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CHAPTER ONE

Jenna stood next to her bed, staring at the
suitcase as if it might spontaneously up and finish packing itself.
She should have been excited to be getting away, going to Jamaica,
but instead wished she could stay home, alone, without Jack. She
glanced around their bedroom, still in love with the paintings and
sculptures he had created. She wasn’t sure, though, if she still
loved the man behind the art.

As she lifted the lid of her battered
suitcase, she thought of the life she had lived before marriage,
the baggage she brought to the relationship and the new issues that
currently weighed her down. She could hear her fellow traveler in
the next room, whistling as he packed his toiletries into his
cosmetic bag. Ten days in Jamaica, she thought.
Fuck!

Her ire reared its ugly head again. “I can’t
believe you asked them to come along without asking me,” Jenna
shouted to Jack. “You should’ve at least discussed it with me
before approaching them.”

Jack winced at the disappointment evident in
Jenna’s voice. He entered the bedroom with the shower bag in one
hand and his coffee cup in the other. He approached her with
caution and said, “Please, let it go and try to relax; we’re going
to Jamaica. Catch some rays, drink some rum, it’s all gonna be
fun.”

He peered through an opening in the curtains
at the drizzle swirling under the south Florida wintery sky. The
temperature had fallen another five degrees in the last hour
brought on by a cold front lumbering its way toward Key West.

“Can’t we get past this and have a good time
anyway?” Jack said smiling a silly grin, hoping to elicit a
positive response. Jenna’s dour look caused him to heave a sigh as
he zipped up his garment bag.

“But ten days with two more people than I
expected,” she said, flumping down on the bed. “I want to know why
you think spending time with them is going to help us.” She bounced
back to her feet, reached into her drawer for another bathing suit,
and flung it into her suitcase.

“Well, what do you want me to do about it
now? They’re already coming and I’m not exactly expecting them to
help us.” He strode over and picked up the phone. “Look, how’s
this? I’ll call and tell them we can fly together, but once we
arrive, they have to stay on one side of the resort and we’ll keep
to the other.” He held up the telephone in an impudent gesture of
question.

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not listening to
me.” She turned to look directly at him. “I don’t know if we should
even take this trip.”

“Please, let’s not argue about this,” he
said, holding out his palms in front of him. “Jen, come over here
and give me a hug.” He opened his arms wide to receive her, wishing
to melt some of her anger.

“No,” she said, holding up her hand. “Jack,
this is exactly what I’m talking about. This is the kind of stuff
we need to work on.”

“Okay, okay … I’ll try to do better and it
won’t happen again. Until the next time,” he mumbled under his
breath. Jack grabbed his mug and hefted the garment bag.

“I heard you, you son of a…” she shouted,
hurling a pair of running socks at his head.

“Just kidding,” he yelped, recoiling and
blocking his face with the coffee cup. “We’re going to Jamaica,
mon. Ya mon? Everyting gonna be all right,” he said, putting on his
wrap-around sunglasses and straw hat as he bounced out the door
headed to the kitchen.

“I’m not so sure about that,” she grumbled.
Tramping from the room, she wheeled her suitcase to the front door.
“Did you call the taxi as I asked?”

“Yes, dear,” he called, rinsing his coffee
cup in the kitchen sink.

“Don’t mock me, Jack. I’m upset, and I think
rightly so, because this is supposed to be our time to focus
on us.” She pulled open the curtains and looked through the
rain for the lights of the taxi.

“Hey, I’m excited about this trip. I’ll clean
up my act and we’ll have plenty of time to spend together. Okay?”
He smiled as he joined her at the front door.

After nine years together, Jack’s short
stature, dark eyes, and his messy short black hair still stirred
passion in Jenna. She loved his flirtatious nature but it
frustrated her to know that she would yet again succumb to his
charismatic charm.

He exuded infectious energy and only seemed
to find stillness while he slept or in utter exhaustion after
sculpting. In the beginning, his child-like enthusiasm in almost
every situation fascinated her, but recently, that fascination had
morphed into a constant irritation.

“Alright, let’s hit it,” Jack said as he
opened the front door of the house. A wave of cold, humid air
engulfed them as they stepped onto the screened-in porch to await
the taxi. The rain had pelted the coast for the last few hours,
underscoring their desire for the warm tropical beaches awaiting
them in Jamaica.

“Are you sure you called?” she said. “I don’t
want to be late. Here, take the umbrella, please.”

“Here he is, right on time,” Jack said. He
pushed open the screen door and opened the umbrella. “I’ll take the
bags out and then come back to get you. Wait here.”

Jenna held the screen door open as Jack
shouldered the bags. He swayed slightly under the weight of the
luggage as he sloshed through a couple of puddles to the back of
the bright yellow cab.

“Good morning,” Jack said as he approached
the driver. “Glorious day, aye?” He handed the driver the stuffed
garment bag and the large suitcase.

Rain had soaked the cabbie’s turban causing
droplets to cascade down his forehead onto the tip of his nose.
“Yes sir, beautiful day,” he said, in a decidedly Indian singsong
accent. “Where would you be going?”

“Fort Lauderdale Airport. Going to Jamaica,
mon,” Jack said with a big smile.

“That’s fine then. In a few hours, you’ll be
lying on a hot sunny beach. That’s a good thing,” he called to Jack
who had headed back to get Jenna.

“Are you ready?” Jack asked as he held up the
umbrella. “Please forgive me, so we can have a good time.
Okay?”

“I’ll try,” she said, ducking underneath the
canopy and high stepping to the taxi attempting to avoid the
puddles.

Jenna thought that the taxi was clean enough.
The odor of musty leather and the faint smell of whiskey reminded
her of sitting on her father’s lap as a child while he read to
her.

The wipers swung just slightly out of rhythm
causing a downbeat that reminded Jack of Sting when he played bass
with The Police. He watched the rain stream across the
window as they approached the airport. Homeland Security had raised
their alert to orange, and to ensure everyone’s safety, they
randomly stopped cars to check for bombs.

“Do they stop cabs often?” Jack asked
surveying the scene as they drove passed.

“No, sir, wouldn’t be good for business.”

“I see,” Jack said.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Jenna said.
“You could be carrying a terrorist. You could even be a
terrorist.”

“Excuse me?” the cabbie said, his face close
to the rearview mirror.

“No ... sorry. I didn’t mean you, as in you
in particular,” Jenna stammered.

“Way to go champ. Now he’s going to drop us
at arrivals,” Jack whispered into her ear.

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” she said. She
leaned to the side trying to engage the driver in the rearview
mirror with her innocent smile.

“Air Jamaica, next stop,” he said, looking
into the backseat with a scowl on his face.

“What’s the damage?” Jack asked.

“Thirty-five for you, sir. Seventy for your
companion.” He broke into a grin and winked at Jack.

“Oh man, where’s my wallet?” Jack asked. He
reached into his back pocket and checked his jean jacket.

Jenna glowered at Jack and then checked the
front pocket of the backpack. “Here it is.” She handed over his
wallet, got out of the cab and waited on the curb.

“Here you go, my man, and thanks for your
patience,” Jack said to the driver, handing over the fare including
a large tip. He moved toward the far door to exit and said to
Jenna, “Get a skycap to check the baggage, will you?”

After they took care of their luggage and
entered the security line, Jack wrapped his arms around Jenna.
“Honey, look … let’s try to have a good time. I really didn’t mean
to piss you off.”

“Jack, thank you for saying so. No more
surprises, okay?”

“Right, sure. I’ll do my best. Seriously, I
promise,” he said as he squeezed her against his body.

They joined the sea of people winding their
way through the maze, stripping off their shoes and filling square
plastic buckets with their travel paraphernalia.

“I wonder where Marc and Summer are?” he
said, peering over the crowd.

“She tends to run a little late,” she said.
“At least when it comes to her yoga classes.”

“No worries, I’m sure we’ll see them at the
gate then.”

“So what’s the first thing we’re going to do
when we arrive?” Jenna asked, finally giving into the adventure
before them.

“We’re going to purchase a little cannabis,”
he whispered. “Like only enough for personal use, you
understand.”

“Are you nuts? I’m not spending time in a
skanky Jamaican prison,” she whispered back.

“It’s legal.”

“Then why are you whispering?”

“Because, it’s legal—there. You never know
who might be listening to our conversation here,” he said. He then
pulled up his jean jacket collar to cover his face.

“You’re weird,” she said, chuckling while she
tugged on his sleeve.

“Like you didn’t know that about artists when
we met. Van Gogh, Picasso … wine, women, parties? Are we getting
the painting here?”

“Is that it? You’re
working your way to crazy?” she teased.

“I am crazy, baby. I live in my own world,
every day.”

“Hey, you two,” called out a familiar voice
from within the crowd behind them.

“They’re here. Right over there,” Jenna said,
pointing through the profusion of colorfully clad travelers.

“I’m going over to speak to them. Save my
place,” he said.

“No, Jack. Let me find out what’s up. I don’t
trust you—you’ll tell them everything and I’ll be uncomfortable the
whole trip.”

“Fine. Go, but be nice. It’s not their
fault.”

“I’ve not forgotten whose fault it is,” Jenna
said over her shoulder as she jostled through the crowd.

Jack felt an unexpected rush of emotion as
his eyes followed Jenna threading her way through the labyrinth of stanchions and passengers. She appeared
more beautiful to him now than she did as a younger woman. He
recalled her arresting smile when they first came face-to-face as
she walked out of the local pub. She had agreed to model nude for
him that night.

Recently, Jenna had let her brown waves
cascade a little past her shoulders and when pulled away from her
face, it highlighted her bright green eyes. Her hips had widened
slightly to give her a more womanly figure and her straight nose,
high cheekbones, and the overall symmetry of her face made her a
pure and refined natural beauty.

As Jenna disappeared from Jack’s view, he
felt a lurch in his heart. He realized he missed her ready smile
and the way she used to gaze at him with awe. Unfortunately, in the
past several months, the strained conversations and her palpable
dissatisfaction had become the norm.

 


*****

“Oh my gosh, you look so ready for Jamaica,”
Jenna said as she approached Marc and Summer.

“You like? I bought this outfit just for the
trip over,” Summer said, swinging from side to side.

She wore a multi-colored floor-length sarong
with a slit up the side exposing her sexy, toned leg. The yellow
fitted top and Panama straw hat completed her island look. She had
creamy caramel skin and jet-black curly hair she let grow wild—a
perfect blend of her Jewish mother and African American father.

“I love it and you look stunning as always,”
Jenna said.

“Are you excited yet? I’m beside myself,”
Summer said, moving in close to Jenna to give her a peck on the
cheek. “For a minute last week I thought we wouldn’t be able to
make the trip. Marc’s partner gave him a hard time about taking an
impromptu vacation. He is such a worrier sometimes. Marc had to
promise to have his cellphone with him to allay Rich’s
concerns.”

“Marc, how are you doing?” Jenna asked,
turning to give him a hug. “You look great as well. I can’t get
Jack to wear a sports jacket to save his life.” She thumbed the
edge of his lapel. “So is it true you’ve given up head
shrinking?”

He laughed. “Yes, it is. I finally decided to
lay off the mind and focus on the whole body. Rich and I sold our
private practice and bought two wellness centers. He handles the
books and I handle operations, so he thinks the gyms will fall
apart without my constant attention.” Marc placed his bag in front
of him and slid it forward with his foot. “I left work behind
yesterday when I started packing.”

They moved up the line a few steps and as
they stopped, Summer skimmed Jenna from head to toe and said, “I
don’t know about you, but I can’t wait to get out of these clothes
and into a string bikini.”

“Me, too,” Jenna said, looking down at her
blue jeans and sneakers. She tugged at her FIU sweatshirt. “I don’t
know what we were thinking; Jack and I dressed for the weather
here. We’re going to look ridiculous when we arrive and I expect
we’ll be peeling off a few pieces of clothing pretty quick.”

“I sure hope so,” Marc said as he scanned
Jenna up and down. He winked and put his arm over her
shoulders.

Jenna felt a hot blast flush her cheeks and
quickly said, “Jack’s farther up in the line now and it looks like
we’re next,” she said, rising up on her toes. “Got to go. See you
at the gate.”

She waved goodbye as she quickly moved away
from Marc. “Excuse me … sorry … I’m already in line toward the …
sorry … excuse me,” she said, making her way back to Jack. “God,
you would’ve thought I was committing a capital offense and the
looks—”

“Honey, do you have the tickets?”

Jenna felt the blood drain from her face and
shot Jack a furious look.

“Just kidding. We’re almost there,” he said,
fidgeting with his identification. “You did wash your feet this
morning didn’t you?”

“What?” she asked, tilting her head.

“You know—the foot fetish people they hired
as part of the security team—they make you take off your shoes?
You’re safe unless they actually start touching your feet,” he
said, gesturing as if he cradled a foot in his hand. “Most of them
are only foot voyeurs, but some of these guys are the real
thing—madmen, I tell ya.”

“Shut up, you fruit loop. You’re such a
weirdo sometimes,” she said, attempting to hold back her
laughter.

“Next.” A TSA agent motioned them
forward.

“Okay, it’s happening,” Jack said excitedly.
“We’re going to Jamaica.”

“Down boy, we’re not even on the plane yet.”
Jenna turned to look back toward Marc and Summer. “You know if I
were a betting woman, I would say that Marc made a pass at me back
there.”

“Nah, I doubt it. Right in front of Summer?
No way,” Jack said as he untied his shoes.


CHAPTER TWO

“What time do we land?” Jack asked, as he
placed Jenna’s backpack under the seat in front of him.

“Eleven and the sooner the better,” Jenna
said. “Where are Summer and Marc sitting?” She pulled herself up
high enough to see over the headrest of the seat in front of her.
“I don’t see them. They must be toward the back.”

“Once we’re flying you can get up and find
them,” he said, pulling a barf bag from the seat pocket. “Is this
yours?”

“Don’t be mean, I’ll be fine,” she said,
forcing a smile, but could already feel the butterflies whirling in
her stomach.

“You seem to be relaxing. I like this
attitude. Does this mean you’re ready to party?”

“Yes, as long as we commit some time to talk
about our relationship.” She flipped mindlessly through the
in-flight magazine from front to back.

“That’s why we’re going to Jamaica. I think
it’s in the doing, not the talking, but I’m willing to talk about
it as well,” he conceded.

“Glad you added that last part,” she said.
She felt the sudden revving of the engines and reached over to
clasp Jack’s hand.

The jet engines effortlessly propelled the
winged giant onto the tarmac where the pilot maneuvered the nose of
the plane toward the east. Mottled streaks from the heavy rains
formed on the tiny oval windows as the plane waited its turn to
depart. The engines whirled with increased power, causing the jet
to swell with energy—suddenly, the pilot released the brakes and
the jet dramatically sped up.

Jenna felt the forceful flow of adrenaline
through her body as the buildings and in-coming planes whizzed past
in the opposite direction. She closed her eyes tightly against the
dire images in her mind, feeling her stomach sink right at the
moment the plane lifted from the ground.

“Are you doing all right?” Jack asked.

Jenna felt out of control and squeezed his
hand as the nose of the plane angled toward the sky. She finally
felt the jet gently leveling out, seemingly suspended in the ocean
of air. Her fearful experience gave way to excitement the moment
she opened her eyes to her new surroundings. She peeked cautiously
out the window at the earth moving slowly beneath. The expansive
blue sky, coupled with the churning white-capped waves in the
Atlantic, and a few white wispy clouds calmed her nerves.

“So picturesque,” she whispered.

The plane titled to the right, then, leveling
out again, began the one hour and forty minute flight to Montego
Bay. The seatbelt light dinged off just as a flight attendant
suddenly appeared.

“Yes, can I help you?”

“I pushed the button,” Jack said, pointing to
the overhead. “I thought it might help if she got some cold
water.”

“Good idea,” Jenna said.

“Well, here’s to good friends and new
adventures.” He raised his hand as if holding a drink.

“Speaking of which,” Jenna said as she
hesitantly stood, “I’m going toward the back to see if I can find
those two.”

“Okay. Send Marc back here when you find
them. Tell him I’ll have a Red Stripe with his name on it.”

Jenna made her way to the end of the aisle
and slid by the service cart. She looked back down the rows, and
spotted Summer and Marc huddled together.

“What’re you reading?” she asked as she drew
near.

“Hey there. Wow, there’s so much to do at the
resort. We’re just trying to figure out how to fit it all in,”
Summer said, holding up the brochure for Jenna to take a closer
look.

“Oh cool. We didn’t get one of those or at
least I don’t think we did.”

“They’re tucked into the…” Marc rummaged
through the seat pocket. “Right here. Here you go, take this
one.”

“Thanks. Jack wants me to send you back to
our seats for a beer. He was just about to order one for you.”

“I’ll leave the beer to the boys,” Summer
said. “I ordered a mimosa for myself. What did you get?”

“Water,” Jenna said meekly. “Way too early
for me to start drinking. Besides, my stomach is never very happy
on planes.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it. I ordered water
too, but somehow they spilled some scotch in mine,” Marc said,
glancing up at Jenna with a smile on his face. “I was upset at
first,” he continued, “but Summer reminded me that we’re here to
have a good time and it’s not right to get upset over such trivial
matters.” He lifted his drink in her direction. “It’s good. You
should try one.”

“Get out of here and go see Jack,” Jenna
said, chuckling at his humor. “Let Summer and me have some time
together and we’ll come up with a plan.”

“Guaranteed to blow your mind,” Summer said,
winking at Marc.

“I like the sound of that.” He leaned over
and kissed her fully on the lips and then Jenna on the cheek. “I’ll
see you lovely ladies, in a bit,” he said, raising his eyebrows to
Jenna and making eye contact that she felt in places she’d rather
not think about. “I’m going to leave my drink here.”

 


*****

“Hey, mon. Have a seat,” Jack said, patting
the cushion next to him.

“Is this your first time to Jamaica?” Marc
asked, ducking under the overhead compartment to sit next to
Jack.

“Ya mon. This be me
first time.” He held out a Red Stripe.

“Nice. Thanks,” Marc said. “I’ve been a
couple of times, years ago.”

“Where did you guys stay the last time you
were there?”

“I was with a bunch of guys from med school.
We had a crazy time.”

“Oh, so not you and Summer?”

“No, a long time ago. We stayed in this dive
at the end of the island, not far from Negril. The beds were
horrible. No phones, no TV, not even a radio. The first shower I
took there was in light brown water. It was wild,” he mused,
stroking his chin. “We found this little bar on the beach—we
practically lived there. We went from the water to the bar and then
back into the water. We’d smoke up and go scuba diving or sailing
until around three o’clock and then pile into hammocks for a nap.
If we hadn’t run out of money we’d probably still be there.”

 


*****

“I’m so glad you invited us along,” Summer
said.

“Yeah, ah … me too,” Jenna said.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yes and … yeah it’s going to be fine,” Jenna
said. “We were supposed to take this trip alone—kind of a second
honeymoon—to reconnect, but Jack … you know how men can be.
First-time couples get a huge discount if they bring another couple
along and Jack can’t pass up a deal.”

Summer held up the brochure. “Listen, we can
schedule everything so you two have plenty of private time. We
certainly don’t have to hang out together.”

“I know I’m just being silly. It’s just that
so much has happened recently, I feel like I need a break.”

“A break from what?” Summer asked, shifting
in her seat to face Jenna.

“A break from life.”

“A break from life? That sounds serious. You
seemed fine in yoga class. Is it something you want to talk
about?”

“I don’t know. Part of me feels like I’m
being dramatic and another part of me—a bigger part of me—feels
overwhelmed.”

They sat quietly for a few moments, Jenna
lost in her thoughts.

“I thought my mother was going to die,” Jenna
said, breaking the silence. “She had a mild heart attack and while
in the hospital she contracted an infection. I’m not particularly
close with her, but it made me feel like life is too short. You
know what I mean?”

“That must have been very scary.”

“And then there’s the fact that I can’t get
pregnant. I found out about a month ago.” Jenna leaned her head
back against the seat. “I thought if we had a baby, Jack and I
could work out our problems. I thought if Jack became a dad, he
might grow up and be more responsible. Instead of being devastated
like I am, he’s relieved. I think that’s why Jack decided to plan
this trip, as a sort of pick-me-up for me. On top of all of that, I
don’t like the person I’ve become and—I’m sorry,” she said, shaking
her head, “I don’t—”

“Don’t sweat it. However, I do have to say
that having a baby rarely works to bring a relationship back into
focus. If anything, most of the time, it adds to the stress. This
vacation sounds like the very thing you need.”

“That’s what Jack says.”

“If you don’t like who you’ve become, maybe
opening yourself to new experiences is exactly what you need.”

“Yeah, try something new. I was a lot more
liberal in college.” Jenna slapped her thighs with both hands.
“Enough of this morose crap, let’s see what adventures we can
plan.”

“Are you sure?”

She leaned over toward Summer to share the
brochure. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. So what shall we schedule for the
next ten days?”

“Look at this list,” Summer said, running her
French manicured fingernail down the page. “I have no idea where to
begin.”

“It says here we need to make dinner
reservations for Le Gourmet as soon as we arrive,” Jenna said.
“Must be popular. Oh my, it’s stunning. On the other hand, we could
go to the Bayside. That looks yummy, too.”

“The Bayside is Italian. I don’t eat out a
lot, so when I do, I want it to knock my socks off,” Summer said.
“But I imagine you must be the same way. By the way, how’d you get
ten days off from the paper? Are they having you critique the
restaurants at the Couples Resort?”

“No, the paper’s only interested in local
fare. Nah, it’s not too hard to get time off there. I write for the
Sunday paper and my intern is going to write for the next couple of
weeks. She’s very excited and besides, I had some vacation leave
saved up,” Jenna said and then looked back at the brochure. “This
is going to be a task working out our schedule. Should we get the
boys involved?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Summer said,
laughing. “We should take care of it and tell them when and where
to show up.”

“Right. Let’s see … we can go snorkeling, but
I’ve always wanted to try scuba diving.”

“Marc would probably be into that but not
me,” Summer said. “I prefer being above the water. Too many Jaws
movies, I think. Oh look at this, a sunset cruise, I definitely
want to do that.” She placed a check mark next to it.

“They also have tandem bicycles,” Jenna said.
“Oh my gosh … the horseback ride through the plantation sounds
wonderful. Put a check mark for us.”

“Do you mean us as in you and me or you and
Jack?”

“Hell, whoever wants to go,” Jenna said,
finally giving into the excitement of the vacation. “Did you check
out the Couples website? The place looks incredible.”

“Like this?” Summer asked, turning the page
to show her the pictures in the brochure.

“Exactly,” Jenna said. “Listen to this—”

 


Couples Ocho Rios resort is nestled in a
cove of shimmering cyan waters on the shores of the Caribbean Sea
in front of a beautiful pristine beach peppered with sun
worshipers. West of the main building, a wooden dock extends a
third of the distance to the nude island offshore. Broad-leafed
banana trees, tall grasses, and shady palms provide a sense of
privacy as the island lies directly in view of everyone on the big
island beach. The large brick buildings, painted brilliant white,
reflect old English boarding school architecture with windows and
balcony doors flung open to allow the Caribbean breezes to caress
sunbaked bodies while they enjoy an afternoon nap.

 


“I didn’t realize the resort would be so
huge,” Summer said, expanding the brochure to its full size.

“Excuse the interruption,” a male voice
announced. “The captain has turned on the ‘fasten your seatbelt’
sign because of upcoming turbulence.”

“I need to get back to Jack,” Jenna said
nervously. “We can finish the schedule later.”

“Okay. But let’s definitely check out the
resort tour and see if it’s worth our time.”

“Yeah. Okay. I really need to get to my
seat.” Jenna quickly made her way to Jack and sent Marc on his
way.

“I hate this,” Jenna said, snapping her
seatbelt around her waist and pulling it tight.

“Try to relax, honey. We’re probably halfway
to Jamaica,” Jack said, lightly touching her hand. “Not too much
longer now.”

 


*****

“That’s Montego Bay,” Marc said, pointing out
the window.

“Oh, I can see the ocean,” Summer murmured.
“I can’t wait to take the bus. I like the idea of seeing the
country-side up close.”

“I can’t wait to get you alone in our hotel
room,” Marc said, and then captured Summer’s lips in a salacious
kiss.

When they broke away to catch their breath,
Summer said, “Too bad this isn’t a longer flight. I have always
wanted to join the Mile High Club.”

 


*****

“We’re not landing on that little strip down
there, are we?” Jenna asked.

“Honey, close your eyes and I’ll let you know
when we’re on the ground,” Jack said, taking her hand in his.
“We’re taking the bus to Ocho Rios. It’s supposed to be a very
interesting ride from what I hear.”

“Okay. I can do this,” she whispered, aware
of the pounding of her heart as her hands moistened. She could hear
every sound and sensed even the slightest change in altitude. The
whirl of the engines slowed and the jet seemed to float
momentarily, and then nosed down slowly to descend. The plane
rolled to the left, which exposed Jenna to a full view of the
runway and the Caribbean Sea. She felt the urge to jump into Jack’s
lap, but then the wings leveled out again.

“It’s sunny and mild today in Jamaica, as it
is most days,” the pilot said in his thick Jamaican accent. “Thank
you for flying Air Jamaica and have a wonderful stay.” The pilot
paused and then said, “Mon.”

Laughter broke out throughout the plane.

The giant wheels of the jet touched the
runway with a rumble, the nose of the plane fell dramatically
forward followed by the loud rushing of the reverse thrust. Moments
later, the jet taxied lazily toward the terminal. Anxious tourists
filled in the center aisles in an orderly fashion and shuffled
forward to disembark.

“This is awesome,” Jack said. “How much
trouble do you think you can get into on this tropical island, mon.
Wait, that didn’t come out right. I mean, how can you get into
trouble on this beautiful island? That’s not right either.”

“Just don’t,” Jenna said.


CHAPTER THREE






“Hey, customs is over there,” Marc called
out.

As Jack and Jenna stepped from the plane onto
the tarmac, a man wearing dark sunglasses and dreadlocks asked, “Do
you need anything, mon?”

“No. I’m fine for now,” Jack said. He turned
to Jenna. “Can you believe they would hit me up before going
through customs? Do I look like a pothead?”

“They’re asking everyone who departs the
plane. And I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that it
might incriminate you,” Jenna said, laughing. “Besides you said
it’s legal here.”

“Right. I did, didn’t I?”

“Jack, forget it. Let’s catch up with Summer
so we can sit together on the bus.”

Buses had gathered from various locations
around the island and sat ready to transfer the tourists to their
respective destinations.

When leaving the lobby of the airport, after
a customs check, a dark-skinned man wearing black sunglasses, a
crisp white buttoned down shirt and khaki shorts sauntered up to
the group and asked Summer, “Would you be going to Couples or
Ciboney in Ocho Rios, my lady?”

“Yes, we are. Couples,” Summer said.

“Not to worry. We will take care of
everything,” he said.

“How long of a ride is it?” Jenna asked.

“It all depends on how you feel about riding
in a bus through the countryside of Jamaica.” He smiled. “We will
be making a stop for refreshments about halfway to the hotel. If
you’d like, I can keep letting you know how far it is until we get
there, but I want to encourage you—this is not a time to worry, my
lady. Irie?”

“It’s Jamaican time … kind of not time,” Marc
said. “No matter the circumstances ‘it’s no problem, mon.’ Even a
problem is considered ‘no problem’.”

“Well then, that is no problem. Oh my gosh,
this weather is fantastic,” Jenna exclaimed as she reveled in the
sunshine and blue skies. “I wonder if I have time to change. Hang
on a sec, Jack, I’ll ask.” Jenna caught up with their bus operator.
“Sir, excuse me, do you think I have time to make a quick change of
clothes?”

“We have all the time in the world, my lady,
but if you can do it in the next ten minutes or so, that would get
us to your destination in plenty of time for you to have lunch.
Which is your bag?”

After changing into blue shorts and a fitted
pale blue tank top, Jenna settled into her seat and stared out the
window at the people walking by from all over the world. She could
relate to their smiles and looks of joy to be on the island at
last. Jenna glanced at Marc and again wondered if he had indeed
made a pass at her or as Jack said, she’d only imagined it. Her
stomach twisted at the fact that Marc’s flirtation still occupied
her mind. In an effort to stop the direction of her thoughts she
blurted, “I thought he said we would be leaving in ten minutes? All
those buses are pulling out. What do you think is going on?”

“Or so…” said the bus driver as he sat down
across the aisle from them. “My cousin works at the hotel and needs
a ride. He should be here any moment. In the meantime, can I get
you anything?”

“No thanks,” said Jenna.

“What’s the chance of a cold Red Stripe?”
Jack asked.

“Ya mon. No
problem,” he said with a big pearly white smile. “You in the spirit
of the islands now. I’ll be right back.”

The other passengers seemed oblivious to the
delay. Twelve strangers gathered on a bus for a ride from Montego
Bay to Ocho Rios, Jamaica, bound by island time. After another five
minutes, the driver and a young man boarded the bus and greeted
everyone, apologizing for the slight delay. The driver delivered
the cold beer to Jack and graciously accepted five dollars with no
way of making change. Jack smiled.

The bus bolted into traffic with abandon,
joining a caravan of other buses and local drivers in a chaotic
scene of speed and lane changes. On the island, if a bus is full of
tourists, it’s up to the local drivers to yield. However, that
small bit of information failed to register to some whose cars
skimmed so close that the group collectively gasped each time at
the near misses.

“It’ll be better once we hit the highway,”
Jack said, clutching Jenna’s thigh reassuringly as she bounced in
her seat.

“No it won’t,” Marc said. “In fact, it’s
going to get a lot worse. You’ll find yourself contemplating
insurance policies and beneficiaries.” He looked directly at the
three who stared back at him to see if he would break into
laughter. Not even a chuckle or a smile showed. “You’ll pray before
this trip is over,” he said.

“Then why are we doing this?” Jenna
asked.

“Because I’ve always survived … so far,” Marc
said with a wink. “The other option is a small plane, but you still
have to take a bus from the landing strip to the hotel.”

“That wouldn’t work for me. I don’t do small
planes, can barely tolerate the big ones,” Jenna said. She
consciously avoided looking directly at Marc.

The route out of town offered a sense of
relief, but only briefly, as the tour bus left the city streets for
the main highway around the island. The chatter started between
couples but soon enveloped everyone on the bus, with the exception
of one. He was driving like a madman.

“Oh my god! Did you see how close we came to
that Rasta man standing on the side of the road?” Summer exclaimed,
pointing out the rear window.

“I swear I don’t see him back there anymore.
Oh there goes another,” Jack said nervously. “That was close. This
is nuts,” he said, laughing.

“Why do they keep blinking their headlights?”
Jenna asked.

Marc scooted toward Jenna. “Well, it could be
family or friends or a warning that they plan to make a pass,” he
said with a wink. “I meant cars passing. They usually won’t
challenge the buses, but I’ve seen them snake between a bus and a
car.”

“I see,” Jenna said. She looked away to hide
the slight smile that Marc’s double entendre had evoked.

The bus careened off the road, heightening
the apprehension of the passengers. The tourists glanced wild-eyed
about the coach when a young Jamaican driver rapidly blinked his
lights as he changed lanes and sped past. In only a few hundred
more feet, the road narrowed over a bridge. As the small car slid
into its lane, pedestrians seemed to place their faith in their
ability to remain steady and undisturbed by the closeness of the
passing vehicles.

“Oh, I can’t take it,” Jack said. “How many
people are hit and killed each year, besides the twenty or so we’re
responsible for?”

“I don’t know,” Marc said.

“Thank god,” Jenna said, looking out the
large side window. “We only have eighty kilometers to go.” She
turned to Jack and asked, “How far is that?”

“I don’t know,” Jack said. “I’m guessing too
far for my heart, though.”

Arriving at the midpoint in the drive to Ocho
Rios, the clicking of the microphone drew everyone’s attention to
the front of the vehicle where the big burly man spoke into his one
hand while spinning the large steering wheel with the other.

“Okay then, we will be stopping for
refreshments for twenty minutes,” the driver announced as he slowed
and turned down a road that led to a marketplace. He pulled in next
to ten look-a-like buses and parked. “I would be suggesting you
write down the number of our bus. Twenty minutes,” he said over the
loud speaker. “This is the only stop until elegant Couples and
Ciboney, Ocho Rios.”

Jenna walked toward the front of the bus.
“How much longer? Oh, never mind,” she said, holding up her hand.
“I know, I know. Just relax, right?” She turned, grasped the
handrail and shook her head as she descended the three steps of the
bus to stand amongst the others.

Their shoes crunched along the gravel path to
a shanty shack. Upon stepping through the open doorway, they were
pleasantly surprised at the cleanliness of the market. Jenna
perused the general store filled with trinkets, Red Stripe beer,
and local art. Questionable sandwiches wrapped in what appeared to
be plain plastic repelled most tourists, while toward the back of
the market, on a dark wood paneled wall, hung paintings from local
artists. Each artist captured the essence of Jamaica in colors that
vibrated with warmth; the art elicited a shared invitation to play
and bask in the romance of the island.

“This is lovely,” Summer said, lightly
touching one of the oil paintings. “Let’s buy it, Marc.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said, staring at the painting of a
starry Jamaican sky above a huge bonfire on the beach where
drummers and dancers moved to rhythms of the night. “I think it’s
lovely.”

“How much do you need?” Marc asked, admiring
the artist’s work.

“Thirty-seven.” She took the money from his
hand. “Thanks, honey.”

Jack and Jenna, backlit by the vast blue sky,
stepped into the doorway of the shanty, each holding two Red Stripe
beers.

“Had to,” Jack said, shrugging his shoulders.
“I have a feeling we’ll be needing these for the second leg of this
trip, it may be the only way my heart will survive the rest of this
ride. I figured you might like one as well.” He handed a beer to
Marc and offered the other to Summer. “Whoa. Nice painting. Summer,
you’ve got a good eye.”

“Thanks, babe.” She moved shoulder to
shoulder with Jack and held the painting up in front of them. “It's
kind of sexy don't you think? I can almost feel the drum beat.” She
tossed Jack a come-hither look that he easily caught but
straightened up, feeling Jenna's stare.

“These cats can put some paint down, ya mon?
Inspiring,” he, nodding his head.

The four strolled back in the shade of Banyan
trees through a small herd of goats that paid them no notice, and
climbed the steps to the aisle, flopping back into their seats.

“Two minutes until the race for Ocho Rios is
on again. Are we ready?” Marc asked.

“Let’s all hold hands,” Jack said, reaching
for Summer’s hand. “Shall we pray?” He joked.

Summer smiled at Jack and gave his hand an
extra squeeze. Jenna kept her hands in her lap to avoid clasping
hands with Marc.

The bus driver suddenly appeared, taking the
mic in hand—not necessary for a bus that size—and said, “Okay then.
We’re halfway, ya mon.” His voice echoed over the loudspeaker.
“Let’s get started and finish this trip up. Remember, bus drivers
don’t make a great deal in Jamaica, so tips are well appreciated.
I’m sure you’ll feel a great appreciation when we arrive safely at
the beautiful Ciboney and Couples, Ocho Rios.” He cranked the bus
and backed out carefully and slowly. He then slid into first gear
with a slight resistant grinding and sped out as if he had robbed
the place.

“He didn’t even count heads. Is everyone
here?” Summer asked, glancing around the bus.

“Ah, I’m sure we’re all here. So what have
you girls decided we’re doing first?” Marc asked.

“There’s a resort tour—whoa, what was that?”
Jenna called out as the passengers all bounced in unison when the
bus hit a huge pothole. “Somebody needs to fix this road,” she
said, rubbing her behind. “Anyway, there’s a tour at the hotel when
we arrive, so I’m thinking we should go and get a feel for the
place. We’ll have time to unpack first.”

“That’s a good idea,” Jack said.

“Can that be right?” Jenna asked. “That sign
said we have 65 kilometers to go. Is that possible? Are kilometers
that small?”

“I always thought a kilometer is similar but
shorter than a mile, but not that much smaller.” Jack shrugged and
slid over to the window to gaze out over the countryside. “Marc,
what’s with all the goats?”

“They eat them. They roam free throughout the
countryside.”

“Yeah, I’m noticing. They’re everywhere,”
Jack said.

“Oh my god! You’ve got to see this! That sign
says 80 kilometers to Ocho Rios. How can that be?” Jenna said,
pointing out the window as the sign whizzed past. “Is he taking us
in circles?”

Marc laughed boisterously. “Maybe they should
lay off the ganja when they’re hanging signs. ‘Eighty, sixty-five,
eighty? No problem, mon! Hey, they still gonna get there, mon,’” he
said, continuing to laugh.

“Frankly, I don’t find it funny,” Jenna said,
scanning the scenery. “Are we ever going to get there?”

“Don’t make me pull this bus over,” Jack
said, trying to lighten the mood.

“Kiss my ass!” Jenna said, pushing playfully
at Jack.

“So, what else did you guys plan?” Marc
said.

“Holy shit, that’s either the largest
cigarette or the biggest joint I’ve ever seen in my entire life,”
Jack said, holding his fingers in front of him about six inches
apart. “Did you see that guy on the side of the road?”

The driver pointed out the cruise ship ports
and different resorts along the highway in an effort to help pass
the time. After twenty minutes of silence, the mic clicked on for
an announcement.

“Welcome to Ocho Rios,” they heard over the
loudspeaker. “We’ll be making one stop at Ciboney Resort and then
we will make our way to Couples.”

“I can’t wait to get off this bus,” Jenna
said.

“I can’t wait to see the resort,” Summer
said.

“Wow, check out this Rasta man … bathing in
the creek by the road,” Jack said.

“Where? Aww, I missed him. Was he naked?”
Summer asked.

“He was naked and I think you would’ve liked
him,” Jack said, grinning.

“Damn, let’s turn this bus around,” Summer
said, giddy with excitement.

“That’s my girl,” Marc said. He leaned in
close to Summer and whispered, “There’ll be plenty of boys for you
to flirt with once we get to the resort.”

The bus abruptly pulled into the roundabout
for the Ciboney Resort. The husky driver accompanied two German
couples off the bus to extract their bags from the luggage
compartment and then lingered ready and waiting for a tip. After
receiving his gratuity, he returned to the bus and said, “Okay
then, Couples is right up the road. Now doesn’t that make you
happy? Irie.”

“Makes me very happy!” Jenna shouted.

“And you look great when you are happy,” Marc
said, raising his eyebrows as a grin played across his lips.

“Really? Aww, thanks, Marc.” Jenna felt a
blush run through her entire body at his compliment. She moved
closer to Jack and leaned her head into his shoulder.

The white and red coach shimmied into a
driveway lined with tall tropical palm trees swaying gently in the
ocean breeze and heliconia in full bloom on either side of the
road. As they moved along the route toward the resort entrance,
they discovered ‘COUPLES’ embossed in the grass with bougainvillea
rosenka shaping the letters. A red tile roof rose dramatically
above as they approached the front steps and landing to the grand
entrance of the resort. The driver maneuvered the bus in front of
the hotel stairs bringing the vehicle to a sharp halt. Everyone
breathed a sigh of relief for having simply survived the trip.
Suddenly the air filled with excited chatter while the passengers
noisily retrieved their belongings from the overhead racks.

“Do you guys happen to have any small bills?”
Jack asked.

“No problem,” Marc said. He handed Jack a
five and the foursome shuffled to the front of the bus.

“Thank you, sir. We appreciate what you do,”
said Marc, handing the driver a ten.

“Irie, mon, you have yourself a fine
vacation.”

“That was a most interesting ride,” Jack said
as he extended his hand to the driver. “I do appreciate getting
here alive.”

“Thank you, sir … and my lady, I hope you
enjoy your stay more than the trip from Montego Bay. This is
Jamaica, mon. Irie?”

“Thanks,” Jenna said. “I’ll do my best.”

Jack took Jenna’s hand and followed the group
towards the stairs.

With a beaming smile on her face, Summer
looked back over her shoulder straight at Jack and asked, “Are you
ready to play?”

Jack glanced at Jenna and said, “You know, if
I were a betting man…”


CHAPTER FOUR

The foursome ascended the stairs into the
hotel lobby where the vaulted ceilings and massive wooden columns
dwarfed everyone and everything.

“Hello, and welcome to Couples. Please enjoy
a complimentary glass of champagne while you wait your turn for
check in,” said a hotel host. “As soon as the front desk is ready
for you, you will be called. Thank you.”

The open French doors that lashed to the
outside brick walls allowed the ocean breeze to swirl among the
huge clay pots that rested on the terracotta floor interspersed
with colorfully hand-painted tiles. Overstuffed couches and dark
wood chairs filled the foyer, with no more than four seats in any
one grouping. The colorful primitive art that adorned the
monolithic walls encouraged everyone to slow down, take a moment
and enjoy the slower pace. The newly arrived vacationists strolled
to the rear of the lobby and perched at the window ledge to see
Tower Island.

Tanned bodies, glistening in the sun, paraded
chaotically among the hubbub of activities below the windows. The
rope hammocks strung between and in the shadows of palms, cradled
couples of all shapes and sizes—one couple in a hammock waved and
Jenna instinctively waved back.

The four sidled up to the large dark-wood
front desk to wait for the doling out of room keys.

“Have a seat and relax. We’ll have you all in
your rooms in no time,” the receptionist said cheerfully. “Hi.
What’s your last name?”

“Harper, Jack and Jenna
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