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THE GOAT WOMAN OF LARGO BAY BEGINS the detective series featuring Shad, a bartender in a fishing village in Jamaica who is the community problem solver and right hand of Eric, an American who owns the bar and a hotel left in ruins by a hurricane.


When Shad sees movement on the island offshore, he thinks it’s just a goat. But it turns out to be Simone, an American who has run away from her professional and personal life in the United States, an intriguing woman who captures Eric’s heart. Always keeping his ear to the ground, Shad discovers that a gunshot heard near Simone’s place late one night isn’t exactly friendly fire, but is tied to a plot to harm Simone and ultimately manipulate local elections. But why does someone want to harm Simone? And what does she have to do with the elections? Only Shad can find out.


An irresistible character is introduced in The Goat Woman of Largo Bay, and Royes wonderfully blends suspense and the soul of the islands in this smart debut.
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CHAPTER ONE



At first he thought she was a goat. Staring at the distant spot, Shad decided there was something about goats that had always irritated him. Nobody liked them, even if they were as common to Largo as fishing boats. But they were rude animals—facety, his grandmother used to call them—invading your yard to eat your young tomatoes and glaring when you tried to shoo them away.


The thought came only a minute after Eric had shouted his name and Shad had placed the glass he’d been wiping on a shelf and hurried around the counter of the bar.


“What happening, boss?” he’d said.


“There’s something on the island!” Eric, his T-shirt and shorts flattened by the sea breeze, was pointing toward the tiny offshore island.


“I don’t see nothing.” Shad had squinted at the lump of rocks and its lone tree. “Probably just a bird, or a shadow.”


“I’m telling you, there’s something out there.”


A tall man with the red-brown skin of a northerner who’d been in the tropics too long, Eric was standing statue-still, knees bent, a few feet from the edge of the cliff. Every part of him, the outstretched arm holding a pipe, the swirling white hair, the small paunch even, strained toward the island.


Atop the five steps leading down to the grass, Shad had shielded his eyes against the setting sun. Golden-orange, the island looked like a prodigal son sitting a quarter mile offshore. The water that separated it from the cliff was striped turquoise and aqua, long waves rolling toward the shore, forever restless without a protective reef.


“I see it,” Shad said.


“I told you so,” Eric said, and straightened. “What do you think it is?”


“Look like a goat, boss.”


Eric agreed, because Shadrack Myers was known in Largo Bay as a smart-man, in the best sense of the term. He might be small and wiry, they said, but he was as bright as any Kingston professor and as wily as Anansi, the spider of the folk tales. The reason for this, according to the old ladies, was that he was born with a high forehead and the blackest skin a man could have.


“Who’d put a damn goat out there?” Eric asked.


“It only take one renegade to cause confusion,” Shad said. And the renegade knew that Eric wouldn’t do anything, because a foreign man couldn’t afford to make a fuss in a small Jamaican village.


“Why would they want to do that?” Eric said, and put his hands on his hips.


“Probably to separate it from the herd. Must be sick.”


“Sick? They can’t just take a sick goat out and leave it. Don’t they know the place is mine?” Eric said, and raised his arms to heaven just as Shad turned away.


Few people other than Eric noticed the little island anymore, and Shad tried to see it the way his neighbors did, as nothing more than background wallpaper, like the tall mountains behind the village. Looking at the roofless, paint-stripped walls on the island only left a sweet-and-sour feeling in his stomach.


Behind the counter, Shad cut limes into thin slices and prodded the last of the cherries out of the bottle, wondering how to find the owner of the goat. If he started talking about the animal, someone might row out and steal the goat. But if he and Eric didn’t do something, the owner might take other goats over, and there’d be even more trouble.


Setting a bottle of wine on the counter, he called to Eric.


“Boss, remember to order more red wine. We running low.”


If any customers had been seated in the bar, they would never have known that the slim, midthirties man bustling behind the counter—the shirt neatly tucked into the belted pants—was thinking of anything other than the job at hand. Instead, and as foreigners sipping a beer often did, they would have thought that Shad was the happiest man in Jamaica—and missed the haunted look behind his eyes. They could have been forgiven, because it was easy to assume from his trademark grin, with its gap between the front teeth, that Shad was a man with few problems and a good ear; in other words, the perfect bartender.


While the bar was prepared for evening business, Eric sat on the top step, his back to Shad. The only response the younger man heard was a grunt, accompanied by a cloud of pipe tobacco, as always Canadian maple, which blew in with the sea breeze, filling the empty restaurant.


When it was finally too dark to see, Eric stood and tapped the dead ashes from his pipe bowl against the step. As he plodded past the bar, it was clear to Shad that the goat’s invasion was hanging over them both. It had brought back regrets that would linger until they took action.


The next morning dawned drizzly and gray, unusual for Largo in midsummer. Visibility was poor and Shad spent most of the morning placing and emptying buckets under the bar’s leaky thatch roof. Near him, Eric, his forehead lined with debt, sat at a wooden table in the bar calculating the cost of a new roof, looking up from his paperwork a few times to ask the name of a workman or a hardware store, glancing at the island while he did it.


“Boss,” Shad finally asked, his voice offhanded, “you going out to the island?”


“Nah, I don’t think so,” Eric said. He looked up and rubbed his knees, the way he did when it rained. “Did you find out who took a goat out? Anyone with a sick goat?”


“Half the goats around here are sick, man,” Shad said, rubbing a hand over his shaved head. Speculation in front of Eric was never a good idea, because next thing, he’d be driving all over town asking questions and making accusations.


Two days later, pushing in and straightening chairs after lunch, a broom in one hand, Shad glanced up and saw someone rowing toward the island. The bright purple and red canoe was carved from a single log, like most of the older fishing boats. It beached on the eastern side of the island. The rower offloaded a few bags and disappeared. Staring without blinking, feeling behind him to make sure he didn’t miss the chair, Shad sat and watched the person return, again with bags, and row back east around the point.


A goat, a man rowing bags of things to and from the island—they didn’t add up to Shad, and he knew everything that went on in Largo. In a community of five hundred in an isolated corner of Jamaica, a village without a police station or a hospital, someone had to make it their job to sniff out—and snuff out—problems even before they emerged, and Shad was that man.


The bartender’s vocation as sniffer and snuffer had started in early childhood because he was a fierce runner, and since he was also a nice child, his ability to run had earned him many a ten-cents. When the nurse in the clinic was needed, when money had to be paid to the obeah man, the magician on the hill, it was Shad they called. And every night, when he lay next to his grandmother in her iron bed, she snoring so loudly he could hardly fall asleep, he would think about what errand he’d run that day and what problem he’d helped to solve. And decades later he would do the same, lying beside a sleeping Beth, thinking about the woman, the woman he’d thought was a goat.


The purple and red boat remained a puzzle to Shad even after a few discreet inquiries. Avoiding the fish market, where they gossiped too much for an investigation this subtle in nature, he questioned a few older fishermen who hung around the bar at night. But for all the complimentary white rums he provided, no one knew of the boat or a separated goat. It was just enough to intrigue a man who had to know.





CHAPTER TWO



A few days later and just before sunset, Shad eased down to the steps facing the island, pinching the creases of his pants between his fingers. He was waiting for the Red Stripe beer truck, which was late again. The beach below was empty except for the fishing boats, some at anchor in the water and others inverted on the sand.


His own small concrete house was visible among the other small concrete houses half hidden by coconut trees, some lining the road parallel to the beach, all with their colors softened over the years and only the tin roofs bright with rust. Most of the villagers were still at Saturday market in the town square, the women buying and selling vegetables and fruit, the men standing around Ezekiel’s rum shop, betting on the boys playing cricket in the square. Away from it all, the island looked forgotten.


Suddenly, a blur of movement on the island caught his eye. The black dot, the goat, was clearly visible again, this time above the rocks on the western side. He watched it bobbing up and down, as if it was making its way behind the large boulders tumbling down to the water’s edge. He craned forward to zoom in for a better view. The spot disappeared for a few minutes and reappeared on the western beach, elongating into a vertical figure. Shad leaped up from the step.


“A man, is a man!” he said, hitting his forehead with the heel of his hand. Not a goat, but a half-crazy loner who’d be hard to chase off. Now the boss would be vexed, had every right to be furious.


Equipped with binoculars belonging to Miss Mac, the bar’s neighbor, Shad dropped to the back step again the next afternoon. From a cup beside him rose the steam of fresh mint tea, his remedy for the stomachaches he’d had since his first child was born.


After twisting the old lenses back and forth, he focused on a familiar mildewed wall in the center of the island and lingered for a few seconds on a faded mural. He panned from one side to the other. Everything looked as it always had … but different, alive even. Breathing heavily, he refocused and began a slower inspection.


The first clue: a coal pot, the country type with an iron basin with legs. The man had been cooking, had set up camp. In the bar, the phone started ringing. Snatching the binoculars away from his eyes, Shad leaped up and knocked over the cup.


Later, while Eric was pounding a nail into a shelf, humming a little tune like he did sometimes, Shad broke the news.


“A man? I have a trespasser?” Eric said, sitting back on his heels, his eyebrows two startled dashes.


“That’s right, not a goat.”


“Dammit!” Eric said and took a final swipe at the nail. “I guess I should go over.” It was more a question than a comment.


“Suppose he chases you with a machete?” Shad said.


“You can come with me.”


“Me? My children need a father.” Shad grinned, rubbing his stomach.


That was the first day of a fruitless five-day vigil, the men alternating the task of sitting on the steps and peering through the binoculars. On the third day, while Shad was on watch, Eric had visited the Parish Council in Port Antonio to find out what to do about a squatter. They’d treated the matter lightly, he reported to Shad afterward, because foreign white men didn’t have real problems.


“The man isn’t bothering anybody. You’re not using the island,” Daphne, the Council’s secretary, had said, laughing at him.


“Anyway,” she’d said, “you can start with a trespassing eviction notice.”


A lawyer had to do that, she added, walking away, her rear end swishing on high heels. Remembering, Eric had sucked his teeth almost like a local, and Shad had laughed—knowing Eric had been too polite to do it in front of the woman, like a local would have.


On the fourth day, Eric and Shad extended their weekly shopping trip to visit the legal chambers—a two-room office above a Port Antonio bread store—of Horace McKenzie, Miss Mac’s only child, who would support her in her old age, according to Miss Mac.


Wedged between his desk and a window overlooking a back alley, Horace listened to Eric and Shad’s story.


“An eviction notice takes a couple of weeks to file,” he said.


“Who’s to take the papers out?” Shad asked, remembering Horace in school, the teacher’s son, always coming first, always having the last word.


Horace chuckled, mocha fingers caressing a lighter as he brought out a pack of cigarettes.


“No self-respecting policeman would take it out in a canoe to a vagrant, I can tell you that!” he said.


Eric leaned forward. “So I’m supposed to do it?”


“You could,” Horace said.


“The man might be violent,” Eric said, his voice rising. “What am I to do then? He’s not going to leave voluntarily. We all know that.”


“You have a lot to learn about Jamaica, Eric,” Horace said, lighting a cigarette and glancing at Shad with a conspiratorial smile.


“The law takes the side of the squatter. If a person occupies vacant land for twelve years, they can claim title to the property. The onus is on the owner to do the legal work and tell the squatter to get off his land. That’s just how it is.”


The solicitor swept the cigarette to one side, exhaling to make his point.


“Jamaica is full of poor people and vacant land, Eric,” he said, as if he were older, “and the idea is that it’s better to have someone living on the land than to leave it unproductive. So if you manage to get this person off your island, you should keep it occupied after that. That’s my advice. On the other hand, if the man refuses to leave, you’ll probably have to live with it—or take matters into your own hands.”


Standing slowly, Eric gripped the arms of the chair, lifting the front legs an inch off the floor.


“Who do you think I am, Horace? A drug don?” he said. “I come from Shaker Heights, Ohio, man. We don’t take matters into our own hands!”


He dropped the chair before exiting, leaving Shad to thank Horace for his time and to remember to have Beth look up the word onus when he got home.


“Remember, occupy the land!” Horace called after them.


The next evening the interloper came into view again. Seen only as a blurry stick from the step, the figure moved among the rocks. He was jumping from one to the other—too fast for Shad to focus the cranky old binoculars—and disappeared behind a bush.


Shad waited, stalking his prey, barely breathing, moving the lenses in a slow, sweeping movement, until he caught the figure standing still and gazing west. He made out the hands on the hips, the short, bushy hair, and beneath the flapping shirt … an undeniable pair of small breasts.


Shad jumped up, his pants catching for a second on a nail.


“Jesus, save me!” he moaned and smoothed down his pants with one hand. “But we don’t need any police or eviction notice now.”





CHAPTER THREE



Again, just when—after long, dark hours of listening to waves, trying to focus on the ceaseless brushing and surging, refusing to linger on ugly thoughts, turning to left and right on the mattress, throwing the sheet off, pulling it back on—she’s been tricked into letting go, seeking black numbness.


On her back, she drifts off and finds herself trapped—pinned to the mattress—between wake and sleep.


The nightmare descends as usual with tiny, pointed pains in the abdomen. She observes it almost from a distance, unable to move. Her belly (the belly that’s been empty, concave even, for nineteen years) expands to a six-month ripeness, the pains growing with it. With vague awareness of the irony, she hopes that this time it will progress, this visitation, to a normal pregnancy.


It’s only a dream. Only a dream, a dream.


But it’s out of her control, the way it always is, and the mass begins to engorge and contort, an alien fetus. Thick red veins grow inside her; cramps shoot from womb to chest. The distended belly stretches to its limit, sits on her lungs and makes her struggle for air. In a half daze, the breath rasping through her mouth, she wills her hand to stroke the protrusion she sees behind closed lids.


Shhh, shhh.


The demon inside can hear her thoughts. It responds only to kindness. The writhing starts to slow and the pains to subside. Her belly flattens to emptiness and she moves her foot to make sure she’s awake.


Wary of the next dream, she rolls over and slides her hand under the pillow, and her fingers collide with the gun.





CHAPTER FOUR



Pulling up his shorts, Shad jumped over the side of Jah Love, borrowed from Minion, a man who didn’t say much, but said yes to anything after two free beers. The old wooden canoe made a slurring noise as he hauled it farther onto the beach. Eric took the oars out of the oarlocks, laid them inside the canoe, and scrambled over the edge, flip-flops in hand. He could have swum over alone to the island, Shad knew, because he did it once or twice a year to prove something, but today he needed to look like an owner, dry, arriving in a boat with an employee.


“We get this over quickly, boss,” Shad said, “with Sunday lunch and everything.”


Eric had laid out the plan. They’d go together in a show of force and tell the woman she’d have to get off the island, that they’d be coming back for her tomorrow. Shad had suggested, and Eric had ruled out, taking a knife with them.


“The key is to catch her off guard, especially if she’s crazy,” Eric had said, like he’d done it before.


The two men stood on the little beach catching their breath. Eric pulled a comb out of his pocket and swept it through his hair, then tucked the hair behind his ears.


“Your show of force is a comb, boss, good plan,” Shad murmured and began the climb up the fifteen-foot cliff. The path’s limestone dirt crumbled under his bare feet and he leaned forward for balance. Behind him Eric grunted, his wet feet slipping back on the sandals.


No one was in sight when they reached the top. It was only the second time Shad had come back to the island since the hurricane, and he hadn’t been looking forward to the visit. He’d volunteered only because the boss needed support. Any other Sunday he would have been in church with Beth and the children.


Early that morning, he’d had to tell Beth about the woman while they were in bed, little Joshua curled in a ball between them, his bottom in the air. And when he finished, he’d sworn her to secrecy, knowing he could trust her.


Ahead of them lay a track between weeds and stalks of lemongrass. A fallen coconut tree lay in their path, a lone seagull sitting on it, looking at them. The bird flapped off as they approached, quickly soaring with the breeze. Eric’s feet squeaked when he stepped over the tree trunk, a barefoot Shad padding behind. To their right, a long, roofless building paralleled the path, one wall half covered in love bush, the tendrils and heart-shaped leaves caressing a mural of angelfish and seaweed.


Under the lone tree, the cast-iron pot sat cold and empty over a fire pit, and a large bag of coal, enough fuel for a couple of months, leaned against the trunk of the tree. Food was stored in clear plastic boxes sealed against ants and cockroaches. Shad took a quick inventory. Tinned fish, bags of rice, a few vegetables, plantains, powdered milk. Off to one side sat cases of bottled water and a box with cooking utensils and silverware.


“She not starving, that for sure,” Shad said.


“I bet she’s sleeping over there.” Eric stuck his chin out toward the largest building on the compound.


“You think we should go in? She might get frightened or something.”


“It’s still my property,” Eric said, putting his hands on his hips.


Advancing toward the gaping opening in the two-story building, Shad looked around at the moldy walls and weed-tangled grounds. The place had decayed beyond hope since the last time, when they’d come out to salvage whatever they could. All they’d found were a few waterlogged mattresses and battered tables.


Sure enough, the familiar lobby—now a mix of cracked tiles and chopped cement—had been commandeered by the intruder. She’d moved into the corner where the receptionists had signed in guests at the front desk. Improvised furniture now lined the wall, everything arranged with the same precision as the kitchen under the tree. A foam mattress made up with blue-and-white-striped sheets lay on the floor in the corner. At its foot lay an expensive black suitcase, the airline tag still attached to the handle like a tourist’s. Beside the bed, a scarf-covered table, probably a box, held a kerosene lamp, a few books, and an artsy-looking glass jar. Closest to them was a desk, wide planks over two barrels, the papers on top held down by pieces of coral. There was something genteel about the place, like photographs of a tasteful seaside cave.


“Look at that,” Eric said, pointing upward.


Where once there’d been a wooden A-frame roof with colorful bird mobiles, there was now a low ceiling of steel wires supporting zinc sheets and a blue tarpaulin. Jute rope lashed the zinc and tarp to the crisscross of wires, the contraption clashing with the order below.


“Should hold up awhile, at least for dry season,” Shad said.


Before them lay an open verandah about forty feet long and twenty feet wide. A wall ran from behind the woman’s bed down the length of the verandah, the back of the old Orchid Bar. The bar where Shad had mixed drinks, washed glasses, read recipe books, and listened to drunken stories for seven years. Where he’d befriended people from New York, Barbados, Paris, whose postcards he’d stuck into the frame of the huge mirror behind the bar, creating a collage of his own imagined travels. Now a hollow wind filled the space.


Shad looked beyond the verandah’s end. Ruffled water stretched toward the beach and the mountains behind, each range paler and bluer than the one in front until they disappeared into the clouds. The boss had told him, on that first day when he’d trudged out, fifteen years ago now, that Mr. Sommerset had had to chop a path with his machete.


“One look at the view was enough for me to buy,” he’d said. He’d found paradise, he’d said. The mountains were the mossy green and the ocean the sapphire he’d dreamed of for years, dreamed of while staring at the gray concrete outside his office window in New York. Before he said that, Shad had thought New York was full of white stone buildings and men with fat wallets.


Suddenly a noise, a light shuffle behind them, barely audible above the breeze. Shad turned his head, slowly, slowly, keeping his eyes low. In the doorway was a pair of feet. They were dusty and small, brownish-yellow like an old photograph. The joints were swollen and the big toes angled inward—the shoe-trained feet of a city woman. Shapely calves rose to the knees, to the loose shorts, then the T-shirt, blood red behind the arms. The fingernails were unpolished, and she was holding a gun, resting it in her left palm like an evening purse.


Rubber bands tightened around Shad’s stomach. He tried to swallow. Later, all he would recall was the gun, silver and neat, and his dry throat.


“Who are you?” The woman’s voice was croaky, the words coming out in distinct syllables. The top lip was thin, the bottom lip thick and pouty.


Doe-like eyes encircled by gray looked at one man and flickered to the other. She had narrow shoulders and hair that formed a black halo around her head. Her face was oval and pointed at the chin, and her straight nose ended in wide nostrils. She was a pretty woman, forty-something, a browning, her skin the milky brown of a high-born Kingston lady, but her voice was different.


“That’s what I want to know,” Eric said. He turned toward her abruptly, as if he didn’t see the gun. “Who gave you permission?”


She tapped the gun once in her palm, held Eric’s gaze, then glanced at Shad. There was no expression on her face, but the forehead had a little pucker, as if she was frightened and trying to hide it. Salt crystals clung to her arched eyebrows—a woman who’d never lived in the wilderness before.


“This island belong to him, miss,” Shad said in a low voice. “You’re trespassing.”


He turned, enunciating each word the way he did for foreigners, leaving the patois behind, not sure if she spoke English well. She could have been from a hundred countries: Martinique, Haiti, Venezuela, Panama. Maybe she’d escaped from Cuba, like they did sometimes, and taken a boat ninety miles south to Jamaica.


“He should’ve had a sign,” she said. The words were guttural but crisp—an American accent with some Jamaican underneath.


“A sign? I don’t need one, everybody knows,” Eric said.


Trying not to look at the gun, Shad thought of the knife in the kitchen drawer.


“What are you doing here?” Shad asked. He tried a small smile.


She cleared her throat and looked down. A gust of sea breeze tumbled a large almond leaf through the doorway and for a second they all followed its red and gold path.


“I’d like to stay awhile,” she said. When neither man answered, she shifted to one leg.


“Name your price,” she said, and looked up at Eric the way women did when they wanted something.


Eric’s sigh sounded thick and impatient. “You can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous, probably not even legal, and I’d be responsible. I pay the taxes,” he said.


The corners of her mouth twitched. “And I can pay those taxes for you,” she said.


Eric looked at Shad, pretending reluctance, as if his claim for an exemption hadn’t been rejected by the Tax Office. Shad raised one eyebrow in warning.


Eric looked back at the woman. “How much?”


“Eight hundred US a month,” she said, stroking the barrel of the gun.


Rawtid, thought Shad, sixty thousand Jamaican dollars. That would be all the boss would need to hear.


“It’s dangerous out here. Right, Shad?” the boss said. He was looking down the verandah at the view he loved.


“Not a good place for a woman,” Shad said.


“Okay, one thousand,” she said. “And I can take care of myself, thank you.” A thud on the roof made her look up for a second, her brow wrinkled.


“You won’t need that if I’m going to be your landlord,” Eric said, gesturing to the gun. He was covering his surrender with a weak smile.


She glanced down at the revolver and lowered it.


“What’s your name?” Eric said.


“Simone.”


“Simone what?”


“Just Simone,” she said. She stood up straight and centered her head over her shoulders.


“I don’t want a written contract, and I’ll pay by direct deposit first of every month.”


The goat, the crazed hermit, the criminal, began to morph before Shad’s eyes. He saw a businesswoman in a nice suit and high heels, like the ladies in the bank.


“A local bank, right?” Shad said. The boss always got lost in Kingston unless he went with him, and they both hated Kingston.


The woman nodded and strode to the desk.


“And another thing,” she said. “I don’t want any more visitors.” She put the gun down and wrote a note standing up.


“Your name?” She glanced up at Eric, like she knew she’d won, looking like one of those bossy women in soap operas, just the way she cocked her head to one side.


“Eric Keller. K-E-L-L-E-R.”


“I’ll make it retroactive to the first day I came. Plus one month’s deposit.”


Retroactive, nice word, whatever it meant, Shad thought, its solidity settling his stomach. Some words just made you feel safe.


The woman did some calculations on a piece of paper and wrote out a check. She placed it in an envelope, which she licked and sealed. The name and address of the bank was written in the middle in a square handwriting.


“How long do you think you’ll be here?” Eric took the letter and pushed it deep into his shorts pocket.


She shrugged and led the way out of the room, leaving the gun on the table. Stopping just outside the door, she looked down to let them pass. She was shorter than Beth, with bony shoulders. And she smelled like seaweed. Her thick hair jutted toward them as they passed, the hair they’d thought was a goat’s.


Halfway to the tree, Eric turned back, perhaps making sure she wasn’t holding the gun.


“I’m not responsible for your safety, like you said,” he called, his voice lighter than it had sounded for a long time. “And no drugs out here, no illegal business, if you know what I mean.”


“No chance of that.” She snorted. A few seconds later, her voice came above the whistle of the wind.


“What … were these buildings?”


Both men stopped. Eric stared at the mural in the old dining room.


Shad faced the woman. “It was a—,” he said, the word stuck in his throat.


“An institution?” she asked.


A large brown pelican sat on the roof behind her. A hotel guest who’d asked Shad to sleep with her had told him the bird meant somebody was hiding something—concealment was the word she’d used.


“His hotel,” Shad said. “The Largo Bay Inn, a nice place. It dead now, though.”


The woman placed one hand on her neck and her face tightened.


“This wasn’t always an island,” Eric said. “Hurricane Albert—”


He turned and made flapping gestures with his hand. “Washed away the land connecting it to the town—made this end into an island.”


A tremor rolled beneath their feet, a rogue wave hitting the north side of the island, and the pelican flew away.


“Had to swim to shore in the middle of it.” A noise almost sounding like a laugh escaped from the side of Eric’s mouth. “Almost drowned.”


The water was calmer as they rowed to shore, rowed over the fragments of TV sets and champagne glasses that the boss had paid for in cash. Shad felt her eyes on their backs making sure they were leaving, and they both rowed without pausing, as if they knew what they were doing.


Ahead of them, the village was quiet. Everyone was in church. The only sign of life was two goats, broken away from the herd, nibbling thorny shrubs beside the road. Watching the bow of the canoe glide onto the sand, Shad remembered the gun and was glad she had it.





CHAPTER FIVE



A nighthawk like all good bartenders, Shad was getting the customers drunk enough to leave a decent tip. Perched on his stool, he pretended to listen to the chatter around him. He was thinking of the bar’s new roof and his promise to help strip off the old palm leaves tomorrow. Weeding the vegetable garden would have to wait. He wasn’t looking forward to telling Beth, because she could be cantankerous when she was crossed.


Leaning on the bar tonight were the regulars. Draped over one end was Solomon, the bar’s part-time cook, who’d been sulking for seven years over his demotion from hotel chef. His companions were two local women and a fisherman named Tri, whose name—he’d announced unasked one night—was short for Triumphant Arch, a name his mother had been given in a dream.


“The only reason you come here is to catch a rich American man,” Tri was saying to Janet, a seamstress who wore a different dress every time she came to the bar.


Janet pulled up the shoulder of her floral dress. “True,” she said. “No fisherman can keep me.”


Beth was going to be upset about the vegetable garden, but the new refrigerator should keep her happy for a while. It had arrived that morning strapped to the back of the store’s pickup truck, standing upright for all to see. With only a small dent from the strap, the appliance had been bigger than Shad expected. His friend Frank had helped him throw the old icebox under the ackee tree and they’d set up the fridge in the living room, the kitchen being too small.


The fridge was a new addition to a growing collection of modern appliances in Shad’s house. Although he told himself that the radio, television, and refrigerator were for Beth and the children, Shad’s ambition was to fill every available space in his house with newness, knowing it meant he was a man of means, a man who took care of his family, a man who had value.


As soon as Frank and Shad had settled the fridge next to the dinette table, Beth had removed the Styrofoam from the shelving and wiped out the drawers. The smile never left her face.


“It’s sweet, eh?” she’d said, her only comment. She was a woman who loved her home, a July woman.


Shad changed the CD in the stereo and calypso pulsed out into the bar.


I see you up dere in de dance hall,
Moving so damn fine,
Girl, I wanna know, wanna know,
How to make you mine.


Another lonely man looking for company, about to get into a whole lot of problems. Nothing like having one steady woman, good in bed and good with your children, a woman you marry one day, properly, in a church. Everything else, according to Pastor, was fornication.


Shad knew about fornication, had proved he was a man from his early teenage years, sometimes with two different girls a week. But Beth had been his only girl from the day he met her on the bus in Port Antonio, and eighteen years later he still reached for her when he got into bed late after work. And he knew he’d keep reaching for her, because she’d always believed he was a good person. Even when he lost the bus conductor work and become a worthless good-for-nothing, according to his grandmother. Beth had believed in him when she visited him every week in Kingston Penitentiary, her belly swelling under the school uniform with their first child. And since he wasn’t a man to make a baby and move on like his daddy had done, and he didn’t believe in dumping a child on the grandmother like his mother had done, and especially now that he attended Holy Sepulcher Baptist Church, Beth would be his only woman.


Sometimes, though, when she was hurt, she said things that hurt. The last time he’d disappointed her to run an errand for Eric, she’d thrown over her shoulder—


“You think the bar belong to you, nuh? And Mr. Eric is your partner?”


“I know I not his partner, girl,” Shad had answered, quiet now that the arrogance of youth had left him. He stroked the razor around the back of his scalp.


“You see me, I is a man who believe that loyalty follow gratitude. Working the bar mean I don’t have to fish. I is a man who like keeping my hands clean. I like being around people, and I like to work steady. The boss give me that, so I grateful.” He’d rinsed the razor in the bathroom sink.
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