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Author’s Note

At Last was not even a thought until I saw the first ‘poster’ for Piango Fest. Instantly, I was looking forward to attending the event and, out of nowhere, the short story slowly started to form in my mind.

Although I was in the process of rewriting His Last Wish, the sequel to The Pleasure is Mine, I took the time to pen this short story with the intention of setting it free. And here we have it. But what is Piango?

Piango Fest is an annual event that is put on by the Ministry of Agriculture during the second weekend of August when both pineapples and mangoes are plentiful. Every summer, mangoes are everywhere, sold on the road side or hanging from a neighbour’s tree. And Antigua is known for the black pineapple which is normally on the small size which means it is packed with flavour. Plus, a blend of the two is an interesting pairing.

As I enjoy attending the festival, I thought it would be an interesting backdrop for this friends to lovers short story. It is also one of the few non-spicy short stories I’ve written with the spicy ones under Kinky Karibbean. I’m not sure if I will come up with more Sweet Caribbean stories, but stick around and we’ll see what comes up.

Hope you enjoy At Last

From the edge of the Atlantic

Kim
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A bead of sweat rolled down Connie’s brow and she edged deeper under the tent, trying to escape the sun. Unfortunately, that didn’t help as the heat hung heavy in Pensioner’s Valley in which the Piango Festival was being held.

She flicked the sweat away as the older woman placed the last slice of pineapple into a plastic clam container and clicked it close. “Thanks,” Connie handed over a peach-coloured note as she took the container.

When she received the change, Connie turned around and scanned the crowd milling around. Looking past teenagers taking selfies, she saw him looking towards the hills, lost in thought.

He’s thinking about her again, Connie shook her head and started for where he stood. When she was close, she called, “I got it.”

Marcus looked back and squinted at Connie, “What?” He turned around and studied the container she held up.

“The pineapple black,” she came to a stop in front of him. When he frowned, she swatted him, “Come on, you know this. It’s one of Redonda’s, you know, things.” She popped the container open and took out one of the slices. Holding it out, she said, “Try it.”

Marcus tipped his head back and stared at the juicy slice Connie wiggled in front of him. Then with a shrug, he leaned in and took a bite. His thick lips revealed a flash of impossibly white teeth that bit down on the sunny disk. Translucent juice dribbled down and formed a river that trickled along Connie’s palm and then down along the underside of her arm.

She barely noticed it, her sense of touch focused on the soft lips that brushed her fingers. A jolt shot through her body and Connie imagined those lips against her lips.

Quickly, she pulled away and popped the remainder of the fruit into her mouth. Chewing it, she turned to take in the festival celebrating mangoes and pineapples, both of which were in season.

Swallowing, Connie piped up, “Aren’t you glad you came out?”

“I didn’t really have a choice,” there was humour in his voice and Connie thought that coming out was better than spending his Sunday afternoon thinking about Kenya.

“Yes, you did,” she smiled, grateful that they were returning to their usual banter. Still, Connie glanced across at her childhood friend, it was getting harder and harder not to notice how he filled out his shirt or the way his smile stirred up something new in her.

It doesn’t matter, she affirmed. Marcus and she were here as friends and nothing more.

“And you would have come on your own,” Marcus scoffed.

Rolling her eyes, Connie closed the container and dropped it into her cloth shopping bag. “Yes, but I wouldn’t have been on my own for long,” she looked across at him.

“Let me guess,” Marcus jammed his hands in the pockets of his Bermuda shorts. “Patra, Elijah, and Kyro are coming.”

“How did you know?” Connie peered at him, wondering if he read her mind. Or did he work out that she always had a plan B? If Marcus didn’t come out, she would have met up with her group of friends.

“Because they’re over there at the Ministry of Agriculture stall,” he nodded ahead.

Following his line of vision, Connie saw her best friend, Patra, pick up a large mango and speak to her boyfriend, Elijah. Where she was voluptuous, he was rail thin and Connie thought they were the most adorable couple.

She scanned the area, looking for Kyro who always stood at a distance, not wanting to be the third wheel. The sooner Connie and Marcus joined them, the more inclined he would be to socialize. Then Connie found him.

“Shit,” she muttered, her gaze narrowing on the woman beside her gym rat of a friend.

Where Connie was on the short side, she was tall. Where she was full-figured, Connie was petite. The woman who was laughing with Kyro was everything Connie wasn’t, including having been with the man who was standing next to Connie.

Turning in the opposite direction of her friends, Connie said, “Time to go.”

“Time to go? What about...” Confusion slid away and in its place was a tight jaw and clenched fists.

Coming close to him, “He doesn’t know, I didn’t tell him.” Connie looked across at Kyro. Although he drew the attention of plenty of women, he was oblivious to it. Even now, he didn’t seem to be taking on Kenya’s flirtatious giggles and the way her hand rested on his arm. “Let’s go,” she hooked her hand around Marcus’s elbow and started to pull him away. 

“What about the goat race,” he resisted.

“There will be another next year,” she took a step away from a woman working on gaining a new man.

“The eating competition,” Marcus held his ground.

The last thing she wanted was a blow-up, especially with Kyro not actively pursuing Kenya and Marcus’s ex clearly moving on with her life. “You see one, you’ve seen them all.”

When it was clear that he wasn’t going to budge, Connie walked in front of him, held Marcus’s head in her hands, and forced him to look at her. At first, she was going to be heavy-handed with him, telling him that Kenya wanted nothing to do with him, but when she saw the raw pain in his deep brown eyes, her bravado fizzled away.

She released him and looked back at the fair skin woman, wondering what magic she had woven and cast over her friend. With a sigh, she returned her attention to him. 

“It won’t change anything. What are you going to do? Walk over and rough up Kyro? Fight for a woman who doesn–” she clamped her mouth shut, then licked her lips. “Let’s just go. Leave this behind,” when he shook his head, Marcus lifted his gaze over her head, Connie took his hand and tugged him in the direction she had started to go to make their escape.

Thankfully, he didn’t resist. Marcus followed as she moved through the crowd, passing the Ladli Brew then that at which she wanted a couple of bottles of tamarind wine. “I’ll call Nichell later. Then there was the woman who sold guava cheese and other sweet treats. There will be a pop-up at the Village Center. Connie’s shopping bag swung about with only the container of pineapples barely weighing it down.

As they approached Marcus’s pickup truck, Connie glanced across at him. Gone was the tension and he plodded to the driver’s side. “Where to?” he asked but Connie sensed the answer he wanted was home.

“How about the beach?” she aimed for upbeat.

“The beach?” he muttered as he unlocked the vehicle.

They were on the southwest side of the island where there were a handful of decent beaches to go to.

“I think I know the beach,” Marcus finally said after they settled in and he started the pickup.

Before long, they were on their way along the main road. Every time they approached a turn-off to one of those beaches, Marcus sped by it. They were approaching St. Peter’s Village when Marcus started to slow down. He turned the vehicle onto what looked like a path trodden by cattle or goats.

“Uh, where are we?” Connie yelped as the pickup rattled on. On either side of the path were open pastures dotted with caci trees. A few cows raised their heads to look at what was roaring by. A particularly big, black cow with large horns had sized them up.

“We’re almost there,” Marcus gripped the steering wheel as it tugged from side to side.

“Where?” Connie looked back at where they had come. “Behind God’s back?” she grumbled. 

With a smirk, Marcus replied, “That’s where the best things are hidden.”

“I don’t know about...” Connie looked ahead, smelling the pungent scent of a mangrove. To her side, the bushes played hide and seek with the wetlands.

Marcus turned a corner then another, then straight ahead, blue water glittered under the afternoon sun. As he came to a stop close to the water’s edge, Connie took in the golden sand and the gentle waves lapping at it. “Okay, I have to agree,” she opened the car door and got out. Once on the sand, she kicked off her shoes and carried them in her hand as she walked down to the waterline.

Although Connie had gone to her fair share of beaches in Redonda, this one had a peacefulness to it. Perhaps because it’s behind God’s back, she chuckled to herself. She looked in one direction and saw that it curved towards a natural jetty. In the other direction, it appeared that was where the mangrove met the Caribbean Sea.

Taking a deep breath of the cool air, Connie figured that the afternoon was not a complete loss. Sure, she missed out on the goat race and watching people eat two pineapples and as many mangoes as they could. Sure, there were a few vendors she had planned to visit, but this was a nice alternative.

“How did you find this place?” she asked in awe when Marcus came to stand beside her.

“When he didn’t reply, Connie looked across at him. Before he answered she knew the answer. “Kenya.”

Immediately, the golden sand became tarnished. Crystal water looked cheap and a cloud cast a shadow on this little bit of tropical paradise.

“Oh,” was all Connie could come up with to say.

After a brief bout of silence, both of them wading through their thoughts, Marcus pointed towards the combination of rocks jutted out into the sea, “Let’s go that way.”

There was no doubt that it was a beautiful place, looking into the water, Connie saw fine, silver fish darting about in the surf. They chose to walk on the wet sand as it was difficult to walk on the powdery sand farther inland. The more they walked, the more she thought of the man who was walking beside her and the woman who introduced him to this place.

How many times did they come? Connie wondered, then groaned as she considered the alternative meaning of the last word in her
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