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Caribbean Rage: Grenada

Part One:

Prologue:

Terry bursts through the wide, half-glass doors of the Palm Bay Resort reception office. “What’s going on?” he shouts, to drown out the screaming emanating from the blockaded resort gates. “We are on the six o’clock news,” says Michele, turning up the volume of the flat-screen television with the remote control. In perfect live stereo, with an echo-like delay, the angry demands fill the air outside and in the reception office, where heads turn from the TV-screen to the nearby gate, as if watching the Wimbledon tennis finals: “Yankees Go Home! – Yankees Go Home! – Yankees Go Home!”
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San Pedro, Costa del Sol, Spain – 2001 
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“How would you like a job in the Caribbean?” I ask Michele, who is busy preparing a tortilla (Spanish omelette) and a green summer salad for our dinner.

Turning my laptop toward the kitchenette of our bedsitter cottage next to the double garage of the estate, Michele dries her hands on a dishcloth and leans forward to read from the website I have opened: ‘Management couple wanted for busy beach and dive resort in the Grenadines, Apply by submitting your C.V. to....’ “So, what are you waiting for,” she asks, “send it off, what will be, will be.” How often have we said these words in the last year? I wonder, as I compose the cover letter of our e-mail, attach our C.V. and press the ‘Send’ key.

When I check our Hotmail Inbox after serving Rick his breakfast on a tray in front of the big-screen television in the lounge of his villa, I see a reply: “Hi Michele & Peter, thanks for your quick response and impressive CV. When can you come for an interview in Wilmington, North Carolina? Regards, Charles Blake.” After letting Michele read the reply, I go back to the villa’s kitchen and through to the lounge, to collect the set-aside breakfast tray. Before Rick has a chance to select a re-run of an old second world war movie, his favourites, after ‘Sky News at 10’, I ask: “Sir, when are you planning to go to the UK next? We would like to take some leave at the same time, if that suits you.” – “As a matter of fact, I need to go to a board meeting and attend to some other matters next week, so you would be free to go on two weeks leave as from Monday. You can drive me to Malaga airport late afternoon Friday, put Rebel in the kennel, shut the house down and go.”

Just like that!

But let me backtrack for a moment to how we ended up in Spain in the first place:

After seven years in hospitality in South Africa, me in the kitchen and Michele in front of and back of house, we realised that our financial prospects were far below Europe and other parts of the world.

In 2000, after the hype of the New Millennium had subsided, I started looking at job offers on the Internet. By August, I was communicating with the owner's son of a castle-like mansion in the Scottish Highlands. He had advertised for a couple to join the team: He as Head Chef, she in the front office. During extensive Skype interviews, we reached agreement to fly out in mid September.

The jobs were no problem to us, we fitted in easily. Serious difficulties developed with the “alcoholic” parents and owners of the Mansion-Hotel. They both drank a lot. By shift end, he would turn up in the kitchen and abuse my staff with unprintable foul language. I appealed to him to stop, but to no avail. 

“Let’s get out of here,” I said to Michele one particularly bad night, “before I slug the guy.”

Less than a week later, we drove to an interview with the owner of Typical English Pubhotels. Ian Jones, who had agreed to meet us halfway between Scotland and Liverpool for lunch.

Ian explained that he had two Pubhotels in the greater Liverpool area. He managed one himself, and the other was run by a couple “that had run it into the ground” in his opinion. Salary, live-in conditions sounded alright to us as well. It was our major step up into a management position. Then came the hook: “You have to start immediately!”

Wow, no time for the statutory notice period.

Michele looked at me questioningly, I nodded and confirmed: “Give us three days to pack up and get there.” A handshake sealed the appointment.

That night, when the Bossman came into the kitchen spewing his usual drunken abuse, I let him have it: “Shove your job up your ass!” and walked out to reception to call Michele. We packed that night and left for Liverpool in the early morning hours.

We fell into the job with the same trepidation a non-swimmer experiences on being thrown into the deep end of a swimming pool. We learned quickly, and turned the business into a great success within three months. By then, we also realised that the previous couple had not run down the business, rather that Ian had run down the couple. We were working from six am to one or two am the next day, surviving on three to four hours of sleep. Requests for assistance were fobbed off with “as soon as the finances were out of the red.” That the auditor had told us the month before that we had achieved the highest profit ever only proved our suspicion that Ian was using us.

As he had felt no compunction about us giving proper notice in Scotland, we resigned with immediate effect. 

Although we had every intention to visit Ireland and maybe find a job there, we only made it as far as the ferry. 

An advertisement for a Hotel Management Couple caught Michele’s attention. Consulting her street map, she said: “That’s not far from here, why don’t we drop off our CV’s?”

Half an hour later, we sat in front of Nick Webster, not even stopping in our B&B to change out of our casual clothes.

Scanning quickly through our CV’s, he told us to follow him in our car to his other hotel, where he needed the Management couple.

An imposing Tudor style villa in a tree lined, tranquil, upmarket neighbourhood had been converted into a luxury boutique hotel with 24 ensuite rooms, 40 seater restaurant and bar. Nick did not waste time. “Move into the Gable Suite until I finish the basement apartment. Go to the Outlet store and buy yourselves black suits, you start tonight.”

Just like that!

I must say, we fell with our bums into the butter. We had a well trained team supporting us from word go, and as time passed, our reputation got us fabulous reviews on top of the “Best Business Hotel of the Year.” award.

It came as a shock to Nick when we resigned after only six months.

“It’s the weather, Nick, not the job. We miss the sunshine, we are going to drive south to the Mediterranean and find work there.”

And that's just what we did; with the overnight car ferry from Plymouth to Santander in the north of Spain. Along the coast, through Portugal, to Gibraltar and Marbella. Oh, glorious sunshine.

After about a week or ten days, Michele picked up a local newspaper in English at the supermarket. Paging through an hour later while relaxing on the beach, she says: “Listen to this: A retired English gentleman is looking for a household couple, and a local telephone number.”

Two hours later, showered and changed into our black business suits, we are seated opposite Mr. Rick Pinkney, with his German shepherd dog Rebel at our feet.

The salary was not the greatest, the accommodation in a two room apartment adjacent to the garage was comfortable, and most importantly, we were on the Costa del Sol, the Sunshine Coast of Spain.

Are we going to get this break, and move even further south to a Caribbean island?
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A Trip to the USA and Shattered Dreams.

––––––––
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Throughout the flight from Madrid, Spain to Atlanta, USA, we can not stop discussing how we have embarked on this trip on the word of a man we know nothing about, have only exchanged a couple of e-mails with. What if it is a scam?

So what? Then we will have a two week holiday in America; see what opportunities present themselves on the good old adage: in the right place at the right time. It has worked for us so far, hasn't it?

Waiting for our baggage in Atlanta airport, I connect my laptop to the Internet to check for messages and to confirm our arrival with Charles.

The e-mail that has arrived in our Inbox while we were in transit knocks the wind right out of me; as if a sledgehammer has hit me. Unable to speak, I pass the laptop to Michele and watch her turn a whiter shade of pale. 

“It did sound too good to be true,” she finally says, after reading the e-mail from Charles several times, word by word: “Hi, Peter and Michele; things changed somewhat; a local businessman is buying a half share in the resort and will manage the resort on my behalf. Sorry for the short notice, Charles.”

“Let’s pick up our car from Avis and plan our holiday,” Michele finally says, closing the laptop; and that was the end of it!

We tour North and South Carolina, staying on one
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