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			Art is the stored honey of the human soul, gathered on wings of misery and travail.

			—THEODORE DREISER

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE



			
				
				

			

			Uncle Obediah’s cigarette-hardened voice came back to Shad as he removed the fairy lights from their box.

			“Don’t fall over, you hear,” Uncle would rumble from the stern as they rowed out for another night’s fishing, the light from the kerosene lamp glinting off the water, “because the onliest thing between you and a shark is a miracle.” There was no sinking boat tonight, no fishing net entangling arms and legs, but Shad felt as if he were back in the old canoe—his eye on the circling shark of failure—and he sent up a brief request for a miracle.

			The main reason for the bartender’s prayer was his conscience. Raised by a God-fearing grandmother who still nagged at him from somewhere off his left shoulder, Shad was trying to suppress his guilt. He hadn’t been this sneaky, this dishonest, since he was nineteen and had started stealing ladies’ purses after he’d lost his bus conductor work. The resulting year in the Kingston penitentiary had cured him, until now.

			Here he was, seventeen years later, taking the boss’s money from the cash register when he wasn’t looking, and spending it on something Eric Keller would not have condoned. It was a rash decision but, being a man who followed his heart, Shad had decided that the risk was worth it. Because Danny Caines was worth it.

			“He’s never been to Jamaica before,” the boss had explained about Caines a few weeks earlier. “He wants to get to know the island real well before he decides if he wants to go into business with us or build a hotel in Largo.” Eric had lit his pipe, his dry, ashy elbows squarely on the table as he sucked in and puffed out. Then he’d leaned back and exhaled, twiddling his black eyebrows. “And we need to know him before we go into business with him.”

			The project was at a delicate stage. It was like a newborn baby, eyes shut tight and fists curled, needing nourishment to stay alive. If Caines didn’t like what he saw, there’d be no hotel. Of course—Shad sighed at the thought—the investor himself might turn out to be a samfie-man, a big-talking con man who’d carry the village down even further. Unwinding the last of the lights, Shad sent up a second appeal, this time that the newcomer might not turn out to be the shark.

			Samfie or savior, Caines was to be the guest of honor at a welcome party Shad had planned down to the last detail, from the Spam in the sandwiches to the white rum in the punch. One way or the other, the party was on and half the village about to arrive. Shad had decided that this celebration was going to be a real party this time, not the boss’s idea of a party, where the guests had to buy their own drinks. This time the invitees had been promised one free drink and one sandwich each. But they would have come anyway, would have bathed and put on the deodorant and clothes they saved for church, just to feast their eyes on the main attraction—the American man who could change their withering lives.

			No one had more to gain or lose from this encounter than Shad. Squatting down in front of the bar with the fairy lights, the bartender remembered his grandmother’s prediction.

			“You going to be a busha one day, watch me,” Granny would say, always squeezing her lips together at the end like a punctuation mark. It was a prophecy that the other old ladies agreed with, because the color of the boy’s skin was as black as the night sky between the stars, and his forehead round and high, sure signs that he would be a big shot one day, big as the white overseers in sugar days.

			The image of being a busha, complete with a large concrete house and a Mitsubishi in front, had begun to form in Shad’s mind six months before, shortly after a real estate man had said that a client of his was interested in partnering with Eric in a hotel venture. Right away, the boss had declared to the Realtor—in front of Shad, no less—that his bartender would have to be a partner. Shad knew the reason. Eric had built one hotel already and he had no intention of exhausting himself again to build another hotel from scratch, not at the age of sixty-five. Nonetheless, making a poor bartender a partner was a bold suggestion in Jamaica, one only an American who’d never understood the island’s class barriers would make.

			The possibility of being a partner in a hotel had been keeping Shad awake at night, Beth snoring softly beside him, because it offered a thread of hope in a place where a man on the bottom had little or nothing to pull himself up with. And being a practical man, the bartender would remind himself, almost as soon as he started imagining the new house and car, that he was happy doing what he did and being who he was.

			Shad hung the fairy lights over the last tack under the counter. Despite his guilt about taking Eric’s money, he was looking forward to the party. He and every man-jack in the village needed cheering up, because they were tired of grieving the lack of work, the youth lost to Kingston and crime.

			Granny would have understood. After she got the news that Obediah had drowned, and after she’d thanked God that Shad had stayed home with a fever and missed the storm that killed her son, she’d dried her eyes.

			“Nothing that a little curry goat and white rum can’t cure,” she’d said with a sniff and a wipe of her kerchief. Then she’d asked her neighbor to tell everyone to come and mark her son’s passing.

			Shad plugged the lights into the wall outlet and stood back. They were blinking just the way the man in the shop said they would. On sale for half price, the Christmas lights had been hard to pass up, even if it was late January. Maybe they’d distract Caines from the drab truth of the bar, its open sides, rough concrete floor, and thatch roof held up by telephone poles. Maybe he wouldn’t notice right away that Eric—his prospective partner—didn’t have two shillings to rub together.

			Laughter leaped over the kitchen partition behind Shad. “More work and less frolicking, please,” he called, “and remember to put the fruit in one of the nice glass plate.”

			“Yes, sir,” women’s voices called back amid titters.

			He brought out the mixers from their plastic cases under the sink and set them beside the row of glasses. The white and brown rums he placed within easy reach, and the vodka, gin, and whiskey farther away. His movements were swift and sure, those of a man who thought of liquor as a business, not a beverage.

			The clatter of the kitchen’s bead curtain announced Beth at his elbow, one hand smoothing her hair. “You want us to make a fruit salad or just slice the fruit?” She had on her light-blue dress, the one that showed she still had half a waist after birthing their four children.

			“You mean your mango or my banana?” Shad replied with a grin, wiggling his hairless eyebrows like an underage scamp.

			Beth sucked her teeth, pulling the air in between her teeth quickly, a flirting little suck, not the long drag of air she made when she was disgusted. She ran her hand over the back of his shirt, ironed earlier that afternoon while yelling at the older children to finish their homework. “You think you still a playboy and I still a young girl? After we done with the party, you know we going be too tired for anything else.”

			Shad walked her to the side of the bar facing the ocean, his arm around the familiar rolls of her waist. “Come watch the sunset with me, then.” He looked at her sideways. “We can pretend we having sex.”

			Their laughter died away into the late-afternoon softness, into the postcard scenery that Largo Bay’s residents usually ignored. In front of them, a short grassy lawn ended abruptly at a cliff, the waves crashing fifteen feet below. To their right, a beige beach extended in a graceful, one-mile curve, and under its arc of coconut trees lay the fishing canoes, the lifeline of the village.

			A quarter mile in front of the bar, in choppy, turquoise water, sat a tiny island. Eric, its owner, had officially named it after the woman who’d lived on it the summer before, the woman named Simone. Uninhabited now, the island housed only two roofless buildings that remained as testament to Eric’s old hotel, the Largo Bay Inn, which Shad had helped build fifteen years before and where he’d first worked as a bartender.

			Small by North Coast standards, with only fifteen rooms, the inn had been known for its spectacular location on a peninsula at the end of the bay, the narrow driveway perfumed by frangipani trees. It had become a beacon of light in the village, employing workers and makers of shell necklaces and tie-dyed shirts. The boss had been the proud innkeeper for seven years, waving aside advice about the need for a retaining wall for the driveway. Better to spend the money on magazine ads, he’d countered, to entice guests to come to this eastern end of the island, far from Negril and Montego Bay.

			Eric’s day of reckoning had come, however. A monster hurricane called Albert had wiped out the thin strip of land that had been the hotel’s driveway, leaving the battered buildings stranded on an island. With the demise of the inn, the village had lapsed into its former rusty state, one of the few signs of life being the roadside bar that the boss had built with the meager insurance money.

			“You still don’t answer the question,” Beth said, bumping him with the side of her hip. “Sliced fruit or fruit salad? Maisie waiting in the kitchen.”

			“Fruit salad,” Shad said, kissing her on the cheek, “with cherries on top.”

			She returned to the kitchen and he to the slicing of limes, oranges, and mint sprigs for the garnishes. Spry and trim, he looked more like a teenager than a man in his midthirties planning the future of sixty families. Being short and without prominent features, Shad was not a man who was noticed at a distance. You had to get up close to see the shine in his eye, the glow from his pores, the glow of a man who still laughed with his family. The bartender’s other distinguishing feature was his smile, an ear-to-ear grin that displayed all his teeth, especially the two front teeth with the space between, the smile that had, in his boy days, saved him from licks from his grandmother and earned him money running errands.

			Darkness was now blanketing the bay, and preparations for the party were complete, the radio tuned to an old Peter Tosh reggae. One naked bulb hung over the bar and two over the restaurant tables, the blinking fairy lights like giddy children below. At any moment Eric would be bringing Caines from the Montego Bay airport and pulling up at the boardinghouse next door.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t tell them nothing,” Miss Mac, the boardinghouse owner, had promised. “I just tell them to follow me.”

			If it were up to the boss, there’d be no welcome party, and probably no new hotel. The bar had almost not come into existence. Embittered by the destruction of his inn, Eric had only grudgingly constructed the Largo Bay Restaurant and Bar at Shad’s suggestion, and it was the younger man’s belief that anything built in anger could never make a profit, forcing the bartender to stay on constant watch, reining in expenses, robbing Peter to pay Paul.

			Eric, on the other hand, didn’t seem to care about the status of his bank account, and if it wasn’t for Miss Ferguson’s calls from the bank, he wouldn’t even inquire. When Shad reminded him about payments to suppliers, he’d shrug his shoulders and say they’d have to wait. It didn’t matter to him that after seven years of fitful existence, the little roadside bar was sliding deeper into debt.

			“Like his spirit dying every day,” Shad had explained to Beth the afternoon before. “We have a man ready to put up money to build another hotel—and the boss hanging back.”

			“He kind of old to start again,” Beth had reminded him over the pigeon peas she was picking.

			Shad had nodded. “And like he don’t even understand that this hotel must-must happen. He don’t understand how the sea getting fished out and is a good night when a fisherman come back with one, two dozen fish nowadays. All it going to take is one bad hurricane and the village going to dead, you know.” Shad had spread his hands, urging Beth, as if she needed convincing. “Things tough now, but better can come again.” Beth had nodded and picked two more pea pods.

			“The only hope,” Shad had concluded, “is this investor man, Danny Caines. I think we should give him a party, kind of warm him up from the beginning, you know, use a little psychology on him.”

			The guests were arriving, starting with one of the regulars, a gaunt man in his sixties who approached the bar rubbing his hands. His name was Triumphant Arch, a man who enjoyed a good argument.

			Shad placed a glass of rum on the counter and Tri slid his fingers around the glass. His teeth clinked against its rim as he took his first blessed gulp.

			“Big bashment tonight,” he said when he set the glass down.

			Shad ran his hand over the bald scalp his children loved to rub for good luck. “Mas Tri, do me a favor, nuh? No talk about political corruption, please. We want to make sure the man know that Largo is a decent place and that the hotel belong here, you get me?”

			“No problem, man,” Tri agreed, and took another gulp.

			“And stop drinking out Mistah Eric’s free liquor!” a grumpy voice called over the partition. The kitchen’s bead curtain parted and a towering, somber man emerged. Solomon, the bar’s part-time cook, descended from his status as chef of the old hotel and deprived tonight of his usual shot of white rum, threw a glare at his drinking buddy as he plodded past holding a tray of sandwiches. He was wearing white as usual, the tall chef’s hat, double-buttoned jacket, and immaculate pants at odds with the gigantic, crusty feet, the toes of which hung over the front of his flip-flops. Depositing the tray on a table in the middle of the restaurant, Solomon returned to the kitchen without another word.

			Fifteen minutes later, the place was full of Largoites, most holding glasses of rum punch, everyone looking tidy, as Granny used to say. The older women wore dresses with careful necklines, the young girls short, bright outfits, all with dustings of talcum powder to the chest to keep them fresh. Faded shirts were tucked neatly into the older men’s pants, while T-shirts slouched outside the young men’s jeans. Neighborly comments were passed in low murmurs, everyone leaning on one leg and then the other, tamping down their excitement.

			The murmurs stopped when Eric appeared in the parking lot, Miss Mac and a strange man in tow.

			“They come!” Shad called, turning down the radio. Beth and Maisie rushed out of the kitchen with plates of fruit as the bar’s owner waded into the crowd.

			Taller than any villager, out of place among the well-dressed folk, Eric looked like he should have been on a dock somewhere in his old shorts and sandals, his flowing white hair, reddish face, and small paunch those of the captain of a vessel. The newcomer behind him—the man Shad had told everyone must be treated with respect—was looking around and smiling. Mahogany-colored, his big scalp bald as a baby’s, Caines appeared to be in his early forties. He was muscular for a tall man, almost as tall as the boss, and he stood with his chest high in its banana-patterned shirt, as if he had a world, or an island, to conquer.

			“What’s going on?” Eric called to Shad, and raised his arms, the flabby skin underneath shaking with indignation, questioning the cost already. The bartender lifted his own skinny arms and grinned, and everyone laughed. An elderly man with a shock of fluffy gray hair patted Eric on the back.

			“A little surprise business, suh,” said Old Man Job, village elder and contractor on the old Largo Bay Inn, a man who made up for his lack of teeth with his common sense. “We know you want to welcome the gentleman to Largo, give him a nice party. Not true?” Eric shot a look at the bartender under his thick eyebrows and lowered his arms, and Shad exhaled, knowing he’d have to endure only a couple days of grumbling before all would be forgiven.

			“A party for me?” the visitor said. His voice warmed the room, and when he laughed the sound came straight from his big chest. “I love it!”

			Shad circled the bar and grasped the man’s hand. “Mistah Caines, welcome! My name is Shad, and I run things for Mistah Eric.” The newcomer had a firm, friendly handshake, making you want to shake it again. “We privilege that you come down to see us. You going to love Largo, I know it.”

			Shad swung around to the crowd and held Caines’s arm high like a boxer’s. “Give the man a Largo Bay shout-out, people!” he yelled. The crowd clapped and whistled, and a few even stomped their feet.

			“Thank you, thank you,” Caines said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Nobody’s ever thrown me a party before!” He spoke with a nice American twang, but his proud, almost arrogant stance said something different.

			“What about a beer, a nice, cold Red Stripe?” Shad asked, a man who liked to guess his customers’ drinks.

			“Perfect.”

			“I’d better change,” Eric grunted before he escaped to his apartment at the end of the building.

			Shad got busy with the drinks. When he looked up, Caines was chatting with his new landlady, and Shad wondered if they were talking about the old woman’s house and land next to the bar, the property that he and Eric thought would be just right for a hotel. Miss Mac wanted to sell it—so she said, anyway, but if old ladies didn’t like you, they wouldn’t sell to you, no matter how much money you had.

			The bartender placed the visitor’s drink on a tray and added a Coke. “One beer,” he said, approaching the two, “and one Coke for the lady.”

			Caines removed his glass with its perfect head of foam and Miss Mac took her glass. “And I didn’t even order nothing.” She laughed, the gold fillings flashing at the back of her mouth.

			Shad was about to answer when he felt a stiffness in the air, heard the falling away of chatter. A woman had stepped onto the floor of the bar. It was Janet, the village seamstress who visited the bar almost every night, on the prowl for the American man she’d predicted would marry her and take her away. Fishermen could only buy her rum, she’d declared, and she was a champagne girl (a girl still at forty).

			Short and well-padded, Janet walked carefully on her high heels, the plunging neckline of her tight white dress putting the church dresses to shame. A vision of village sophistication, she wore a new wig that framed her rounded features and curled around her ears. Looking left and right as if she’d never been in the bar before, stopping with one leg bent like a beauty queen, she looked at Danny and smiled.

			“You ever see such a thing?” Beth hissed when Shad got back to the bar.

			“He don’t stand a chance.” Shad nodded, watching as Caines, a red-blooded man with no ring on his finger, turned toward the woman.

			“Queen of diamonds,” Beth muttered.

			Shad shook his head, remembering the dressmaker beating some regulars at twenty-one in the bar with a pack of cards she’d brought. Janet had slapped down the winning card and said, “That’s me you see there, in America, the queen of diamonds.”

			The bartender closed his eyes and pressed his fingers into the lids. Jeezum peace, he groaned, plenty shark in the water tonight.
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			Stepping high to avoid the prickly nettles, Eric plodded through the grass, still damp with morning dew. His flip-flops were already slippery and he was annoyed he’d forgotten to wear sneakers.

			“Watch out for rocks,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “The place hasn’t been cleared for a long time.”

			In Reeboks and neat white socks, Daniel Caines was walking with hardly a sound, staring at the ocean through the coconut trees. It had been his idea to walk Miss Mac’s land the day after his arrival, and it had turned out to be the perfect morning to show it. The sky was clear, the sea wasn’t too rough, and a light breeze was blowing through the palms.

			“The property is nine and a quarter acres,” Eric said. “The beach is coral sand, a really good-quality sand, and it runs to the end of the bay over there, about a quarter mile long. The village is on the other side of the point and that’s where the fishermen keep their canoes, so we wouldn’t be interfering with them.”

			He stopped walking and waved toward the water, strands of white hair blowing across his face. “There’s no reef, which is why it’s a bit rough, but there’s a—a kind of natural wildness to it, don’t you think, that makes it different from the usual tourist spot.” He hoped Caines wouldn’t ask about sharks and currents, because he’d have to tell him that, yes, there’d been a couple sightings over the eighteen years he’d lived there, and, yes, a woman had drowned in the old hotel days, which was why they’d written in a lifeguard for the new hotel.

			“By the way,” Eric added, feeling a blush spread up his face, “I never thanked you properly for the gift, the new laptop. I was a little thrown off last night with the party and all.”

			“I mailed it ahead to Miss Mac’s so I could surprise you,” Caines said with a chuckle. “Little did I know you guys had a surprise for me, eh?”

			Eric gathered up his hair and pulled it back. “Yeah, right. It’s going to be—I haven’t used a computer in—sheesh, I don’t know how long.”

			“You said you didn’t have one,” Caines replied, brushing away the sweat already collecting on his bald scalp, “and if we’re going to do business—”

			“I know, I know.” Eric turned away from the man to sigh as quietly as he could (still chafing at the cost of the party and Shad’s deception, annoyed at Caines’s assumption that he couldn’t afford a computer, irritated most of all that he had to learn to operate the damn thing).

			When they reached a cliff on the far end of the property, the bar owner stopped under a tamarind tree. Two nightingales quarreled at the intruders from a branch, the noise almost drowned out by the crashing of the surf in front of them.

			With large, square hands, Eric mapped out the acreage. “The land slopes uphill from the beach to the road. It’s long and rectangular. Closest to my bar on the eastern end, it’s about eighty feet wide, then it broadens out coming west, to four hundred feet across, perfect for a hotel site. That area over there is where we think the main building should go—like you saw in the drawings we sent you—twenty guest rooms, swimming pool and Jacuzzi like you want, restaurant and bar area facing the ocean. Over here, we’d have a separate housekeeping and maintenance building.”

			Caines pointed to the bungalow partly visible through the thick foliage. “Would we have to knock down Miss Mac’s house to put up the main building?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Has she given any conditions, caveats?”

			“I—we never—well, it would be our land. I guess we could do anything with it, couldn’t we?”

			“She might want some graves or—something, trees maybe, preserved.”

			“I guess, out of respect, we can ask—”

			But Caines had already started loping down to the beach. Eric followed, stepping gingerly over the weeds and vines that snaked along the ground. By the time he reached the sand, the visitor was standing with legs apart and arms crossed, his gaze fixed on the sapphire water in the distance.

			“Nothing like the smell of the sea, eh?” Caines said, taking a slow, deep breath like he was sucking in the morning.

			“Are you from the Caribbean?” Eric ventured. “Most Americans wouldn’t ask about graves. Where are your people from?”

			Caines glanced at him and back out to sea. “St. Croix.”

			“Oh, yeah, the US Virgins. I’ve been there. I used to travel around the Caribbean looking for a place to live when I retired, using all my vacations to go to different islands. I went to St. Thomas and St. Croix on one of those trips. It took me years, but I finally found the spot. . . .”

			When Caines didn’t answer, Eric walked to a driftwood tree trunk and sat down. A small crab scurried around his sandals and disappeared into a hole. Over the water, a pelican dove and snatched at a breakfast tidbit. This was the bar owner’s favorite time of day in Largo, just after the sun had risen and before the village had sprung to life. Within a few minutes he felt his shoulders relaxing, felt more tolerant of Caines, who was ignoring him, his strong legs in their khaki shorts still planted in the sand. On the trip from Montego Bay, he’d said he was forty-five, a good age, the bar owner thought, for a man to go into a venture like a hotel. If it failed, there’d be time to recoup. He wouldn’t be throwing his retirement savings down the drain.

			A passing car blew its horn, the sharp rat-a-tat-tat startling Caines. He walked over to the log.

			“Beautiful spot, man,” he said, sitting down and brushing sand off his shoes. “Seems like a waste, all this undeveloped land.”

			“Probably didn’t occur to them. It was originally a larger parcel of about fifty acres owned by Miss Mac’s father, and when he died it was divided among the heirs. I think they must have done a little farming on it at one time.”

			“Don’t people use the beach?”

			“Not much. They prefer the beaches near Port Antonio.”

			“We’d have to be real careful about guests swimming in the ocean,” Caines said, and bit his lip. “We’d need a lifeguard, for sure. We don’t want no law suits from families back in the States.”

			“I know. That’s why—if we build the place—we should put in a swimming pool, like you suggested. We’d also have our registration form include a waiver in the event of a drowning, that’s what the lawyer said. We can’t be too careful.”

			The morning passed with a number of we’d have tos and what-ifs tossed back and forth between the men, trying on for size how it would feel to be partners. Questioned about his hotel experience, Eric told of his successes and failures. The inn had always been full in the tourist season, from mid-December to mid-April, and they’d depended on repeat business and referrals. But he’d made a mistake with the size: fifteen rooms had been barely enough to cover operating costs. Caines confessed that, although he was good at managing small businesses, he had no experience in the tourist industry and would need help.

			“I made my money with beauty salons and a few strip malls,” he said.

			“Then why go into a hotel?”

			“I guess I’m tired of fights between stores that want to sell the same products, salons going belly-up halfway through their lease. I really want to get out of those businesses altogether, but it’s not the time to sell, you know, so I thought I’d make some other investments, like this.”

			“Why here? It’s beautiful, true, but it’s—there’s more than meets the eye to doing business in Jamaica. There’s a ton of government paperwork to begin with, and we have a problem with crime. You know that, I’m sure.”

			“Heck, the whole Caribbean has crime, the Virgin Islands, probably the whole Third World, even the US. I mean, look at Detroit, New York—”

			“But we have some serious stuff here.”

			“I know it’s risky,” the visitor said, shaking his head. “But I like to take calculated risks, that’s just me. And for some reason, I love the idea of owning a hotel here. Maybe it’s the idea of owning a piece of Jamaica. When I was coming up, we spoke of Jamaicans with respect, you know. To us in the Virgin Islands, Jamaicans stood up for their rights. When they got their independence—”

			“In ’62.”

			“I heard about it from my people—they felt that that was what we should have been doing, that we should have fought the Danes, not just sat back and allowed them to sell us to the US in 1917. A lot of Crucians were ticked off that they had no say in the deal. Then when Jamaica and Trinidad got their independence, my grandfather used to say that we should have been getting ours, too. He used to talk about Jamaica like he was talking about the Holy Land. He and my great-grandfather were Marcus Garvey men from way back, when they used to get Garvey’s papers from Jamaica on the docks in Frederiksted. It’s like I’m honoring the old men with this business, you know. And I want to see what it’s like operatin’ in a black-run country that’s independent of Big Brother. You mightn’t understand it, but—”

			“It’s different from doing business in the US, just know it.”

			“Cameron warned me already.” The man was not to be deterred, it seemed, and Eric, who’d been wondering if Caines had the stamina to endure, realized that the man’s resolve to build a hotel probably outstripped his own, because Caines had a motive greater than money.

			“You’ve done business with Cameron before, right?” Eric asked, tipping one shoulder down to his companion.

			“Yeah, nice guy. Know him long?”

			“His sister was living on the island out there last year.” Eric’s throat tightened. “Then Cameron came down to find her and we became friends.” Caines didn’t need to know that Eric and Simone had been lovers, that he and Cameron hadn’t talked for a while because Eric wouldn’t let him take Simone off the island against her will, or that he still thought about her at night while he sat on his verandah listening to boleros on Radio Santiago de Cuba.

			“Cameron and me go back about nine, ten years,” Caines said. “He’s sold me most of my malls in Queens and in the Bronx. I never had no reason to doubt him.” He rubbed the fist of one hand into the palm of the other. “Good man, Cameron, good man.”

			Eric looked sideways at Caines. He seemed solid, sure of himself. One had more reason to trust a man who wasn’t handsome, whose nose was more square than round, whose lips were unusually thin for a black man. And there was something about his eyes, eyes that looked straight at you and burned with intensity at times.

			“What’s your story?” Caines asked with one brow lifted.

			“Oh, I had enough of New York. I went there from Shaker Heights, Ohio, right out of high school, worked with a paper company my whole career. But I always wanted to live in a warm climate.” Eric blew out of the side of his mouth. “Hell, I couldn’t wait to get out of New York when I retired. Like I said, I’d started scouting for a place to live before I moved down. Then I found Largo and decided I wanted to run a hotel here.”

			“And a hurricane wiped it out, Cameron told me.”

			“Yeah, sank the land connecting it to the main road. I swam to shore in the middle of it, from there to there, close to where my bar is now.” They both gazed at the bar. Even from this distance it was embarrassing, the thatched roof Simone’s rent money had paid for already looking shabby.

			Caines clapped his hands. “At least you didn’t fold up your tent and run back to the States.”

			“You mean, with my tail between my legs.”

			“The bar was a good idea.”

			“Shad’s idea,” Eric said, nodding. He’d always liked to give people their due; it took the responsibility off you, anyway.

			“I like Shad,” Cameron said. “He’s a straight-up kind of guy. I’m glad you’re thinking of making him a partner. We’ll need someone from the community, someone who know the lay of the land.” A twist of St. Croix had slipped into the man’s language, like he was feeling more at ease.

			“Since we’re both foreigners, we’ll need a local partner, anyway.”

			“The island,” Caines said, turning to it. “The report said it might be leased to a Horace—I can’t remember his name—for a campsite.”

			“Horace MacKenzie, Miss Mac’s son, our lawyer. He wants the right to lease it from us in exchange for doing all our legal work, free of charge. He jumped on the campsite idea.”

			“Not a bad idea, passive income for us.”

			Eric looked down at his old, sandy toes. He saw Joseph’s handsome profile outlined by the dim light coming from the bar. “My son and I were sitting on my verandah one night and he brought it up.” Joseph had asked if Simone had lived in a tent on the island. It had made him think of camping, he’d said, and of using the island as a campsite.

			Caines stood slowly, easing his shorts away from his thighs. “When can we go and see the contractor?”

			“Lambert Delgado? He’s away for a couple days, but he gets back at the end of the week.”

			“And I’ll talk to Miss Mac about the property.”

			“I think she’ll sell,” Eric said. “Ready to head back?”

			“I’m going to stay here awhile.”

			“If there’s anything else . . .”

			The visitor’s face remained blank and Eric started back toward the bar. When he got to the brow of a hill, he looked back at Caines, now standing shoeless and sockless on the sand. He was stripping off his T-shirt, followed by his shorts and his briefs. With hardly an ounce of fat on him, he stood still for a few seconds, an Afro-Greek sculpture. Then he waded into the foam, the waves crashing around his legs and thighs, dove into an oncoming wave, and disappeared.

			Just when Eric began to worry, he popped up farther out and swung around to face the shore, his upturned face gleaming with joy, a man returning to his roots—the hotel an excuse to do it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE



			
				
				

			

			An icy winter evening and darkness had descended earlier than usual, forcing the city’s residents into the warmth of pubs and homes. Sarah rushed up the stairs to the flat without turning on the passageway light, feeling her way to the keyhole.

			“Hello, lovely,” she called when she got the door open.

			“Hello, not working tonight?” her flatmate shouted from the lounge. A television woman was announcing casualties in an earthquake.

			“No, I have to finish packing.”

			In her bedroom, Sarah changed into pajamas, drew on a dressing gown, and looked around the room, deciding what to tackle first. She stepped over a pack of new paintbrushes to examine the overflowing suitcase on the bed. It was definitely overweight, according to the airline’s website.

			“Repacking time,” she muttered. Some of the clothes would have to go. The art supplies couldn’t be eliminated.

			“Bring everything you need,” Roper had declared on the phone, “because my place is in the bush, and it’s a long, rough road to town.”

			She dumped the contents of the suitcase on the bed. No need for a fancy wardrobe if the place was as remote as he said. The lavender outfit she’d bought that afternoon, after hours searching for summer garments, would be enough for special evenings, if any. The rest would be more practical gear, old painting pants, shorts, underwear. She repacked, rolling every item of clothing to save space, and added a wide-brimmed straw hat, purchased at the last minute when she had an image of her face turning as red as her hair.

			She glanced at the bureau mirror, daring to look again at the woman who stared back, this person she didn’t yet know. The mousy brown hair she’d had all her life had been replaced by bright red locks, the fringe hanging like fiery exclamation marks above her eyes. The rather ordinary blunt-cut bob that had been a convenience now looked edgy and aggressive.

			Three days before, when she’d emerged from the bathroom after the dye job, Penny had been standing in the hallway talking on her mobile. She’d stopped abruptly to shriek.

			“Oh, my God, Sassy’s gone and dyed her hair red!” she’d said to someone on the phone.

			Sarah had given her hair another rub with the towel. “What d’you think—I mean, honestly?”

			“It’s fabulous, totally not you!”

			Penny was right, of course, because standing out had never been on Sarah’s radar. Ironically, it had been the very desire to melt into the background that had driven her to the opposite of her intention. She’d been sure—having experienced the vibrancy of Notting Hill Carnival more than once—that if anything would stand out in Jamaica, it would be her pallid and very temperate appearance. And the last thing she wanted was to look like a pale tourist, a target for beggars and con artists.

			To blend into a tropical country, she’d decided, she’d need to be a bit more colorful than usual, and she’d start with her hair. A likable sales assistant had talked her out of Topaz Glow and into Poinciana Passion, a more fashionable color, the girl had assured her, and, conjuring up images of exotic flowers, Sarah had taken the plunge.

			The instant she’d looked in the mirror after emerging from the shower, Sarah’s heart had sunk. Her first thought was that it looked like a fire had broken out on top of a five-feet-ten-inch pole. Her entire face looked different in contrast to the blindingly red hair. The pale skin had become paler, the lean face leaner, and the cheekbones more prominent and dramatic. Her long neck, which her mother had compared to that of a swan (and she to an ostrich), looked longer than ever. She’d stand out like a bloody sore thumb, she’d thought glumly. The hair would be the first thing everyone would notice, because Jamaicans didn’t have red hair—at least none that she’d ever seen. She would be the only person on the island with Poinciana hair.

			Retrieved from the dustbin, the dye box condemned her to a flaming future. Do not apply fresh color before four to six weeks, the instructions had read.

			Bad enough that she was going to live with total strangers in Largo, but now she’d be living with a face and hair that looked disturbingly unfamiliar for at least another month, maybe longer. The whole experience was beginning to feel bizarre, but it was too late to turn back. The agreement had been made and the ticket had been bought.

			Swallowing hard, Sarah returned to the last of her packing, adding several large sheets of paper in a plastic bag, which she fitted into the lid of the suitcase. On top of the clothes she added two pads, one for sketching and one for watercolor painting. (Jamaica, she’d known instinctively, would call for the hues and subtlety of water rather than acrylics.) A separate bag she started packing with her paints and new paintbrushes.

			“Aren’t you taking a swimming costume?” It was Penny, leaning on the door frame, her very existence filling the small room.

			Sarah tucked a lock behind her ear. “I don’t actually have one, come to think of it. The sun and my skin—”

			“Nonsense, I’ll lend you mine.”

			“I probably won’t wear it,” Sarah muttered, following Penny to her room. “I’m not a great swimmer, didn’t even get my twenty-five-meter badge. I’ll just sit in the shade.”

			“You can’t sit around in the shade the whole time you’re in Jamaica, you know. You’ll miss the point of going.” After digging in the bottom drawer of her dresser, Penny handed her a bathing suit. “Here, it’ll match your eyes.”

			“Not much to it, is there?” Sarah said, holding aloft what looked like three strings of vivid green, imagining her ample breasts spilling out of the top.

			“What do you expect? I bought it in the South of France last year to fit in.”

			It was a flippant remark, because Penny knew she always fit in and wouldn’t need a dye job to do it. Everyone wanted to be around her, attracted to the pleasurable ease with which she moved through life. Sarah had come to the conclusion that marketing people were successful because they had personalities like Penny’s that others wanted to buy.

			“I’ll put the kettle on,” Penny said, sashaying down the corridor. “When you’re finished, come for a cup of Rosie Lea.” Their name for tea, courtesy of Gladys, their sometime cleaning lady.

			The kitchen was the brightest place in the Camden flat, its mustard-yellow walls and potted plants making it a cozy gathering spot for whoever was around. It felt best to Sarah, though, when the two of them were alone together, sipping Earl Grey or cocoa, tattling about the latest man, always Penny’s, or the royals. That was the time when Sarah laughed the most, when the messy bathroom didn’t matter.

			When she’d moved in, the artist had hoped that some of her flatmate’s joie de vivre would rub off on her, but it hadn’t and she’d reconciled herself to being who she was—reserved, unwitty, a bit of a bore. And she’d become comfortable with that and allowed her art to speak for her.

			Departing her tiny flat in Maidstone and moving to London two years before had been a new phase of life for Sarah, who’d spent all of her thirty-two years in quiet Kent, south of London. At first she’d had minor panic attacks thinking about her survival (Suppose Penny gets married and sells the flat? Suppose nobody buys my paintings?), which had soon lessened. Thus far Penny had not found the right man to marry and didn’t even seem inclined, and a few of Sarah’s paintings had actually been sold by Eccentricity Gallery, enough, along with waitressing, to pay her rent.

			The fame and fortune that Penny had said awaited her had not appeared, but it was enough to be in London. There were galleries and museums to browse, hundreds of parks and public spaces to sketch in, endless churches to photograph, and people to watch. When she sat on the Tube, she’d count the number of races on the bench facing hers, examine the national costumes, eavesdrop on the languages. Her favorite coffee shop (with coffees from thirty-six nations) became her window on the behaviors of lovers and parents and students. It was an ever-changing scene, this city. She was at the center of things in London, she’d told her mother; one never knew what to expect.

			The move had been Penny’s idea. “You can’t stay here the rest of your life,” she’d said, licking lager from her top lip. It was early afternoon, and Maidstone’s oldest and largest pub was already occupied by the regulars.

			“There’s nothing wrong with it,” Sarah had replied, still in awe at Penny’s news that she’d bought her own flat. “I’m perfectly happy—”

			“But you haven’t gone out with anyone since John moved out, what, two, three years ago? I mean, really, Sarah.”

			“He wanted children, Penny, for God’s sake, and you know where I stand on that. We’re still good friends. I wish him the best, honestly, but it was a relief when he left.” Sarah took a sip of her beer. “I’m not in the mood to go out with anyone, to tell the truth. They talk about their jobs and their sports, and I start yawning. I must have dried up or something, it’s just not happening.”

			“They’re probably dull men, that’s all.” Penny played with one dangling earring. “Maybe your friends can introduce you. How many friends do you have here, anyway?”

			“I don’t really need friends. I just joined the—”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Everyone needs friends. It’s not good to keep things bottled up inside, and you know you tend to do that.”

			“Leave me alone, Pen, I’m fine. All I need is my painting and a bit of cash, and I have that all here. Maidstone suits me.”

			“Nothing happens here,” her friend said, lowering her voice and looking around. “I mean, this place hasn’t changed in thirty-five years. It still smells the same!” Sarah couldn’t help but laugh, remembering them peering into the pub as children, sniffing the stale beer.

			“Look at you,” Penny said and clucked her tongue. “You’re a fantastic artist, and what do you do? You only paint in your free time! I would die for your talent, I’m telling you. But you’re like a hollow person here, killing time in Maidstone, marching towards death.” Her friend’s eyes had widened at the thought of a life unlived.

			“I’m not—”

			“You won all the art awards in Maidstone Grammar, again in MidKent College, and what are you doing with them? Nothing! You’ve got to move up to London. I mean, what’s holding you back, your mother? You said yourself you only see her once a month. You can do that from London, just hop on the train and come down. It costs a few quid, but you’ll be making more money up there, you know. Seriously, Sassy, you need to come up and get into the art scene on the King’s Road or something. They’ll love your stuff, wait and see. And you definitely cannot keep working in that awful restaurant.”

			The cubbyhole in the restaurant where she stuffed her coat and handbag came to Sarah’s mind. “It’s not too bad—”

			“With a maître d’ you call Percy Pervert?”

			“They’re a nice lot, really, and I get good tips. Besides, there’s a new gallery opening up and I have an appointment to meet with them. I’ve painted one or two new things. You never can tell, maybe they’ll appreciate something other than wildflowers.”

			Penny had clunked her glass down on the bar’s counter. “Listen, I have a friend who owns a small gallery in Ken­sington. It’s really posh, high ceilings and classy clientele, you know the type. Let’s show her your work, shall we? Come and visit me for a few days and bring those pieces you’ve painted.”

			In the end, it was Penny’s comment that she was a hollow person—the kind of statement soon forgotten by the speaker but embedded in the listener’s mind—that had pushed Sarah to change the trajectory of her life. Events had followed swiftly: a short visit to Kensington and a contract with Eccentricity, the upscale gallery owned by Naomi Whittingham; the sale of three of her pieces; then the invitation to move into Penny’s flat after her boyfriend had left in a rant (according to Penny), breaking the teapot he’d given her. She’d talked Sarah into moving in and buying a new teapot.

			“I’m going to miss you, you know,” Penny said over the rim of her cup. “Are you taking your mobile?”

			“They said it wouldn’t work there. I’ll email you, anyway. Roper said he was on the Internet, although I can’t imagine the Internet in the middle of the jungle, can you?”

			“It’s not the jungle, Sarah. You said yourself it was a fishing village in the northeastern corner of the island. I looked it up. Gorgeous scenery, the article said.” Penny snapped a biscotto in two. “It’s quite romantic, you know, running off to Jamaica with some man you’ve only met once.”

			“I’m not running off. Naomi said he has a perfectly nice girlfriend and I have nothing to worry about.”

			“Whatever it is, I think it’s a super idea. You’ve needed a great adventure for a long time, and it’s not like you’re going to disappear into the mountains or anything.”

			“Hard to disappear with this hair in Jamaica, I imagine,” Sarah said with a sigh.

			“What’s his name again—the man you’re staying with?”

			“Roper—that’s how he signs his paintings. Everybody calls him that. Naomi’s visited him and says his home is quite comfortable, maids and whatnot. She thought it was a good idea that I go. She said something about wanting to see me explore new vistas.” In fact, Naomi had been so enthusiastic about the trip to Jamaica that Sarah had known instantly that the gallery owner did indeed hate the new acrylic series she was planning.

			“Eggs in dirt!” Naomi had shrieked the month before when she heard the name of the series.

			The art diva’s reaction hadn’t lessened Sarah’s desire to create five paintings of five white eggs. The larger ends of the eggs were to be buried in dark brown earth, shiny lumps cradling the shells. Her goal was to paint the first one as soon as she got finished with her Mermaid in the Cathedral series, the last of the twelve disciple-mermaids near completion.

			Before Naomi’s outburst, Sarah had been mulling what the new eggs-in-dirt series should be called. It had to be a name signifying fertility and the unity of all life—the idea of baby chicks taking the place of grass. Both eggs and dirt would have to be safe and contained, of course. Otherwise the viewer would think about the crushing of eggs and the resulting slimy yolks. And like all her other paintings, each piece would be small, exactly four inches by four inches.

			Sarah painted nothing but miniature canvases. They had become part of her personal style and no one had questioned her choice in the last eight years, not since her father had died.

			“Why not try it even once?” he’d suggested while he was driving her to her job one day. “Try sketching, just take a big sheet of paper and let things flow, as they say nowadays.”

			The very thought of a large piece of paper always resulted in a knot in Sarah’s stomach, the way it had when she was forced to do it in art school, and she’d ignored her father’s advice. The unfettering of self that came with painting large, the unveiling to others, left her far too vulnerable. Her paintings remained small, the ornate frames more than double the size.

			The subject of an eggs-in-dirt series hadn’t been raised with her mother, who’d never been particularly interested in her work.

			“Hello, my dear,” she’d always say, pressing her cheek to her daughter’s, when Sarah paid her monthly visit. Arthritis-­bowed spine pushing through the back of the sweater set, her mother usually launched into descriptions of her latest ailments as soon as they sat down. The subject of her only child’s art never took longer than two minutes of the one-hour visit and, over the years, the artist had gotten used to nursing her work within the privacy of her own breast.

			There was even some pride, admittedly, in knowing that few people understood the minuscule, surrealistic paintings. Only a buyer with an unusual eye would appreciate mermaids lying before church altars or the safety offered to an egg by warm, brown earth. But the egg series was to be put on hold, thanks to Roper’s invitation, and a Jamaican series was to take its place.

			“A free vacation.” Penny snorted. “I’m totally green, you know, thinking of you being in the Caribbean in the middle of winter.”

			“And the sea’s right there, at the end of a path.”

			“How’d you get this invitation, anyway? I know you mentioned it, but—”

			“I don’t know why I tell you anything, Penny Clutterbuck.” Sarah took a slow sip of tea, relishing the suspense she had few opportunities to create.

			“Get on with it.”

			“Naomi represents Roper in the UK, and he was in the gallery one day and we started chatting. Actually, he was chatting and I was listening. He kept looking at my paintings and asking me if I didn’t want to paint something larger than four-by-fours, like a bloody teacher or something, and I finally got upset because he kept pressing me, and as I was walking away he called out something about paying my ticket to Jamaica and putting me up if I painted one large painting. You can’t paint Jamaica small, he said. Had a rather arrogant tone, too.” Sarah shrugged. “I said no, thank you, of course, but Naomi was standing right there. She started going on about how wonderful a Jamaican series would be.” Sarah drained her cup and filled it again from the teapot. “No way out, really.”

			“Lucky bugger, you are. Don’t even know the man’s full name and he’s paying for your ticket, plus board and lodging.”

			“Yes, but it’s sort of like holding me hostage, isn’t it? No return ticket until he approves of one of my paintings.”

			“Suppose he doesn’t approve of anything and you’re stuck?”

			Sarah ran a finger around the lip of her teacup. “He’s rather a character, I think, but he strikes me as a fair sort. When I’ve had my holiday and painted what I want to paint, I’ll just give him the painting he wants and get done with it. In the meanwhile, my expenses will be taken care of in Jamaica, and your cousin will be renting my room here until I come back. No harm done.” She hunched her shoulders forward and hugged her arms. “The great adventure, right?”
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