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1

I stood outside on the long wood porch. The morning sun had burned off most of the haze. The day would be warm but not muggy. Maybe the curl I had to my hair, far more fanciful than usual, would calm itself. Long spiraling tendrils sticking to my mouth are not as adorable as Vogue magazine would have people believe.

I could see Joe’s cat, Spike. Actually, his fat, furry, marmalade tail, upright in the high grasses a few yards away. He was happy. Hunting. Then eating. He’d eat most of the game he snagged, leaving just the internal organs in a little pile for us right in front of the door. I’d been forewarned, so I always managed to step over the gift rather than in it. Joe has great respect for these acts of generosity so he doesn’t mind the cleaning-up part. Joe is attached to this old tomcat, who yowled during our entire two-hour flight from Washington to Block Island. The yowling was nothing compared with the stench of the prodigious amounts of urine, doo-doo (Joe’s term), and vomit Spike produced. Joe told me not to worry—there was a guy at the landing strip who would clean his plane.

“Fumigate it too, hopefully.”

No comment.

“Maybe you should add a little Dramamine to his kibble.”

Joe put the plane into a steep bank.

I took one of the bikes leaning against the side of the cottage and walked it up the grass-matted path to the unpaved road. I was thinking, It’s Bastille Day. This is the kind of thing I’ve had on my mind during the few days spent away from my FBI chores—It’s Bastille Day, how interesting. When I’d admitted such a thing to Joe he said, “Told you so.” I’d forgotten one of his many exhortations on the pleasures of his hideaway: “The best part of Block Island is its ability to turn your brain cells to mush,” a sensation I was positive I could not experience. And I was surprised it could be true of Joe Barnow, chief field adviser for the ATF, a brilliant and aggressive fellow when it came to serving justice. I never dreamed he’d be right. But there I was, thinking about Bastille Day and not much else.

The sound of Joe’s little Cessna replaced the stillness all about me. He was off for a few hours on an errand. I shaded my eyes and looked up. The sun was dazzling. Climbing into the sky, Joe tipped a wing at me. Spike raised his head above the weeds and looked up too. So maybe Joe was tipping his wing to his cat.

I got on the bike and bumped along till the track merged with Coonymus Road, which led toward the old harbor on the other side of the island. The first half mile of Coonymus wasn’t paved. The rest of it was, but barely—a network of gaping fissures and a mass of potholes. Block Islanders don’t patch the asphalt all that often unless the state of Rhode Island really pushes them. They don’t like tourists racing all over the place in cars. Tourists should walk. Joe bragged that you could walk the perimeter of the island in eight hours. That had me worried. I’m a city girl. Hearing that, I’d felt trapped before the plane ever took off from Dulles. But the sea did not trap me. The world seemed expanded, in fact, and I liked the place more and more each day, mushy brain cells and all.

I navigated through and around the obstacle course that was the road, guiding the handlebars with my right hand and holding a mug of coffee in my left. I took a sip whenever there was a smooth stretch. Look, Ma, no hands. Imagine that—me being giddy. At one point I stopped on a rise, one of the highest points on the island: a hundred and fifty feet above sea level. I looked north across the landscape dotted with restored farmhouses and new million-dollar vacation homes. Joe told me the natives had done the restoring and then sold off their surrounding acreage to developers for a ton of money. He said the only difference between Block Island today and Block Island twenty-five years ago—besides the fabulous new “cottages,” including his own—was that the islanders no longer drove beatup red Ford pickup trucks with the mufflers hanging off. Now they owned Cadillac Escalade EXTs—“they come with leather upholstery and Bose sound systems”—silver being the most popular color, with gold detailing of their own design and the capacity to haul 8,500 pounds, though there was nothing to haul and no place to haul it. “This used to be an island of fishermen whose wives farmed their own food and raised cows.”

“So what do they do now?”

“Whatever they want.”

The low coast of Rhode Island lying almost flat on the horizon twelve miles across the Atlantic was blurred. The haze still hung over the mainland. Washington was probably 97 degrees in the shade with a humidity just shy of rain. Ha-ha on them. Block Island was as remarkably beautiful as Joe had promised, hills and vales and young trees, none high or full enough to obscure the view. I would have to ask him where the real trees had gone. A tiny breeze blew one of the tendrils that had escaped my scrunchie out of my mouth. I got the bike moving again.

I passed the Pleasant View, a rickety farmhouse not restored but reconfigured into a B&B. The view from the front was the road to the town transfer station; from the back, “a stand of hoary willows and soggy bogs” was how Joe had put it. Then the poet had smiled at me. “There’s always going to be the other side of the tracks, no matter your paradise.” I thought, I suppose so.

No one was up and about yet. At this particular B&B, most tourists slept far later than I was able to; Joe said the Pleasant View clientele were heavy drinkers who missed the last ferry and had very little money left over after an evening at the Club Soda. They crashed there, four cots to a room, $25 per cot. “Block Island has many facets,” he had said by way of explanation, when we’d driven by the first time and I’d asked, “What’s that, a flophouse?” And so I learned that one of Block Island’s many facets was a metaphorical railroad track.

Gulls were swarming a hundred yards past the Pleasant View at the corner of Coonymus and Center Street. (Not seagulls. I had learned from Joe, that the sea in seagull is redundant. “There are no gulls in Peoria,” he’d said.) A cemetery was at the corner there, an Indian cemetery, mostly little rocks sticking up here and there to mark a body. No headstones in the traditional sense. Someone had put up a small sign asking those passing to remember the souls of these departed Narragansetts, the first inhabitants of Block Island, which they called Manissees.

“Then why is the road by that lighthouse called Mohegan Trail then?”

“Because that’s the place where the Manisseeans pushed the invading Mohegans over the bluff and into the sea.”

Oh.

When he showed me the cemetery, Joe said, “The Manisseeans are extinct, of course.” Of course. Then, “There are a few slaves buried here too.”

“Slaves?”

“They were leased.”

Leased? I’d started to say, but he’d turned my attention to another point of interest. Many facets, indeed.

Now, gazing at the swirl of white birds, it took my mushy brain cells a few moments to recollect that bees swarm, not birds. There were dozens of them, and more were coming in from all directions. They made a god-awful racket, worse as I came closer. They did that kind of thing on the harborside when the fishing boats dumped out leftover bait. Just not this many. The gulls’ wings were flapping so rapidly I could hear the beating over their raucous cawing.

They were circling above something lying in the crossroads in front of the cemetery. I slowed just enough to keep the bike from falling over. Where Center Street met Coonymus lay a lumpy mound. It was white, almost as white as the gulls, and it shone in the bright morning light. I couldn’t make out what it was in the blinding glare of the sun. I came to a stop, put my feet down, and once again had to shade my eyes with my free hand. Then I got the bike moving again, pedaling closer, scaring off all but a few particularly brazen birds.

It could be a beached seal, I thought, its color washed out by the sun. Joe and I had come across one on a deserted west side beach. But how could a seal wash up here, so far inland? A good mile inland. Obviously, it wasn’t a seal. The mush was clearing from my brain; I knew what I was seeing.

The mound was a body. Or was it two bodies, intertwined? I pedaled closer. No, it was not two bodies, it was an overweight adolescent girl, naked, her large limbs wrapped grotesquely around her torso. This was not typical rigor mortis: it was as if every muscle in her body had cramped and spasmed and then stayed spasmed. I stopped the bike. She was not entirely naked. A few shredded edges of her clothes—the waistband of her shorts, the collar of her T-shirt—lifted in the breeze. A very big girl—from the camp, I thought. Joe had mentioned something like that, not too far away. She was not one of the four campers we’d seen yesterday at the harborside, walking down the ferry ramp amid the day-trippers. This was a different girl.

Her long lovely strawberry-blond hair fanned out from her terribly twisted face.

I thought three things in a row: First, she was dead; second, Joe hadn’t come upon her; third, the gulls hadn’t drawn blood. The first meant there was nothing I could do for her. The second meant she’d been lying there for a very short time. The third, she’d been dead too long for the gulls to make a meal of her. Gulls do not hesitate when a fisherman tosses a fish he isn’t interested in, but if he simply drops it at his feet, the gulls are out of luck. By the time he packs up and leaves, the fish is no longer suitable. Put it together and she’d been killed elsewhere—at least an hour ago, probably—and dumped here.

I got off the bike and let it fall, forgetting I had a coffee cup in my hand. It fell, too, and smashed. The gulls screamed and, disappointed to begin with, reversed direction. So did I. I ran back to the B&B and threw open the door. The proprietor was right there, about to go out herself. Joe had dropped in to say hello to her on our first day and to introduce me. She’d given him a big hug and ruffled his hair like he was five years old. Aggie.

Now Aggie smiled at me and said, “Hey, honey, c’mon in. I was just about to go see what the hell was perturbin’ the gulls”—she squinted at me—“but first I’m goin’ to have to ask what’s perturbin’ you? You seen a ghost?”

She wore a housedress, the kind I suppose you can buy only in a Wal-Mart. Instead of the top two buttons, a rhinestone brooch was holding the front of the dress together.

I said, “Don’t go out there. Just call that cop in town.”

“What cop?”

“The one from Providence. There’s a body out in the crossroads.”

She hustled to the window. “I don’t see no body.”

“Aggie, where’s your phone?”

She pressed her face against the glass, craning her neck. “Whose body? Not one of ours, I hope.”

“A girl. A girl from the camp.”

“A girl? Dear God! What, was she hit by a car? Damnable tourists. I’m always the first to say—”

“I know. Aggie, the phone.”

She came away from the window. “Don’t you worry now, I’ll call over to Tommy’s. Forget about that state cop. Hung over at this hour.” She was probably right. I’d met him the day before, on duty for the summer season. He was completely played out. Tommy was the island’s constable.

Aggie picked up a table phone from behind her counter and set it in front of her. She dialed and waited. She looked up at me. “All bloody, was she?”

“No.”

Then Aggie spoke into the phone, slowly and clearly, the way a person talks to someone suffering from dementia. “Jake? Now Jake, honey, this is Aggie … Aggie. You listen to Aggie very carefully. Get Tommy. Tell him to hurry up to my place. Pronto. We got an emergency. Tell Tommy it’s an e-mer-gen-cy. So what did Aggie say we got, Jake?” She waited. “That’s right. Good boy. An e-mer-gen-cy.” She hung up. She said to me, “Jake’ll understand enough to get him. Tommy’ll come up here by way of the crossroads. Hope he don’t bring Jake along.” I’d met Jake. He lived with the constable. Jake was particularly deranged. No, Joe had said. Autistic.

The pitch of the gulls’ cries had ratcheted up many decibels. Aggie headed toward the window again. “Buncha new gulls are headin’ in. I was hopin’ none of my guests would wake up for a while. That way I can tell ’em they missed breakfast. Won’t sleep through this kind of racket, though.” She glanced nervously at the stairs behind her. Again, she asked me, “Hit by a car, was she?”

I started to say no to her question. The body would have been far less gruesome if it had been hit by a car, if there were blood all over her. Blood is normal, a contorted musculature is not. So this time I said, “Yes.” It worked. She cringed and pulled away from the view out the window.

My guess was that a drug or combination of drugs had killed the girl. There had been no wounds or any signs of asphyxia, nothing around her neck, no marks. Some drug—or else a mix of several—had devastated her central nervous system violently contracting every muscle. What drug or drugs might cause so tortured a death I had no idea. I depended on my crime lab to answer questions like that. I wished I was one of those people who could honestly say, Where do the kids get this stuff? I already knew the answer. They get it from hard-core addicts who sell drugs to make money to buy drugs for themselves. Where the addicts get the drugs from is always the more imperative question, one Joe Barnow is paid to figure out.

Aggie said, “Goddamned tourists drivin’ around here like we was Boston. Least they’re killin’ their own.”

My look stopped her short.

“Sorry, Poppy. Joe would understand. And you bein’ his guest and all, I figured…”

Joe would understand? Block Islanders felt a big affection for him. Joe goes to the island in winter too. Spends long weekends whenever he can. When island kids get sick, he flies them to the nearest mainland hospital, even through blizzards. Well, they may have accepted him, but they were sure wrong to think he’d concur that it was better for a kid from the mainland to die of an overdose than a local kid to die from appendicitis.

Aggie said, “A couple of those girls have been here, partyin’ with my guests. I had to call the camp to come get them. Drunk. Young. Say, Poppy, would a cup of tea settle you some?”

I tried to muster a reassuring smile. “No, thanks, Aggie. Another time.”

She tilted her head a little and started for the door. “I hear Tommy’s truck.”

I stepped in front of her. “I’ll go. That way, if your guests do wake up, you can try to keep them from going down Coonymus. For now.”

“Well, you and Tommy come in then, have some tea. After.”

I went out the door. The constable’s pickup appeared over the rise, the old red variety. Not a native, I supposed. No land to sell. He stopped just short of the crossroads, rolled slowly forward, and parked, damaging any sort of tire tracks or debris left by whoever dropped the body. He wasn’t used to this kind of thing. In one of Joe’s many riffs about the glory of Block Island, he’d told me there was no crime. “No skunks, no snakes, no fences, no banks, no lawyers, and, best of all, no crime.” The elderly constable had volunteered to enforce town statutes, that’s all.

Tommy got out of the truck and stood next to the body. I walked toward him. He put his hands on his knees and bent down to have a closer look. Then he became aware of me. He stood straight again. He said, “You the one found her, miss?”

“Yes.”

He squatted all the way down. It wasn’t easy for him. He stared at the dead girl. He pushed a strand of hair off her face. Her mouth was open as far as human jaws allowed. She’d died screaming. What drug could do that?

The constable pulled himself back up to his feet. “Thought I should confirm the death. By the look of her, no need bothering to feel for a pulse. She’s gone.”

“I think you should call the state trooper.”

He was staring into my face intently. He knew he should, too. He sighed. “I’ll have to stay with the body. I don’t have one of those car phones. You drive a standard?”

I could, but more damage to the scene wouldn’t help.

“Tommy, why don’t I have Aggie call him?”

He squinted. “Trooper don’t answer his phone much before noon anyway.”

“Isn’t there another trooper with him?”

“Officer Fitzgerald takes the phone off the hook.”

“I’ll go. I’ll ride my bike.”

“All right, then. Best you do that. And miss?”

“Yes?”

“Notice anything strange around here? Seen anything before Aggie called me?”

“No.”

He looked up at the gulls and then back at me. “Been dead long enough to put off the birds, I’d say.”

I didn’t tell him I agreed. Since I arrived, I’d kept mum about what I do for a living. I don’t enjoy being a conversation piece. Now Tommy had nothing more to do or say. He was not a policeman, he was the equivalent of a meter maid. He knew he had to wash his hands of whatever had happened to the girl and leave things to the police, even if the police consisted of a man, the likes of Officer Fitzgerald. Francis X. Fitzgerald of the Rhode Island State Police. Fitzy, Joe had called him. Plus there was a rookie supposedly learning the ropes.

The constable lived at the intersection down where Center crossed Old Town Road, halfway to the harbor. I reached it in minutes and slowed at his house, which had a little addition attached to its left side. Literally attached—a shack was nailed up against the house that seemed as though it were pulling away. Jake lived in the tacked-on shack. He was standing on the sandy untrimmed lawn, which was littered with electrical equipment, fiddling with a pair of BX cables. Jake was a savant. Joe told me at Christmastime he wired the whole island. Tourists returned over a period of a month to see his decorated tree at the harborside made entirely of piled-up driftwood and so bright with lighting you could make out the glow from the mainland, his display of singing angels strung above the town hall, and Santa and his sleigh plus all the reindeer led by Rudolph arched across the nearest rise of cliff.

Jake watched me, his eyes directed at the front bike tire. I called out to him. “Everything will be all right. Tommy will be back soon.”

I got a response. “Would not take…” and he touched his chest. Jake didn’t use names or pronouns, according to Joe. Then he turned away and looked down at his cables, twisting them again.

“He’ll be back soon.”

I raced down Old Town Road to the harbor and turned into a little side street Joe had taken the day before. A sign in front of a small cottage read RHODE ISLAND STATE POLICE SEASONAL. It was not a conventional police station, just a temporary trooper’s residence, a ramshackle wood-frame house that served as an office too. It looked deserted. If it was deserted, I’d try the clinic at New Harbor. Maybe I could get the doctor to look at the body. Hopefully, he’d know what to do as far as getting someone official out to the island. Joe had picked one hell of a day to go dashing off to the mainland.

I threw down the bike and ran up onto the trooper’s porch, opened the ripped screen door and knocked, waited, and knocked a little harder. I thought I saw movement over at the window. I let the screen slam shut, stepped off the little porch, and went to it. Trooper Fitzgerald’s haggard, scowling face was up against the glass. I jumped. He gaped at me. The man was not wearing a shirt. I banged directly on the windowpane, hoping it wouldn’t break. Maybe hoping it would. He grimaced. Then he shouted at me, “Hold on, goddamn it.”

He disappeared and I went back to the door. After a few minutes I pretty much started bashing on it again, a vicarious bashing of the idiotic man himself. Finally, he threw the door open and stood there on the other side of the screen. His eyes were red and watery. He had a shirt on now; he was buttoning it. His fly was open. He ran his fingers through his dirty hair.

Finally he said, “This better be good.” He narrowed his eyes. “You’re that ATF guy’s latest, aren’t you?”

I decided to act as though I’d never seen him before. “Are you the trooper?”

He smiled. “No. I’m Blackbeard the pirate.”

I smiled back. “Oh. Well, there’s a dead girl lying on Coonymus Road, twenty yards down from the B and B. But she needs a police officer, not a pirate.” I turned toward the porch steps. The hell with him. I’d have to take over myself. I knew I wasn’t meant for vacations.

“Don’t move.” I turned back. “What dead girl?”

“I wouldn’t know what dead girl. She’s quite overweight. I’d guess she must be from the camp.”

“What the hell was she doing?”

“Doing? You don’t understand. She’s dead. She—”

“I mean, what did she do? Step in a pothole and break her neck?”

I said, “She was naked.”

“Naked?” He started ripping through his hair again. “Shit.”

“Tommy’s with her. He’s the constable.”

“I know who Tommy is. Listen, she wasn’t just spaced out, was she? That so-called constable sure as hell wouldn’t know the difference between croaked and high.”

“I would.”

“Would you? Your boyfriend teach you a few things like that?”

Two tourists, running along the road, looked over. I said, “Officer, the area needs to be cordoned off before some jogger heads up toward Coonymus.”

“Yeah.” He zipped his fly and shoved the screen door open. I stepped back in time not to get hit with it. He looked toward the joggers. “Goddamn show-offs. Want everyone to notice their tight little asses. Sight of some dead girl might get a few of these nutcases off the highways.”

Highways.

Then he mumbled something about his rookie gone patrolling and how he would have to find him. He said to me, “Go in my office and call that slob that runs the B and B. Tell her I’ll be there in five minutes and not to go near the body. Not to let any of those derelicts who stay with her near the body either. Then call Doc Brisbane at the clinic and tell him to get the hell up to Coonymus Road with his van and not waste any time about it.”

He stomped down the porch and went to his car. It was unmarked. He got in, started it, and shot off down the road.

I did what he’d asked me to do, went inside and found his phone. First, Aggie. She told me the guests were all on the porch, didn’t want to miss anything. “Too scared to go near the body, though,” she said. “Not to worry. Tommy covered her with a blanket, so it’s really all right, Poppy.”

No, that wasn’t all right. Extraneous fibers now in place.

I dialed the operator and told her I needed Dr. Brisbane and to put me through right away; it was an emergency. Block Island had a local operator, and the call would go faster through her than if I dialed my way through information. It didn’t occur to me that my speaking with her meant the entire island population would know about the dead girl in a few short minutes.

When she got me connected, I told Brisbane’s nurse who I was and said I needed to speak to the doctor. She said, “Is Joe all right?” I didn’t think I’d met her but she knew my connections. I said no, and she cut me off before I could say anything else. “Sorry, the doc is seeing a patient.” Whether I was all right or not didn’t seem to matter.

“Listen, it’s the state trooper who needs the doctor. And he needs him now.”

She said, “Fitzy? What’s he got, the DTs again?”

I told her about the dead girl and where her body was located. The nurse said, “Omigod. I’ll get Doc up there now.”

I went out, climbed on my bike, and headed back toward Aggie’s B&B. Uphill. Took me a bit longer than it had to come down.

The maddened gulls were still circling and squawking. I stood my bike up next to Tommy’s pickup, near the body. If Trooper Fitzgerald had half a brain, was even a marginally competent police officer, he’d have a fit over the blanket.

Tommy was between the body and Aggie’s front porch, making sure none of her guests got adventurous. A couple of them were taking pictures.

We heard a roar. The car Fitzy had gotten into was now flying up Center Street. It screeched to a stop behind the pickup. The screech made the gulls even more crazed. The noise they made sounded like human screaming. The B&B’s guests put their hands over their ears. Fitzy wasn’t driving, the rookie was. He looked about twelve. I’m getting old, I guess. My stepfather used to say things to motivate himself, like, “You’re as young as you feel.” I was thirty-five. Last few days I’d felt eighteen. Right now I was a hundred and two.

Fitzy dragged himself out of the car, turned, and gave the rookie a dirty look. The rookie quickly emerged and slammed the door smartly shut. He stood by the car, stiff and tall. His uniform was immaculate, the trousers creased, the hat starched into perfect shape. He was also very nervous. His eyelid was twitching. He put on his sunglasses.

The constable walked toward us.

The state trooper said to him, “Okay, fella, what’s the story here?”

The gulls were still screaming. Banshees rather than humans. Tommy said, “What?” Fitzy looked up at them, and I swear just his look alone sent the whole flock a little higher into the air. Tommy nodded toward me. “Lady here had Aggie call me. Found this body.”

Fitzy was still looking up into the sky. “Can we do anything about the freakin’ birds?”

Tommy said, “No.”

The trooper shook his head. Then his eyes took in the blanket. He scanned the scene. “What’s with the broken cup?”

“Figured the lady dropped it.”

He raised his voice. “Figured? Well, you should’ve gotten me instead of coming out here to figure things. Why the hell’d ya cover the body? Jesus.”

Fitzy grabbed a corner of the blanket. Tommy reached out, but there was nothing he could do to stop him. Fitzy threw the blanket off the dead girl. He went white. Now his voice wasn’t so loud, though he let out a string of curse words. “Holy goddamn fucking shit.” He turned to the rookie. “Johnny, get me—”

Johnny, staring at the body, was sagging. He turned his head and vomited his breakfast.

Fitzgerald said. “Wonderful.” Then he looked at me. “How the hell come you’re not throwing up? Don’t tell me you’re with the ATF, too.”

“FBI.”

“Oh. FBI. Well, that’s good. That’s real good. Maybe I can just get my commissioner to turn over whatever the hell happened to this girl to the FBI and leave me be.”

The trooper went to his car and came back with two cellophane envelopes. He squatted down on his haunches and placed one over the dead girl’s right hand. Then he taped it closed. He tried to move her other arm. It was rigid. He stood back up. He would leave it to the coroner. The trooper stuffed the second envelope in his pocket.

As he laid the blanket carefully back over the body so that every inch of her was covered, he said, “Damage is done.” My instinct was to tell him not to do that, but he had a point about the damage having been done. Not unusual anyway. When someone comes across a dead body with no clothes on, that person will often throw a coat or jacket over the victim or run to the nearest house, not only to call the police but to get a blanket. The Rhode Island coroner would have to cope. Suspicious death; he’d have to pick out the blanket fibers. Tommy and I watched as, very gently, the cop bent over and went about straightening the edges.

With Tommy distracted, the guests from Aggie’s had been creeping closer.

Trooper Fitzgerald stood, put his hands on his hips, and yelled at them. “What the hell are you people starin’ at? Get back up on that porch or I’ll arrest every goddamn one of you.” Then he said to Tommy, “You too, old man. You disturbed any evidence we’re gonna be wishin’ like hell we had. And the road is covered with your tracks. Plus now we have my own tire tracks and we got the FBI’s … bicycle.”

Tommy said to him, “I saved any evidence. The birds might have started pecking at the body if I didn’t cover it.” Now the trooper’s face showed frustration in addition to anger. He took a big breath, about to hurl another insult, when the distant sound of a siren filtered in through the gulls’ screaming.

Fitzgerald said, “What the hell is that, the CIA?”

Tommy said, “It’s the doc.”

“Good. Hope he’s got some Maalox.”

Then he squatted down again. He lifted one end of the blanket, exposing just the dead girl’s horrifically contorted face. He looked closely at her and said, “Poor kid. Someone sold her some real bad stuff.” Not too terrible a man after all, perhaps. I went over and squatted down too, right beside him. He turned his head to face me. “You an investigator or a pencil pusher?”

“Investigator.”

“Okay then, Agent. She was killed somewhere else and dumped here, wasn’t she? Killed sometime last night, wouldn’t you say?”

“I’d agree entirely with that assessment.”

“Good.”

“What would you like me to do?”

He looked into my eyes. “Just knowin’ you’re here is enough for now.”

I have a friend. He’s a shrink, a good one. He’d translate Fitzy’s words to me—in addition to the expression on his face—as reaching out.

Reach out, Fitzy, you’ve got me.


2

Back in Joe’s cottage, I switched from strong coffee to milky tea. I stretched out in a very comfortable chaise on the slate terrace out back and gazed across the ocean toward what I guessed was the direction of the FBI building on Pennsylvania Avenue. Spike had sensed something was amiss and jumped into my lap, tucked his big tail around his body, and made himself comfortable. First time he’d done that. I stroked his fur and closed my eyes. He began to purr. The placid ocean produced soft waves splashing in rhythm on the cobbles far below at the base of the bluff. Slowly, I calmed. To be calm is the reason for drinking milky tea, owning an affectionate cat, and finding a corner of the world with a vista of the wide blue sea.

An instant replay of the three days I’d spent in this once-charmed place scrolled across my brain. I stopped the screen at yesterday morning around ten-thirty, Joe and me hopping out of his jeep at the harborside, strolling along the pier.

Joe had said, “Sloppy chop.”

This is the way people who are around boats talk. I was learning. When a swift and temperate breeze plays across the surface of the water, creating a nonuniform series of waves popping up unpredictably here and there, it’s a sloppy chop.

A little fishing boat was tying up—the Debbie—a dilapidated wooden tub named after several generations of beagles, all called Debbie. There had never been several generations of the Debbie, no Debbie II or III. It was one very old boat, and the gents who owned her were older still. The latest Debbie beagle bounded onto the pier and threw herself into Joe’s arms, licked his face, jumped back down, and ran around in circles. Joe wiped the doggy saliva off his three-day growth of beard with his bare arm. After that especially uncouth gesture, I had to say his stubble remained as sexy as ever. He knew the stubble was sexy, too. Back in DC he warned me he didn’t shave on Block Island. I’d said, “Maybe I shouldn’t shave either.” He’d looked stricken. I laughed at him, so he laughed at himself, no longer stricken. Rather, relieved.

Billy, one of the Debbie’s grizzled owners, threw me a line. A line is a rope. Mick, the other owner, hoisted himself onto the dock and tied a second line around a post. He waited. I tied my line too. To tie means to loop the line around the post and then bring the end of the line through the loop, a half-hitch. Easy. The post has a nautical name just like the rope does, but I couldn’t remember it. That’s because nautical names are made up by men, so there is no rhyme or reason to them. I’d needled Joe. “Why is the bathroom the head? Why not the butt?” He’d said, “Poppy, you’ve just got to let it go.”

Joe helped Billy and Mick’s clients onto the dock. Two couples, seasick, which is what a sloppy chop will do to you. Billy held up a neat string of, I think, porgies. He said to the couples, “Don’t forget your catch now.”

The greener and more wobbly of the male clients said, “Keep ’em.”

The less green friend said, “I need a few stiff drinks, not dead fish.”

The couples staggered off while Billy happily put the fish in an ice chest. He winked at Mick. Then he said to me, “You enjoyin’ yourself, Poppy?”

“I am.”

It was true. After three days on Block Island I’d woken up that morning and my first thought was not how many days were left before Joe would fly us back to Washington. Instead it was: I wonder what we’ll get up to today. Each thing Joe planned for us—whether it was fishing or kayaking, biking or hiking, bodysurfing or just plain swimming—was more fun than the last. I even liked building sand castles.

Billy rummaged around in the chest. He came up with two very large lobsters and held them aloft. They waved their claws wildly but ineffectually in the air. He said, “Hey, Joe, how about these babies? Both girls and they’re packed full of eggs. Delicious.”

Joe said, “All right!” and then to me, out of the corner of his mouth, “we’ll be eating an illegal catch tonight.”

Billy held the lobsters out in my direction. The claw-waving now seemed more discriminate. “What d’ya think, Poppy?”

“All right!” I said.

He put them into a burlap sack, which became animated, and handed it to me. I took it, never flinched. Mick nudged Joe. I’d passed a test.

Joe said, “These lobsters are special. Let me give you a little something.”

Mick said, “Nope,” and he and Billy both tipped their battered, stained Red Sox caps to us.

We got in Joe’s jeep, about as old as the Debbie. Joe calls it his ragtop. I’d said, “My stepfather referred to sporty convertibles as ragtops.”

He said, “I call it that because it’s in rags,” and he pulled at one of the ribbons of canvas hanging down on our heads. “Let’s just hope we don’t get any rain.”

“And if we do?”

“I drilled holes in the floor.”

Joe’s care of his car did not take in the possibility of ruining his hairdo.

We drove across the sandy parking lot, avoiding a boy known as Jim Lane’s kid who sold postcards and bait right in the path of tourists getting off the ferries. We waved as we passed Tommy the Constable, who was making sure no one underage was renting mopeds. Jake stood behind him, playing with a box of batteries. We stopped in front of a liquor store. FRED’S LIQUOR STORE AND FINE WINES. The FINE WINES segment of the sign had been added on with yellow paint, and the word STORE had been crossed off with the same paint. Joe pulled himself up and out—the ragtop’s driver-side door is forever stuck—and went in to buy beer. With boiled lobster you drink beer. Do something foolish to a lobster, like stuff it, you drink wine.

He came back waving two six-packs wildly in the air. Native habits are contagious on Block Island. Joe climbed back in. The ferry from Point Judith was pulling in. I’d forgotten if there was a term for the action that precedes tying up, so I said to Joe, “What do you do before you tie up? Cut your engines?”

He said, “No. That’s a given. You dock.”

I see. The ferry was docking, not pulling in. We sat there in the jeep, motionless, mesmerized by the smooth hypnotic operation just like everyone else at the harborside. Lines were tossed and fenders crushed as the ferry came to a stop. Fenders are nothing to do with the four corners of a car; they are oblong fiberglass cushions hanging over the side of a boat that prevent the boat itself from getting scraped during docking. I said to Joe, “Why aren’t they called bumpers?” He said, “Bumpers are those old truck tires tied to the dock.” Can’t very well tie old rubber tires to your beautiful new yacht. But though the word may be docking, essentially, the enormous ferry slid smoothly and gracefully to a stop. I decided right then that the real reason everyone watched the operation so intently was a secret desire to see the boat crash, smashing the dock into a million pieces. Like when you watch a wrecking ball with such delight. Everyone at the harbor had that anticipatory, slightly mad look about them—including me, I was sure.

The cars and pickups came off first and then the stream of passengers, a few of the latter carrying suitcases, but most of them—day-trippers—lugging beach chairs, floats, and canvas bags brimming with towels, paperback books, food, and beer. There were two varieties of day-trippers: those who wouldn’t spend a dime on the island because they were equipped with everything they’d need, and those who also didn’t spend a dime because they’d come to shop. There are no shops. Just stores outfitted to meet your basic needs—FRED’S LIQUOR AND FINE WINES, WILLA’S GROCERY, the pharmacy, and a couple of enterprises that offer cheap souvenirs and even cheaper tank tops. So this second class of day-trippers would ask, “Where’s the antique shops? Where’s the Gap?” only to discover there weren’t any such things.

They’d become disdainful. So the kid selling postcards from his stand would say, “Try Martha’s Vineyard.” Then they’d ask their second question: “When’s the next ferry out?”

Among the stragglers I’d watched yesterday making their way down the ferry ramp—surely it wasn’t called a gangplank—were four teenage girls. Very hefty girls. Campers. Camp Guinevere. The locals referred to it as the fat farm, naturally.

Right there, at that memory, I stopped my brain from scrolling and fast-forwarded to this morning. A few hours ago. I didn’t think the dead girl had been one of the four, and now I was sure she wasn’t.

I returned to scrolling. Yesterday I’d said to Joe, while we watched the overweight girls with their burdens of backpacks and suitcases, “Poor kids. Can’t be overweight in America, can you?”

“Nope.”

“One of them looks a little young.” She wasn’t nearly as tall as the other girls. They all had on athletic shirts but her—one read GREENWICH HIGH RUGBY. The smallest girl wore a T-shirt with a Barbie face smiling out from it.

“Yeah, she does. Is that a doll under her arm?”

It was a vintage Cabbage Patch Kid. My assistant at the FBI has three small daughters, so I’ve picked up some data along those lines. “Definitely a doll.”

Joe said, “The camp is supposed to be limited to teenagers.”

The day-trippers, who were standing around debating about which beach to go to or wondering aloud as to how speedily they could make their way to a more refined tourist site, stopped to stare at the girls. Jim Lane’s kid had been joined by a few friends, and they were snickering as well as staring. The constable stared too. Only Jake, studying one of the batteries in his box with intense concentration, was not. When Joe had introduced me to Jake—who never looked up at me—he’d said, “Jake is Tommy’s ward.” Then, when we were out of Jake’s earshot—though it’s not unusual for people to treat a mentally handicapped person as if he were deaf—I said, “What do you mean, he’s a ward? The guy must be forty years old.”

Joe didn’t know the exact circumstances. He only knew Tommy took care of Jake. He said, “You just accept things on the island the way they are, Poppy.”

“You do?”

“Yes.”

Okay. “What is a ward, anyway?”

“It’s a term no longer in use except on Block Island.”

“Sort of like, say, constable.”

He smiled. “Sort of.”

After picking up the beer, Joe was about to turn the key in the ignition when something banged the side of the jeep. A big red-faced man had smacked it. He had on a rumpled and dirty police uniform—sloppy chop, I’d thought. Now my scrolling through yesterday halted again: the trooper was as disheveled then as he had been this morning when he stepped out onto the police station porch and zipped his pants.

After banging Joe’s ragtop, he said, “Man, those girls are an eyeful. How the hell are ya, Joe?”

The smile Joe gave him translated to distaste. He said, “Hey, Fitzy, back again?”

“I am. Assigned to the Block once more, lucky me.”

Joe turned to me. “This is Francis X. Fitzgerald, Rhode Island state trooper, and how he got this cushy job only he knows. Fitzy, this is my friend Penelope Rice. Poppy.”

The cop looked me up and down. “Damned sight better-lookin’ than the previous one.”

Nice. So I said, “Been working all night?”

Without a pause: “Slept in my uniform. Had a little party, went on longer than I expected.”

Joe started the engine. “Gotta run, Fitzy. See ya around,” and the jeep skidded away from the curb. Joe’s nose was wrinkled like he was smelling something bad. He said, “Guy’s an alcoholic. Loves to jar me. Me and everyone else. The Rhode Island State Police put him out here last couple of summers to keep him the hell out of everyone’s way. I guess they hope he’ll dry out.”

“Why doesn’t the Rhode Island State Police fire him? I would.”

“That’s because you’re from Washington, not Rhode Island.”

Joe detoured via a little side street to point out Fitzy’s office. “The reason he’s never in the office is because he’d have to deal with the rookie cop they assign to him. New rookie every year. Fitzy considers it the only fly in his ointment.”

Back on the harbor road, we passed the camp van stopped on the side of the road. One of the four overweight girls stood by the open passenger door arguing with another girl, a skinny one, the driver. The skinny girl was yelling and waving her arms. “You’re supposed to come right to camp, so you can’t take a cab. You have to come with us!”

“I’ll find my way to that camp when I’m good and ready.”

“But I’ll get in trouble.”

The camper said, “Tough shit.”

“I don’t like your attitude much.”

“Oh, fuck off.” And the camper stalked past us, back toward the harbor, where there were two cars with the word TAXI hand-painted on their doors.

The Cabbage Patch Kid looked out at us through the rear window of the van. He was hideous. The camper holding him—she couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven—shook his arm up and down. I looked at Joe. “Trying to make friends.” We both waved back. Joe maneuvered the ragtop around the van. He said, “Wonder what started that altercation.”

“Maybe the camper couldn’t deal with sharing a ride with that satanic doll.”

We drove up the hill and along the cliff edge and then across the middle hump of the island until we came to Joe’s cottage on the southwest shore—isolated, beautiful, and a great place to unwind is what Joe kept insisting. At the time, he’d been right about that. I’d agreed to one week, not the two weeks—at least ten days—he’d originally tried to talk me into. His argument: “Poppy, don’t look upon it as a vacation. You are recuperating from a concussion and ripped tendons in your ankle. Recuperating from injuries suffered on the job is not vacationing, even if you choose to do it on a spectacularly attractive island.” My argument: “I already have recuperated. And since I’m not looking upon it as a vacation—I do not take vacations—I am calling it a forced leave.”

Actually, I planned to jump ship whenever the hell I felt like leaving. Therefore, I sympathized with the overweight camper, the one who had gone for the taxi. Sometimes I get tired of butting heads with Joe, who is just as stubborn as I am. Once my assistant said, “What, are you both Leos?” I’d said, “Maybe he is. I’m a cynic.”

After our morning encounter with the overweight camp girls plus both ends of the Block Island law enforcement spectrum—a constable always accompanied by his autistic ward and a wrecked state trooper—I’d been quite content to spend the rest of the day hiking the cliff edge with Joe, followed by an afternoon of lolling around on lawn chairs: reading, snoozing, drinking Grey Goose and tonic with lots of lemon and lots of ice, and then watching the sun drop into the sea. Once it was dark, we killed the lobsters, ate them, made love, and slept like rocks in the moonlight coming through Joe’s windows. Reminded me of home. I’ve never gotten around to putting up blinds in my apartment in the five years, almost six, I’ve lived in DC, so I was used to streetlights instead of a dark bedroom. Maybe that did it, a reminder of home. Suddenly ten days away—maybe even two weeks—was beginning to sound very doable.

And then, early this morning, the first thing Joe said before he left for the airstrip was, “It’ll be a warm one. Muggy now, but the humidity’ll lift and a little wind will come up.” He’d stood at the window, which was fitted with murk instead of moonlight. I’d thought, I am now thinking in boat terms. Then he said, “Yet another pretty day, rest assured.” And I’d believed him. “Just more day-trippers than usual, Poppy, escaping the mainland heat. We’ll have to go to the farthest reaches of the Crescent. Day-trippers never get out that far.”

We’d planned on a day at the beach. Swimming and kayaking and picnicking. But first Joe had to gas up his Cessna, fly to the mainland, and pick up a cello. I’d said, “A cello?” and he explained that one of his fellow summer residents played with the Boston Symphony. The cello had been overhauled, and Joe volunteered to get it for him. “You’d like this guy a lot, Poppy, but you won’t meet him. He’ll be too busy practicing.”

I said, “There are quite a few weird people around here, aren’t there? Even the transients.”

“The guy is a dedicated musician.”

“I was talking about the guy who flies around fetching cellos.”

“I’ll be back with a filled picnic hamper.”

The plan was that I would bike into town during the cello flight to buy presents to take home. There was a place just past the edge of town that sold framed maps, charts, various nautical records, and clippings from yellowed newspapers marking historical events. Joe had one on his wall. The headline read: KITTY HAWK, MAN’S FIRST SUCCESSFUL FLIGHT. It wasn’t a shop, it was a woman’s home. The woman framed the charts and clippings. The frames had style. “They aren’t plastic molds with starfish embossed in the corners like the cheap prints for sale at the souvenir store. Like you get in Nantucket,” said Joe, always defending his territory. He warned me it would be a little difficult finding the house. “Esther doesn’t really like customers.” I’d met Esther, an artist, forced to find a way to stay off welfare so she could devote herself to her painting. She didn’t sell her paintings, though. She preferred to keep them, Joe said, or throw them away if she wasn’t happy with them. She was a misanthrope. Only a few tourists managed to find her house. Joe had written out the directions.

So he drove off and I had slept another hour, fixed breakfast, and taken a shower. It was nine-thirty. Sleeping late was not necessarily a bad thing. In DC I didn’t sleep, I worked.

Then I’d gotten the bike and left on my ill-fated shopping jaunt.

Now, sitting on the chaise with Spike, I just wanted to get back to Washington and chat up my director before filing a request to open an investigation into what killed that girl. Get to the topflight men and women at our crime lab and tell them to give Officer Fitzgerald of the Rhode Island State Police whatever he needed. Once I described to them the condition of the body I’d come across, they wouldn’t hesitate for a minute. They’d be raring to go.
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