

[image: Images]




        PICTURESQUE AND IMPOVERISHED Largo Bay is the background for this explosive novel about love and fear, the second in Gillian Royes’s mystery series featuring Shad, a Jamaican bartender-detective.


        With the arrival of Joseph, estranged son of Eric, the bar’s owner, hopes for the village’s future come alive but are soon to be threatened. Janna, who has returned to the island, falls for Joseph’s good looks and charm, but she isn’t the only one with an eye for this mysterious man.


        As questions about Joseph’s sexuality arise, Shad struggles with protecting the survival of his beloved birthplace amid the deeply ingrained culture of intolerance that surrounds him. What it means to be a man and a father raises questions within the bartender’s own home, as his longtime love, Beth, pressures him to make a commitment.


        In a land where religion is strong, but life is cheap and violence is often the answer, what will it take for Shad to protect Eric and his family? In this truth-telling sequel to The Goat Woman of Largo Bay, the village must confront its own darkness or lose a bright future.
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In memory of a gentle man and courageous leader, Brian Williamson




To be nobody-but-yourself—in a world which is doing its best, day and night, to make you everybody else—means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.


—E. E. CUMMINGS





CHAPTER ONE



October 2011


With each passing mango tree filtering sunshine onto the asphalt, with each aquamarine bay spreading before him, Shadrack Myers became gloomier and his forehead more crumpled. The things that usually delighted him—a mongoose scooting across the road, children waving as he drove past—went unnoticed on this trip, so set was his mind on the man he was about to meet.


The bartender’s anxiety had started shortly after ten o’clock that morning, when his boss, Eric Keller, had approached him holding the keys to the Jeep.


“Joseph’s plane comes in at four fifteen,” the boss had said. “I need you to go. I can’t take the long drive, not with these . . .” He’d lowered to a chair as if it were hot, one hand waving toward his rear end. Distracted by the thought that a white American could have hemorrhoids like any black Jamaican, Shad had kept his face expressionless and nodded, and it was only an hour later that he realized the import of his mission.


“I going to Montego Bay airport to pick up Mistah Eric’s son,” Shad had explained to Beth, the mother of his four children, while she was stirring pigeon pea soup for his lunch, a sleeping baby Joshua on her left hip.


“You mean . . . the batty boy?” Beth answered, looking at him sideways with a wrinkle between her brows. Shad had cringed inwardly. If the first thought Beth had about Joseph was that he was gay, it would be on the mind of every other villager.


“Why he coming to Largo?” she asked.


“To write a business proposal—so they call it. The investor man who going into business with Mistah Eric want to see one, and since the boss don’t have no money to pay a Kingston consultant, he call Joseph. He say he send him to a fancy university in America to learn all that kind of thing, and he must be able to do it. If you ask me, what he really like is that he don’t have to pay Joseph until the investor man give us the money.”


Beth had only sighed and returned to her stirring. The quivering of her wide nostrils and the pursing of her mouth told it all. Shad moved behind her and put one arm around her plump waist and the other around Josh’s stumpy legs, feeling the rhythm of her stirring and smelling the Scotch bonnet pepper in the soup. They were both silent, remembering the other young man, the one named Gideon.


It was ten long years ago now, but he knew she was thinking about that terrifying night, when he’d come home at one in the morning to find her hugging a pillow in their tiny living room, the lights still on. When he asked her what had happened, she’d looked at him with huge eyes and told him how Gideon, Miss Elsa’s sixteen-year-old son from down the road, had come over earlier in the evening to take another sewing lesson and how she’d given him a piece of fabric to start pleating.


“Then I hear the voices,” she’d said, and started crying, the words squeezed out between sobs still fresh in his mind all these years later. “I hear them—coming closer and closer. And Gideon and I just—freeze, and the boy stop sewing, his hands—he still holding the cloth I give him to stitch. And—and he turn his head, and his long, narrow face just get longer—and he lean over the sewing machine, listening.” She’d stood up, needing to act it out, a young woman of twenty-two who’d never known such fear. “The people get closer—until they almost outside, only the wall separating us. So many people—making noise at the same time and sounding wild, wild like animals—like they just braying and cackling and crowing—all kind of noise, and a woman shouting out that Leviticus—that he say this and Leviticus say that.


“And I go to the window and I peep under the curtain—I careful they don’t see me. I couldn’t see the faces, just hands and feet. They walking with machete and stick—and one man carrying an ax. And I look at the youth, tall like his dead father, and the two of us know that they coming to kill him, just because—because he a batty boy and they say he come from the devil—the poor boy who can’t help how he born. Just because he act—act girlish sometimes, they coming to kill him. I look at him and he stand up.


“I going to Mama, he say—and like he start to cry—and I hush him.” She put one finger to her lips, the horror of it drying her tears. “They pass us, all the people—and I hear them stop outside the boy’s house up the road. I hear them—call out to his mother, telling him to come out, and calling him a sodomizer. I hear them shouting to each other to—to watch the doors, don’t let him escape. And I go to the boy and I—and I put my hand on his shoulder—and he shaking, shaking, and I say to him in his ear: “I give you some money and you take a taxi now-now. Go to Port Antonio, to your aunty. I tell him they not going to trouble his mother—is not she they come for. And I tell him to hide in the bushes on the side of the house—and run behind them to the main road. And I let him out of the side door, and I tell him—I tell him to go to his aunty.”


Shad had held her on the love seat afterward, and he’d rocked her to calm the terror when it bubbled up again. Before daylight, he’d crept out of the house and gone to Miss Elsa’s to tell her that her son was safe, that he was in Port Antonio with her sister.


“Thank you,” was all the small Indian woman said before quickly closing the door.


After gulping down his bowl of soup this noontime, Shad had kissed Beth and set off west in the old Jeep along the coast road toward Montego Bay. And since he was both Largo’s unofficial sheriff and a praying man, he spent much of his time during the drive having a little chat with God about Joseph.


Please, don’t make him gay, was the gist of the prayers. Make it that he was just going around with funny friends when he was younger, and he grow out of it now. Because if he still gay, is me that have to protect him. It don’t matter that he white as snow, or that his father been living here fifteen years and own the best bar in town. Some of these heathens just going to be after the boy’s blood if he like men. I just asking you, please keep him safe while he here, God, whether he a batty man or not. Please.


And another time he reasoned, aloud this time, “Not that gayness frighten me personally anymore, you see, God, but you know it frighten Jamaica.” Because God and everyone else knew that to be a gay man on this island was to court death, with a trail of beatings and murders to prove it. Even in Largo, a small fishing village with fifty families, a community too small to have a hospital or a police station, there were people who thought that every homosexual was a sinner and should be wiped off the face of the earth. Since the near lynching of Gideon, there’d been another incident in Largo with an outsider who’d suddenly appeared, an older man who kept to himself and who’d built a shack at the end of the village. After it was rumored that he’d made an indecent remark to a teenage boy, somebody had burned down his house and he’d never been seen again.


The country’s obsession with gayness, Shad was sure, had started two decades before with the ugly dancehall songs.


“The musicians cause the whole thing,” Shad told Beth after Gideon’s departure. “They do anything nowadays to make money. So they start selling fear to poor people who hate their own life, I telling you, poor people who need to hate other people more.”


In years gone by, there were no songs, no beatings, no murders that he remembered. The English composer man Noël Coward had lived in peace with a man friend not far from Largo, had even had parties with important people from Kingston, according to Granny, and nobody had said anything. But this new hatred, it was like a modern invention, this poison erupting out of the dancehall singers, a venom full of injustice, as far as Shad was concerned.


Crawling through the town of Falmouth, past the decaying Georgian buildings, Shad reflected on Joseph’s only other visit, eleven years earlier. At nineteen he’d been polite, like he was walking on eggshells. Two friends had come down with him, and the three had kept to themselves, driving around the island in the Jeep. The receptionist girls at Eric’s old hotel had nudged each other, whispering that Joseph and his friends must be batty boys. Only gay men would ignore them like that, they’d said. Shad had discouraged the talk, because Eric was a decent man who treated his employees well, and he didn’t deserve to have them gossiping about his son.


“You can’t take Mistah Eric’s money one day and talk about his family the next,” Shad had chastised the tittering front desk cashier.


Inside the airport’s parking lot, Shad sent up his last prayer and screeched the Jeep to a halt opposite the IMMIGRATION sign.





CHAPTER TWO



Airport doors had always been magical portals to Shad, because they opened to airplanes and runways and horizons unlimited. It wasn’t that he wanted to leave the country of his birth forever. He knew he belonged exactly where he lived, but one day, he hoped, one day he would step through those doors onto an airplane, feel his breath taken away when the plane lifted off—and know how it felt to be in America. But today was not that day. Today he’d have to be content, yet again, to stand in the covered area outside the airport’s immigration hall, watching the tourists and returning locals struggle out with luggage and children in tow, their faces lit with hope.


Leaning on a trash can, Shad took a bite of his patty, the minced-meat pastry he’d loved from childhood, and ran one hand over his freshly shaved scalp. He liked himself bald because it made him stand out a little. People ignored him if they didn’t know him or need him, and he had a tendency to melt into crowds like most small men.


He wondered if Joseph would recognize him with the new haircut, because he was otherwise—according to his own thinking—an unremarkable thirty-five-year-old Jamaican man, his skin dark as midnight (his grandmother’s description) and his body lean and compact. In Shad’s favor, and something he never considered, was his trademark smile that stretched from cheek to cheek, the endearing gap between the teeth earning him the childhood nickname of Bugs Bunny and later of Smiley. What made the smile appealing in adulthood was that Shad usually kept his mouth slightly open, even when he wasn’t speaking, assuring the speaker that he was listening carefully or preparing an agreeable answer. So it was seldom that he appeared as serious as he looked today, and the cheerfulness of the throng at the immigration door only made him look and feel more somber.


“Helga! Helga!” shouted a white woman across the barrier from Shad. She hurried forward and threw her arms around an elderly woman.


His patty finished, Shad threw the greasy bag in the trash. He already regretted eating it, and he should have known better, the way his stomach had churned all the way from Largo Bay. He wiped his hands carefully with the paper napkin, threw it away, and pressed his neatly ironed shirt deeper into his jeans. Peering intently at the arrivals, he tried to imagine what Joseph would look like at thirty.


A plump young man emerged from the doors, between the honeymoon couples. Shad started forward. The man walked into the arms of a woman and Shad shrank back, wishing he’d brought a sign like some of the drivers. Eric or Beth could have written Joseph Keller on it.


Three pale women under sun hats emerged from immigration, and a man twice Shad’s size elbowed him aside.


“Taxi, taxi, ladies?” the man sang out in a sweet voice, nothing like the rough patois he’d used a minute before with the other taxi drivers.


A few yards behind the women walked a muscular young man, about six feet tall, wearing blue jeans and a white cotton shirt. He was pulling a large black suitcase and carrying a briefcase. Slowing to a stop, he squinted into the sunlight and out of his shirt pocket drew a pair of sunglasses, which he placed on his nose.


Shad refreshed his smile and stepped forward. “Joseph?”


The man turned at his name. “Shad, is that you?” They fumbled through handshakes and laughter.


“I thought Dad was going to pick me up,” Joseph said, looking around hopefully.


“His back hurting him, so I come in his place.” Shad grinned, wide enough, he hoped, to gain forgiveness for Eric.


Joseph nodded. “You look great, man.”


“Thanks, you too. Any more bags?”


“Nope, this is it.”


Grabbing the handle of the suitcase, Shad murmured that eleven years was a long time, but it was good to see Joseph again. “The car over there,” he added, pointing with his chin to the car park, and he led the way across the road, between the creeping cars full of expectant families.


Headed out of Montego Bay, they puttered along the new highway, a straight gray zipper stretching to Ocho Rios. To their left was the sea—sapphire blue and glittering, white waves foaming at the crusty reef a mile out. To their right were ungainly strips of shops and bars, disowned by the emerald-green mountains sweeping upward behind them.


“Montego Bay not Largo, that for sure,” Shad commented, sucking his teeth in disgust. What would have been a tranquil drive on the eastern end of the island was noisy and competitive here on the tourist end. Cars filled the four-lane road, screeching from one traffic light to the next, the more impertinent ones hugging the bumper in front. Tired passengers in crowded route taxis looked homeward to their concrete-block houses squatting on the hills. A few miles farther on, the traffic thinned and Shad relaxed his grip on the wheel, his eyes still on the back of a police car.


“We soon be there, only four hours to go,” he said. It would be pitch-black by the time they passed through Port Maria, and he’d have to look hard to see the corners in the dark. “I got you some patties if you get hungry.”


“I have nothing but time,” Joseph said, waving one hand. He’d grown into a good-looking man, big like his father, with a bristle of gold around a square jaw. His brown hair looked boyish, the way it curled over and around his ears, and when he smiled his teeth were almost as straight as cricket pads. It was hard to see his eyes, but the sunglasses made him look classy in the dirty old Jeep, and Shad made a note to buy himself a pair.


“Shad, remember how you taught me to make rum punch?” Joseph’s laugh was easy, normal. Not the laugh of a man who had sex with other men. “I went back to college and started making rum punch for my friends. I’ve been making it ever since. I bet I can make it as good as you now!”


Shad glanced at his strapping passenger for a second before swinging around a twelve-inch-deep pothole, imagining Joseph serving drinks to his friends. Some of them must be women now, because he had a body any woman would love, his arms and legs thick, like he exercised a lot, and he had a nice way about him, warm, but not too warm, relaxed, but not too relaxed—a man who was careful.


“I’m telling you,” Joseph was saying, “I’ve even been making vodka punches, tequila punches, you name it.” He broke off and pointed to a construction site with a multistoried building that towered up behind a long zinc fence. “What’s that?”


It was a huge building of six or seven stories, raw and unfinished, the squares of future doors forming an open quilt of ocean and sky. Scaffolding and antlike workmen covered two sides.


“Spanish hotel, man, a thousand rooms.” Shad shrugged, reminding himself to speak good English so Joseph could understand. “Everybody is worried that the big new hotels going to take business away with cheap prices, but tourism booming on this side of the island. Jamaica have all kind of drama, drug lords and everything, but tourists still love us.” He turned to Joseph. “What we have to do now is develop Largo Bay, get some of that tourist money, true?”


Later, with dusk slipping into the cab, Joseph wiped his mouth after finishing his second patty and stretched his arm along the back of Shad’s seat. He’d put the expensive sunglasses on the dashboard, and Shad could just make out the dark gray-blue of his passenger’s eyes when he looked at him.


“So who’s this investor Dad’s talking about? Have you met him?”


“No, not yet,” Shad answered, and turned on the crooked car lights. The right one lit up the road immediately in front, the left lamp showed the road twenty feet ahead, an arrangement the boss refused to fix. “His name is Danny and he live in New York. He want to build a hotel next to the bar and go into business with your father, since he have experience in running a hotel and everything.”


“A hotel,” Joseph said, and shook his head. “I couldn’t believe it when Dad told me. Why would he want to start another hotel—at his age?”


“Your father not old, only sixty-five!” Shad cried, pressing down on the squeaky brakes for a second, needing to stop Joseph in his tracks, right here, before they got to Largo. “And he excited about it. I don’t see him excited like this for a long time.” Nothing about Eric moping around the bar grieving another lost lover.


“I suppose if he wants to—”


“Yeah, man, he want to.”


“He always loved the hotel.” There was an edge when Joseph said hotel.


“It in his blood, you mean. And guess what? Your father say he want me as a partner. Imagine that!” Shad whinnied and hit the steering wheel.


“A partner?” Joseph said, like he was caught off guard.


“Yes, man, a partner. Imagine, me, just a little bartender, born poor in Largo, not much education, struggling to support a wife and four children. I never even think it was possible—a partner in a business!” Shad ran a nervous hand over his scalp, aware that he might have said too much. “Surprised me, you see?”


Joseph slung his elbow out the window. “You think you were surprised? I hear from Dad, what, twice a year at the most? He only invited me to come once, never invited me back down, and all of a sudden I get this call saying he needs me to write a business plan, and he’ll buy me a ticket down. Really surprised me, man. I started to say—”


“You know how long he wanted to call you? He said he was going to call every day for a month. Even got your number out and put it by the phone. Then one day he just walk up to the phone and call you.”


“He’s lucky, that’s all I can say. If I hadn’t been laid off, I wouldn’t be here.”


“What you mean laid off?” Shad said, shifting to a lower gear to make the deep curve into Oracabessa.


“A few months ago the company I was working for in DC told me, and three hundred other employees, that it was time to leave. That’s what it means.”


“I sorry to hear that,” Shad said, imagining a white man losing his job. In Jamaica, white men fired people, never got fired. It was a terrible job, anyway, firing people. He didn’t know how anyone had the heart to do it. Like how the bus driver had fired him seventeen years back for not counting the fare right one time, one time only. A person shouldn’t have the right to fire a man for a foolish reason. That’s how a teenager becomes a thief, Shad thought, because nobody can sleep with his stomach rumbling. His foot slipped off the accelerator and he slapped it back on. Oh, Lord, he sighed quietly, if he and Eric were going to be partners in a hotel, he’d be firing people one day, because the boss wouldn’t be able to do it.


“That’s what’s happening in the States now,” Joseph was saying. “A lot of people are getting laid off. Maybe it’s for the best, I never liked the place I was working. It was a big corporate place. They expected you to jump hoops, work long hours. This could be a blessing, I don’t know.” There was a softness to the way he ended the sentence and wagged his head back and forth.


“He have a lot of faith in you.”


“It’s a job, let’s just say that. Bills don’t get paid by themselves.”


“Amen.”


The big man slicked back his hair with one hand like his father. “To tell the truth, it’s not really my thing, putting real estate packages together. I think I can handle it, but—the problem is Dad not having a computer. He doesn’t even have an email address, so I can’t email him the stuff as I go along. I have to stay here until the whole thing’s done. Who ever heard of a business today without a computer or email, man?”


Shad stared out at the trees jumping to life in the car’s left headlight, being swallowed by the darkness behind them. There’d been computers in the old hotel, five of them, two at the front desk and three in the office behind. After they’d been swept away by the hurricane, the boss had refused to buy another computer, said he’d lost enough money on computers.


“It will be a cold day in hell before I buy one of those machines again,” he’d said and slapped the counter with his palm when the real estate guy had suggested it.


It didn’t matter to Shad anyway. He and computers had no business together, like reading books and the fine-print articles in the Gleaner. Dropping out of school at ten had meant that the reading, the writing, the geography taught by Miss Mac in her singsong voice had been left behind while he went fishing with his uncle, since his grandmother couldn’t work anymore. Beth had promised to help him with his reading and writing, but there was never enough time with the children and work and church. So there was no newspaper reading, no driver’s license. He could manage, though, as long as he could keep the bartender work—paying two and three times what fishing paid—so his children could learn to read the paper and work the computer.


“How long you think it going to take you?” Shad said. “To write the report thing, I mean.”


“I figure a couple months at most.”


“We have to do it quick, man. We don’t want to lose the opportunity. It mean the world to your father. When the hurricane destroy his old hotel, it was like it took the breath out of him, and he never been the same since. Even the little bar we have now, it don’t lift him up, you know? He hardly ever come in at night, like he ashamed of it. I running it for him, a nice place, but it losing money, and I worried sometimes that we—” His voice turned husky and he cleared his throat. If he didn’t talk about it, it wouldn’t happen, because there was no way he was going back to being a fisherman.


“Anyway,” Shad continued, “all of a sudden, this woman move onto the island—the island where the old hotel is—and she start paying us a good rent to stay there. She put up a tarpaulin over the lobby and used to sleep there. She didn’t have no water and no toilet, just renting the place and living there. We would take her whatever she need to eat and drink. Simone was her name, she come from Atlanta. She say she want to be alone on the island. Then her brother, Cameron is his name, a man who sell real estate in New York, come looking for her. And before they left, Cameron tell us that one of his clients want to own a hotel in Jamaica, and he come up with this idea that the man should go into business with your father, and give your father the money to build the hotel and run it. That was two months back, middle of August. The man say he need to see a—”


“What d’you mean, there’s an island where the old hotel was?”


Shad blinked, thrown off the train of his story. “Well, when Hurricane Albert hit us eight years ago, it mashed up your father’s hotel. You know that, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Your father never told you that the place became an island?”


“Nope.”


Shad’s small, slim fingers stabbed the air, drawing out the site. “Remember the hotel was on a piece of land that jutted out into the sea? And there was a narrow strip of land with a driveway between the hotel and the main road? Well, that gone now. Hurricane Albert washed away the road, even the land it was on. So all you have now is the hotel—what left of it—sitting on an island all by itself. Nobody live there until the woman come.”


Outside the car windows, total blackness had descended, no streetlights to relieve it. The bass call of frogs rumbled through the dark, accompanied by a thousand crickets screaming. Shad dug two fingers into the lids of his eyes and massaged them. It had been a long day driving, two more hours left to Largo. He placed his hand slowly back on the steering wheel.


“This investment business, this hotel offer, it come like a godsend to Largo,” he sighed. And you the only man who can get us there, he wanted to add, or we all as good as dead.





CHAPTER THREE



Janna opened the laptop on her knees and turned it on. Waiting for it to boot up, she slipped off her sandals and rested her feet on the dripping verandah rail. The damp of an early morning rain hung around the garden, the air still cool and smelling of earth. It was her first day back on the island in a couple of years, and everything seemed sharper and more serene than she remembered—the pale sunshine washing the garden, the birds calling from the mango trees, the light breeze blowing up the driveway from the ocean.


She hugged her arms, running her hands up and down the long sleeves of her father’s blue shirt, stolen from his closet minutes before. Tall like her father, slim like her mother, she’d inherited their café au lait complexions and springy hair, which today sprang out from the rubber band at the back of her head. Pretty, people usually called Janna, a description she thought anemic but generous. If anything, she was pleasing, she thought once, like a Jane Austen heroine who wasn’t really pretty. Her best feature, she’d decided, were her eyes: big and brown, the lashes curling. Her worst: the nose, which was a little too round. The full lips she could live with, now that they’d become fashionable.


Both pretty and pleasing, the twenty-three-year-old had had the fortune or misfortune to be brought up in the protective gauze of being an only child. To her credit, however, she had also become self-analytical, aware that she lived cautiously and irritated that the wary choices of her mother had become her own. Her limitations became annoyingly clear to her every time she listened to a peer’s description of traveling far from home or when she avoided her boss instead of asking for a promotion, and she’d now reached the point where she’d had enough of her milquetoast self, and gave herself daily reminders (as she did now) that it was time to tread the untrodden, even if she wasn’t sure how to go about it, especially in Largo Bay.


The musical chime of the computer snapped her back to the present. She connected to the Internet, checked her email, saw nothing of consequence since yesterday, and started a letter.


Lorraine:


Safe and sound in JA. Flight down a little rocky, especially over Cuba.


A flight attendant complimented me on my feet. She asked me if I was a foot model. Not a model, mind you, a foot model. Had a flirtation (alas, eyes only) with a guy across the aisle.


House is quiet with Jennifer and the kids gone. Daddy is like a lost soul. What is it with men when the woman leaves them on their own? Anyway, he keeps asking me if I’m okay. When Jennifer is here, he goes about his business and hardly sees me.


It’s peaceful here, very tasteful house—cool blue linen on the sofas, big rooms with high ceilings, hardwood floors kind of tasteful. There’s not much to Largo Bay itself, but the scenery is amazing. The bay is about a mile long, slightly curving, and the main road runs the length of it. The waves are constantly pounding the beach (no gentle lapping here, sorry), and the sand is powder white. Most of the houses are toward the western end of the beach, which is where Daddy’s house is. The road through the village is lined with fishermen’s cottages—very cute, like the tourist posters, with pastel colors and gingerbread around the roofs. (Lots of action in those little houses, though, adorable children everywhere.)


Behind the picturesque cottages, towers of bright green bamboo and mango trees give way to the lush foothills of the Blue Mountains. In luxuriously scenic and sadly impoverished Largo, Nature flaunts her beauty but life pays the price. (Nice, huh? Maybe I should take up travel writing.) Over the whole village there hangs an air of ennui, a hopeful melancholy, a feeling that the twenty-first century has passed the little fishing community, has left it to the thundering surf and the eternal breezes that bathe the town and its people. (The end.)


Back to reality: the job search. I’m going to start with Miami and broaden out. Who knows? Maybe I’ll find something in Atlanta, but I doubt it. Too much competition. I don’t want to stretch too far north, if I can help it. A guy in my class just got a job working with George Lucas’s operation in San Francisco, but that’s too far for me. Like I have options, right? Here I am starting all over again, savings gone, fresh out of school (again) with no experience (again), and only a certificate—hardly recession proof.


How’s life in MIA? Did Sammy finally ask you out? What’s happening in the office? No social life here, of course, and definitely no men. You have to drive thirty miles around a million corners, I swear, before you come to civilization. I’d love to go to the beach and work on my tan, but I’m afraid that the new breasts are a little too much for this conservative (we’re talking nineteenth-century) population. Nightlife I can forget. The nearest thing to a club is a little bar across the road that a friend of my father’s owns. Looks like I’m in for a quiet time, unless I make nice with the locals.


J


As she pressed her initial, the defining letter she’d carved into many a school desk, Janna heard a sound she hadn’t heard in years. A haunting sound, it was coming from somewhere in the garden—the soft cooing of a dove seeking its mate.





CHAPTER FOUR



He must have gotten his mother’s looks, Shad decided when Joseph emerged from the shadows and approached the bar, because the curly brown hair and high cheekbones didn’t come from Eric. The new arrival was walking slowly, almost sauntering, looking more relaxed than when Shad had delivered him to Miss Mac’s boardinghouse the evening before, and the peachy sheen on his cheeks said he’d lost no time in hitting the beach.


The bartender had already decided that Joseph was a likable guy, even if he held himself off a little, didn’t look you steady in the eye and smile at the same time. He was a complex man who kept his thoughts to himself, not as straightforward and plainspoken as his father. And although he had his father’s height and nose and his father’s smoky blue eyes, he looked like a classy guy. He’d sat in a few limousines already, you could tell, but he could still make himself comfortable in little Largo.


“Hey, man!” Shad called. He turned down the radio, Don Drummond’s trombone wailing “Eastern Standard Time,” and took two beers out of the fridge. “Saw your father today?”


Joseph slid onto a bar stool opposite. “Yeah, I saw him. He came over for a few minutes. We’re supposed to meet tomorrow morning.” He gave a curt nod at the end, lips pulled back dutifully.


“So, what can I get you?” Shad said, waving to the two shelves filled with bottles behind him. “We have everything, well, not everything, but we have beer, whiskey, rum, vodka—”


“One of your famous rum punches.” The man hit the counter with his big hand, the flat ring making a clink. “I want to see if they’re still as good as I remember.”


“Give me a minute, I coming right back.” Shad placed a third beer on his tray and walked it around the counter to a distant table. Business was slow tonight, with a light breeze weaving its way among the few customers and bringing the smell of seaweed and the screeching of crickets from the darkness outside. Behind Shad, the building housing the Largo Bay Restaurant and Bar stretched some seventy feet. Squatting between the coastal road and the edge of a cliff, it was made up of the bar-cum-restaurant on the eastern end, Eric’s small apartment on the other, and a kitchen in the middle. A rough structure, it was open to the elements like most North Coast bars, the thatch roof held up by telephone poles that had “fallen off the back of a truck,” according to the boss.


“Four hundred and fifty Jamaican,” Shad said, setting down the drinks on the round wooden table where two men and a pretty woman were talking languidly. While one of the men dug into his pocket, the woman swung her eyes to the bar.


“Who the new guy just come in?” she said. Janet was a regular, a woman in her late thirties, of some talent with a sewing machine, mostly to sew herself short dresses with tight waistlines. Her openly stated aim, for as long as Shad could remember, was to marry an American and get a green card, and the Largo Bay Bar was her fishing ground.


“Lord, stop being so inquisitive,” said one of the men, sneaking a peek himself.


“I just asking who the man is,” Janet said. She swirled the beer in the bottle like ice in a soft drink. “Since you can’t take care of me, I have to see what out there, not true?”


“Mr. Eric’s son,” Shad replied, counting the worn bills. He gave them a warning glare meant to stop any discussion, and one of the men shuffled his shoes on the concrete floor.


“Isn’t he—?” Janet said.


“Thanks,” Shad said, nodding to the men and starting back.


There were a dozen locals in the bar that night, all known to Shad. He knew their pasts and sometimes their futures. Triumphant Arch, defending his favorite political party, had gotten his name from a dream his mother had when she was pregnant. He was arguing with Heresford, a fisherman who came to the bar only when his brother took their boat out to transport weed along the coast. Nakisha at a side table was too young to be out on a weeknight with a grown man, but her mother had never known how to mind her, and the way Jethro was kissing up on her, the child was going to get pregnant and the man was going to leave her. Everybody had a story, Shad believed, and it was his business to know their stories.


In a village with a few dozen fishing families, a forgotten dot on the northeastern end of Jamaica, someone had to keep track of things, had to be the problem solver, and Shad was the man—in his own mind, if not in everyone else’s. A sniffer and snuffer, Miss Mac had called him once, and although it made him think of a dog, he liked how it sounded. But even better than that, he’d decided, was being Elliot on Law & Order: SVU, which he sometimes watched on his afternoons off. Elliot was a man who found small clues that everyone else missed, and made connections. That was his role, too, Shad had decided. Bartending was his income, but investigating was his true vocation, and in order to fulfill his role in Largo, it was important—more than that, essential—that he knew who was who and what was what, and how to make the connections.


Even so, there were times like tonight when the size of Largo Bay, the closeness of the faded pink and blue houses, the sameness of the population, and the knowledge everyone carried of everyone else (age, health, family illnesses, relatives, sexual history embedded on mental files) all raised a red flag for Shad. Because, as caring as Largo was, it was also a place of intrepid, unrelenting gossip. In a village where few could read past a fifth-grade level, the grapevine was king. And even though much of the gossip was harmless—Abe moved in with Marcia; Jethro bought a new boat—sometimes it caused havoc.


Back at the bar, Shad smiled at Joseph. “I don’t forget you, man. One rum punch coming up!” He removed a jug of orange juice from the refrigerator and placed two cans next to it.


“Let me give you a test,” he said. “You remember the ingredients?”


Joseph laughed his easy laugh. “With my eyes closed. Orange juice, pineapple juice, fruit punch, and white rum, of course. How’s that?”


“Not bad, not bad, but guess what?” Shad gave a whinny, spun around on one heel, and clapped in triumph. “You forgot the bitters!”


“Bitters? You added bitters last time? I don’t remember anything about bitters!” Joseph leaned back on his stool and slapped the counter again. “You’re cheating!”


“No cheating, man, I go to church.” Shad dropped three ice cubes into a glass and punched open the cans of pineapple juice and fruit punch. He poured both into the glass at the same time, holding the cans opposite each other, watching the twin spouts of pink and yellow merging to peach.


“Try again,” he said. “What kind of white rum to use?”


“Hell, whatever I can find, man.” Joseph chuckled. “I even tried Bacardi a few times.”


“What?” Shad opened his mouth in mock horror. “It have to be Jamaican rum, seen?”


“Seen?”


“That’s what we say here now. Like you know? You been away too long, man.” Shad laughed.


He opened the rum bottle and poured three capfuls into the peach-colored mixture, topping it off with four drops of brown bitters. After stirring the brew, he placed it in front of Joseph, slipping a coaster underneath.


“Talk the truth,” Shad said. He spread his legs and cracked his knuckles. “Don’t this taste better than the ones you make?”


Joseph sipped, squeezing his eyes shut in concentration. He put the glass down and licked his lips. “You’re the man.” They bumped fists across the counter and were still beaming when a voluptuous voice interrupted them.


“Good evening.”


“Hi,” Joseph said, nodding to Janet, who was thrusting her hips onto the stool next to his, the low neckline of the yellow dress offering up her breasts as special deliveries for passing Americans. Shad rolled his eyes up to the thatch.


“A Coke, please, Shad,” she said. She dumped her large silver bag on the counter and looked Joseph up and down.


“I thought you were with Eustace tonight,” Shad said, pursing his lips. There was no deterring Janet when she was casting her line, but he could try.


“He have to go home early to his wife,” the woman replied with a perky smile. The new gold star on her incisor winked at the two men. It would have been just a matter of days, anyway, before the whole village found out about Joseph’s arrival, and the time was about to be made shorter by a woman who liked to sew fact and fiction together. True to form, within five minutes Janet had found out what Joseph did for a living.


“A financial analyst,” she said, and crunched a piece of ice. “What that mean?”


“I look at—” Joseph glanced at Shad. “When a company wants to buy or sell their shares, they call on somebody like me to help them.”


“Explain what a share is for me,” Shad said, settling on his own stool behind the counter. He’d wanted to know ever since Eric had told Cameron he wanted Shad to have shares in the company. A share sounded like something good, like a generous serving of food, but he hadn’t wanted to ask the boss what it meant in case it made him sound ignorant.


“A share is a part of a company. When a business starts, it has a certain number of shares divided between the owners.” Joseph picked up five straws and laid them on the counter. He was trying not to look too proud, Shad could tell, but he liked explaining. “Say this is the total worth of a company, five shares. I invest in part of the company, meaning, I buy shares in the company.” He removed one straw. “I pay one-fifth of the value of the company to the owners, so I buy twenty percent of the company’s shares. And they now have my money to help run the business. When they make a profit, they pay me dividends on my twenty percent ownership. Like how a bank pays you interest on your savings account. Understand?”


“Sort of,” said Shad, who didn’t have a bank account. “But how does your work come into it?”


“If a company decides they want to invest, or buy another company’s shares, I can do research for them and tell them if it’s a good idea. I write a report telling them whether they’re likely to make money or not. That’s a financial report, like the one I’m doing—”


“I get you,” Shad said, cutting him off. Janet had enough information for the night. “You went to school to learn it? You must be good with numbers.”


“I have a couple degrees.”


“And you have a nice job in America doing that—that money business?” Janet said, smiling like she thought the gold tooth would buy her shares. Shad almost sucked his teeth.


“Well—” Joseph said.


“He doing real well,” Shad said, hopping off the stool, “just taking a little holiday.”


“Nice, man, nice,” Janet said, staring at Joseph’s thick arm. “He sweet, eh, Shad?”


“You want another rum punch?” Shad said to Joseph.


“Yeah, thanks. So what do you do—Janet, you said your name was?” Joseph was trying to be polite, the way Americans were, ignoring Shad’s lifted eyebrows, with their warnings about women and this one in particular.


“My true name is Janet Ann,” the woman said, “but is Janet they call me. I am a dressmaker, and if you need me to do any little thing for you, you call me, you hear?” She slurped the last of her drink and stood up. “I have to catch the early bus to Port Morant, but is nice meeting you.”


Strutting out of the bar, hips swinging, the bag thrown over her shoulder, Janet left her bill unpaid. Another rum punch later, Joseph took his leave after a laughing debate with Shad, who’d refused to accept a tip. Joseph looked happier than when he’d arrived, eyes twinkling, and when he walked away, he was swaying a little.


He’d have to keep a close eye on Joseph, Shad decided, because he didn’t seem to understand that this trip wasn’t about rum and sun. It was about writing a report that would get a better life for every struggling body in Largo, and Joseph was the only, only person who could take them there.


“I thirsty.” A deep, parched voice broke into Shad’s thoughts as he finished washing the glasses. Under his elbow appeared a set of prehensile toes hanging over too-small flip-flops. Solomon, the bar’s part-time cook in the tiny kitchen, was towering over him, a tall column of white, from the too-short pants to a chef’s hat that had seen better days. Solomon’s rough chocolate features hid a man disappointed by life. Lord of the old hotel’s stainless steel kitchen, he’d enjoyed calling out orders in his bass voice and terrifying the apprentice cooks. Tonight he was a tired alcoholic on starvation wages, his eyes red and pleading, the smell of white rum oozing from his pores.


“I give you a soft drink,” Shad said. “You still have work to do, dishes to wash.”


“Pshaw, man, just a little something for the cold?” Solomon gave a dry cough and rubbed his chest.


“After you done working, I give you a white rum,” Shad said, and popped open a can of soda.


“The boss’s son come and gone,” Solomon said, taking the drink. He frowned at the can as if he could read the ingredients, still hoping for alcohol, or at least caffeine. “Handsome, eh?”


“True,” Shad said, vigorously wiping down the bar counter.


“You think he still a batty man?” Solomon had never been one to waste words or spare feelings.


Shad spun around. “What you talking? He not a batty man. Don’t start spreading gossip around the place.” He wanted to wipe the man’s smirk off with the dishrag.


“I see him swimming today,” Solomon said. “He take off his T-shirt the way a woman do, one arm at a time, and he swim like so, like a girl.” He circled his arms, sweeping the can through the air and spilling a few drops on the counter.


“What you know about Americans, eh?” Shad demanded. “Maybe American men take off their shirt one arm at a time. Maybe they swim like that! You wouldn’t know. You ever been to America?”


Solomon took a long sip of the drink. “Largo not a place for man-man business.”


“Don’t let the boss hear you talking stupidness about his son, if you want to keep your job.”


“Mistah Eric? He know how it go already. You don’t see all the women he sleep with? He know how it go in Jamaica. He know we hear from early what the Bible say. Man not supposed to lie with man because it unnatural. It not the natural order of things. You don’t agree with me?” The big man was warming up, burping, blinking, ready to prove his point.


“No man can have baby with man,” he persisted. “God create us in his image, and he make it so that the only way we can create is for man to have sex with woman. All this man-and-man, woman-and-woman thing, we must stop it coming to Largo, because if we don’t stamp it out, the village gone to hell. Next thing all the young boys will be sexing up each other.” Solomon paused and dug his tongue into something in a back tooth. “God say it wrong, and we say it wrong. So it go since Adam and Eve. It can’t go any way else. You don’t see what I mean? If we don’t have children, the whole place going to mash up, not true?”


Heading back to his dirty dishes, he pointed two fingers at Shad like a gun. “Boom, boom, batty man. You know the song?”





CHAPTER FIVE



Eric slid the last of the money into the last envelope and licked the flap. On the front of each of the three envelopes on the counter was the name of an employee—Shad on one, Solomon on the second, and on the last Maisie, Solomon’s wife and the bar’s cleaning lady. He placed the envelopes under an empty rum bottle. Myers’s Rum, said the faded label on the bottle of twelve-year-old rum he used every week for only this purpose, the bottle that Shad would lift to distribute the envelopes when he came in later.


The salary payments had been on Eric’s mind as soon as he woke up that morning, and he’d decided to get them over with first thing so he could focus on his meeting with Joseph. He felt some guilt about pressing his son into work right away, but he’d reasoned with himself that there was no harm in getting him started on the report. The less time Joseph spent in Largo, the lower Miss Mac’s tab would be.


Above him, the thatch roof, newly replaced with Simone’s rental income, still smelled like cut grass, clean and green in the morning air. The smell reminded him of her, made him grateful to her, along with the thought that her rental payments had also paid his property taxes for the last two years. With her departure from the island, the extra income had ceased, the last of it used to pay for Joseph’s airline ticket and these salary payouts. With Christmas coming in a couple of months and four parties booked already for the restaurant, there’d be just enough cash coming in to get through until January, maybe February, when business would be slower than ever.


Eric poured himself another cup of coffee, adding the canned condensed milk he’d become addicted to, and walked to the side of the bar overlooking the cliff, his flip-flops slapping the concrete floor. It was an odd sight: this aging, slightly paunchy Caucasian with freckle-reddened skin and shoulder-length white hair, leaning in old shorts and T-shirt against the post of a bar in the middle of nowhere. It wasn’t as if he had a choice. The truth, and what few people guessed, was that Eric was anchored to the spot, or rather to the moldy buildings on the island in front of his bar. A quarter mile offshore, stranded in the middle of turbulent ocean water, sat the love of his life—the remains of the hotel he’d built fifteen years earlier. Seen from the shore, the roofless buildings looked almost romantic, not like Eric’s retirement dream in tatters.


It had taken him twenty-nine years slogging at a Manhattan paper company to realize his dream of building the hotel. First he’d envisioned it—a slow churning up of what he wanted to do and where he wanted to live—then the piling of every available penny into his retirement savings. In the years after his divorce, he’d doubled his savings, moving to a cheap apartment in Chinatown, avoiding restaurants, and buying his clothes in thrift stores. In a scrapbook that he kept on his desk he’d glued articles from travel and hotel magazines, planning his inn, awake and asleep. He had had three requirements for his hotel: it had to be on an island, it had to have scenery that would startle him every day with its beauty, and it had to be in the Caribbean. The original idea had come to him in a hammock in Ocho Rios, and thereafter he’d taken an annual trip to a different island (Barbados, St. Lucia, Grenada, Jamaica), and stayed at small hotels to see how they ran things, wondering if he could live here, or there, or there.


When his retirement finally came in 1996, and after the retirement luncheon with Arnie and a bunch of people whose names he’d forgotten now, he’d lost no time in moving down to Largo and buying the long, narrow property that was on sale, cheap, at the end of the bay. That was followed by one year of building the inn block by block with a few workers, Shad among them, and under the direction of a toothless contractor named Old Man Job whom he couldn’t understand. It had culminated in the best years of his life, being the owner, manager, and salesman of his own creation: the Largo Bay Inn.


Today the abandoned hotel looked dreary after the rain, as desolate as it had been since the hurricane destroyed it. For the two and a half months that Simone had occupied it, the place had lost its ghostly feeling—to him, anyway—and just the knowledge of her presence had given him hope that the island’s life, his life, was not yet over. Now that she had gone back to the States, there was a more lifeless feeling to the place than before, even though the flat-topped almond tree still ruffled its leaves and the lemongrass still bent in the breeze. But her departure had sucked out the life she had brought, because there was no hope of seeing her wild black hair bobbing above the bushes now, no hope of hearing the shrill bark of her little dog, no hope of making love to her with the ocean roaring in his ears.


Eric returned to the kitchen and took another mug out of the cupboard for Joseph. Things were about to get better. He wouldn’t have time to think of Simone, because there’d be distractions with the planning of the new hotel. There’d be business meetings, calculations to be made, visits to government offices to get approvals.


Half an hour later, his arms folded, Eric watched his son draining his coffee cup. The small talk had been completed yesterday, with the updates necessary to close the long stretch since they’d seen each other (It’s been, how long, man, five years, six years?)—an embarrassment Eric had needed to paper over with talk of being busy with building and running the bar. To his relief, Joseph had replied that he’d been busy, too, and nothing had been said to make him feel guilty.


“Where do we start?” Joseph said, wiping his mouth.


Eric leaned his elbows on the table. “Let’s start with how you’re going to get paid for doing this, this—this business proposal thing. I pay your expenses for the trip. Airfare, lodging, food, everything. If and when we get the investor’s money, we’ll pay your fee. Remember to include it in your report, by the way.”


“Fair enough.”


“This is the situation today,” Eric said, bending back one scaly finger for each fact. “We have an interested investor in New York who wants to build a hotel here. He has no experience and he doesn’t want to run it. I guess that makes him a silent partner. We have this bar here on an acre of land. That would be my stake in the deal—no money, just the land and my expertise.


“Then we have Miss Mac next door, where you’re staying. She has nine acres of prime beach land she wants to sell. I mean prime. You should walk down and take a look at it. I think she wants to move to her son’s house in Port Antonio—he’s my lawyer, Horace McKenzie. We might need him. And last but not least, we have Lambert Delgado, an excellent contractor for big jobs—originally from Kingston, has years of experience on the island. He lives across the road. He knows all about it already.”


“Sounds like you have everything sewn up,” Joseph said, and lifted his chin in a minor challenge that his father didn’t miss.


“Your job is to put it together on paper, the whole deal. The investor, Danny somebody—I can’t remember the last name—says he wants a business plan from me with all the figures.”


“What’s the deadline?”


Eric twisted his jaw to one side, thinking. “I don’t remember if he gave me one. Should I ask?”


“Absolutely. It’ll show that you’re serious and give us something to shoot for. I’d call him as soon as possible, today even.”


“Right. What else can we get started?”


“When can we go see this contractor friend of yours?”


“He’s expecting us today.”


The sun was getting high in the sky when they walked up Lambert’s steep driveway, a comfortable arm’s length apart. They didn’t walk in time with each other, Joseph’s stride faster and Eric’s longer, but they managed to stay side by side, climbing the road between the fruit trees to the large white house ahead. A welcoming one-story, the home was a modern replica of a plantation house, with its steep shingle roof and wide verandah lined by rocking chairs.


“This is where I came in the hurricane,” Eric said, starting to get winded halfway up the drive. “A port in a storm, literally.”


“You didn’t stay at the hotel?”


“I stayed for the first part. I was alone—I’d sent the guests to bigger hotels and let the staff go—go home. Soon after the hurricane hit—waves started—” Eric’s hand slashed through the air, telling the story he never tired of. “They just swept over the cliff and came right through—washed everything out. All you could see were—the walls standing in water. I ended up—on the reception desk through the first part of the storm, watching the roof blow off—one section at a time. And—during the eye of the storm—I realized the second part was going to be—worse than the first, and I decided to make a run for it. More like a swim for it. I didn’t know—the driveway had been—washed away—until I got to the cliff. Nothing but water. Waves like—like eight, ten feet. I just jumped in and headed for shore. And the—the backside of the storm hit while I was swimming. I barely made it.” He scraped away the film of sweat gathering on his forehead and wiped his finger on his shorts.


“Sounds terrible,” Joseph said. “Good thing you made it.” He sounded concerned, but kept looking straight ahead in his aviator sunglasses.


“I came here—branches flying in every direction. Crawling on my—hands and knees onto this very verandah—naked as a baby. The water had—torn off all my clothes—and they pulled me inside—Lambert and Jennifer.” They mounted the steps to the verandah, and Eric flung himself into a rocking chair.


“You want me to knock?” Joseph said evenly, clearly not winded.


“Yes, knock.” In front of the verandah and beyond Eric’s bar, curving bays stretched one behind the other, low green hills at the end of each bay keeping them separate. It was a view Eric would never forget. In shock, then in anger and sorrow, he’d sat here and looked at the island opposite for a full year before taking Shad’s advice and building the bar.


The deep barking of a large dog followed by footsteps answered Joseph’s knock; then the door opened. “Hi, is Lambert here?” Joseph asked.


“He is,” a young woman informed him. “I’m his daughter.”


“Hey, Janna!” Eric said, heaving himself out of the chair and lumbering toward her.


“Uncle Eric!” the girl cried. He bent down and planted a kiss on her cheek while she kept one hand on the agitated dog beside her. “I didn’t see you.”


“My God, you’re looking more gorgeous every time I see you. Your father makes some pretty children, I’m telling you. How long are you staying this time?”


“I’m not sure. I just finished another course—changing careers, I guess.” She looked a little sheepish when she said it and bent down quickly to pat the dog. Long brown hair fell over her face, hair that came from a healthy mix of backgrounds, wavy and wild. She straightened slowly, her eyes darting up to Joseph, down at the dog, up to Eric.


“Would you let your dad know we’re here, Janna?” Eric said. “Oh, and, Joseph, this is Janna.” He waved. “My son, Joseph.”


Joseph removed his sunglasses and stuck out his hand. “Hey, Janna. Did I get it right?”


They shook hands. “That’s it—Janna,” she said with a bright smile. “Pleased to meet you.” Releasing his hand, she held the door wide. “Come in, come in, both of you. Sorry, I shouldn’t have kept you standing there. We’re only keeping the door closed because of Sheba. She just had puppies and she’s still kind of nervous.”


In the living room, Joseph let the dog sniff his hand and patted her head. “A chocolate Lab, right? How many puppies did she have?”


“Four, I think. I just arrived last night,” the girl  said over her shoulder as she started walking toward a corridor.


“Daddy!” she called. She was barefoot, a tall girl with long, thin arms and legs that swung easily in the frayed shorts.


Eric’s best friend came striding up the corridor, making the wooden boards creak. He was a big, well-padded man in khaki shorts with a receding gray hairline and a bushy black mustache that stretched beyond his smile. His ancestry, as he’d said to Eric once, could be read in his face. The beige skin came from Spain and India, the hawkish nose from his Jewish grandmother, and the wiry hair from the African woman whom some white man had impregnated along the way. A commanding man, Lambert left the impression that he went after whatever he wanted. All he needed to look like a hunter in Africa, Eric had always thought, was a pith helmet.
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