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            Chapter 1

          

          
            09:35 Heathrow Airport London

          

        

      

    

    
      Johnny Harrington raced through the airport, weaving and dodging through the crowd while glancing at her phone, which was on fire with messages. As she neared the gate, she answered her phone breathlessly, "Jerry, I'm practically there. No, definitely not. I'm getting on this plane. You never spoke to me." She hung up before he could respond.

      Panting as she entered the door, Johnny was greeted by a flight attendant who smiled warmly and took her Moncler jacket. "Welcome aboard, Ms. Harrington." The thud of the heavy plane door closing behind her confirmed her status as the last passenger. She trudged to her first-class cubicle and sank into the plush leather seat as the chief steward announced, "Boarding complete."

      As the plane began to taxi, Johnny gratefully accepted a glass of champagne. The chaos of her day melted away with each sip, and she drifted off to sleep before she could even finish the sparkling drink.

      **************************

      A sliver of light from the cabin coaxed Johnny's eyes open. She slid the window shade up and gazed out the plane window at the azure waves below, rushing to meet the white sand. In less than an hour I'll finally be in that water.

      "We're getting ready to land soon," the flight attendant's voice broke her trance. Johnny turned to her. "Thank you." She smiled as she pushed the button that transformed her bed back into a first-class seat. The guaranteed premium tickets were the only reason she'd taken the side trip to London before heading to Barbados.

       Checking her hair and make-up, she released a deep sigh. At least two weeks without having to take crisis calls in the middle of the night. He’s somebody else’s problem for now.

      She tried not to think about the missed messages and all the calls she'd ignored as she hit the off button before rushing onto the plane at Heathrow. Now Naïve, one of the most famous music artists in the world, was on his way back to rehab in New York, and she was spending the holidays here on the island.

      The bright sun and soupy Caribbean air hit Johnny as she descended the airplane steps. The familiar fragrance of human moisture melding with wilting foliage welcomed her as she walked across the tarmac to the airport's arrival area. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before entering the building, sensing the warmth of being home. A glance over her shoulder assured her all the pressures and worries of her fast-paced life in the music business were behind her on the plane returning to London.

      Although she hadn't been born in Barbados, her heart lay on the island. Memories of her childhood vacations with her parents, learning to swim in tranquil blue water with her uncle after her parents returned to New York, deepened her connection to the place. Christmas days spent going from house to house and partying with friends on the island gave Johnny the confidence to call Barbados home.

      The trade winds blew Johnny's blonde kinky curls away from her face but didn't ease the heat from her Burberry cashmere hoodie and Moncler jacket around her shoulders. Through the terminal window, she could spot passengers—one with the ubiquitous raincoat and umbrella—waiting to board the return flight to London. She entered the terminal, sweat oozing from her body, and glanced around, pulling her clothes away from her skin. Where is Lockwood? The moisture slowly dripping down her body gave a sensation of swimming in hot soup, but hopefully, he was here to give her the VIP treatment through customs—the beginning of her restful vacation.

      ***********

       

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            14:55 Bridgetown Barbados

          

        

      

    

    
      Philip Lockwood stood under the swaying palm trees while his officers removed the dead body next to the kilos of cocaine, the latest confiscation from the area. The fresh scent of the salted sea water flowing onto the shore usually calmed him. But not now. He shook his head. Human remains and kilos of cocaine. Both treated the same. Carted away in separate vehicles.  Clasping his folded hands behind his back, he rocked back and forth on his feet. How had it come to this? There had always been drug problems here. But this was different.

      “Sir, the final tally of the bags,” said a young Black policewoman.

      The furrows in Lockwood’s brows deepened. He read the report she’d handed him.

      The coroner approached. “Do you know the cause of death?” Lockwood asked.

      The ennui in the coroner’s eyes was visible. He gave a perfunctory nod over the body. “From a first look, blunt force wound to the head. But he was probably dumped into the jet ski a few days ago.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “I don’t think he was killed on a jet ski in the middle of the ocean and there are beginning signs of bloating in the body.”

      Lockwood gave a deep sigh. “I need to see a full autopsy report as soon as it’s complete.”

      “Sure, no problem.” The coroner walked back to the van. 

      “Make sure the jeep is escorted to the armory and the bags are recounted before they’re placed inside,” he said to the policewoman.

      “Yes, sir.”

      As she darted away, memories of his own young officer years flashed in his head. Back then, the biggest problem the island’s British-born Police Commissioner usually dealt with was British expatriates complaining about natives stealing fruit from their trees.

      He shook his head as he looked around. Who would have imagined I would become Police Commissioner? And that an all-Black police force would be dealing with much bigger problems and protecting the same homes now owned by Bajans?

      The vibration of his phone interrupted his thoughts.

      “Lockwood here.”

      “Sir, you told me to remind you when it was 3:30,” his secretary’s voice streamed into his earpiece.

      “Thank you, Ms. Braithwaite. I’m heading to the airport.” 

      As Lockwood drove, passing the festive lights on the houses, he tried to feel the spirit of the season. A smile crept up on his face. Those former cane fields, the same ones in which he’d played as a child and later lost his virginity, were now a highway. He nodded to himself. Yes, the island has changed, but some things will always be the same.

      After entering the terminal, he observed the natives rushing to greet returning relatives. Tourists taking a break from North America's and Europe's fierce winters searching among the mountain of suitcases for their luggage. Lockwood grinned when he spotted

      Johnny in her high heeled Prada boots and Moncler jacket falling off her shoulders, schlepping through the crowd, dragging her carry-on luggage behind her. He might not know the labels she was wearing but could tell the cost of her entire outfit was probably a month’s salary for one of his officers. Although she returned to the island every year, he still saw the precocious little girl in the beautiful young woman’s face. Can’t believe she is a young woman. Like the daughter I never had.

       “Welcome back, Johnny.” He hugged her and took her hand luggage.

      “It’s so good to be back.”        

      "Let me have your passport. You can wait here while I take care of your documents," Lockwood said.

      "Thanks." Johnny handed him her passport, admiring her old family friend's wavy salt-and-pepper hair, which accented his light brown complexion as he turned away. As he trekked through the airport, Johnny noticed two police officers rushing toward him. He pulled them to the side, his jaw clenched and hands clasped in front of him as he listened to whatever they told him. He disappeared behind an office door before returning in no time with her documents and the rest of her luggage.

      "How's the family, Johnny? Everyone is well?" Lockwood inquired as they strolled to the car.

      "Yes, everyone's fine, thanks. Hope I didn't interrupt your day. You look like you're pretty busy."

      "Not anything more than usual."

      Johnny's instinctive people-reading skills told her the weariness in his eyes betrayed his words. Always through the eyes. That was how she discerned the artist who was about to go on a drug binge or the lecherous executive who would put her in a precarious situation—and how she survived in her business.

      As soon as Lockwood got in the car beside her, Johnny pressed him. "I saw those officers run to you. It looked serious."

      Lockwood put his head out the window to yell hello to an acquaintance before he faced Johnny with a smile. "Just some police business in the area. The young officers are always trying to make a good impression."

      It didn’t get past her how he diverted the conversation by giving her the latest news about mutual acquaintances. I’ll let it slide for now. She soon became distracted gazing out the window at the beautiful red and white poinsettia swaying among the exotic hibiscus which grew in abundance around the island. I love this. It never gets old.

      “This is the new Princess Highway we're heading towards,” said Lockwood as they entered the roundabout. “It might not have been completed last year when you were here.” He pointed out to the horizon. “You take it straight from the airport to the West Coast.”

       Johnny shrugged. “It makes the trip from the airport faster, but I miss seeing the little white houses along the way and the cows and goats in the open fields.  Barbados's quaint charm is the reason visitors become addicted to this country.” 

      Lockwood glanced at her. “Things are changing a lot and, in more ways, than you might realize.”

      Johnny raised an eyebrow. She studied him. “What do you mean? Does it have something to do with your business at the airport?”

      He stared straight ahead. “Oh, it's more than just the physical changes to the island.  People's attitudes are also different. Sometimes for the better. Sometimes not.”

      Several acres of the namesake trees surrounding the sprawling Flamboyant plantation was Johnny’s first sight as they drove up the graveled courtyard to the house and closer to her favorite childhood spots. Flamboyant’s veranda surrounded the house on three sides, each with doors opening out towards floral grounds that brought a cool breeze from the sea.

      Johnny smiled. Flamboyant was almost as old as her family’s lineage on the island. The remnants of the island’s oldest sugar mill where she played as a child were still on the edge of the plantation land. The sound of the car brought Elizabeth Harrington, trailed by yapping dogs, out of the house. Her aunt approached them with an air of the British aristocracy.

      Johnny rushed to hug her. “Welcome back, Johnny.” Elizabeth said.

      “I couldn’t wait to be back here.” Johnny gushed. She pulled away, surveying her aunt’s attire.

       Elizabeth’s fine brown hair was now scattered with hints of gray, but that didn't take away from her beauty. The orange background in her printed organza shirtdress complemented her copper skin, while the full skirt with billowing sleeves of the dress made her look like a rich lady of the leisure crowd. How does she stay so elegant in this sweltering heat?

      “I see you forget about me when your relatives come home,” Lockwood teased Elizabeth, as he gave her a friendly peck on the cheek. 

      “Oh Philip, you are part of the family. How can I possibly forget you?” she replied in a sweet British-fringed Barbados accent. “Come, leave your bags,” she said to Johnny. “Leonard will bring them in.”

      Lockwood winked at Johnny as she whispered “thank you” before Elizabeth intertwined their arms and led her into the house. 

      Johnny glanced over her shoulder and smiled at the ground’s caretaker.  “Hey Leonard. You’re still looking good. How's it going?”

      “I'm still here surviving as long as the good Lord wants me to stay,” he answered in his strong, country-accented voice. 

      He closed the entrance gate that was always open before he picked up the bags. Leonard never appeared to age. His tall, lean body and jet-black skin belied his advanced years.  But that gate had seemed heavy for him to close. Maybe the years were finally catching up with him.

      She missed her childhood days when Leonard would tell her all the folklore of the island. Now he treated her with more distance, the same respect as her aunt in public. But at least they still always had their private chats in the kitchen when she shared his favorite Godiva chocolates she brought from New York. 

      Johnny beamed as she entered Flamboyant and took in the entrance hall. As she walked past one of the sitting rooms, she paused. Everything was still the same. She stared at the oil portrait of the Harringtons’ pale-faced, British-born patriarch, wondering why he didn’t smile. The much smaller portrait of his dark-skinned, Barbados-born wife had finally been found and placed next to him.

       All of the original 19th-century mahogany furniture Barbados was renowned for throughout the West Indies was perfectly arranged. The loveseats, with their cane backs and curved arms—behind which she'd hidden during games of hide-and-seek—were polished to a fine shine. Walking up the curved staircase, Johnny recalled how she used to sneak out and slide down the banister with glee.

      "Your regular room is ready for you," Elizabeth said as she opened the door and walked toward the four-poster mahogany bed. The transparent white batiste material draped around the posts swayed in the tropical breezes coming through the large, open shuttered windows. The bed was the reason this was Johnny’s favorite room.

      She ran her hand along the thick post, remembering how for years her parents wouldn’t let her stay in it, fearing her restless sleep and its height from the ground. When they’d finally deemed her the right age, the room became hers whenever she visited.

      "I saw Leonard shut the front gate. I’ve never known it to be closed during the day," Johnny remarked.

      Elizabeth walked to the balcony door and tied back the curtains before she faced Johnny. "Some extra precautions Phillip suggested," she said with a wave of her hand. "Why your uncle takes him so seriously sometimes, I don’t know. Now, Johnny, I've already set aside a schedule of events and parties coming up during your visit. You might not want to attend all of them, but I've put a small star next to the ones you shouldn't miss."

      Of course you did. Johnny’s eyes followed her aunt as she flitted around the room. Then she picked up the schedule from the side table. “The same ones as usual, I see.”

      “The first party is this evening, here at Flamboyant. Of course, we expect all the regulars, so take out what you plan to wear. Clara will collect it from you to be pressed. I suggest you rest this afternoon so you'll be fresh for this evening's event.”

      Elizabeth glided toward the door. "I'll be downstairs if you need anything."

      “Okay, thanks.” Johnny had hoped for a relaxing evening on her first night back at the estate. She should have known. It was the Christmas season. Since Elizabeth and Charles were part of Barbados's elite society, people expected them to give their annual parties. At least staying up later would help her get over the jet lag.

      She ambled out onto the balcony and glanced over the vast, lush land with the plantation’s namesake trees surrounding the estate. Johnny instantly thought about the most relaxing thing to do instead of resting in her room. After changing, she sneaked out of the house using the back staircase, hoping Elizabeth wouldn’t see her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            16:00 Paradise Beach, Barbados

          

        

      

    

    
      The road to Paradise Beach was lined with the island's short sea grape trees, their full, waxy green leaves bearing big, juicy grapes. Johnny gazed at the colorful bougainvillea flowers cascading down the walls of the old Canard estate house. Long vines of the bearded fig tree, which gave the island its Portuguese name, darkened part of the path. During her childhood, she would hurry past them because of the tales of spirits that lived in them. Now she appreciated the shade they provided.

      Johnny picked a quiet area to take a leisurely swim and placed her towel on the soft, white sand. She glided into the water as though performing a religious ritual, immersing herself in its tranquil blueness. Enveloped by the warm sea, a calmness slowly covered her.

      The waves rolled over each part of her body, caressing and bathing her, washing away all the pressures of unreturned emails and midnight crisis calls.

      She waded further into the ocean and lowered her head before starting butterfly strokes. After a few laps along the shoreline, she stopped and faced the sun, allowing its rays to warm her brown skin, her eyes riveted toward the horizon.

      "Hey, Johnny!" The voice shouting from the shoreline pulled her to attention. She twisted to squint at a tall, slender, dark figure, and immediately a smile spread across her face.

      She moved closer to the shore. "Winslow! How did you learn I was here?"

      "I always know the moment you step on the island," he responded with a sly grin.

      Her face lit up. Winslow wasn't only one of the best detectives on the drug task force but also her most precarious relationship. "Hope you aren't using police resources."

      "Only if it gives me time to be close to you." He took off his shoes and walked to the edge of the water. "Are you going to come out of there, or do I have to come in for you?"

      Johnny treaded water. "I haven't been in long enough. It feels too good to come out now. You, of all people, should understand. You love the sea even more than I do."

      He held his arms out toward her. "I haven't seen you in a year, so grant me this one wish. Only for a minute. Then you can go back in."

      She rose out of the ocean and pushed the kinky coils cascading down her shoulders away from her face.

      Winslow pulled her toward him. "It's crazy how you are more beautiful as each year passes. You keep trying to run away from me. One day, you'll come to your senses and realize I'm the only person who can put that smile on your face."

      "You're holding me too close." She coyly pushed away from him. "You're going to get wet."

      A warmth flowed over her body as he flashed his smile—the same smile that had given her peace after she'd ended a volatile relationship back home. He had taken her away from so many of the pompous affairs, to the dismay of Elizabeth, and shown her a simpler life in Barbados.

      She teased him as her hands ran over the top of his head. "Don't have it on today?" It was their joke about his fisherman's hat—the one he always wore as they raced around in his speedboat by day and removed at night before they lay on the sand roasting fish by a campfire.

      They would gaze at the stars dotting the dark sky as he stroked her hair and whispered, "Stay with me. I'll stop the world for you." He made her breathe a little slower and her body become lighter, but it wouldn't last.

      Eventually, she would have to return to reality without him. Her world took the good-hearted like a beast capturing its prey, devouring and churning them in its immense maw until nothing was left but a shell of the former person the beast tossed aside.

      She would never want to see Winslow lose himself in her world. Living a simple life with him for two weeks had worked perfectly, but how long would she last without the adrenaline of her fast-paced lifestyle? If Johnny left her world, she would eventually become the beast of prey that would destroy him.

      "I'm on duty, but I had to see you. Sit for a few minutes. Tell me what's going on in your life."

      She picked up the towel. "And waste the taxpayers' money by hanging out?"

      "I'm always working. It's been harder now than ever," said Winslow as he looked toward the horizon.

      She stopped drying herself. "Are you working on an exciting case?"

      "No, but they're more difficult ones." Winslow's tone turned solemn. "Things aren't as easy as they were before."

      She squinted at him. What isn’t he telling me? The intrigue, the details and tidbits he usually shared—although against the department's rules—were what she loved. This part of his work fascinated her. But his face lost its usual glow as he continued to avoid her questions.

      "Are you holding out on me? Don't tell me you've stopped trusting me after all these years."

      He drew her closer to him. Brushed his hand along her face.

      “Of course I trust you. You should have no doubts in your mind about my feelings for you.”

      “I love to hear about your cases.”

      Winslow moved aside. “I persuaded you out of the water to talk about you, not me.” His reaction convinced Johnny he had no intention of answering her questions. Just like Lockwood this afternoon. Something is going on and it doesn’t seem good.

      “Oh, everything is the same,” Johnny said. “Naive finally released his new music, so we'll be on tour next month.”  

      One thing Johnny hated to do in Barbados: talk about her work. It brought New York too close to her paradise. “Aunt Elizabeth is having her big annual party tonight so I’d better return before she notices I'm gone. Are you going to drop by?”

      “You know that crowd isn’t my thing. Since you're on a curfew, I'll give you a ride back to Flamboyant.”  

      She scoured the area. “Where's your bike?” 

      He put his arm around her shoulders as he pointed. “It's beyond the trees.”

      They headed in the bike's direction. Johnny felt Winslow’s eyes consuming her from head to toe. The same look he always gave her before he talked about marriage. Please don’t start that conversation again. Marriage would only ruin what we have.

      No matter how many times she tried to persuade him their different worlds wouldn’t meld, he ignored her. She stared at his back as he walked towards the bike and placed his leg over the seat. He would never be okay with my career, no matter what he says. I won’t let him destroy this.

      “Which road do you want me to take, the beach or the main road?”

      She placed her bag in the baggage compartment and jumped on.

      “The beach road, of course.”

      Winslow peeked over his shoulder and winked at her. “The beach road is a longer way to Flamboyant.”

      She grabbed his waist. “I know.”

      Winslow's motorcycle dodged between the trees on the beach path. The wind blew Johnny's hair dry, while the brine from the salty sea air reminded her of the first time on the bike with Winslow. It was the same carefree vacation when she sat behind him, holding him tight as they rode around the island.

      That year, she learned to love life on the ocean. She’d gone from squirming at the fresh catch to eating it straight from the sea. They would sail on Teamie when her dark cloud hovered over. Somehow, he knew the salt from the sea air and the ocean breeze would lift her mood without saying a word. His intuitive ability scared her more than she wanted to admit.

      He stopped the bike in Flamboyant’s circular courtyard and took off his helmet. “Here you are, safe and sound. When will I see you again?”

      “I’ll call you sometime this week,” Johnny answered as she got off the bike.

      Winslow’s face changed as his shoulders slumped and he lowered his gaze to the ground. She bent her head to meet his eyes. “You can find me at my favorite beach every day, so drop by when you have a break.”

      His face broke into a big grin. “Then I'll see you tomorrow.”

      As he rode away, Johnny shook her head and ran up the steps to the house. Winslow is still the same Winslow. Using his guile to make me feel guilty.

      “We were wondering where you were, Ms. Johnny.” Elizabeth smirked as she greeted her at the door.

      “I went for a quick swim. I thought it would help with the jet lag. Plus, I couldn't relax inside on such a beautiful day.”

      “Well, I hope you've decided what you want to wear tonight. If you're hungry, go into the kitchen. Clara is preparing plenty of food.”

      Johnny's flip-flops slid under her feet because of the remaining water and salt on her skin as she moved toward the stairs. “I want to take a shower before I have a snack. I'll be down in about an hour.”

      The suds from Elizabeth’s fresh citrus shower gel left Johnny’s skin extra clean. She wrapped her wet hair in a towel and put on her plush white terry-cloth robe, finally in total vacation mode. Clara had already unpacked her suitcase and hung up her clothes in the closet.

      She flipped through her dresses before pulling out a white linen sheath—the naturally wrinkled material was part of the chic. No need for Clara to press it. Johnny placed it on the valet rod above her gold stiletto sandals before going down the stairs decorated with imported holly and twinkling white lights.

      The kitchen was a vast area, fully equipped with top-of-the-line appliances. The room was filled with the extra staff Elizabeth had hired, running around in frantic turmoil. At the kitchen’s entrance,

      Clara darted around, giving instructions to the staff. She stopped as soon as she spotted Johnny. “I've prepared a small sampling of tonight's menu for you. Here, take this dish and go sit in the breakfast area. I'll bring some more over.”

      Thin, dark-skinned, and lively, Clara was gifted with the country’s elixir of youth, hiding the fact she'd worked for the Harringtons for more than twenty years.

      As Johnny headed toward the nook, she caught a glimpse of her uncle and Lockwood down the hallway, their heads close in a tense conversation. She stopped and lowered her head, nibbling on the fishcake puffs on her plate while she took side glances at them.

      Lockwood had been here for hours. Why was he still around? Johnny started to walk toward him to say goodbye.

      The police commissioner handed an envelope to her uncle as he gave her a side glance, pivoted, and rushed out the back entrance. Johnny squinted her eyes and slowly ate the last fishcake puff while watching Lockwood’s car leave through the hallway window.
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            19:00 Flamboyant Estate Barbados

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles Harrington disappeared into his office for a few minutes before meeting Johnny in the hallway with his usual jovial manner.

       “Johnny, welcome home.” He strode towards her. “It's wonderful to see you.” He took a step back. “Let me look at you. Ah I see you're keeping fit. How're William and Irene?”  

      Johnny hugged him.“Everyone is doing okay.”

      “As you see, we are ready to start the holiday festivities.” Charles thrust out his chest as they walked back inside the kitchen. The estate was his pride and joy. With love and tender care, he had made his home one of the most prestigious plantation houses on the island. 

      “William and Irene should come and spend the holidays one year. It would be nice to have your parents and the entire family here for Christmas. After all, it's not like we don't have enough room,” Charles continued in his proper British accent. Johnny stared at the dashing figure facing her. Built like an American linebacker, he had the grace and style of a man born to the manor.

      “How's business, Uncle Charles?”

       Charles shrugged. “It's as good as to be expected in these economic times.” Clara handed him his afternoon cocktail. “Thank you, Clara.”

      He faced Johnny. “Are you still traveling around with those insane pop stars?

       “Yes, I'm still with Naïve. But enough about me, tell me what’s happening on the island. I’ve heard there’ve been quite a few changes.”   

      Charles took a sip of his cocktail. “There are always changes. You don't expect things to stay the same. If the country wasn't changing, there would be no progress.”

      “But it appears some changes aren't so good.” She watched his facial expression as she leaned against the wall.

       “What do you mean?” Charles swiveled the ice in his glass and sat in the breakfast nook. Clara brought a small crystal bucket of ice and a small plate of appetizers to the table.

      “I've been getting that impression from Winslow and Mr. Lockwood.” She continued to focus on his face. Since Charles was an influential business owner in Barbados, he was in contact with all the political bigwigs. He knew the pulse of the country.

      “Oh, Johnny, you should know better than to take Winslow seriously. He will always exaggerate a situation because he wants to impress you.” Charles added some more ice to his cocktail as he avoided her stare. “And Lockwood, as I’ve said before, has used the hyperbole at  times”

      What is going on? He had never talked about Lockwood or Winslow like this before. Charles was the one person at Flamboyant who liked Winslow because of his solid reputation on the force. And he always bragged about how Lockwood had always been on point since his schoolboy days.

      Something wasn’t right.Why is he being evasive?

      “I better head upstairs to get ready for tonight before Aunt Elizabeth takes off my head.”

      “Yes, you know how particular your aunt is. By the way, Johnny, don't worry about the politics here.” He lifted his glass towards her. “You're on vacation. Barbados will always be Barbados.” Does this attitude have something to do with the envelope Lockwood gave him?

      On the way to her room, Johnny passed the open study door. Lockwood’s envelope was on the empty desk. Maybe some of the answers are in there. She entered the room and had just placed her hand on the envelope when a voice behind her said, “Are you looking for something?”

      Johnny swiveled to face Charles, smiling at her with the whiskey tumbler still in his hand. 

      “I was looking for some paper or a pad to jot some notes down.”

       He strolled over, took one of his company’s pads out of the top drawer of his desk, and handed it to her. Then he picked up the envelope.

      “Do you need some pens as well?”

      “No, this is fine.” On her way toward the door, she tried to read the return address on the envelope against his chest, but was unsuccessful. I’ll come back later during the party.

      *******

      Outside Johnny's bedroom balcony window, the sun was setting, coloring the sky in a glowing orange. She double-checked her makeup and outfit, ready to be inspected by Barbados's elite.

      At the bottom of the steps, she surveyed the guests who had already arrived. All of the usual suspects. Everyone will be busy. Perfect time to look at the envelope. She made a quick turn and headed toward her uncle’s office.

      Johnny placed her hand on the door handle. It wouldn't move. She stared at the doorknob. This door has never been locked before. Without success, she tried to turn it again. Her eyes darted around as she heard her aunt’s voice. Damn it. I can't stay any longer. She returned to the main party area, determined to get into the office later that evening.

      As she entered, a server greeted her with a glass of champagne. Over in one corner, she spotted the Prime Minister, jovial as usual, with his beautiful wife in a gold bias-cut silk crepe dress lying tastefully on her toned body.

      On the other side of the room, the famous British actor James Hurley, in a royal blue velvet jacket with a silk ascot and matching pocket square, was talking to Derrick Worth, the British High Commissioner. Hurley spent every Christmas holiday on the island and never missed the Harrington parties.

      Johnny moved toward the veranda, greeting the familiar guests. Since the Harringtons' dinner parties were usually buffet-style, they had set the entire veranda with small tables for dining. Each table was laid with white linen tablecloths and small floral centerpieces composed of red anthurium lilies and white poinsettias.

      Around every centerpiece were name cards for the seating. Elizabeth was meticulous in the seating arrangements for her parties, so Johnny peeked at the different tables to see with whom and where she would sit.

      "Oh, there you are." Elizabeth studied Johnny's linen sheath and Jimmy Choo gold stilettos. "You look beautiful. There are some people I want you to meet, so come along." She took Johnny’s hand and pulled her like a child. "And stop trying to peek at the tables." Elizabeth had a mischievous twinkle in her eye. "You know I like everyone's dinner partner to be a surprise until they are seated."

      Elizabeth led her across the room.

      "This is my niece from New York I've been telling you about," Elizabeth told a group of guests. Probably the yearly stragglers that Aunt Elizabeth always invited to her parties. They were usually first-time high-society visitors from London—a fun, eclectic group ranging from friends of the Royal Family to ultra-wealthy people of questionable means.

      Sir Landon, who regularly dines at Buckingham Palace, questioned Johnny about how exciting it was to work with such a big music star. No matter their status, they still wanted to know the behind-the-scenes gossip of celebrities. As they chatted, her mind drifted away from the conversation. She gave furtive glances around the room for a viable escape. I hate this.

      Johnny would rather be at the dentist than continue this conversation. Barbados was her respite from her hectic life, and she didn't want any reminders to break the spell of her tranquility. Her eyes caught sight of another unfamiliar man. Who is that? The tall, lean figure with a golden hue emanating from his brown complexion confidently worked the room. He greeted many other guests, so she concluded at least some attendees knew him.

      She noticed him working his way around the room and the pleased response of each person he encountered. Definitely a charmer. Heads turned in his direction. Johnny immediately noticed the European-tailored suit made of fine linen as he moved in her direction. This vacation is becoming more interesting. Johnny turned to the group and took part in the conversation so he wouldn't notice her observing him. He made his way up to Johnny’s cluster.   

       “Oh Henley, welcome back,” said the man to her left. “Good to see you. How long have you been on the island?”

      “I arrived yesterday so I could attend a meeting this morning,” Henley said. His proper British accent held a tinge of the Barbadian lit. 

      He faced Johnny with a grin. “I don't believe we've met. My name is Henley.”

      Lady Stanfield smiled as she pulled Henley into their cluster. “You haven't met? Let me introduce you two. Henley Williams, this is the Harrington's niece, Johnny Harrington, from New York.”

       He nodded. “Nice to meet you. Did you get here before the Christmas rush?”

      Johnny placed her empty flute on a passing waitstaff tray. “I arrived this afternoon from New York.”

      “So, you’re here for the holidays?” asked Henley.

      “Yes.” He has a nice smile to go with his suave moves.

      “Henley, can you come here for a moment?” The British High Commissioner summoned him from across the room.

      “Will you please excuse me?”

      Johnny gave a coy smile. “Why, of course.”

      Johnny searched for Elizabeth among the guests and pulled her to the side. “Aunt Elizabeth, who is Henley Williams?” 

      “Yes, Henley, you haven’t met him before?” Elizabeth tilted her head. “Adorable, isn't he?”

      Johnny shook her head. “You didn't answer the question.”  

      Aunt Elizabeth ran off the information like a human Wikipedia.

      “Henley runs Caribbean Airways European division. He lives in London and is unattached.”

       Johnny rolled her eyes. “I didn't ask about his marital status.”

      Elizabeth gave a European double cheek kiss to a guest walking by them. “I know, but thought you might be interested in the additional information.”

      “Is he a Bajan? He sounds very British. But I detect a trace of a West Indian accent.”

      “He was born in Barbados and moved to England with his parents when he was a child. Henley comes from a distinguished family, but most of his relatives no longer live in Barbados. Is there more information I can give you that you didn't ask for?”

       “No, I think that’s enough. I'll find out anything else I want to know from the horse's mouth.” 

       “I'm sure you will.” Elizabeth smiled, turning to glide towards another person. Johnny mingled with a group of guests but kept Henley in her peripheral vision. In an instant, the stifling scent of lilac encompassed her. Oh no, she’s here. Her heart raced the same way it had the first time she encountered the odor, as a child trapped in a dark closet. She closed her eyes for a quick moment, then swung around, fully cognizant that Vera was behind her.
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      “Hello, Aunt Vera.”

      "Johnny, you're looking well," said Vera, glassy-eyed with her usual martini glass in hand. Her stilettos were too high, as was the haute couture dress from last season—not quite appropriate for a woman her age. "So nice that you are here for the holidays. Let me look at you." When she stepped back to observe Johnny, she fell backward. Johnny barely caught her before her aunt fell onto a passing server.

      "I'm fine." Vera brushed herself off and straightened her dress before placing her arm around Johnny's waist—more for stability than for an embrace.

      She addressed the group. "I've known Johnny since she was a little lady. Always a precocious child. Had a memory like an elephant. She could remember every detail in the room." Vera stumbled as she turned toward Johnny. "Do you still have that memory?" Johnny could tell from the powerful stench of alcohol emanating from Vera that this wasn't her first drink.

      "I think you should sit down, Aunt Vera. You seem a little tired. Please excuse us," Johnny said as she escorted her aunt out of the party. She found the door to her uncle Charles's office ajar and steered Vera toward the couch. The suffocating scent of her aunt's lilac perfume brought back the shroud of darkness that had surrounded Johnny when Vera locked her in the closet. She closed her eyes for a quick second to rid her mind of the memory.

      "Just lie down for a little
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