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PART I





Chapter 1

The view from the veranda was a killer.

A sugar-sand beach, palm trees, the Caribbean glittering beneath a full moon. A wooden pier curved out over the water, with a thatch-covered palapa perched at the far end. Straight off a postcard.

Shake had bought the Sunset Breeze more than two years ago. You’d think he wouldn’t even notice the view anymore, but he did. Every single time he stepped onto the veranda of the restaurant, his restaurant, that was still his first thought: Straight off a postcard.

Charles Samuel Bouchon was the name on his birth certificate, but he’d gone by “Shake” since he was nineteen, his first fall for grand theft auto, some twenty-five years ago now. One of the old black cons on the yard had started calling him “Vanilla Milk Shake.” Just an offhand nickname, and not exactly affectionate, but that was a funny thing about life: you never knew what was going to stick.

Shake made his way over to the honeymooners to clear their empty plates. They were young, barely into their twenties, fresh and scrubbed and flushed pink from a day in the sun. Holding hands across the table.

“So how did that lobster treat you?” he asked.

“Oh my God!” the girl said. “It just ...”

“It rocked!” the kid said.

Already finishing each other’s sentences. Shake pointed it out.

“That’s a good sign,” he said.

“Is it?” the kid said. Earnest.

Shake shrugged. Sure, why not?

The kid dimpled with delight. The girl giggled and squeezed her husband’s hand tight.

“So how long will you be in Belize?” Shake said.

“Not long enough,” the kid said.

“I wish we could stay here forever,” the girl said. “It’s like paradise.”

“It is paradise,” the kid said.

“We’re from Buffalo,” she explained.

Shake smiled.

The girl gazed out at the moonlit sea, at the flames of the tiki torches snapping around in the breeze.

“Was it your dream?” the girl asked Shake. “To own your own restaurant? In a place like this?”

“It was,” he said. Though he didn’t mention where the dream had been dreamed. Long nights in the sweat-sour darkness of Block A, staring at the wall while his cellie in the tray above grunted and flopped in his sleep. It had been Shake’s second stretch for grand theft auto, but twenty years down the line, Shake no longer a boy but a professional wheelman of some repute. And determined, once he walked out of the Mule Creek State Correctional Facility, to walk a straight path and never again wobble off it.

Well, that hadn’t worked out exactly as planned. There had been a few wobbles. But now, finally, here Shake was. Palm trees and palapas and grilled lobster with a tequila lime sauce that did, if he did say so himself, rock.

“You really have the life,” the kid said with a sigh.

Shake smiled again, tighter this time. “You don’t know the half of it,” he said.

 

IF SHAKE’S FIRST THOUGHT WHENEVER he stepped onto the veranda of his restaurant was Straight off a postcard, his first thought whenever he pushed through the double doors into the kitchen was usually Shit.

Tonight the waiter was cursing the prep cook in Spanish, the prep cook was cursing back in English and waving around a boning knife, and the grease trap was on fire.

Business as usual, in other words.

“Armando!” Shake yelled. “Roger!”

They shut up, but neither made a move for the fire extinguisher. Shake grabbed it himself and poured foam on the grease trap. When the flames were dead, he showed the fire extinguisher to Roger, the prep cook.

“Ever seen one of these before?” Shake asked. “Just curious.”

Roger was a scrawny recovering alcoholic from Detroit who spent most of his shift recovering from the alcohol he drank on his breaks. He thought about the question.

“Fire extinguisher?” he said. “Shit. Sure I have. Hit a A-rab with one, one time. 7-Eleven store outside Gary, Indiana. Pissant tried to kick me in the nuts.”

As hard as it was to believe, Roger was the best of the dozen or so prep cooks Shake had hired and fired over the past two years.

“Why he do that?” Armando, the waiter, asked. He was a mestizo from Guatemala, barely five feet tall. Not a drinker, just foul-tempered and forgetful. Exactly the qualities you wanted in a waiter.

“I was robbing him,” Roger said. “And I dropped my screwdriver.”

“Hijo jesu,” Armando said. “Pinche idiota.”

“Screw you, greasy little bean-eater!”

Shake felt a headache building, chugging toward him, a freight train ready to flatten him where he stood.

He’d worked in kitchens before. He’d known that running his own restaurant wouldn’t be easy. But he’d never guessed just how unbelievably not easy it would turn out to be.

Fights in the kitchen. Fires in the kitchen. Crooked suppliers and corrupt inspectors. Third-world wiring and fourth-world plumbing. Tropical storms, swine-flu scares, cockroaches the size of lobsters. And, bane of Shake’s existence, the Internet, where a single bad review on TripAdvisor could kill business like a stake through the heart.

Idaba, the hostess, pushed through the doors. A Garifuna woman in her sixties, with a tie-dyed head wrap and big gold nose ring, she was Shake’s only competent employee. She made sure he never forgot it.

She looked around. “Problem?”

Shake studied her, but it was impossible to tell if she was being ironic. She had a hell of a straight face, grave and expressionless, her big block head like something the ancient Mayans had carved out of dark volcanic rock and killed sacrificial goats on.

“Problem?” He kicked fire-extinguisher foam off his shoe and raised his voice because Armando and Roger were still cursing each other. “Why would you think that?”

She might have frowned at him, might not have. Again, impossible to tell.

“The nine o’clock four-top canceled,” she said.

Shake grimaced. That left them with only twelve covers for the night. Eight the night before. That put them deep in the red for the night, the month, the year. Ever since January, when the resort located just up the beach had switched over to an all-inclusive meal plan and sucked up half their business.

They’d been in the red even before then, to be honest.

Running his own restaurant in Belize was by far the most stressful job Shake had ever had. Driving getaway for the Armenian mob, a Humvee full of Salvadoran gangbangers trying to ram you into the Los Angeles River—that, by comparison, was like listening to soft jazz in the tub.

“You want me to comp their dessert?” Idaba said. “The honeymooners?”

“Are we sure they’re really on their honeymoon?” Shake said. “Can we ask for proof?”

Idaba waited. Shake calculated how much the complimentary coconut pie would cost him, how much the chocolate cake, how much if the honeymooners wanted both.

“Fine,” he said finally.

He needed some air, so he grabbed a bus tub full of dead lettuce and rotten mango and carried it out back. Out back was a weedy patch of crushed coral beneath a browning palm, with a Dumpster and a propane tank and a million or so of Roger’s cigarette butts scattered everywhere.

Shake emptied the bus tub into the Dumpster, noticing that the floodlight above the kitchen door had burned out. He remembered he’d just changed the bulb, but before he could do anything useful with that information, a pair of hands grabbed his shoulders. The hands spun Shake around and slammed him so hard against the propane tank that Shake’s teeth clacked together and rust puffed off the tank.

The guy who’d slammed Shake was big, and built, a dark-skinned bruiser in baggy plaid shorts and a Rasta tank top that said ONE LOVE. Shake recognized him, one of the thugs who hung around the bar that Baby Jesus owned down in San Pedro.

Shake had hoped this was just a random mugging. No such luck.

“Listen,” he said, but instead One Love hit him in the stomach. Shake doubled over and the guy went for his kidneys, two hard chops that dropped Shake to his knees.

“You like that, guna boi?” One Love said.

“No,” Shake said.

“Maybe you like another one, then.”

Shake didn’t follow the logic. He turned his body, thinking he might trap a kick to the ribs and bring One Love down.

But the kick didn’t come. Shake looked up. One Love took a step back as a golf cart rolled up. The cart’s shocks creaked as Baby Jesus heaved himself out. He was even bigger than One Love, enormous, like a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade balloon.

“Shake! My friend!” Baby Jesus held his arms wide. His face was round and smooth and alarmingly—for a guy that big, in his late thirties—cherubic.

Shake climbed unsteadily to his feet. “Friends,” he pointed out, “don’t punch friends in the kidneys.”

Baby Jesus chuckled and wagged a finger at Shake. “Friends pay back the money that they borrow.”

“Plus the point and a half a week, don’t forget.”

“Oh! Such onerous terms! Baby Jesus is such a bad man, yes?”

Baby Jesus arched his eyebrows and looked over at One Love, who nodded in agreement. Because yes, Baby Jesus—who ran the dope trade on Ambergris Caye and controlled a key leg of the lucrative cocaine distribution route between Lima and the Florida Keys—was in fact a bad man. Very.

Baby Jesus frowned at One Love and said something sharp in Kriol. One Love caught the drift and stopped nodding. He shook his head. “No!”

“No!” Baby Jesus said. “Of course not, Baby Jesus is not a bad man!” He wagged his finger again at Shake. “Tell me, Shake, who else would help you buy your restaurant? Who else would loan the necessary funds to—I am being honest here—a person of such dubious character and past transgression?”

Good question. Another one was why Shake, who should have known better, had borrowed money from a Central American drug lord known for shooting his rivals, breaking down their bodies like raw chicken for the fryer, and dumping the pieces at a place on the reef called Shark Ray Alley.

“Baby Jesus is who!” Baby Jesus said.

All Shake could say in his own defense was that he’d been at a difficult point in his life when he borrowed the money from Baby Jesus. When Shake found the restaurant for sale on Ambergris Caye, he’d recognized it as a miracle, a gift, a once-in-a-lifetime chance to slam the book shut on his past.

Unfortunately, the most recent chapter of that book had left Shake stone-cold broke, and Baby Jesus was right. Who else would have loaned Shake that kind of money?

“You know what?” Shake said. “I was just about to say ‘Baby Jesus.’ I was this close.”

Baby Jesus rocked back on his heels, a parade balloon tugging on the guide wires, and surveyed the restaurant. “Business is good?” he said.

“Couldn’t be better,” Shake said.

Baby Jesus gave him a sweetly cherubic smile.

“I was barely a week late,” Shake said. “First time in almost two years.”

“Exactly,” Baby Jesus said. “That is why we snip the problem in the bud. Yes? Snip, snip, snip!”

He brought two big fingers close to Shake’s face and worked them like scissors. Shake made the mistake of watching the fingers and not One Love, who stepped up and hammered him with a blind-side roundhouse to the jaw. Shake hit the ground again.

When his vision cleared, Baby Jesus was crouched next to him.

“Next month’s payment will be on time, yes?” Baby Jesus said.

Shake nodded.

“Excellent.” Baby Jesus gave him a friendly pat on the cheek. “And you have learned your lesson?”

Shake remembered what the honeymoon girl had asked him earlier, if now he had the life he’d always dreamed of. He nodded again, but when he tried to speak, his jaw was still numb from the punch.

“What’s that you say?” Baby Jesus said. “What is the lesson you have learned?”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Shake said.





Chapter 2

Shake’s flat above the restaurant faced east, toward the sea, so he never bothered with an alarm clock. The light came slanting in early, spreading like it had been dropped and spilled on the polished ironwood floor. When the dogs that guarded the bar next door woke up and started barking at the seabirds, Shake was already out of bed, sliding on his flip-flops.

He walked down to the end of the pier and put on a pair of swim goggles. You never knew what you might see out here in the crystal-blue water. Huge schools of tiny silver fish, swirling like snowflakes. A spotted ray banking and swooning. Shake stood for a second to let the sun warm him up, and then dove in.

Back in the States, Shake had taken long drives to relax. An empty stretch of country two-lane, the soothing sizzle of rubber on asphalt, a Flatlanders song blasting from the deck. But Ambergris Caye was an island only twenty miles long and half a mile wide. Almost everyone got around by bike or boat or golf cart. So now when Shake wanted to forget his troubles, he had to hit the water.

Usually his morning swim did relax him. This morning, though, no matter how hard he worked, he couldn’t shake Baby Jesus. Who seemed to backstroke right along beside Shake, smiling sweetly, snip-snipping his big fingers like scissors.

Shake figured, best case, that he had two or three months for business to pick up. If it didn’t, if he couldn’t keep up his payments, Baby Jesus would take over the restaurant. He would take over Shake.

Shake picked up the pace and swam till he could barely lift his arms above his head. Finally, exhausted, he rolled onto his back and let the current carry him back down toward his pier.

When he climbed out of the water, Idaba was on the beach, supervising the little Kriol boy who raked up the sea grass. If the little boy missed a spot, Idaba would snap her fingers, loud, and make him go back and get it.

Shake dried off and walked over. Idaba handed him a cup of coffee.

“I’m gonna take the boat into town later,” Shake said. “We need anything you know about?”

“Mangoes,” she said.

“All right,”

“Good ones.”

“You sure? I was gonna hunt around till I found some bad ones.”

She looked at him. The boy almost grinned, Shake saw it building, but Idaba snapped her fingers at him and the little boy scooted off down the beach.

“You know what you need?” she asked Shake.

He sat down on the sand with his coffee and watched the waves smack and foam against the reef, half a mile offshore.

“What do I need?” he said.

“You need a woman.”

He glanced over at her. “What?”

“How long it’s been?” she said. “Since you have a woman in your bed?”

“Well,” he said. He took a sip of coffee and pretended to muse. “I guess if you’re offering ...”

She snapped her fingers so close to his head that it made his ear ring.

“Be serious for one minute,” she said.

“What I need,” Shake said, “I need a prep cook knows how to prep or cook. Either way, it’s an improvement. I need a roof that doesn’t leak and wiring I don’t have to say a Hail Mary every time I flip a light switch. I need TripAdvisor to delete that dipshit’s review, the one said my conch ceviche was undercooked.”

“A woman in your bed. That’s the only way to fix when your heart been broken.”

“I need to go back in time and kick my own dumb ass for borrowing money from Baby Jesus.”

He turned to look at her.

“Who says I’ve got a broken heart?”

“You don’t think I see?” She snorted. “I see it the first time I meet you.”

“That wasn’t a broken heart. That was a rough ferry ride from the mainland and a plate of bad huevos rancheros.”

“Be serious. When a woman break your heart, you need to find a new woman. It’s no good, a man all by himself.”

That sounded like lyrics from a reggae song, but Shake knew better than to say so.

Idaba snapped her fingers again anyway, right next to his ear, like a gunshot going off.

“Hey!” he said. “What was that for?”

She was like one of those old nuns he’d known as a kid, growing up in New Orleans, who could read your mind like a book.

“You think I don’t see?” she said.

She took his empty cup and headed back up to the restaurant. Shake stretched his legs out. It was true that he’d been suffering from more than bad huevos rancheros when he first arrived on Ambergris Caye. But that was two years ago. If his heart had been broken then, that didn’t mean it was broken now. He no longer felt a stab of pain, for example, every time he thought about Gina. Every time he thought he smelled her shampoo on the pillow next to him. Every time he stepped onto the veranda of the restaurant and imagined how much she’d love the killer view.

Not every time.

He tried to remember how long it had been since he’d had a woman in his bed. Six months? He had opportunities. He was a decent-looking guy, he took care of himself, he owned a restaurant on the beach of a tropical island. A lot of the women he met were on vacation, far from home, ready to live and let loose.

But he could never work up much enthusiasm for it—a one-night stand with some divorced recovery-room nurse, too much makeup and a fresh dolphin tattoo on her ankle, she and her girlfriends three sheets to the wind and flying back to Louisville in the morning.

Shake called over the little Kriol boy with the rake and told him there were some homemade cinnamon rolls in the pantry, and to make sure he took a few home for his family.

“Thank you, Mr. Shake,” the little boy said. Shake guessed he was about seven or eight years old, skin almost the color of the ironwood floor in Shake’s apartment.

“I think she can read minds,” Shake said. “Idaba.”

The little boy shrugged, as if to say, Of course she can, don’t be foolish. And then he went running up to the kitchen to get his rolls.

 

SHAKE TOOK THE BOAT INTO town, an eighteen-foot Wahoo that had come with the restaurant. The old Mercury outboard broke down on a fairly regular basis—usually when Shake had some expensive grouper sitting on ice—but today he made it to the municipal wharf without incident.

He tied up and walked to the market. A lot of visitors were underwhelmed by San Pedro, the only town on Ambergris Caye. Three streets, a few restaurants and bars, a layer of white sandy grit covering everything. Shake liked it. San Pedro felt like a real place to him, life going on, not like some of the other places he’d been to in the Caribbean. In San Pedro there were plenty of tourist traps selling T-shirts and scuba trips, but also places where you could buy plastic buckets or used bicycle parts or old romance novels written in Spanish. You could get your hair cut by a guy who worked out of his garage.

Shake located the fisherman he liked to use. The snapper looked good, so Shake took that and some lobster, some conch. The fisherman was about to make a run up to the northern resorts and agreed to drop off the fish on his way.

When the Garifuna ladies with the fruit carts saw Shake coming, they started clucking and cooing. In their brightly colored head wraps and skirts, they were like a flock of naughty tropical birds.

“Shake!”

“Come taste my fruit, boy!”

“Taste how sweet!”

“Shake, what’s shaking?”

That last one always cracked them up. It never got old.

Shake bought mangoes and papayas. On second thought he also bought some plantains, thinking he might fry them up with the snapper tonight. He felt good about that until he remembered they had only seven reservations on the books for tonight, and not much hope of any walk-ins.

Shake paid for the plantains and walked over to his buddy Pijua’s joint. It was early for lunch, but Shake hadn’t eaten breakfast and Pijua turned out the best food on the island, probably the best in Central America.

Pijua’s daughter sat him at a table inside, by the window, with a view of the marina. Shake tried not to guess what kind of phenomenal walk-in business Pijua did. He was shouting distance from the wharf, from all the bars, a quick golf-cart ride from the fancy resorts south of town. To get to Shake’s restaurant from town, you had to take a taxi boat or the island ferry. Twenty minutes each way, minimum.

“Perfect spot,” the guy who’d sold Shake his restaurant had assured him. “Quiet, romantic, secluded.” Then the guy was on a flight home to Orange County before the ink on the deed was dry. Shake supposed that should have given him pause.

Pijua delivered Shake’s pulled-pork empanadas and sat down across from him. Shake took a bite.

“What’s a guy gotta do,” Shake said, “to get the recipe for these?”

Pijua laughed. “Grow up in my mama’s kitchen. Have her whack you on the head with a wooden spoon every time you fuck up.”

Shake took another bite. “Small price to pay.”

Pijua’s real name was Manuel. He had been born in the Cayo highlands, on the border between Belize and Guatemala. Up there they had a little river shrimp that people called a pijua. A delicacy, hard to find and hard to catch. When Pijua was six or seven years old, it became his goal in life to catch one of those shrimp. When he finally caught one, he was so excited he ran through town yelling, “Pijua! Pijua!” That’s what he’d been called ever since, Pijua, shrimp, the guy a head taller than Shake and built like a truck.

Shake glanced around the restaurant. There wasn’t an empty table and it was barely eleven-thirty. Pijua read him.

“Give it time, amigo,” he said. “Your food’s good. Took me three, four years, my first place, before it really got going.”

“Is that all?” Shake said.

Pijua put his palms up, conceding the point. “Everybody I know,” he said, “I always send them up your way.”

Shake knew it. “I appreciate it.”

“Even though they come back and say, ‘Why you can’t do lobster like that, man?’ ”

“Now you’re just bullshitting me,” Shake said. “Which I appreciate as well.”

Pijua let Shake eat for a minute.

“At least you didn’t borrow no money from Baby Jesus,” Pijua said. Watching Shake as he said it.

“Is that what you heard?” Shake said.

“Because you don’t want to borrow no money from Baby Jesus.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.” Which was true.

Pijua let it drop. His daughter hollered at him from across the room.

“Shit, man,” Pijua told Shake. “Like I said, your food’s good. Stick it out, you’ll see. The wind turns around.”

“The wind turns around.”

Pijua slapped him on the shoulder and headed back to his kitchen.

 

ON HIS WAY OUT, SHAKE passed a woman seated on the outdoor deck. At a table by herself, going over the menu. She was in her late thirties or early forties, somewhere around there, and pretty. The paperback book next to her purse was one Shake had read when he first moved to Belize.

He walked past her, made it down the wooden steps to the street, and then stopped. He sighed. It was like he could feel Idaba watching him, with that carved-rock expression of hers that he could never interpret.

He turned around and climbed back up the wooden steps. What the hell.

“Hi,” he said.

The woman glanced up from her menu. Shake decided that maybe her face was more interesting than pretty. Or maybe interestingly pretty. Her eyes were dark with a vaguely exotic tilt, like there was an Asian branch of her family tree. But she also had the rosy cheeks of a Minnesota farm girl and a square, all-American jaw.

“Not interested,” she said. “Thanks.”

Her bluntness took him by surprise. And then after a second he remembered the plastic bag of fruit he was holding.

Shake smiled. “I’m not selling anything.”

“Awesome. ’Cause I’m not buying.”

She smiled back at him, a helluva smile, like the sun sliding out from behind a cloud and lighting up the sky. Shake stood there like an idiot until Pijua’s daughter rescued him by coming out to take the woman’s order.

“Try the pulled-pork empanadas,” Shake said, finding his footing again. “You won’t be sorry.”

“The fish tacos, please,” the woman said. But when Pijua’s daughter started to write the order down, the woman said, “Wait.”

Pijua’s daughter gave Shake a wink and headed back inside.

“My name’s Shake,” he told the woman. “I know you were just dying to know that, be honest.”

The woman considered. She was wearing a UC Santa Cruz T-shirt and khaki cargo shorts that showed off a nice pair of legs.

“Evelyn,” she said. “Shake?”

“A nickname.”

“I hope so.”

She hadn’t asked him to sit down, but she hadn’t asked him to leave either. Well, not in so many words. Shake decided to stay until she told him to leave, in so many words. He nodded at the paperback by her purse.

“So where do you stand on the scarlet macaw?” he said.

The book was a true story about the fight over a rare kind of bird. The government of Belize wanted to lower the cost of electricity by building a dam on a river where the scarlet macaws lived. Don’t worry, the government said, the birds will be fine. A group of environmentalists called bullshit on that and said the scarlet macaws would not be fine. They suggested that eco-tourists would pay a lot of money to go watch the scarlet macaws, if the government would just be smart about it.

“Definitely pro-macaw,” the woman said. “But don’t ruin the ending for me.”

The way she said it, the corner of her mouth turned up, Shake could tell she’d seen enough of the world to know how the story ended. The government built the dam, some government ministers made a whole lot of money, electricity prices went up, not down. And the scarlet macaws in Belize had disappeared.

“If you want to have dinner tonight,” Shake said, and then stopped when he realized how that sounded.

“Most people do,” she said. “I feel like I’m pretty conventional in that way.”

“What I mean,” Shake said, smiling again, “I mean I own a restaurant. I do the cooking there. If you’re looking for a completely unbiased recommendation.”

“I see.”

“The Sunset Breeze. It’s up north a little bit. You can take a taxi boat.”

Pijua’s daughter brought the pork empanadas. The woman pretended to reach for the bottle of ketchup on the table and Shake laughed. And then he realized she was serious. And then she laughed.

“You should have seen your face,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d fall for that.”

“You’d be surprised what I fall for,” Shake said.

She hit him again with that flash grenade of a smile.

“Good to know,” she said, and Shake felt the back of his neck flush with heat.

 

WALKING BACK TO THE WHARF, Shake saw a thirty-six-foot Esprit cruiser slide by on its way to the Cut, between San Pedro and the north end of Ambergris. It had flames painted on the side and a couple of big Rasta bruisers lounging on deck. Baby Jesus’s boat, the one he used to run product up to the Yucatán.

Shake didn’t let the sight of the boat bring him down. He was still thinking about the woman back on the deck at Pijua’s, that smile of hers. Evelyn. Whatever happened from here on out, Shake decided, his day had already turned out better than he’d hoped.





Chapter 3

Special Agent Evelyn Holly had been at the table for twenty minutes, nursing a diet Mountain Dew and keeping an eye on the shithead inside. She knew that she couldn’t lurk around the restaurant much longer without ordering food, but she was on her own dime this trip, not Uncle Sam’s, and everything on the menu seemed to cost twice what it should have.

She ducked behind the menu when the shithead walked past. But then he turned around and came right up to her table. Charles “Shake” Bouchon, smiling right at her. Evelyn almost burst out laughing. He’d already made her, less than half an hour after she’d begun tailing him? But she stayed cool and realized that the shithead was just hitting on her. That almost made her burst out laughing too.

Well, no time like the present. She’d been planning to approach him in a day or two anyway, strike up a conversation.

“I’m not selling,” he said.

“Awesome,” she said. “ ’Cause I’m not buying.”

She hoped that might catch him on the wrong foot and it did. But Bouchon didn’t get flustered like most guys would have. He didn’t flee or try to force a clever comeback. Instead he just stood there, amused, and seemed to appreciate that she’d caught him on the wrong foot.

The waitress appeared. Evelyn bit the bullet and ordered one of the pricey entrées. And then realized, as she handed over the menu, what a knucklehead she was. Everything seemed to cost twice what it should have because the prices were listed in Belizean dollars. There were two Belizean dollars to every U.S. dollar.

“My name’s Shake,” Bouchon said. “I know you were just dying to know that, be honest.”

Be honest, he was kind of a nice-looking guy for a shithead. Evelyn hadn’t guessed it from the California Department of Corrections mug shot that she’d studied on the plane down from L.A. Grim stuff, that. Here in person, though, she saw that he had good sharp angles, chin and cheeks and brow. But the angles not too sharp, softened just so by the wry smile, the warm eyes, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. He had a touch of an accent that sounded like it had a little Brooklyn in it, but Evelyn knew it must be New Orleans, where his sheet said he’d been born and raised.

When he asked about the book she was reading and then told her about the restaurant he owned, Evelyn thought: Wow, could this be any easier? She’d arrived in Belize without much of a plan. Take a few days and just get to know the shithead a little, let him think he was getting to know her. Develop a bond. And then, when Bouchon let his guard down, wham! Evelyn would put the screws to him.

Evelyn loved that saying: putting the screws to someone. She loved doing it.

But at this point, Bouchon definitely had his guard up. Evelyn didn’t let the wry smile and the warm eyes fool her. You didn’t stay alive as long as he had, in the kind of company he’d kept, without staying on your toes. He’d only done two relatively light stretches in prison, which in his line of work was evidence that he was one careful shithead.

She reached for the ketchup. He laughed because he thought she was kidding. She wasn’t kidding. The empanadas looked like something you might reasonably put ketchup on. He stopped laughing when he saw her face. So she laughed.

“You should have seen your face,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d fall for that.”

“You’d be surprised what I fall for,” the Shithead said.

Evelyn smiled. This would be so easy. It almost wasn’t fair. “Good to know,” she said.

 

SHE ATE THE EMPANADAS, ADMITTEDLY fantastic, talked herself out of dessert, and then drove her rented golf cart back to the resort.

From her bungalow, she called to check on Sarah. It was noon in L.A. Sarah told her that Andre had come by to take her to breakfast at the Farmers Market. Evelyn didn’t say the approximately one thousand things she had to say about that. About how the sneaky asshole waited until Evelyn was out of the country to show even the slightest interest in his own daughter.

“Send me a text later,” Evelyn said. “Tell me how much you miss me.”

“Mom!” Sarah laughed. “You’re such a dork.”

Evelyn had been gone less than twenty-four hours and already she missed Sarah so much it ached.

“Don’t text when you’re driving. Don’t borrow my yoga mat and lose it again. Don’t join a cult.”

“Check, check, oops,” Sarah said. “Too late.”

And don’t believe anything that your asshole of a father tells you, Evelyn thought but didn’t say.

“Does it seem like a nice cult at least?” Evelyn said. “Do they have a cute secluded compound in the desert?”

Her daughter was, literally, the last teenager in California who would ever join a cult. Or text while driving. Evelyn knew that Sarah would probably spend the rest of her weekend studying for the SATs, practicing her jump shot, and downloading recipes for healthy, delicious, one-pot meals. Maybe taking a break to learn Farsi and help inner-city kids create a sustainable dairy farm.

She wouldn’t, in other words, be smoking pot or luring a skateboard punk rocker up to her bedroom or sneaking into a club to see Social Distortion. Nor any of the other myriad transgressions that Evelyn would have committed, sixteen years old and left more or less on her own for a week.

Sometimes Evelyn couldn’t believe that she and Sarah came from the same gene pool. If they didn’t have the same laugh, the same scowl first thing in the morning, the same gangly legs, Evelyn might have seriously wondered about some mix-up in the maternity ward, a nurse switching one baby for another.

“Text me,” Evelyn said. “Every fifteen minutes if it’s convenient, okay?”

“Mom!”

A few minutes after Evelyn hung up, there was a knock on the door. She took her firearm out of her purse, chambered a round, and checked the peephole. On the deck of her bungalow stood Cory Nadler, of all people.

Evelyn stuck the gun back in her purse and opened the door.

“Cory?” she said.

“Hi, Evi,” he said. He looked cranky and sweaty. “Can I come in?”

“Sure. Of course.” She took a seat on the edge of the bed. He sat in the wicker chair with the floral-print cushion. He was wearing a navy suit that looked way too hot for this climate. “What are you doing here, Cory?”

“I’m with DSS now,” he said.

“Diplomatic security?”

“Out of the embassy in Mexico City. But I’ve been doing liaison work in Belize the last couple of months. I happened to be looking through passenger manifests this morning and I saw your name.”

“Cory,” she said, “take your coat off. That suit looks way too hot for Belize.”

“It’s fine,” he said.

“Is it wool? You look like you’re dying.”

“It’s tropical wool.”

Evelyn cocked her head, dubious. “I don’t think it is.”

“Evi, shut up for a second, okay?” Cory was eight or nine years younger than she was, in his early thirties, but he’d probably been one of those kids who, in kindergarten, listened to classical music and wore sweater vests. The kind of man her daughter would probably marry someday. “You can’t be here, Evi.”

“I’m on vacation,” she said.

“Vacation.”

She shrugged.

“Did you pack a bathing suit?” he said.

“Maybe.”

Cory sighed. “Evi,” he said, “I’ve known you for how long?”

“So you know I need a vacation.”

“I know you’ve still got a major, major hard-on for the Armenians, even after you were explicitly told to cool it with all that.”

“Real girls don’t get hard-ons, Cory. You’ve spent too much time in Bangkok.”

“I know that Charles Samuel Bouchon, aka ‘Shake,’ alleged former wheelman for and close associate of the Armenian pakhan in L.A., allegedly owns a restaurant on this island. I know that you’re still pissed off that your ex-husband—”

“Stop. Thank you. Right there.” She didn’t need anyone to walk her back through it. Seriously.

The short version was that Evelyn, a couple of years ago, had helped build a slam-dunk case against the Armenian mob. Evelyn had been this close to taking them down, top to bottom, pakhan to foot soldier, when the district attorney in Los Angeles blindsided her by negotiating a deal between the Armenians and the feds. It turned out that the Armenians knew the whereabouts of a fugitive Wall Street swindler that the Department of Justice was desperate to nail. So DOJ got their swindler, the Armenians got a time-out called on the racketeering investigation, and the asshole D.A. in Los Angeles—Andre Guardado, Evelyn’s ex-husband—was the hero of the hour.

Well, that was then, this was now. Now, as far as Evelyn was concerned, whatever time-out the Armenians had earned two years ago had expired. Game on.

“Here’s the thing, Evi.” Cory leaned forward, the shoulders of his allegedly tropical wool suit coat bunching up. “DEA has been down here since October with a major, major ongoing. Okay? Serious stuff, a drug kingpin here in Belize with ties to the Zeta cartel. You have any idea how long it took me to get the Belizean government on board?”

“Good for you, Cory. I always thought you’d make an excellent liaison.”

“DEA has put the kingpin together with Bouchon a couple of times. It’s maybe nothing, it’s maybe something. So help me God, Evi, if you step on this investigation, if you disrupt or compromise it in any way...”

“I’m not going to step on anything.”

“Because you’re on vacation.”

“Exactly.”

It had taken Evelyn almost a year to track down Bouchon. Alleged former wheelman for and close associate of the Armenian pakhan. Alleged, her ass. He’d worked with the Armenians for years, and his relationship with Alexandra Ilandryan, if the rumors were true, had been closer than close. With his cooperation, Evelyn could put her, and every Khederian, Ghazarian, and Bazarian, behind bars till the end of time.

Bouchon wouldn’t want to cooperate. That was okay with Evelyn. She did her best work with shitheads who didn’t want to cooperate. Back in elementary school she’d been a gleeful playground bully, taller and stronger and craftier than the other kids. Her brothers, whom she had bullied relentlessly, still called her Evil Lynn.

Cory was studying her. “And Mike,” he said. “If I called your ASAC, he’d confirm that?”

She shrugged again. Mike was her supervisor, the assistant special agent in charge of the Los Angeles field office. “Mike knows I’m on vacation,” she said.

“But not where, I bet.”

Evelyn had learned early in life that the advantage of having a great smile was the impression you could make when you shut it off abruptly.

She did it now. Cory shifted uncomfortably.

“I’m not, you know, I’m not going to call Mike,” he said. “I just want to make clear that if you stay down here—on vacation—you have to keep a low profile. It’s critical. A low, low profile. And stay away from Bouchon.”

Evelyn turned the smile back on. “Of course,” she said. “Absolutely.”





Chapter 4

The young honeymooners from last night were back again. Shake told Idaba to seat them inside tonight, since the wind had picked up and the tables on the veranda were getting blasted. Plus, there was only one other customer so far, an older man eating by himself. Shake didn’t want the dining room to look deserted if the woman he’d met at Pijua’s actually showed up.

He didn’t know if she would or not. She was a tough read. But it was still early, only a little after seven, so there was time. It occurred to Shake that a high percentage of the women he’d been attracted to over the years had been tough reads. He wondered what that said about him.

In the kitchen, Roger was explaining to Armando how soccer was a sport fit to be played only by homosexuals, and how that made anyone who watched soccer, like Armando, even more of a homosexual than the homosexuals who played it. Armando was asking Roger if everyone from Detroit liked giving the business to dogs and other stray animals, and getting the business from dogs and other stray animals, or was it just the pendejos like Roger? Neither Armando nor Roger was doing any work. They were lounging around and rolling a lemon back and forth across the floor.

Shake plated the conch fritters for the honeymooners and took the order out himself. The honeymooners were holding hands across the table again. They looked even younger and more sun-flushed than they had the night before.

“Good day?” Shake asked.

“Oh my God,” the girl said. “It rocked!”

“We went ziplining,” the kid said.

“This is the most amazing week of my life,” the girl said. “I’m not even kidding.”

“I know!” the kid said.

They started gazing into each other’s eyes, so Shake left them to it. On his way back to the kitchen he stopped to check on the other table, the older man, who had ordered the lobster and a bottle of a good Argentine white.

“How’s that lobster treating you?” Shake said.

“Let me ask you something,” the older man said.

“Fire away.”

“Harrigan Quinn, by the way.” The man held out his hand and Shake shook it. “Call me Quinn.”

“Shake.”

The man kept his grip, strong, on Shake’s hand. He was a youthful seventy or so, tall, tan, and fit, with craggy good looks and a full head of wavy white hair. He reminded Shake of someone, but Shake couldn’t put a finger on who. He was wearing pressed khakis, a pale pink polo shirt, and on his tan wrist a Patek Philippe that could have paid off a lot of Shake’s debt to Baby Jesus.

“This is your place, I take it?” the man said.

“For better or worse.”

“All right. Here’s my question.” He finally gave Shake his hand back. “You know what’s the one thing, not music, that’s the universal language? Not sex either.”

“Food?” Shake guessed.

“Food. I’ll tell you why.”

He pinched the crease on his khakis and crossed his legs. Shake could sense him settling in for the long haul.

“Excuse me, Mr. Quinn. I should get back to the kitchen.”

“Harry. Please. I’m not your high school principal, am I?”

The woman Shake had met at Pijua’s entered the dining room. Shake watched Idaba lead her to a table.

“Harry,” he said. “Enjoy your meal and let me know if there’s anything you need.”

He escaped and crossed the room. He waited till Idaba handed off the menu and then stepped up to the woman’s table.

“Evelyn,” Shake said. “I was positive there was a remote chance you might show up.”

She’d changed into a dress and her dark hair was down around her bare shoulders. In this light—tabletop candles and the lanterns on the wall turned low—her smile was even more dazzling.

“I had to see it for myself,” she said. “The kind of place that the kind of guy like you would own.”

“The kind of guy like me?”

She looked around the room, taking her time and not missing anything. Shake had a feeling, he couldn’t explain it, that maybe her father had been a cop, maybe her brothers and uncles too.

“I see you’ve got a ‘ye olde sailing ship’ thing going on.”

“That was the previous owner,” Shake said.

“A little on the nose for a place on the beach, don’t you think?”

“Like I said.”

“But I dig the—mermaids?”

She pointed toward the wall at one of the few additions that Shake was responsible for. Hung there were half a dozen folk-art figures made from painted coconut shells, leather, old tin cans.

“The kind of guy like me?” he asked again.

She opened the menu. “So. How good are the conch fritters?”

“On a scale of nine to ten?” Shake pondered. “Hard call.”

She started to answer but stopped because Armando, the waiter, had come up next to Shake. Armando tugged at Shake’s sleeve. Shake wasn’t thrilled by the timing. He was warming fast to Idaba’s advice about getting a woman in his bed, if that woman turned out to be this woman.

“What?” he said.

“He want you, boss,” Armando said.

“Who?” Shake looked around. The old guy, Harrigan Quinn, was flagging Shake down. He had pulled his chair over and was sitting now with the young honeymooners. Shake wondered how they knew one another.

“Tell Idaba to take care of it,” Shake said.

“He say it got to be you, boss.”

“All right.” Shake turned back to Evelyn. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not through with you yet.”

Shake paused, then hurried back across the room. Idaba was watching him with what might have been interest.

“How’s everybody doing over here?” Shake said.

“I want you to hear this too, Shake,” Quinn said. Saying it like he’d known Shake all his life. Making Shake almost believe it. “You’re going to love this.”

Shake forced a smile. He decided that Quinn, with his craggy good looks and alert blue eyes, looked like he could have acted in B-movie westerns when he was young, the handsome deputy who took a bullet for the girl he loved.

“I’ll tell you what,” Shake said. “If you could just give me a—”

“A while back I was in Nicaragua on business,” Quinn said. “My first time in Central America. Like the lovebirds here, that’s why I thought of it. Anyway. I get invited to a big shindig at a mansion outside Managua, beautiful place, amazing view of the volcano. This would have been the late seventies, before the Sandinistas. The shindig was a surprise birthday party for the commandante himself, Somoza. The whole nine yards, fountain filled with champagne and a stripper popping out of a cake.”

Shake looked over at the honeymoon couple. They were looking at him. Shake realized that they didn’t know Quinn at all, that he must have invited himself over to their table.

“Next thing I know,” Quinn went on, “wouldn’t you know it, I’m in the back of a limo barreling up the volcano. Me and Somoza—‘Tachito’ everybody called him—and the stripper that popped out of the cake. She’s the one driving the limo, still naked as a jaybird, nothing on her but a little chocolate frosting. She must’ve been doing a hundred, hundred and ten, laughing like crazy and coked out of her mind. Somoza’s bodyguard, he’s about to have a coronary. So he says, ‘Commandante, maybe we should slow down.’ So Tachito, Somoza, nice and calm he snaps open his holster and pulls out his piece, Beretta 92F. And he points it at the stripper’s head—she’s got us up to a hundred and ten by now, remember—and he tells his bodyguard, ‘You want to slow down? No problemo.’ ”

Quinn chuckled and took a sip of his wine. The honeymoon girl was looking at her husband, telling him with her eyebrows to do something. He was pretending he couldn’t speak eyebrow.

“Quinn,” Shake said, but that was all the edgewise the old guy gave him.

“Now, I’m about to have a coronary, you’ve got my word on that. Because if Somoza pulls that trigger and shoots the stripper, we all go flying off the side of the volcano and the monkeys down in the jungle below will be picking us out of their fur for the next few days.”

Shake hoped Idaba would know what the hell to do with this guy. He turned to motion her over. Instead, though, he found himself staring at a man in a ski mask.

A man in a ski mask. With a gun.

Shake was so surprised that he just stood there when the man in the mask stepped past him, lifted the gun, and leveled it at Quinn.

“So long story short,” Quinn was saying, “the stripper looks back at the gun Somoza has pointed at her, and she just keeps laughing. You know what she says?”

Quinn noticed the man in the ski mask. The honeymooners did too. Time stopped for one fat, floating second, like even the gunman was waiting to hear the end of the story.

And then everything sped up to a blur. Shake grabbed the gunman’s arm, the gunman pulled the trigger. The explosion of the gun going off was like plate glass shattering inside Shake’s head. The bullet blew a hole through the wall behind Quinn, about a foot above his head.

The honeymoon girl screamed and Quinn ducked down behind the table. Shake tried to hold on to the gunman’s arm, but the gunman was stronger. He yanked his arm away before Shake could get his other hand on the gun.

Shake was dead. Just standing there, breathing, thinking how quick it was going to be, all the lights going out.

But the gunman ignored Shake. He swung the gun back around and fired at Quinn again, missing again, smashing a lantern. Quinn was on the move, crawling fast across the floor toward the next table over. The gunman blasted away at him, but either he was nervous or a terrible shot or both. Plates exploded, wood crunched, one of the glass portholes in the kitchen doors blew out. Quinn made it to the table and then went crawling for the next one.

Shake ducked down and scooted over to the honeymooners. The girl was still screaming, the pitch rising and falling like a car alarm. He pulled the table over on its side to provide some cover for the three of them. It wasn’t much cover, but you had to play the cards the dealer flopped.

Across the room, Evelyn had pulled a table over too. Smart girl—Shake congratulated himself on his taste in women. Though he doubted that this incident would speed along their relationship. Idaba and Armando were crouched behind the checkout stand. Roger hadn’t emerged from the kitchen. Either he’d already fled halfway to San Pedro or was so drunk he hadn’t noticed anything wrong.

Three more gunshots. Bambambam. More glass breaking, more wood snapping, more sparks showering everywhere when the gunman hit another lantern.

“Screw you!” someone yelled. It took Shake a second to realize that the gunman wasn’t yelling at Quinn, Quinn was yelling at the gunman. “Screw you, punk!”

Are you kidding me? Shake thought.

Bambam. Bam. Bam.

Idaba peeked around the checkout stand and gave Shake a look that said, Do something!

Shake gave her a look back that said, Yeah? Like what?

The smart play, Shake knew, was no play. The gunman was after Quinn. When
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