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Praise for Gillian Royes and the Shadrack Myers Mystery Series

THE SEA GRAPE TREE

“A superb detective story with richly imagined characters, The Sea Grape Tree is set in an island paradise where more goes on than meets the eye. This splendid third novel in Gillian Royes’s Shad series, featuring the delightful bartender/neighborhood detective Shadrack ‘Shad’ Myers . . . keeps everyone on edge.”

—Amy Hill Hearth, author of Miss Dreamsville and the Collier County Women’s Literary Society

“In The Sea Grape Tree Gillian Royes serves up a delicious rum punch of a mystery—smart and savvy, touched by her stylized prose, and mixed with beautiful settings and a host of memorable characters like Shad, the lovable town sleuth and bartender.”

—Zane, New York Times bestselling author, publisher, scriptwriter, and executive producer

“From page one, Royes’s characters grab you. They are complex, not particularly nice, but completely human and captivating. We highly recommended The Sea Grape Tree.”

—Troy Johnson, AALBC.com

“A gentle Jamaican mystery brimming with compassion for hardworking Shad, the amateur sleuth; his wife Beth, mother of his four children; and other vivid characters who populate this enchanting novel.”

—Joan Steinau Lester, author of Mama’s Child and Black, White, Other: In Search of Nina Armstrong

THE MAN WHO TURNED BOTH CHEEKS

“Royes’s strong sequel to her fiction debut, 2011’s The Goat Woman of Largo Bay, deepens the character of Shad Meyers . . . in this sensitive, thought-provoking novel.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Royes’s Jamaica is lush, stormy and stronger than the rum punch cocktails that Shad pours over ice.”

—ABCNews.com

“Royes is brilliant in bringing Jamaican sun and sea, people and places to life. . . . She’s equally adept with characters. . . . A cozy mystery as social commentary.”

—Kirkus Reviews

THE GOAT WOMAN OF LARGO BAY

“Strong characters and vivid descriptive passages.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Poetic . . . leads to a tense climax that will have the reader engrossed to the end.”

—New York Journal of Books

“[Royes] does an outstanding job of creating a small Jamaican village—it is so vivid that the reader feels part of the environment—and deftly shows the social and political life on the island. . . . [The Goat Woman of Largo Bay] is an absorbing read and one that won’t be forgotten quickly.”

—Portland Book Review
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For Judith, who opened my eyes to the wisdom of Bob’s words


The good times of today are the sad thoughts of tomorrow.

—ROBERT NESTA MARLEY


CHAPTER ONE



God liked to play games with people, made the biggest things creep into their lives when they least expected them. If it wasn’t so, Renford would have gotten a shout-out before he climbed onto his bicycle to tell him a drunk driver was coming down the road, and somebody would have told Miss Maudie, hinted to her gentlelike, that she’d won the lottery. It might have saved her the heart attack when she heard it on TV. But, no, Shad was to reflect later, God liked to spin people around with a shock and see if they could walk straight, like a child about to pin the tail on the donkey. Like the boss after Shannon’s call.

The news had fallen out of the clear blue sky. Shad had been minding his own business, wiping the dust and salt spray off the bottles behind the bar before any customers came in. The ocean had been drumming on the cliff below and the breeze blowing through the bar’s open sides as they always did. Even the tiny island sitting a quarter mile offshore hadn’t been doing much of anything. The mildewed buildings in the middle were sitting roofless and somber in the sun, the almond tree tossing its leaves now and again.

The petite bartender had squatted down to reach the vodka and gin bottles under the sink, and since it had been a month since he’d dusted, he’d had to do more wiping than he’d expected. Beads of perspiration had popped out on his bald head, and his once-crisp white shirt was getting damp. Normally meticulous about his appearance, Shad had barely noticed. He’d been brooding about an upcoming celebration, the one that surprised every man no matter how far in advance he’d been notified. He’d just started talking himself into a positive attitude (for the sake of the children, if nothing else) when the telephone in the bar had started to ring.

“Largo Bay Restaurant and Bar,” he sang out after snatching up the receiver.

“Shadrack Myers, how are you?” a woman said with an unmistakable lift to her voice.

“Shannon!” Shad inhaled sharply through the gap between his front teeth. “It’s still cold in Canada, nuh?”

The woman laughed in her usual hearty way. “No, it’s June, remember? It’s spring here, the flowers are out and everything.”

“It’s nice in Jamaica, too, dry season.”

“How’s Beth?”

“She good, busy planning for us to marry next month. Is all she can talk about—wedding, wedding, wedding. You would think we was young, not big old people with children.”

“You’re getting married? That’s wonderful!” The groom wagged his head in doubt. “What day in July?” she added, her voice more intense. “Maybe I’ll be there.”

Shad’s hairless eyebrows shot up as he leaned on the counter. “You mean—you coming back to Largo Bay?”

“After fourteen years, Shad, can you believe it?”

“I better get the boss.”

Shad hurried toward the parking lot, where Eric Keller was peering inside the hood of his ancient Jeep pickup with a sour face.

“Boss, your baby mother on the phone,” Shad called from the safety of the restaurant, and Eric looked up, frowning. As the tall American trudged past in his old shorts and flip-flops, knobby knees slightly bent, Shad thought about giving him Shannon’s news, but decided against it. Certain messages shouldn’t be relayed by third parties to sixty-five-year-old men with white hair and paunches, especially when ambulances took half a day to reach this corner of Jamaica.

As Eric took the receiver back to his apartment, Shad picked up his dusting cloth, trying to recall Shannon’s face, but the years had turned it into a blur above her tall, skinny body. It hurt Shad’s heart to know that the fourteen years since she’d been in Largo had dimmed his memory of her, as much as she and Eric had loved each other. Their much-talked-about affair had started soon after Eric had opened his retirement dream, a cozy hotel called the Largo Bay Inn, where Shannon had been a guest. Every month thereafter for two years, she’d arrive to stay in Eric’s suite, and he’d walk around beaming. Everyone had expected them to be together for the rest of their lives, but the photographer had suddenly stopped coming to Largo, leading to much speculation among the hotel employees. A year later, after she’d sent cards with photographs she’d taken herself of her new baby, the fears of the worst gossipers were confirmed.

Shannon had been missed by all of the workers and been on their minds for years after. They’d imitated her laugh, loved that she’d tried to remember everybody’s name, and that she’d brought presents sometimes, once an apron for Beth and a bottle of aftershave for Shad. They would remind each other how she was always taking pictures, always carrying a camera. After she stopped coming, the photographs of Eric’s daughter showed Eve as a serious, solid-looking child.

The bottle dusting finished, Shad started sponging down the refrigerator shelves, waiting for the boss’s explosion of Irish temper after the call—like when he heard a liquor bottle break—because the timing of Shannon’s visit couldn’t be worse. But the bar owner returned and placed the receiver in its cradle, his eyes numb.

Shad stood up and slammed the fridge door shut. “She coming back.”

“She told you, huh?”

The men returned to their chores, nothing more needing to be said between two people who were closer than family. Over the years, Eric and Shad had become codependents, struggling now to eke out a living from the crude roadside bar that one owned and the other ran since the demise of the hotel. Both men would have found it impossible to live without the other.

It had been seventeen eventful years since the two had met. The starting point had been when Shad arrived back in Largo with his small family after a year’s stay in Kingston Penitentiary for stealing a woman’s purse in Port Antonio. His grandmother had immediately found him work with her friend Old Man Job. As she reminded her grandson daily, the devil found work for idle hands; besides, he had to support her in her old age.

Old Man Job, a toothless and talented jack-of-all-trades, was building a fifteen-bedroom hotel for an American man who’d bought Mr. Sommerset’s property on the point at the end of the bay, a job that called for a young man to carry cement blocks and steel beams. Twenty-year-old Shad had no interest in construction, but the only other honest work he could get in Largo Bay was fishing, which he hated with all his might for its danger and clinging stench.

“You have a girlfriend and a baby to mind,” Granny had urged him. “You is a man of responsibilities.” He had taken the construction job.

The owner of the hotel being built had been Eric, and Shad had liked him from day one.

“Looks like we’ll be learning this stuff together,” the big American had told him as they watched Job layering concrete blocks with mortar. True to his word, Eric had worked shoulder to shoulder with Shad digging trenches, laying footings for the steel rods, piling up blocks for the walls, doing whatever it took to create his hotel.

“I never see a white man work so hard,” Shad had told Beth one evening while they were eating dinner, Granny snoring in the next room. “He say he used to sit behind a desk all day, but you wouldn’t believe it, the way he work. He not proud, you know, like some of them brown people who think they too good for hard work.”

When the job was done, Shad had become the hotel’s bartender (learning on the job) and Eric a big deal in the little village. His exalted status came from being white and foreign, and the owner of the only real business for miles around. He was as happy as a pig in mud, he used to say.

“I dreamed of this every day before I retired,” he’d told Shad as they laid steel rods for the lobby’s concrete floor. “I couldn’t wait to kiss that paper company good-bye.”

“But you were living in New York!” Shad had protested, not imagining any place more wonderful than the skyscraper city on TV where everybody looked busy and rich.

“Listen, man, the only reason I stuck it out for thirty damn years working in human resources was so one day I could live in the Caribbean and never have to suffer through another winter. And since I couldn’t live down here without working, I figured that the best way to make some money was to own a hotel.” Eric had shoved a rod into place with his boot. “It’ll be a cold day in hell before I work for anybody again.”

Contrary to Eric’s hopes, the Largo Bay Inn had never made a profit. Limited by its size and location in the isolated northeast of the island, it barely broke even every month. Ironically, although Eric had to live on a shoestring, the hotel brought prosperity to everyone else in the village. The conch divers and hair braiders and vegetable gardeners had money jingling in their pockets for a change. Employing up to thirty-five workers in the tourist season—receptionists, gardeners, cooks, and maids—the inn put food on the tables of Largo’s families. This beacon of hope burned for seven good years, only to be blown out. A Category 5 hurricane sweeping across Jamaica had not only destroyed the Largo Bay Inn, but had washed away the narrow peninsula road leading from the main road to its front door. At the storm’s end, the battered, roofless hotel had been left standing on a tiny island, an almond tree its only companion.

One and a half years after the storm destroyed the hotel, Eric had opened the Largo Bay Restaurant and Bar, a humble shadow of its predecessor. It wasn’t a matter of choice. Having no other source of income, his retirement savings sunk into the ruined hotel, and still too young to draw Social Security, he’d finally given in to Shad’s suggestion that he use the small insurance check to build a bar on the scrap of land he still owned beside the main road. The money had only been enough to construct the rough walls, concrete floor, and thatch roof that now housed the bar-cum-restaurant, Eric’s compact apartment stuck onto one end.

The shabby bar was an embarrassment to the former hotelier from the opening day, leaving him in hapless despair, knowing that he had no other option. On the other hand, to Shad the bar was as sweet as it was to every thirsty tourist. His only alternative to fishing, it was his workplace and savior. In other words, the bar’s owner and its bartender had been bonded by the bar and were stuck with each other like a resigned married couple.

A half hour after the call, Eric strolled in from the parking lot wiping his hands on a cloth. A lock of hair blew across his face and he thrust it away with his shoulder.

“Something is up with Shannon, I’m telling you, coming back all of a sudden like this.” He looked at Shad sharply. “Did you tell her about—?”

“I don’t tell her nothing, boss. I don’t like cass-cass and gossip, you know that.”

“It’s a crazy coincidence, then.”

“Maybe she just need a rest.”

“She’s working, doing an article for a magazine.”

“She can write something about the new hotel we going to build, then.”

Eric took a ginger ale from the fridge. “Nah, it’s an article about Rastafarians.”

“Pshaw, man, Rastas is old news. How she can write about Rastas and a nice hotel going up?”

“She doesn’t even know about the hotel. It wouldn’t matter to her, anyway.”

If Eric thought that Shannon wouldn’t care about the New Largo Bay Inn, as the villagers had already christened it, everyone in Largo did. It was the talk of the sixty families living from one night’s catch to another. Eric and Shad were to go into the hotel business again, but with a bigger hotel this time, they were saying, thanks to a rich businessman named Danny Caines.

The villagers had all seen the investor from New York when he came down earlier that year. A few had even met Caines as he made the rounds in his rented car. The strapping African American had turned out to be in his midforties, younger than everyone had expected. He was a friendly type, although his relationship with a local seamstress had been a little too friendly for some. For a while during his visit, the hotel project had been in danger of dying because of the torrid affair, but in the end, despite his misgivings about cost overruns, despite the dressmaker’s wrath when he thwarted her plans to marry him, Caines had decided to build the hotel after all. Even the Mafia didn’t stop people from visiting Italy, he’d said with his deep laugh, and one crazy woman wasn’t going to stop him.

Shad shook his head, grinning. “Shannon coming back—plenty action in July.”

“That’s exactly what we need,” Eric said, taking a sip from the bottle and coughing.

Shad slapped him on the back. “We buying Miss Mac’s land next door—”

“You’re getting married—”

“—and two of your women coming down at the same time. Action, camera!” Shad couldn’t help but clap his hands over his head and send out the high-pitched wail that always signaled his delight as he spun around on one heel.

“At least you don’t have another woman waiting in the wings,” Eric commented as he poured the ginger ale into a glass.

“Now that is cass-cass.” Shad steadied himself against the counter. “They say black man like confusion, but you can match any black man, boss. You make me laugh, no joke. I hope Simone can laugh at it, too.”

Simone was a woman who’d briefly lived in the ruins of the old hotel the year before. An American whose family had migrated from Jamaica when she was a small child, she’d come back seeking a place to heal, had exiled herself from her own life and camped out on the little island for two months. The boss had fallen for the mysterious woman with doelike eyes, and he’d grieved for weeks after she left Largo, but he’d stayed in touch with her and they’d planned for her return in July. And now she’d be met by Shannon, Eric’s ex-girlfriend and the mother of his daughter. It sounded like one of the soap operas Shad watched on his day off, and he couldn’t wait to tell Beth that The Young and the Restless had nothing over Largo.

The little bartender shook his head, tut-tutting. “Boss, you have too much woman in your life. You should settle down like me.”

Eric sat at his do-everything table near the bar where he ate, read, and entertained his guests. “You mean after I’ve had a flock of children like you? No, thank you.”

“Just one thing I want to ask you,” Shad said, suddenly serious as he scrubbed the dust cloth clean. “With all the excitement coming up, don’t get sick or nothing, I begging you. We can’t afford for anything to happen to you, like how Danny Caines have no hotel experience and you the only one can manage the hotel.”

Eric threw one leg over a chair. “What d’you mean the only one? I wouldn’t take on this deal if you weren’t going to be a partner, buddy.” Which was the boss’s way of saying that he didn’t really want to build a hotel again but, indebted as he was, he had to, and Shad was to be his trump card.

In exchange for being the needed local partner, the younger man had agreed to do the real work, from running around during the construction to managing the hotel later. But that’s what partners were for, Shad was convinced, especially scrape-bottom men such as him who didn’t have any money or land to invest in a deal, who had few legal opportunities to get ahead. And if two American men needed an on-spot Jamaican partner for their hotel, if they wanted a young, hardworking man with a willing heart, he would be more than happy to oblige.

With five mouths to feed, Shad had not only accepted the upcoming challenge of becoming a partner but longed for it. His ambition had been nurtured from childhood when Granny had predicted that, because of his dark-dark complexion and high forehead, he would be a busha one day, as big as the white overseers in slavery days. Granny might be dead, but her words continued to ring in her grandson’s head, and he carried with him everywhere a small plastic bag with a tablespoon of dirt from the top of her grave, his good-luck charm, to make sure her prediction came true. The new hotel was his one shot, he’d remind himself every night after he’d crept into bed beside Beth, his one chance to be somebody, even if his partners ran him into the ground while he did it.

After hanging the dust cloth over the edge of the sink, Shad looked at Eric. “Boss, where Shannon going to stay in Largo?”

“She asked me to book her into Miss Mac’s.”

“You forget Miss Mac not going to have the boardinghouse no more? We buying the land and tearing down the house to build the hotel.”

“Shit, you’re right.” Eric hit his forehead, white hair jerking forward. “And the closing is Friday the thirteenth. How could I forget?” He rolled his eyes up to the thatch as he tossed down the last of his drink. “There’ll be no boardinghouse after that.”

Shad squeezed his lips together in irritation. Known as Largo’s sniffer and snuffer (a title bestowed by his former teacher and mentor, the said Miss Mac), the bartender knew that sometimes the boss needed help with his own sniffing and snuffing. His mind went to sleep at least half the day. “And remember, boss, Simone going to be staying in your apartment, so Shannon can’t stay with you.”

“I’ll call her tomorrow.” Eric stood up. “Maybe she’ll have to stay in another town. I have to take the car to Port Maria now before the garage closes. I think it’s the carburetor.”

The next evening, after the first of the regulars had settled into their arguments, Shad watched Eric maneuver past him to take the phone into his apartment. When he emerged later, the boss’s ruddy face was a shade paler and his eyes even more glazed than the day before.

“You told Shannon about Miss Mac?” Shad asked, opening a soft drink for him. Eric took the bottle and nodded. “What she say?”

“The Delgados—she’ll stay with the Delgados.”

“That make sense, like how Shannon and Jennifer used to be good friends before. . . .”

Shad chewed his top lip as he poured ice into a Styrofoam bucket and placed it in the fridge. Eric was staring at, not seeing, the dangling bottle opener.

“Boss, you okay? You look like a duppy frighten you,” Shad said, trying a little levity. Eric always laughed at the mention of ghosts.

The bar owner took a gulp of his drink. “She—she’s bringing Eve.”

“That good news, man! Like how your son come down last year and see Jamaica, is time for the daughter now. But why she didn’t tell you before that she was bringing Eve?”

Eric made his way to a stool, patting the counter like a man who was blind. “She just decided, she said.”

A call from the end of the bar turned Shad’s attention to his customers and a fresh bottle of white rum. As he topped them up, Eli, Solomon, and Tri sucked him into a debate about the current prime minister, the first female leader in the island’s history.

“Don’t tell me,” Tri insisted, thumping the counter, “that a woman can run a country as good as a man, don’t tell me that.” Thin and sinewy, mauger to the locals, the aging Triumphant Arch never backed down from any political argument, the louder the better. “What you think, Shad?”

“Give the woman a chance,” Eli said in his slow, rambling way. “Is only her first term and—”

“No woman should lead a country,” Solomon put in. The former chef of the hotel, reduced to the bar’s part-time cook, wore his usual grumpy face. “The Bible say that woman should walk behind man.”

“You show me,” Eli challenged him, “where in the Bible it say that, and I going to show you a man who write it.”

“All I know,” Shad said, “is that every woman I ever meet can think smarter and faster than a man. You forget I going to get married next month because Beth outthink me?”

When the bartender got back to his stool, Eric had left the counter, his soft drink abandoned. He’d be sitting on his verandah looking across at the island in the pale moonlight, listening to one of the Cuban radio stations as he always did at night. He never liked to sit in the bar unless he had friends over, and tonight wouldn’t have been a good night, anyway, not with the way he’d looked after this second phone call.

Throwing the bottle into the garbage can, Shad mulled Eric’s reaction to Shannon’s news. He could understand the boss being upset yesterday about his ex-girlfriend’s coming to Largo—just when Simone was visiting—but tonight he’d acted differently, completely differently, to the news that Eve was arriving, his own child. This time he was holding back, keeping his face blank, no joy, nothing in his eyes.

To Shad, a man for whom family meant everything, there would have been no better news than hearing that one of his children was coming to visit. Not that Eric had been the same kind of parent. Everyone knew he hadn’t been much of a father, his two children brought up by two mothers far away in Washington, DC, and Toronto, but he was a good man down deep, and he didn’t bear malice toward anybody, least of all his own children. Why then this reaction to the news that his daughter was coming? And what was the real reason Shannon was coming down after all this time?

Shad reached for a rag to wipe down the counter, knowing that the Canadian woman had won the first round. She’d thought faster and smarter than the boss.


CHAPTER TWO



Jennifer Delgado was having a soiree, as she liked to call her Friday-afternoon gatherings. The housekeeper, Miss Bertha, would have set out the trays of cocktail patties and miniature hot dogs with olives, Jennifer’s husband, Lambert, would have handed around the first glasses of wine and scotch, and the party would be well under way, the buzz of conversation loud enough to be heard by someone—in this case, a slightly out-of-breath Eric—ascending the driveway. A clutch of guests seated on the verandah of the plantation-style home were admiring the twilight colors as he approached.

“I love the view from this porch,” a stylish man in a Panama hat commented. “You can see all the way to Manchioneal Bay, can’t you?”

“It looks like an artist’s palette,” a woman was saying in a shrill voice.

“And the red flowers of the poinciana tree go with it,” another woman piped up.

After mounting the steps to the verandah, aware that his sweaty armpits were leaving rings on his shirt, Eric nodded to the group and paused to take a few breaths. If Jennifer caught him panting, she’d lecture him again about joining her gym in Port Antonio. But the climb from his bar across the road and up the driveway to the Delgados’ house seemed to get longer and steeper every time he undertook it. He was aware that life and age were creeping up on him, that his knees ached when he got up in the morning and the lines on his face increased by the month, but certain markers he didn’t need, such as this driveway.

On his way through the double doors into the living room, Eric greeted a couple he recognized from Port Antonio (the Plumbers? he asked himself). Inside, several more people lounged on the cushy sofas and chairs, among them Roper and Sonja, an artist and his writer girlfriend, who lived on the eastern end of the bay.

Eric shook Roper’s hand, kissed Sonja’s plump cheek, and asked, “Have you seen Lambert?”

“I think he’s in his office with somebody,” Sonja answered. Her ear-to-ear smile usually made Eric feel all was right with the world, but not this evening.

After helping himself to tonic water at the bar, Eric leaned on a column, staying out of the way of small talk. Romantic violins drifted from the speakers above him. He wasn’t in the mood for a party, and he wouldn’t have come if he’d had his druthers, wouldn’t have shaved and pulled his hair back in a ponytail if he hadn’t needed to talk to Lambert.

“At last—you’re here,” came the hostess’s voice. Wearing a halter dress that showed off her toned arms and flat stomach, despite being a mother of two, Jennifer advanced toward him. Lambert’s second wife (twenty years too young for him, Eric teased him) had always been good at making everyone feel he or she were the one guest she’d been waiting for. A transplanted interior designer from Florida, she’d been even better at enjoying life with her well-to-do Jamaican husband.

She kissed Eric on both cheeks, a habit she’d adopted after a trip to France a few years before. “You’re late.”

“Stuff happens.”

With a bracelet-clanking hand, she pushed her blond hair back. “You’re not allowed to have a long face at my parties. What’s up with that?”

“Just tired, I guess.” Eric swung his eyes to the corridor leading to Lambert’s office. “I wonder when Lam is going to be free?”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

Eric crossed the room to the corridor, shaking hands on the way with a man, an accountant, he remembered, whom Lambert had advised Eric to use and whom he’d never called. An outburst of laughter from a group of guests ricocheted off the rafters of the big room, drowning out the music.

“Hey, man, come on in,” Lambert called when Eric appeared at the office door. “I was showing Doug here the plans for the Andersons’ new house, the solar-powered one in St. Mary I was telling you about.”

Lambert Delgado was an engineer and a product of Kingston’s professional stock. A decade and a half before and newly remarried, the large mulatto had left the capital and built his home on a hill overlooking Largo. Since Eric’s hotel had been the only place in the area to dine out, the Delgados had befriended the owner and they’d remained close through the years. But while Eric’s fortunes had declined, Lambert’s had risen, and he now handled most of the large construction jobs in eastern Portland, public and private, everyone respecting him as much for his confident authority as for his bushy mustache.

The contractor had proven to be the one person in the world—other than Shad—whom Eric would have trusted with his life. To his dying day, he’d remember how Lambert had wrapped him in a blanket when he was naked and shivering after escaping his flooded hotel during the hurricane. And he’d forever be indebted to his friend for putting him up in his home, at no cost and without complaint, for the year before the bar had been built. These favors alone made Eric beholden to the big man with the booming voice, but they didn’t end there. Lambert had agreed—suggesting it himself—to build the new hotel at cost. There’d be no charge for his services.

“Largo needs it and I can afford it,” he’d said, stroking one side of his mustache without blinking.

Lambert introduced him now to the man beside him, a rotund fellow who thanked the contractor for showing him the plans and departed to rejoin his wife.

“Have a seat, man,” Lam said, nodding to Eric as he sat down in his desk chair. “Did you get a drink—good. How are things going?”

The leather creaked under Eric as he lowered to an armchair. “Can’t complain—not too much, anyway.”

“The construction permits for the hotel are all signed, and Danny sent us the first payment. We’re going to start hiring the skilled laborers right after the groundbreaking. But I told you that already, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, you told me, along with a million other things, none of which I can remember, of course. What do I need to do next?”

“Close on the property and sign your life away,” Lambert said with the guffawing laugh that sounded like a hybrid of a Kipling character and a thumping seal, Eric had always thought. “Is Danny coming out for the closing?”

“No, Shad and I are going to be there, but they’re going to courier the papers to Danny. He’s coming for the groundbreaking, though. He says it’ll be his first time wearing a hard hat and he’s not going to miss it.”

“Who’s handling the groundbreaking, by the way? You’ll be needing shovels and—”

“I hadn’t even thought about it.”

“Jennifer likes doing stuff like that. I’ll ask her to do it as a gift to you guys.”

“That would be great.”

“How many people are you going to invite?”

Eric shrugged. “Don’t ask me. Never had a groundbreaking for my old place, just started working.”

“Let’s see.” Lambert looked at the wooden fan spinning overhead. “I’ll make sure that the dozer goes in the day before—the bush will be all gone by that time, but he can make a nice flat spot for the tent. Then on the day, you or Danny can say a few words, and we’ll try to get Donovan Bailey, the local member of Parliament, although it’s hard to get him now that he’s minister of housing. And you should have a pastor bless the project—you know Jamaicans, nothing happens without a prayer. Then after the speeches, we turn the soil: you, me, Shad, Danny, the MP. Get some photographers out there and about twenty to thirty people for refreshments after, I’d guess. Come to think of it, with free food—let’s make that forty people.”

“Plus two,” Eric said, tightening his buttocks as he shifted in the chair. “Shannon might be here.”

Lambert leaned over the mahogany desk, bushy brows high. “You’re joking!”

“She has a job down here, some article to research.”

“Did you tell Jen?”

“Not yet. Only one problem, though. She asked me to book her into Miss Mac’s boardinghouse, but, of course, Miss Mac would have sold over to us and be gone by then.”

The contractor leaned back and grinned. “And she can’t stay with you.”

“In fact,” Eric said, cracking his neck to one side, “she suggested that she could stay here. She hates the big hotels, and she wants to be based in Largo, she says.”

“She doesn’t even have to ask. Jennifer would love catching up with her. Remember how they would go off shopping and swimming together? I think she even helped out once or twice in the art gallery Jennifer used to have in Ocho Rios. That was before the babies came, of course, a lot of water under the bridge since then. How long will she be here?”

“A couple of weeks, I think. She arrives on—what did she tell me?—July sixth, seventh, I think. She has a freelance contract with a magazine.”

The contractor ran a hand over his wiry, gray hair. “Is she bringing Eve? It would make sense, summer holidays and everything.”

“Yup.”

“Splendid, splendid! Casey will be home from boarding school. They can hang out together, do the girlie thing, you know.”

Eric tried to picture his daughter in Casey’s bedroom with its four-poster twin beds and their pink canopies. “I guess so.”

Lambert narrowed his eyes. “Why am I getting the impression that there’s something—”

Eric got up and walked to the window. The sunset had been swallowed by the tropical blackness. “Everything is wrong with this visit, Lam.” Eric turned abruptly. “I almost feel as if Shannon is pulling a fast one on me, the way she did when she got pregnant. Even though she swore it was an accident, I always felt that she planned it. And of course, she never forgave me for not proposing afterward.”

“That’s all in the past.”

“Sometimes the past collides with the present, with Simone coming down at the same time. I don’t know what’s going to happen, man. It’s almost as if Shannon knew—”

“She’ll be with us, and Simone will be with you, right? We’ll keep them apart.”

“This could get really—I mean, I’ve moved on with my life.”

“I’m sure she’s done the same.”

“She hated me like pus—”

“Pus?”

“My mother’s expression, you know what I mean.” Eric sat down again and let out a hard breath. “Even when I went up to see her after she’d had Eve, it was like she’d put up a wall between us. She was living in this town house in Toronto. It had a blue door, I’ll never forget, and she seemed so distant, so—different. Instead of the pretty, skinny gal dashing around taking pictures, she’d suddenly become this chubby, anxious mother.

“She was breast-feeding and talking to the baby the whole time. You wouldn’t have thought I was the child’s father, the way she was going on. She didn’t even invite me to stay with her, so I took the bus from Ohio for the day because I couldn’t afford a hotel. I could only stay a couple hours, but, man, were they uncomfortable. She let me hold the baby once, but the second Eve started whimpering, she snatched her out of my arms, like she didn’t trust me. She didn’t even ask me about my trip or anything, and I’d come all the way from Jamaica to see them.”

“But you went up again, didn’t you?”

“A couple of times, once a year later. The last time was after my mother’s funeral. Eve was about five at the time. I remember Shannon meeting me at the door and calling Eve to come quickly. No invitation to have a drink, nothing, like I was persona non grata or something. I took Eve to the zoo and dropped her back. Not even a cup of coffee. Why she’s coming back to Largo, I have no idea. I don’t get it.”

“Maybe she wants you to connect with Eve.”

Eric straightened his shirtsleeves. “She knows I’m no good with children, I didn’t want another child. I told her plain and straight. I don’t know why women don’t believe you when you tell them something. Claire didn’t believe me either. Even before we got married, I told her and she agreed, but then she, oops, slipped and got pregnant with Joseph. I think when their girlfriends are having babies, it triggers their clocks to start ticking.”

“You’ve tried your best.”

“Yeah, right.” Eric snorted and studied the scaly skin on the back of his hands. “Joseph straightened me out in February when he was here. He said I only put him through college because I felt guilty.”

“Young people say things, you know.”

“It’s not like I’ve been a deadbeat dad or anything. I’ve sent money every month, and I remember to call at birthdays.” Eric looked up sharply. “What are you laughing at? Most of the time, anyway, you know what I mean.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“It’s not only Shannon—I think we could get through that—it’s Eve. Apparently, Shannon was going to leave her with her mother, but now she says her mother can’t handle Eve. She needs her father right now. I’m supposed to be the tough guy, all of a sudden.”

“You’re making her sound like a monster.”

“I don’t know anything about eleven-year-old girls, Lam—”

“Twelve, she’s twelve now. In fact, I think her birthday is in July, right? She’s going to be thirteen. I remember she was born a few months after Casey.”

“The point is I have no earthly idea how to handle an adolescent, especially one as difficult as she sounds.”

“What do you mean, difficult?”

Eric took a deep breath—it had to be straight up with Lam. “She was caught shoplifting a couple days ago, man.” Eric examined his ragged fingernails. “Stealing cigarettes from a convenience store. My daughter’s a fucking criminal.”


CHAPTER THREE



The tomato vine was doing well, better than the lettuce and cucumbers. It had liked the spring warmth this year and seemed to enjoy the summer heat even better. Shannon trained the hose on the large pots of vegetables, making a mental note to remind her next-door neighbor Chantrelle to water them while she was away. Behind her, the door in the wooden fence clicked open.

“Hey there,” she called without turning around. “How was the—?”

The back door to the house opened and shut. Shannon’s stomach tightened into the knot that seldom unraveled these days. She moved the spray to the basil plant, kicking a branch aside, debris from last week’s storm. Strands of her straight brown hair swung up and clung to her cheek and she brushed them away.

After coiling up the hose, the tall, sturdy woman walked into the kitchen, basil leaves in hand to give to her mother. Her daughter’s tousled hair sprouted above the back of the sofa, in front of which the television displayed a group of loud, prancing singers.

“I was trying to ask you,” her mother called, willing herself to be patient, “how your art class went.”

When no answer came, Shannon entered the living room and sat on the arm of the sofa.

“I said, how did your art class go?”

Eve looked up from her iPad and removed her earbuds. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Your art class?”

The girl shrugged, eyes fixed on the screen. One shoulder of her cotton T-shirt slipped down and she tugged it up. “It was okay. We did a still life.”

“Thank you.” Shannon stood up and squared her shoulders. “We’re going to eat soon.”

Halfway through dinner, Shannon broke the silence. “Did you remember to tell the counselor you’re going away in a few days?” She waited as Eve chewed her mouthful of burger to the last swallow.

“I’m not going.”

“Of course you’re going. We’ve been planning this for weeks. I’ve already started packing your stuff.”

Her daughter looked up, sudden fire in her eyes. “And I’ve told you that I want to stay with Grandma.”

“You’re going to visit your father.”

“Like he comes to visit us?” The hormones shifted again, the wounded kitten appearing as she stuffed lettuce into her mouth. “I don’t even know him.”

“You’re coming with me and that’s that.”

To the curling of Eve’s lips, Shannon raised her eyebrows to remind her daughter that she’d brought this on herself. She was lucky Mr. Kim hadn’t pressed charges. “Your father said he was looking forward to seeing you. Besides, you’ll like Jamaica. It’s a very cool place, lots of beaches and mountains.”

“I bet they have bugs, and you know I hate bugs.”

“What do you expect? It’s a tropical country—of course they have bugs. But they also have great food, great music, all kinds of stuff.”

“Whatever.”

Life had been like this for the last six months: silences interrupted by short-tempered answers or slammed doors. More and more, Shannon found herself watching Eve to assess her mood, controlling the tone and volume she used, weighing what to say. Whenever Eve exploded, Shannon would breathe deeply as the counselor had advised. It was a game of control and she was the adult, she’d remind herself, even if she sometimes felt like crying under the weight of it.

“I thought we could go by my office tomorrow,” Shannon said. “I have to fill out some paperwork, and you can thank Angie for letting you go along with me on the trip.”

“Since you’re making me go, do I have to be nice to her?”

“At least be polite, Eve.”

The conversation getting exhausting, Shannon started clearing the table. She needed a few minutes to clear her head, too, to think through yet again what she’d discussed with her editor, what would make this assignment different from the work she’d done for the magazine for the last three years—and what could put her life in danger if she didn’t watch it.

When she’d signed on to work freelance for Culture, Shannon hadn’t thought of the job as anything approaching perilous. Modeled after National Geographic, the magazine was designed to educate Canadians about the diverse societies crowding the globe and was now known as a journal of some merit. Angie, the middle-aged editor of Culture, had recruited Shannon as a photographer by allowing the then forty-six-year-old single mother to work from home. It had been the perfect opportunity to leave her newspaper job at the Toronto Star. On the downside, however, the magazine expected her to drop everything and fly off whenever they called. This year alone, she’d been to five different locations, including Texas, for an article on modern Tex-Mex; Australia, for an aboriginal arts festival; and the Netherlands, for the Keukenhof Tulip Festival.

Her latest assignment had come as a shock when Angie had asked her in early June to do a feature on Jamaica’s Rastafarians. It was to be a double assignment with double pay. She’d be paid for the photography as well as for writing the article, since the other journalists were on summer holiday or already assigned.

“You’re a good writer,” Angie had said. “I’ve seen what you wrote for the Louisiana article when Jeff came down with food poisoning. Not bad, pretty good in fact. We want to use you more to work both sides, copy and visuals—saves us money on expenses and increases your income.”

Shannon had laughed. “I guess I’ll have to pull out my old journalism textbooks then.”

“You’ll be fine. You’ve never disappointed me before.”

“Doing the whole article, though, that’s a pretty big job.”

“I thought you’d be the best person. I mean, you started going to Jamaica—”

“In 1997,” Shannon had shot back, “and for two years after that.”

She’d agreed to go after some inner twisting, after admitting to herself that she wanted to return to Largo Bay. It had been too long and she’d loved the place. On her first trip to Jamaica, then a freelance photographer in her early thirties, she’d fallen in love not only with the owner of the Largo Bay Inn but with the island’s scenic countryside. Her regular visits during those years had produced thousands of photographs, many of which she’d sold to travel websites, photographs she still looked at when she was feeling nostalgic.

After Eve slouched upstairs to do her homework, Shannon called Chantrelle and invited her over for one of their after-dinner chats. Fifteen minutes later, she was handing a glass of merlot across the kitchen counter to her friend.

“Suppose Eric has met someone, is even living with someone?” Chantrelle asked.

“He’s a free man,” Shannon replied briskly.

“Right, like you haven’t been jogging every morning at the break of day, trying to get back in shape, eh?”

“Oh, stop,” Shannon said, a blush coming on. “Just a few extra pounds I need to get rid of. Every bite I eat goes straight to my waist. Anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to look good in a bathing suit, but I’m telling you, I have no fantasies about Eric, none whatsoever.”

“You can kid yourself, but you can’t kid me.” Chantrelle took a sip and licked her lips. “What’s so great about him, anyway?”

One side of Shannon’s mouth slid up. “He’s one of the nice guys—you know, authentic, down-to-earth, no airs.”

“Why’d you split up then?”

“We never did, actually—after I got pregnant, he just never invited me back. Then I started working with the Star and I didn’t have time.” Shannon looked through the darkened window. “To tell you the truth, I’ve had this open sore called Eric Keller for fourteen years, and it needs to be cauterized. Anyway, he needs to know his daughter, whatever happens between us.”

“Best not to get Eve’s hopes up, don’t you think?”

“He hurts her enough when he calls on her birthday and says he’s coming to see her soon, but soon never comes. And his own son, Joseph, didn’t even know he had a sister until he went down to Jamaica last year.” Shannon gave a little laugh. “I didn’t say he was perfect.”

After fetching a bottle of olives and two forks, Shannon returned to the counter. “I’m just hoping that spending time with Eric will settle Eve down, you know?” She lowered her voice. “She seems like a lost soul. A year ago she was fine, a bit quiet, maybe, but not a child who would walk into a store and steal anything. I don’t know what’s come over her.”

“It really seems weird.”

“Unless it’s the friends she’s been hanging around with at the new school. I don’t even know if she has any friends. She never brings them home. And stealing? Where did she get this idea from, to steal something? She refuses to talk about it, too. I tried to get it out of her, but they tell me I’m just to let the counselor handle it.”

Popping an olive into her mouth, Shannon shook her head. “Cigarettes, of all things? She doesn’t even smoke—at least I hope she doesn’t.”

“Did you tell Eric?”

“Ah-huh. He asked me if it was her first time—like he thinks his daughter is a thief and I’ve been hiding it from him.”

“Should be interesting, the two of them getting to know each other.”

“I don’t expect them to bond or anything, but at least he can help keep an eye on her while I’m out working. He’ll have some idea what I go through every day. I can’t leave her with Mom. She seems more afraid of Eve than anything; it’s like the tail wagging the dog. She lets Eve play video games the whole day if she wants to. If she tried to steal something again—”

“If ever there was a time for her father to step in, this is it.”

After Chantrelle left, Shannon stretched out on the sofa to watch the news, but her mind flew back to her second meeting with her editor about the Jamaican project, the meeting that had been nagging at her for the last two weeks.

“I’ve been planning this for a while,” Angie had said in a conspiratorial tone, leaning her ample chest over the desk, “but I didn’t want to say anything to you before I had the money. Getting the editorial board’s approval for an article on Rastafarians was the easy part.” The older woman had lowered her reading glasses and left them dangling on their chain. “If you decide to take on the job—the whole job—I will personally double what the magazine is paying you for the photography and the narrative, so you’ll be making four times what you normally make for a photo shoot.”

Shannon had stopped breathing as she did the math: C$16,000 plus expenses. “I’m interested in hearing what the whole job is.”

“It’s not only the article, you see. I’m doubling the money because you’d also be solving a mystery that’s been hanging over my head for thirty-five years. I want you to take it on because you know Jamaica better than anyone I know.”

Shannon had leaned back in her chair, shaking her head. “It’s been fourteen years, Angie, and I only used to make brief visits. I still have some connections there, but I—”

“Listen to me first before you decide, please.” Angie had looked down at the onyx ring she was rubbing. “I want you to find out whatever you can about a woman named Katlyn Carrington. She was my best friend. We went through high school and college together. Kate-lyn, but without an e. Write it down.”

Jotting down the name, Shannon had continued to protest. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to get anywhere with it. It would be easy for a person to disappear in Jamaica and never be heard from again—all those mountains—and the country can be a difficult place for a foreigner to burrow into. Remember, I was just a photographer when I was there. Looking for a missing person is going to require more inside access than I’ve ever had. I can try my best, but—”

“You’re my only hope,” the editor had said with begging eyes, a woman who wasn’t used to begging anybody for anything. “I have absolutely no contacts in Jamaica, zilch, zero.”

“Tell me about her, anyway.” Shannon sighed.

“She was a dancer, only twenty-seven years old, an exquisite dancer, and she wanted to start her own school here in Toronto. She wanted it to be—different, multiethnic—and since she loved Caribbean music, she decided to move to Jamaica to study traditional dance, so she could integrate it into her new studio. That was back in the seventies, when there was very little black anything here in Canada other than Afros, but Katlyn was always the idealist in our group. She loved Bob Marley, you know, and believed everyone should live together and be happy. So, off she went to Jamaica and ended up renting a room in a town called Gordon Gap. I’ll never forget the name because I was dating a guy named Gordon at the time. Anyway, she wrote me a couple of times to say she was loving it, the whole experience, and she was learning a lot about the original music and dances of the island. That was in the days of pen and paper, remember, so mail took a while to go back and forth.
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