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      The Jamaican guide threw back his dreadlocks and laughed through a row of gleaming teeth.

      “Look at it, mon. It look like the ocean’s on fire.”

      Dan Wilkerson gazed out across the ravine. Beyond the miles of varied greens, and the curl of the bay in the distance, the rising sun bounced off the ripples of the Caribbean and lapped toward them on the tide like liquid flame.

      He gestured to his wife and plucked a cell phone from his pocket. “Evelyn. Come on, babe. Stand beside me and let’s get a picture of this.” He waved the phone in the air. “It’s no good for anything else anyway, all the way up here. No signal.”

      His wife of five years nestled beside him and snuggled into his shoulder as the morning breeze swept her long blonde hair across his face. She shook her head and looped the strands behind her ears as he focused and tapped the screen to capture the moment.

      “Come on, lovebirds,” said the guide. His thick accent sounded relaxed. “We still have some climbing to do if you want to get to Nine Mile before the crowds.”

      They climbed back into the open top Jeep and continued their ascent. The road was narrow and rutted, barely wide enough in places for the rugged tires to grip, but the guide drove with confident and daring speed.

      “I never had you pegged as a Bob Marley fan, Dud,” said Evelyn as they strained against their lap belts.

      He smiled. The boys back home had nicknamed him Dud. It still sounded strange coming from his wife. “I’m not a huge fan, babe, but you know what they say about when in Rome. We’re in Jamaica. We can’t come here and not see the resting place of a legend, regardless of the occasion.”

      The night before was an impromptu fortieth birthday party for Evie. Over all-inclusive cocktails, the couple befriended the bartender and picked up the name of Marley’s hometown, Nine Mile. High up a mountain in the St. Anne parish, the reggae singer’s home was isolated within a compound which sight-seers would flood before lunch. Mario, the bartender, pointed them toward the Tourism Office at the side of the hotel. “See the manager in there, mon. She’ll get you out early, no problem.”

      After drinks, they’d made their way around the expansive hotel until they reached the office. $180 later, they left with an invoice, and set their alarm. The guide still picked them up half an hour early the next morning.

      The first hour of the drive, from the hotel in Montego Bay, had been luxury compared to the ride now. Houses, daubed in bright paint, balanced on hills that lined the smooth roads as they drove out of town. The road grew rougher the further out they traveled, just like the buildings. As they wound up the mountain road, an occasional shack broke through the dense green; small, thrown together buildings of corrugated metal tacked onto flimsy looking wooden frames.

      “Homelessness is an issue in Jamaica, mon,” said the guide. Tattoos danced across his forearms as he fought the steering wheel. “Squatting is illegal, so people build temporary homes. When the police or government appears, they dismantle and move to a new place.”

      “When you consider the size of the homes closer to town, that’s ridiculous,” said Dud. “Still, it’s the same everywhere.”

      Below them, an expanse of green swept across the landscape, broken by veins of red. “And what caused the red lines?”

      “That used to be our main economy,” shouted the guide over his shoulder. “The red comes from the mines. Jamaica used to export aluminum. Aluminum comes from bauxite ore. The ore is red and gets into everything, mon. It’s no good for you; it contains lead. Still, it kept the country going for years. Now, other countries do the same thing and Jamaica is struggling. That’s one reason for the other houses we passed.” He cast back his head and laughed again. “We are fortunate though, we have a thriving drug trade.” Gold teeth sparkled in the morning light as he lurched and corrected the wheel before the Jeep ran off the road.

      Dud pulled his lap belt tighter and swung a protective arm around his wife’s shoulders. She gave him a nervous smile.

      “You can’t see the areas from here,” continued the guide, “but it’s still mined. The government closed most of the railway network, but there’s still a quarter of it left for transporting the bauxite. And then there’s the trucks and an overhead system called RopeCon. But listen, mon, I should be telling you about Marley.”

      At that point, he burst into a full-throated rendition of No Woman No Cry, then slammed on the brakes. Evelyn gasped as the belt pulled against her stomach. Over the guide’s shoulder, Dud saw a wide van coming down the mountain toward them.

      “I was going to mention we haven’t seen much traffic coming the other way.”

      “No, mon. Later, it will be a test. That’s why I prefer to get out earlier.”

      He maneuvered the Jeep to the road’s edge as the large van approached. Gravel and stones slid and bounced over the precipice as the tires held on with an inch of rubber off the road.

      Dud gripped the edge of the Jeep. The trees below looked like tiny plastic models. “Good thing we’re not afraid of heights, babe.”

      Evelyn gripped his arm, her knuckles white. “Speak for yourself. I didn’t think I was, but I’m not so sure now.”

      The van edged alongside them and inched forward. The guide craned his neck to see over the front of the Jeep and then the side, his tongue sticking out between his gold teeth. Bit by bit, the Jeep crept along as the van did the same. Metal clattered as the Jeep’s wing mirror flexed on its hinge against the van’s wide body, and still the two vehicles hugged. Larger chunks of road crumbled, skittered away, and vanished from sight as Dud gripped the roll bars overhead and offered up a silent prayer. He turned to Evelyn. “I don’t like Bob Marley this much.”

      After a lifetime of scraping metal, the van sped away in a shower of gravel and drove off into the distance, leaving the Jeep and its occupants shaking.

      The guide turned in his seat and smiled. “Holy shit, mon. That’s the closest I’ve been to sliding off the edge. Okay, let’s finish this ride.”

      He stamped on the accelerator as if to show the vehicle who was in charge, and they shot off up the mountain road again.

      Within a mile nerves had settled, and the three enjoyed the breathtaking views. The Jeep continued its steady climb, and the guide pointed out distant landmarks as the road leveled and slight grass banks bordered the road.

      “You can open your eyes now, babe,” said Dud with a smile. “No more big drops.”

      Off to the side, another hill rose parallel to the one the Jeep climbed. A huge concrete slab lay flat against the side of it. Dud pointed it out to the guide.

      “Water catchment.”

      Dud unbuckled his lap belt to get his phone.

      “Water is a precious resource, and I’m sure you’ve noticed that when it rains here, it rains,” grinned the guide. “The water runs down the concrete and into a huge catchment at the base. All the towns up here have them to get as much use as possible from what Mother Nature gives us.”

      Dud took pictures just before they rounded a curve. The guttural throb of a large motorcycle engine chugged toward them from further up the road. As the guide completed the curve, not one but three bikes came toward them. The trio took up the entire lane before them and straddled the center line. He had no choice but to swerve across the road as he slipped by them.

      This time, the Jeep left the road.

      The guide wailed and Evelyn screamed as the tires left the gravel and bounced across the rough grass. Dud reached for the roll bars again as the guide slammed on the brakes and the Jeep skidded sideways. Gravity took over and the wheels nearer the road lifted until the vehicle tipped and rolled down the incline.

      [image: ]

      He woke to the sound of happy birds and pouring rain. Dud opened his eyes and closed them again as raindrops hammered against his pupils. His bruised ribs protested as he rolled to one side and then, panicked, he snapped awake.

      Evelyn. The Jeep.

      He struggled to his feet and looked around. The brow of the hill peaked a hundred feet above him. Divots of grass tracked the path the Jeep had taken as its roll bars had dug into the ground. He pivoted and followed them as they continued another fifty feet further down the incline. His eyes settled on the Jeep. It lay on its side, wedged up against a huge tree, as if it had sought shelter and fallen asleep.

      Smaller boughs had broken off under the impact and lay draped across the top of the vehicle. Nothing moved as he half ran, half slid toward it, the grips of his boots sliding across the wet grass. He muttered his wife’s name until he slammed into the underside of the Jeep. Stomach churning, he edged around to the rear, fearful of what he might find.

      “Evelyn? Evie?” His eyes glistened as the rear seats came into view.

      They were empty. So was the driver’s seat.

      He stepped back. How long had he been unconscious? The sun had gone from being a threat in the east to being dominant overhead. And the birds were singing. The crash would have made a tremendous noise and scattered nature in every direction.

      His wife and the guide had both been wearing their lap belts. If they’d survived, one of them would have woken him before going to get help.

      Dud spun on the spot like a slow-motion ballerina and studied the area.

      They were nowhere to be seen.
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      The older man leaned back into the plastic seat and spoke with a slow drawl through barely parted teeth. “So, you’ll be ‘English’.”

      “Yes, I am,” replied the younger man.

      “No. I mean your name. They call me Sarge, cos I’ve served the most tours. At this table, you’re ‘English’. On account of the fact you sound like one of those hard-nosed actors that always plays a bad guy.”

      “Oh. I can cope with that,” replied English. “So, come on then. Can I join?”

      Sarge considered him. “Well, there’s a ritual to go through before you can join the club.”

      ‘English’ Keith Watson thought he’d heard it all before, but he massaged the stubble on his chin and met the old man’s gaze. “Really? And what would that be, Sarge? Nothing too elaborate, I hope. I doubt McDonald’s likes its customers dancing on the table.”

      Over a month, English had been meeting the regulars in the diner a few mornings a week. The ragtag group of veterans called themselves The Old Farts Club and met daily for support and a glimmer of old comradeship. And coffee with endless refills.

      The diner sat inside the entrance of a large Walmart. Shoppers streamed by the entrance as the steady group of five men sat at their usual table. One seat sat empty today.

      “No, nothing like that.” Sarge twisted the brim of his baseball cap as if it helped him to concentrate and seated it back on his head in exactly the same position. The logo of the 101st Airborne Division sat proudly, dead center in the faded fabric. “Just tell us a story. But one we’ve never heard before. And it’s got to be a good one.”

      English leaned back against his seat and thought for a second. He peeled the pickle off his Big Mac and tossed it onto the wrapper, took a bite and swallowed. Then he leaned forward again. “Okay,” he said. He looked around the table and paused for effect. “The first night I met my wife?” he whispered. “I stabbed her.”

      The group leaned forward, like a scrum, as if the extra foot of distance would make everything clearer. One guy, toying with a small canvas bag, coughed ‘bullshit’ into his hands and smiled.

      English continued. “We both went to the same college. Before I got into computers I used to run for the school. The wife ran too. Still does, she’s a fitness freak. Wears me out. With the running, too,” he smiled. “Sorry, English humor. Anyway, they ran this lecture on the campus where some highly rated coach from America came over to do a talk about scholarships. Everyone sat at these massive round tables and she sat opposite me. She was gorgeous, and I kept hoping she’d move so I could check her legs out.”

      “How long ago’s this then?” asked the guy with the pouch.

      “About twelve years ago, mate.” English glared at the man’s face. Something seemed different about him, but he couldn’t quite place it. “I did two tours and loads of training, but she wanted me out of the service. Can’t say as I blame her. So anyway, she’s sat right across from me and they’re bringing these dishes in with all kinds of seafood on them. I’m allergic to it, and I’m bloody starving, and she orders a salad and steak, so I tell the bloke I want the same. She starts sifting through this salad. Next thing I know, she’s turning red. Like I said, she’s gorgeous, but her face is swelling up like a puffer fish and she’s gasping for air. The whole table’s sitting there watching her gag, but I knew what was happening. There were nuts in her salad. She had an allergic reaction. I always carry an Epi-Pen with me cos seafood messes me right up. So, I run around the table and I can see her legs now. She’s got this mini skirt on and they’re sticking out cos she’s shaking but they’re still amazing.”

      “Is this about to get romantic?” asked Sarge. “Only it’s been a while since I got that way. I’d go to war for the right cause, but don’t start throwing women at me.”

      “No, definitely not romantic. I lifted the hem of her skirt up, checked her legs out once more and slammed the pen into the meat of her thigh. She might have been choking, but she still landed a bloody good slap across my face that sent me flying. Anyway, she recovered and, as a thank you, she took me out for a meal. Something similar to White Castle. Nothing dangerous.” He sat back and picked up his burger. “So, that’s it. The first night I met the wife, I stabbed her.”

      “I don’t know about White Castle not being dangerous,” said the oldest man at the table. “They don’t call them sliders for nothing.”

      Sarge looked around at the men. “So, do we let the young ‘un join the club?”

      The guy shuffled his pouch, still smiling. “I’d say so. That was entertaining. Of course, it helps when the narrator sounds like Harry Potter.”

      “Agreed,” said the old guy. “Do the intro’s, Sarge.”

      English wiped his hands on a paper napkin as Sarge stood and pointed. “Okay, English. The old fella here? That’s Numbers.”

      “White Castle’s don’t agree with me,” said Numbers. English shook his hand. “Ron Cole. I served in Vietnam, though not with Sarge. Logistics and planning. That’s my forte, hence the nickname. Been retired a while now, like Sarge. I could have arranged you the wedding of a lifetime.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Numbers,” said English.

      “And this here,” continued Sarge, “is Marbles.”

      English reached across the table and was met with a firm grip. “And is that because you’re a bit mental, you know, like you’ve lost your marbles?”

      “What language is that?” said the guy with a frown. “I’m Lucas. Lucas Durrant. And no, they call me Marbles cos of these.”

      He pulled open the drawstring that tied closed the small pouch he held and emptied its contents onto the table. An assorted collection of eyeballs rolled around until he cupped them in his hands.

      English recoiled. “Shit! I’ve read about them collecting ears in ‘Nam, but eyeballs? I was right the first time. You’re bloody mental.”

      Marbles laughed. His blue eyes glistened under the fluorescent light until he leaned forward and plucked one of them out. He sat upright again with a gaping hole in the left side of his face.

      “Well bugger me,” said English. “I’m sorry mate, I had no idea. That’s a bloody good eye. Hope I didn’t offend you.”

      “No offense taken. They’re all glass. A sliver of shrapnel ruined the original, but the ex-wife’s father is a top eye doctor. Not only did he hook me up with a perfect match,” he said as he popped the glass eye back into its socket, “but he gave me a little collection to have fun with.”

      English noticed a couple of different designs, a blazing sun and a smiley emoticon, before Marbles scooped up his collection and dropped it into its pouch.

      “Used to be if it had wheels or wings I could operate it but, once the eye thing happened, they won’t let me near anything now.” His real eye sparkled. “I still have a few toys though. So, what about you? What’s your area of expertise?”

      “Tech,” said English. “Computers. Programs. I worked the front line, but if you need something hacked or programmed, I’m your man. I run a computer repair service now. Self-employed. It’s nice, and I get to make my own hours.”

      “And, you might have noticed, we’re missing one man,” said Sarge. “Dud’s on vacation with his lovely wife, sunning himself in Jamaica. He’ll be back next week so we’ll introduce you then.”

      Numbers reached into his pocket. “All right, English. I assume you have a cell phone.” He placed an iPhone on the table. The others followed suit.

      “Of course. Doesn’t everyone?” English placed his face up and waited.

      “You’re in the club. Trade your number with everyone else. We’re all here to support one another. Anything you need, just call. Keep your phone handy though, cos it’s a two-way street.”

      Area codes and cell phone numbers bounced back and forth across the table until they were all hooked up. Then the theme song to the A-Team played from Sarge’s phone. He glanced at its screen and held up the device so the others could see it. “Speak of the devil, and he shall appear. It’s Dud!”
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      Using the Jeep as a ledge, Dud attempted to climb the huge tree to gain extra height but its trunk wasn’t rough enough for his grip to find purchase. Splinters jabbed a million pins into his hands every time he flexed his fingers.

      Next, he tried to right the Jeep. The vehicle rocked back and forth against its roll-bars but remained stubbornly upright. Defeated and exhausted, he left it rested against the tree.

      Even with no signal, he alternated calls to Evie with calls for help over and over until the battery light flashed red. Resigned, he trudged downhill with his thumb extended toward the passing traffic. His shirt hung like a wet towel, stuck to him with a combination of blood and sweat, and his whole body ached and throbbed as he swiped away insects. The trees chattered with the sound of them and red welts had already appeared beneath the blood where some had feasted on him. He walked for two hours and waved at numerous drivers that trekked uphill, but none of them slowed. If anything, the sight of him, bruised and bloody, encouraged them to speed even faster up the treacherous incline. Vehicles traveling in the opposite direction did the same.

      Just as he considered standing in the road, a fluorescent yellow tour bus slowed, screeched to a stop a few yards ahead of him and allowed him to board.

      The smell of ganja stung his nostrils. It permeated everything and hung in the air, even in town and back at the hotel, like an illegal after shave.

      He explained his story to the driver who spoke back in broken English until a woman in the seat behind him leaned forward.

      “Jameson speaks the Jamaican Patwa, mon. He might understand you, but you won’t have as much luck understanding him unless you’ve been here a while. Having said that, looking at the state of you, you’ve been somewhere for a while. I overheard part of your story. Let me see if I can help.”

      The guide was a young woman, probably late twenties, early thirties. Jet-black hair lay flat against her head and curved around her cheeks to frame a curious smile that beamed as she studied him. Much friendlier looking than the tattooed beast of a man who’d run them off the road earlier. Dud struggled to remember his name and then realized he’d never mentioned it.

      The girl shook her head as he told his story. “Gangs roam these hills, mon. You know how, on fairground rides, they say keep limbs inside the vehicle at all times? Here, keep all of you in the vehicle at all times, unless you know who you’re with or where you are. In these hills, there is land that hasn’t even seen a footprint. Not a good place to be.”

      At the back of the bus, he traded one accent for another, sandwiched between groups of German and French tourists. He played with his wedding ring, spinning the endless gold circle around his finger for over an hour until the gates of the hotel appeared. As he waited for the doors to open, he pressed money into the guide’s hand.

      “Thank you. God knows how long I might have been out there. Take Jameson somewhere for a nice meal.”

      She smiled again. Despite her warnings, the people he’d met so far had been nothing but friendly. “No problem, mon. Thank you. And good luck, I’m sure it will all work out. The police might not be much use, they’re always busy, but reception can call them for you.”

      He held out his hand to shake hers as she pushed a card into his palm. “I know people,” she said. “Trustworthy people. And if you need to get around the island, call me.”

      He nodded his thanks and slipped the card into his pocket as the bus pulled away.

      A multicolored pathway of small stones lined with slim palm trees led to two huge entrance doors. ‘Follow the yellow brick road’ sang in his head as Dud walked past a carved wooden effigy of Bob Marley and into the cool shade of reception.

      Two young girls buzzed about behind the desk, checking in new arrivals and directing bikini-clad tourists to pool events. Everyone was having fun as he barged through and leaned against the wooden counter.

      “Could you call the police, please? My wife’s missing.”

      The girls’ eyes widened at the sight of him, then she recovered and picked up the phone. She spat out a few rapid-fire sentences in the same language as the bus driver, then replaced the phone and addressed him in perfect English. “Please take a seat in reception, sir. Help yourself to a drink and they’ll send an officer as soon as possible.”

      He took her advice, grabbed a coffee off the bar and sat in a chair shaped like a big hand, its fingers climbing up his back for support. A free Wi-Fi sign hung on the wall in front of him, so he pulled out the phone again. The Wi-Fi icon glowed next to the flashing battery light. He dialed Evelyn’s number and clamped the phone to his ear.

      For a moment, nothing happened, then the line clicked as if an old-fashioned operator had connected the call and the ringtone burred. Bitter coffee moistened his tongue as his stomach tumbled.

      And then she answered.

      Tears formed as he opened his mouth to speak. “Evie? Where…”

      “Hi. You’ve reached Evie’s phone. Sorry I can’t…”

      The tears tumbled as he listened to his beautiful wife’s voice.

      “…so leave me a message after the tone and I’ll call you back. Byeeeee.”

      “Babe? It’s Dud. Dan! Call me as soon as you hear this, I’m so worried. I looked everywhere for you but I had to come back to the hotel. The police are on their way, and I’ll be back out to get you as soon as I can. If your phone won’t work, or you’re stuck, make some kind of signal. Love you, babe. I’ll be there soon.”

      He disconnected the call, then stared at the blank screen. The battery had died. How much of his message had got through?

      The police arrived thirty minutes later. Two of them, each over six feet tall, marched like gunslingers through the doors. Their waist belts resembled the American version Dud recognized, equipped like Batman’s utility belt with snub nosed 9mm pistols secured in holsters. Shiny handcuffs glinted at the rear, stark against jet-black fabric.

      He stood and beckoned to them as they walked to the desk. “Over here. Please. Please help.”

      The gleaming brass badge on the chest of the cop closest said ‘Thomas’. Officer Thomas stood eye to eye with him and nodded. “Sir, you reported the missing woman?”

      Dud babbled out the morning’s events until Thomas put a hand on his shoulder. “Slow down, mon. Come on, take a seat over here and start again.”

      Dud grew frustrated. “My wife is missing. It’ll be dark soon and she’s out in the hills somewhere on the way to Nine Mile. We don’t have time to slow down. We have to find her.”

      “And we will,” said the voice of reason, “but not if we can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

      He took a deep breath and retold his story, from the pick up at the hotel’s gate to the trek back down the roadside. The cops took notes and nodded at all the right times. When he finished, they closed their notebooks and stood.

      “Please understand, Mr. Wilkerson, we can’t consider someone missing until twenty-four hours have passed.”

      Dud protested as the other cop stepped forward. Thomas continued. “We know Jamaica’s reputation and, yes, hundreds go missing here each year, but the majority are runaway teenage girls. Missing adults normally turn up unharmed.”

      As with other Jamaicans he’d spoken to, Dud noticed that the cop pronounced no ‘h’. Missing adults normally turned up unarmed.

      “Here is my card. I understand your impatience, but shower, eat and rest. Keep your phone close, get treatment for your cuts and, if you hear nothing tomorrow, call and we’ll go from there. We’ll talk to the tour operator, too.”

      Before he could say a word, the cops turned and left the hotel.

      [image: ]

      Evelyn’s suitcase greeted him as he entered their room. Since they’d left early, she hadn’t had time to repack it after dressing this morning and colorful clothing lay scattered across the mattress.

      He repacked it, then took out her makeup case, grabbed her tweezers, and spent twenty minutes perched on the side of the shower plucking splinters, one by one, from his palms. They littered the basin like bee stings until he swept them into the trash.

      A hot shower washed away the day. The water took care of the blood and dirt, and he ran it until the mini whirlpool by the drain faded from pink to clear. The heat soothed his aches as he adjusted the shower head until hot water pounded into the base of his skull and across his shoulders.

      He knew he should be out there looking for her. After multiple tours in the Middle East, existing alone in isolated places was second nature to him. Evie had been nowhere like this, not alone. And sure, the Middle East was miles of sand instead of jungle, but alone was alone. And danger was danger, no matter how it dressed.

      Getting to know her had been a blessing and a curse. An event in his past had led Dud to seek the advice of a counselor; someone to help him make sense of the crazy things men did to one another, and to rationalize the evil in the world. His counselor became a trusted friend and, after a while, invited him to events to socialize and get used to being around people and loud noise.

      PTSD should have been something that happened to other people, but July 4th celebrations left him cowering in his basement, sweating and tense. The gunfire sound of popping fireworks and each bang and explosion took him back to every skirmish he’d been involved in.

      The counselor invited him to a Halloween event, which he attended dressed as Batman. After a nervous entrance, he’d scanned the room of strangers to find someone to talk to. Catwoman stood out in the crowd like a beacon. Three hours of conversation later, he and Evie left the venue together. They’d not been apart since.

      Until now.

      A million TV channels had nothing of value to watch. He entertained himself by checking out the same program in three different languages before his stomach reminded him he’d not eaten since this morning.

      The all-inclusive buffet teemed with people that milled around like ants picking grains from a sugar cube. Dud fixed a plate of meat and fruit and found a corner to eat in. Regardless of how he arranged the food on his plate, his stomach churned each time the fork approached his mouth. Nerves and anxiety gnawed at him, and he retreated to the quiet of the bedroom.

      The ceiling fan continued its relentless attempt to circulate the air conditioning as he lay on the bed and stared at its spinning blades. His body cried for sleep, but his mind buzzed, going over the day’s events.

      The bikes that caused their guide to leave the road were nothing more than a fleeting glimpse. As a mechanic, he knew engines and, although it may have sounded like large bikes, the volume seemed louder because there were three of them and the roar bounced back off the tree line.

      The scene replayed in his mind; their guide, confident and assured, whipping the Jeep around the dangerous curves; the engine noise and the sudden and surprising appearance of the bikes, and then the almost controlled skid off the side of the road and down the embankment.

      He could make out the silhouette of the three bikers. Tall. Upright. All wearing the same clothing.

      And guns. Black shoulder straps had cut a swathe down the front of each man. Each had a gun slung over his shoulder, with the barrels stuck out behind them like antenna.

      The phone’s screen illuminated, and he scrambled to pick it up. Its battery icon glowed a healthy green, so he checked the volume, laid it back down and closed his eyes.
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      Sunlight, rather than rain, burned his eyes as a sudden, sharp noise woke him. Dud sat bolt upright, used to waking up alert after years of training. The hotel’s phone chimed, the age-old sound of jarring, annoying bells. His heart thumped as he lifted the handset. The police had succeeded, and he needed to pick up his wife.

      “Hello?”

      “Mr. Wilkerson, I’m sorry to bother you. It’s Tasha, from the main desk. The tour office asked me to call you. You can call in to pick up your refund at any time.”

      His head spun as disappointment rushed through him. “Refund? Refund for what?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, I have no idea. They just asked me to pass on the message. I do hope you receive good news today.”

      The call disconnected.

      His cell phone still had a blank screen. He dialed Evelyn’s number again. This time there was no voicemail. There was no dial tone.

      Dud washed and dressed and made his way downstairs. He avoided the elevator out of habit. Always exercise.

      A glance at the clock in reception confirmed that, in three hours, Evelyn will have been missing for the required amount of time for the police to get off their asses and look for her. He wandered through reception and opened the door into the Tourism Office. Posters plastered the walls with promises of a great time. None of them mentioned missing persons.

      The lady behind the desk looked up as the door closed. It was the same person who took his $180 two nights ago.

      “Good morning,” she said, her voice breezy and pleasant, “and I’m so sorry about your trip. Perhaps I could arrange another to make up for it? At a discounted rate, of course.”

      Dud slumped confused into the seat opposite her as his temperature rose from cool to warm. “Say what? To make up for it? Are you being serious?”

      She frowned and placed her hands on the desk and shuffled some papers. “Well, accidents happen, but I realize this might be your only time here, so I’d like to make it up to you. Hector will be back soon, I’m sure, but I have other drivers that could show you around.”

      “Lady, what the hell are you talking about?” His internal thermometer rose again, from warm to hot.

      “Hector. Your guide. I’ve not heard from him and I can’t get hold of him. He didn’t come to work. That’s why he didn’t pick you up, and that’s why you missed your trip. I didn’t know until this morning when I found your details still on my desk because he would have picked them up.”

      The room spun and Dud clutched the edge of the desk.

      “Sir, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it would offend you so much. All I can do is apologize.”

      He held out a hand to silence her. “So, you’re saying that your guide never showed?”

      “Yes.”

      “We went on our trip.”

      “How?”

      “Hector. Your guide. Big guy? Tattoos and gold teeth?”

      She laughed, then spoke through a smile. “Are you kidding? Hector is a young man. He drives to get extra money for school. I’ve seen heavier coconuts.”

      Dud stood and whirled out of the office. Insects were already singing, and a cloak of humidity hung in the air as he held on to the door frame for support.

      The card. The cop’s card. He fished it out and dialed the number. The call answered on the third ring and a female voice spoke. “Montego Bay Police Department, how may I direct your call?”

      “Thomas, please. Officer Thomas.”

      Paper rustled and then the voice returned. “That officer is now off duty. If this is about on ongoing investigation, I can pass you through to someone else if you’d like?”

      He disconnected and slid down the doorframe until he sat like a beggar in the doorway. Evie was missing, and the police didn’t appear to be too concerned. And who had picked them up yesterday? A friend of Hector’s? Maybe he’d offered to split the fee rather than lose the job.

      Dud felt alone. Isolated.

      Those feelings weren’t new, but he felt abandoned and lost, too. He needed comfort. The phone had a healthy fan of Wi-Fi lines across the top of the screen. He opened his contacts list and searched for someone reliable. Someone he could depend on.
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      Sarge spun the beck of his cap around until it rested over the back of his neck. Then he answered the phone.

      “Dud? You calling to tell us how beautiful the weather is there? Cos if you are, let me tell…”

      His stopped as his friend spoke, and the club members leaned in again to listen as his face darkened. Dud’s voice chattered like a rabid squirrel through the tiny earpiece, but not loud enough for them to hear any clear words.

      “Well, shit son. What can we do?”

      Numbers reached forward. “Sarge. What is it? Is he okay?”

      He was silenced with a glare.

      “Okay. You can get the co-ordinates? Uh-huh. Okay. Send em on over and we’ll get to it. Keep your phone close. Uh-huh. Roger that. Don’t worry, son, help’s coming. Uh-huh. Okay, bye.”

      He placed his phone back on the table and shuddered. “Evelyn’s gone missing over there in Jamaica.”

      Sarge held up a hand to silence a chorus of chatter. “Questions later. English. You’re in at the deep end, son. Time to find out how good you are. I assume you’ve got a bunch of those program things that can do just about anything a man can?”

      English snapped to attention. “What are you looking for, Sarge?”

      “That Google Mapearth thing? With the satellites? I want that, but in real time.”

      “Surveillance? That’s easy. I can count the leaves on trees in Africa.”

      “Is Mrs. English home?”

      “Jenny left the house and went to her mother’s. Why?”

      “Pack up then, boys. We’re de-camping.”

      “To where?” said Marbles.

      “The English residence. We have a spying mission.”

      A convoy of pickup trucks followed English’s Honda out of the city and into the suburbs.

      It took twenty minutes to reach the English residence, which turned out to be a two-story patio home sitting on three acres of lush green land. It took a further five minutes to get through an electric gate and drive along a camera-covered winding path to reach the front door. A series of slamming truck doors startled squawking geese as English climbed the steps and fumbled for his house keys.

      “So, do all of you English folks like your privacy, or are you just particularly paranoid?” asked Sarge.

      “Didn’t you know, Sarge?” grinned English. “We’ve all got a castle back home. This is my American version.”

      He unlocked the door to the sound of a beeping alarm, lifted his head and shouted “Ready.”

      The beeping stopped as the rest of the club followed him inside, across a tidy living room, and through a basement door to a dark staircase. Halfway down, he shouted again. “Lights.”

      Fluorescents buzzed and glared into life along the length of the downstairs room. The section nearest the staircase was a regular living room, with throw rugs and comfortable sofas that faced a large flat screen TV. A pool table sat to one side, with the balls racked up and ready to go. Behind it, the back wall was one long bench lined with keyboards. Above each keyboard, mounted to the wall, hung a monitor.

      The rest of the club filed into the room behind him. Numbers gasped.

      “Shit. You could probably land a plane with what’s in here. And nice table.”

      English smiled. “No probably about it, I’ve landed a few. And the table was my English input.” He paused for a second, then shouted, “Camera.”

      The banks of monitors clicked, and each screen displayed a single question mark.

      Marbles stepped forward. “I’ve seen this sound activated shit before. Remind me to tell you the story about the clapping lamp and the noisy lovers. Nice, but I reckon I can do the next part. Here, watch.”

      He walked to the center of the room and raised his head. “Action!” He grinned and turned to face the monitors. The question mark glared back.

      “I’m almost impressed, Marbles,” said English. “but this system only recognizes my voice. Action.”

      The monitors blinked and ready screens appeared on each one.

      Sarge adjusted his cap. “Well I’ll be damned if it ain’t air traffic control. Okay, tech boy. Get the surveillance program running, we have urgent work to do.”

      English pointed across the room as he walked to the bench. “Beers are in the fridge. Help yourselves guys, I’ll only be a minute.”
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      While he worked, English shouted across the room.

      “So, who’s Dud? How’d he get his name?”

      Sarge walked back with two beers and handed one over. “Dud? Let me tell you something about Danny Wilkerson. He fought in the Gulf War. Desert Storm. There were insurgents in every town looking to become martyrs by killing one of ours. Regardless, he took it upon himself to go into the middle of town twice a week to teach Kuwaiti kids English. He’s one of those people that will see the good in everyone, regardless of color or creed. So, imagine this; here’s this twenty-three-year-old kid, teaching these young ‘uns our language, and one of those bastards cracks open the door and throws a grenade into the room.”

      English sat back wide eyed. “Shit. That’s cold.”

      “No kidding. They didn’t care about human life or collateral damage. Still don’t, it seems. Anyway, he yells at the kids to get on the tables. Buddy, he knows he’s got a matter of seconds before that thing detonates and shards of hot metal will be tearing through young bodies. As they’re all clambering onto table tops, he does the only thing he can, and dives on top of the grenade. He smothered that son of a bitch with his own body.”

      “But he’s still here,” said English. “Well, in Jamaica.”

      “Yep,” smirked Sarge. “Because?”

      “The grenade was a dud,” finished English.

      “By the grace of God. He’s a braver man than you, me and these guys put together. He earned his name. And that’s why, when he asks for my help, I don’t even need to know what he wants. I’m just there.”

      English nodded. “In that case, so am I.”
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      A tidy line of four Budweiser’s shared the desk space as the men sat at the center monitor. English’s fingers were a flurry of movement as he typed commands into the system and the screen flitted and changed. Horizontal and vertical lines scrolled, until they zoomed in and rested over the small island of Jamaica.

      “You said questions later, Sarge,” said Marbles. “Now’s later. Fill us in. What happened?”

      Sarge relayed all the information Dud had told him, and they asked him question after question until all he could do was shrug his shoulders.

      “That’s it. That’s all I know. Gimme a sec now, let me get him on the phone and we’ll see what we can do.”

      He dialed and waited for the call to connect. English beckoned for the phone.

      “Don’t be crazy, son,” said Sarge. “This is important.”

      English sighed “Okay. Well lay your phone on that black box to your side and we can all listen in.”

      Sarge frowned, but laid the phone down on a small box just in time for Dud’s voice to power through a concealed speaker system.

      “Yeah. Sarge? I got you. You hear me okay?”

      “Dud, you’re on loudspeaker,” said English. “We’ve met
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