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White light gradually broke through the slats of the plantation shutters 
from floor to ceiling. As its brilliance increased, the sounds changed. The 
layered, high-pitched chirping from the tiny tropical birds that drowned 
out stretches of the dinner conversation and smothered my last half-
awake thoughts was replaced with the disproportionately-thunderous 
boom of the knee-high waves landing on the pitched beach.

My eyes opened to the twirling ceiling fan and drifted to my wife, still 
sleeping, on my right. A moment later, I was standing on coarse, beige 
sand, our bungalow 25 yards behind me, the pale green bay spreading 
toward the Caribbean Sea before me. And then I was wading in, after 
finding my landmark. The fresh cuts on my hands and feet were all the 
reminding I needed to enter and leave from the gap between the coral.

It was barely past dawn and it was already nearly 80 degrees, even 
though it was overcast. The water was a degree or two cooler than a 
warm bath.

A buoy to my left would be my starting point, a coral outcropping on 
the right, my finish line. They were separated by 200 meters of tranquil 
water. I marked my progress by the handful of bungalows that sat just 
behind the beach. The pace was casual, but it quickened some as I 
fell into a rhythm. When I finally lifted my head, the only noise was 
the sound of water lapping—the outcropping, me. I was aligned with 
a small bluff that, on land, served as the end of the beach. But here, it 
was a curtain pulled back to reveal a much deeper harbor, rimmed by 
small, unspoiled mountains. My breath caught, and just as fast the view 
shifted. Rods of sunlight pierced thick, gray clouds and turned the water 
turquoise around me and as far as I could see. 

Treading, I turned slowly to my left to absorb the entire panorama. 
When I reached the mouth of the bay, a towering rainbow bridged the 

Paradise Calls
cliffs to the south and the ones to the north. I jerked my head back 
behind me to see if anyone else was witnessing this. But the beach was 
empty. And a small sailboat anchored midway between the buoy and 
the outcropping sat still. The moment was completely mine. There’d be 
no way to describe it later where it wouldn’t sound oversaturated. But 
I know what I saw, and it’ll resonate with me for life.

Closing the circle
We drove to the airport in a steady rain and 35 degrees. Five hours 

later, we were being settled on the veranda off the lobby at Hermit-
age Bay, a luxury resort that’s tucked along the west coast of Antigua, 
with a cool, damp, almond oil-scented washcloth to cleanse the body 
chased by an ice-cold mojito for the mind.

As soon as the gate closed behind the taxi, the humid air thickened 
with the scent of exclusivity. Pathways lined with manicured walls of 
lush tropical plants weave among 25 private bungalows scattered along 
the beach and a hillside that overlooks it. The dense vegetation, I be-
came convinced, was designed as camouflage as much as décor be-
cause it was easy to lapse into extended moments where it felt like we 
were the lone inhabitants of our own corner of Paradise. The reality 
wasn’t far off. We were two of maybe 20 during our stay.

The outdoor teak shower threw us at first, as though any of the hill-
side occupants had nothing better to do with their vacations than gawk 
at us from their daybeds. But it became my favorite feature by the time 
we left. It embodied a lifestyle that was foreign to us when we shirked 
off our parkas and started unpacking. The temperature range for the 
week was eight degrees—85 during the day and 77 at night. “It stay like 
this year-round?” I asked the bartender during our first night. “Yup,” he 
replied. And then he flashed a wide smile, recognizing my expression, 
a cross between amazement and dread. I knew what waited at home.

Between the agreeable climate and the immediate proximity of ev-
erything—the beach, the restaurant—our lives were simplified to the 
bare essentials—eat, drink, swim, shower, sleep—within hours. Mid-
way through the first morning, my attention dug deep in a novel that I 
didn’t have the time to read for four months, I felt my heartbeat slow. It 

Numbed out of your mind by winter yet? Here’s your lifeline:  
Little more than a four-hour flight away, there’s a place where the 
sun is always hot, the water, always inviting, and the easiest way to 
appreciate it is by doing absolutely nothing. By Scott Edwards
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AT HERMITAGE BAY, THE IMPOSSIBLE VIEW IS THE 
CENTER OF ATTENTION FROM EVERY POSITION.
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was like my body finally entered sleep mode. That night, standing under 
the rain shower, watching partially-illuminated clouds hurry around a 
jagged mountain, I had a profound thought: This was all I needed.

Of course, that uncomplicated existence was fueled by many diligent 
people who furnished a drink when I was thirsty, a meal when my ap-
petite awoke, a smile just in case I needed reminding that life does not, 
in fact, suck.

That small, closed circle extended to the operation, too. At the rocky 
base of the hillside, out of view from anyone who doesn’t go look-
ing for it, is a terraced organic garden in its infancy where lemongrass 
grows, along with squash, and avocados, and passionfruit and small-
batch crops of tens of other fruits and veggies. All of it will eventually be 
used at the resort’s restaurant, a short walk away. 

The lunch and dinner menus evolve daily, seafood, naturally, a con-
stant staple (just as the fruit and jam are at breakfast), and, in most 
versions, placed in a local context: grilled halibut, salsa verde piled on 
top, coupled with roasted peppers, eggplant and onions; an olive-to-
mato-and-greens salad featuring a healthy portion of sushi-grade tuna. 
Our last night there, incapable of settling on appetizers and then sud-
denly remembering it was an all-inclusive resort, we discreetly asked 
the waitress if we could have all of  them. “Is that all? Of course!” she said, 
promptly diffusing any awkwardness. We cleaned every plate and, later, 
felt less gluttonous when the couple at the next table over ordered all 
of the desserts.

Coming out of our shell
A 20-minute drive south from Hermitage Bay sits Curtain Bluff, a resort 

that’s perched on and around a steep peninsula, the beaches on either 
side shielded by Cades Reef. Just visible along the horizon: the always-
smoldering volcano, Montserrat.

Curtain Bluff opened in 1962 and remains under the ownership of the 
founding family. The longevity of that direct connection helped foster a 
devout following—one piece of marketing material boasted an almost-
unheard of 75 percent return rate—which continues to influence the 

environment. Most of the other guests during our stay were a generation 
older. (Though, the resort is very family-friendly.) The service, in turn, 
was more formal than we’d come to expect. Exchanges with the staff 
were limited to an as-needed basis.

The Sea Grape, Curtain Bluff’s fine dining restaurant, was the clearest 
image of the resort in transition. The swarming, hyper-attentive service 
and a wine cellar that’s touted as one of the Caribbean’s deepest spoke 
to the old-school standard for hospitality and lust for excess. While the 
all-white, open-air dining room is distinctly contemporary (and felt, 
probably not coincidentally, like a clean canvas). The nice clothes re-
quirement, considering the wide age range among the few tables of 
diners that night, only confused the perception more.

The Italian-bent menu, accordingly, is progressive, yet pure. French-
born chef Christophe Blatz cooked under Alain Ducasse before arriving 
at Curtain Bluff nearly two decades ago. Then and now, a well-traveled 
chef compelled to fulfill the prodigious talent that was obvious to astute 
chefs from the onset.

Our stay was bookended by a pair of buffet-style meals. By the time 
we arrived at the barbeque lunch, with just enough time to scarf down 
everything we could pile onto a plate before our airport-bound taxi 
showed, we learned to come starved. With absolutely no reference 
point, save for our meals earlier in the week at Hermitage Bay, the 
dishes were how I imagined the food that’s native to the humbling-but-
colorful neighborhoods we drove through between the resorts: beau-
tifully-grilled mahi mahi and snapper with salsa, paella, a cold, spicy 
carrot salad punctuated by raisins, seafood ceviche, crispy barbequed 
chicken that possessed an ethereal smokiness.

These feasts also contributed to the communal spirit that seeped into 
so much of our Curtain Bluff experience. At first, it was unwelcome. 
Hermitage Bay encouraged a newfound appreciation of our privacy and 
the serenity that radiated from it. The extensive (read: exhausting) activ-
ity schedule—pilates, yoga, a scuba diving trip, afternoon tea, a horti-
cultural tour of the gardens—that waited for us in our suite at Curtain 
Bluff felt like an assault on that just as we began to embrace it. We ate 

well that night, but we did so through an unspoken resolve not social-
ize. The next morning, we started to come around during a couples 
massage at the resort’s spa, which sits on an idyllic perch, midway up 
one side of the bluff. And come the afternoon, we boarded a chartered 
catamaran with 20 others for a tour of the southern coast.

Somewhere during the course of dipping in and out of a couple tiny 
inlets and marveling at the tens of small flying fish leaping out of the 
royal blue water, we began to appreciate the company. And when 
we finally anchored in one of those inlets, along a short strip of pub-
lic beach populated by a handful of sunbathers and a few dominoes 
players gathered around a shaded picnic table, it felt as though we’d 
planned the trip to together. We weren’t friends, exactly, but suddenly 
everyone seemed familiar enough. 

A picnic lunch prepared by The Sea Grape was unpacked and 
promptly devoured. Plantain salad, cucumber and tomato salad, lob-
ster salad, more of that spicy carrot salad I came to adore, barbeque 
chicken and fruit, always fruit. We ate until we were stuffed and then 
we spilled into the shimmering water, one and two at a time, under a 
cloudless sky. Some snorkled. I floated.

In time, I made my way back onto the catamaran, settling facedown 
across the cargo netting at the front. The hot sun above and the water 
gently rippling beneath coaxed me toward a semi-conscious state. The 
only thought that streamed through my head: This is one of those pre-
cious perfect days. Don’t get distracted. And I wasn’t, for the first time 
in as long as I could remember. 

In the weeks since, whenever I’ve needed to go to a happy place in 
my head, that afternoon is where I land.

Hermitage Bay, St. John’s, Antigua; 855-562-8080; www.hermitagebay.com.
Curtain Bluff, St. John’s, Antigua; 888-289-9898; curtainbluff.com. 
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TAKING IN THE SIGHTS AT CURTAIN BLUFF, WHERE THE BEACH IS 
PRIMED FOR LOUNGING AND WATER SPORTS BY DAY AND DINING BY 
NIGHT. OPPOSITE: JUST ANOTHER WINTER MORNING IN PARADISE.


