dug clay. He ushered her inside and told her she couldn’t leave without a souvenir.
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