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			Dedication

			Of course to Ron, and also to my former mentor, Donna Diers, RN,MSN, avid nursing scholar and researcher, and mystery genre fan, who introduced me to nursing and to novels by Dick Francis.

			 I no longer practice nursing but I still read mysteries. The character Addie Morton, R.N. with her cap collection is for you, Donna.
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			Foreword

			Readers who are familiar with my previous novel, The Washashore Murders, might wonder why Murders and Margaritas is set on Block Island, Rhode Island, instead of the fictional community of Nor’easter Island. The characters have not packed up all their belongings and moved, en masse, to a new place. Nor’easter Island was a thinly disguised Block Island, where I lived in the same cedar-shingled cottage as character Dita Redmond for a number of years. I decided I owed it to my former home to make it the true setting for Murder and Margaritas. The characters, businesses, and sites, however, are all still fictional, as are the murders. The only real murders I ever heard of on Block Island occurred years before I arrived.

			

			Judy

		

	
		
			

			PROLOGUE, 2 a.m.

			It’s 2 a.m., and the man is impatient. Shrouded in a black hoodie, he drums his fingers against the dashboard of the cargo van. He’s watching for the lights to go out in the only pub on Block Island that stayed open this winter. When they dim and he sees the bartender, Harry Ring, lock up and leave, he shifts a foot and mutters, “One down.”

			He waits again until he sees the police vehicle that’s been idling outside the pub motor up and drive off. The man in the van knows it won’t be back. Joe is the only officer on duty this shift, and it’s time for his ‘lunch break,’ which he always takes at the station where his mistress awaits his arrival. Satisfied that no one is about and knowing that in the off-season on this thinly populated island, once the bar closes, odds are that no one else will be afoot, the man steps out of the van. He hurries to its rear doors and opens them wide. There are no rear seats. The body is laid out on the floor, feet pointing toward the back doors. It’s not been in rigor mortis long. He grabs the ankles and yanks it part way out, then heaves it over his shoulders. The woman’s body sticks out across his back, but he’s confident there’s no one to notice. Besides, it’s a new moon and cloudy. There’s no light. Even if someone happens by, he will not be seen.

			

			The woman is light, skinny actually, a pack of bones. Her shoes are loose, and one drops off. He lets it be. That he is carrying a dead person doesn’t bother him. He’s done it before.

			He had hoped to move quickly across the expanse of grasses and reeds that led to the estuary, but the recent rains and high tides, as well as a brief warm-up, had left the ground somewhat muddy, though not full muck. He slips and slows down to keep his balance, swearing because his boots will be dirtier than he had expected. Then he remembers no one will follow him into that morass for months. The holes where he sank in will fill by then. The woman will lie undiscovered, at least until spring. He drops her off his shoulder, removes his gloves, and shoves them into his pockets. Then he retraces his steps as quickly as the ground allows.

			When he gets back to the van, he opens the back doors wider and leans in. He pulls his boots off one at a time and places them in a large plastic garbage bag. Then he grabs the extra pair of athletic shoes he always stores in the cargo space. When he has them on, he jumps into the front seat, starts the engine, and heads to the airport, where he parks in the small lot. He shifts his seat back and sleeps until the diner inside the old hangar opens.

			

			Going inside, he orders a cup of coffee and chats with Laurie, the owner, until it’s time for the first flight to the mainland. When he sees the captain climb into the plane, he pays up and strides across the tarmac, plastic bag in hand, and boards the 6-seater, two-engine aircraft.

		

	
		
			

			Part One

			Early Spring

		

	
		
			

			One

			Addie Morton pushed a shock of red curls from her forehead and positioned her nursing cap over them. She fastened it in place with two old-fashioned bobby pins. This particular vintage cap resembled an upside-down paper cupcake holder with a black stripe. It was one of her favorites among the 20 different ones she’d collected. Pinning a cap on was the first thing she did every day when she arrived at work at Block Island’s only medical clinic.

			She’d been glad, as a newly graduated nurse, that no one in the profession wore a cap anymore. They seemed to her like relics from the early twentieth century and foolish-looking in an age of technological health care. She never could have foreseen that she would be one of the last few nurses, maybe even the last nurse, to wear one. She’d taken to wearing it because she felt it cast a professional aura, even if a few red curls escaped and added a slight look of insouciance. On days when she dealt with running-at-the-mouth, drunk and disorderly tourists, the cap helped her channel what she called her inner “Big Nurse.” But mostly, the cap helped her set her own boundary between her personal self and her role as a nurse for the island patients who knew her as a friend or acquaintance, or as a recently single parent of a school-age child. With her redhead’s pale skin, blushes and flushes crept swiftly over her face when she least desired them. The cap helped maintain an official distance.

			

			When it was secured, she stepped away from her tiny office into the waiting room and plumped the upholstered chairs, the ones with the worn white, pink, and green floral-patterned pillows, and straightened the magazines on the side tables. She reflected on the fact that every medical waiting room she’d ever seen or worked in started the day with these neat stacks, as though this small act of housekeeping let patients know their care was in good hands.

			Satisfied that the waiting room furnishings were all in order, she went to the front desk behind the waiting room window. The clerk was not yet in, so she checked the day’s roster that was lying open on it. This morning, the clinic’s first patient would be the infant of her best friend, Dita Redmond. If ever Addie needed garb to make her look official, it was with her best friend. Dita was coming with her two-month-old infant, Janie. Addie thought about the high hopes Dita spoke of for Janie: future cancer researcher, senator, Olympic star. But then, doesn’t every mother start out with highfalutin dreams? She had them for her own boy, Danny, too. Why, people even concocted special scenarios for their dogs these days, describing them as the smartest dog ever, genius level, or the gentlest of all the animals they knew; so there was nothing wrong with daydreaming about your kid.

			

			Abbie was humming to herself as she prepared the clinic for the day. When she was working, she was almost happy because she didn’t think about the downward spiral of her personal life. Also, she hoped her life was about to get back on track again this very day when she had a couples-therapy session scheduled with her estranged husband, Mel.

			It was spring on Block Island, her favorite time of year, when the tourist shops prepared to open, including her mother Rachel’s “The Lorelei” gift shop. Cardboard boxes with merchandise piled up on doorsteps in town. Summer-cottage owners trickled over from the mainland to check their houses after the long winter, and restaurants would soon be opening on weekends. Spring was a time of hope on Block Island.

			She was pulling Janie Redmond’s chart, along with the others scheduled to see the doctor that morning, when a commotion at the double doors of the emergency entrance drew her away from the front desk to the patient exam area. She stopped humming. She heard Dr. Bennett’s voice outside speaking to the ambulance crew. Then she heard him almost race inside.

			

			“Addie,” he called. “We need the camera. There’s a body on Ocean Avenue in the wetland by the clam flats. We need to go.”

			She reached up to remove the bobby pins holding her cap, setting it down carefully on the desk; she wouldn’t need it out by the estuary. She hurried to help Dr. Bennett. He’d already yanked open a supply cabinet and removed the boxes holding the gear they would need: gowns, caps, gloves, and booties. She counted the items he handed her and stacked them on a small desk where the doctor wrote his notes.

			“I’ll get the camera and call Dita to push her appointment back two hours,” she said. “Dr. Bennett, are you sure it’s a body? Not a live person?”

			“Chief Gomez called me and said the guy who called it in thought it looked as though the body had been out there for quite a while—definitely not breathing and quite discolored,” he replied, picking up the stack of supplies.

			Addie handed him a plastic bin. He threw them in and headed to the back door where the staff parking lot was located.

			“I think I have enough. Let’s go in my car.” He tossed the bin into his trunk. “The ambulance will follow. I’ll call the medical examiner. Do you have the tablet so we can Zoom with him?”

			

			“I’ll run back in and get it,” she said. She ran, but not fast, knowing there was not the pressure to rush that they would have had if the person was alive. Besides, she did not run for a hobby like her friend Dita. She moved fast only as necessary.

			When she returned to the car, Dr. Bennett was talking on his phone with the ME. She heard the latter say he wasn’t able to get to the island that day. Fog had descended on his closest airport, so there were no flights. He was much too busy to spend hours getting to the ferry dock and then taking another hour to get to the island. In these situations, Dr. Bennett was already cleared to act as medical examiner. He would send photos of the victim and the surrounding ground to the official ME.

			Addie was not happy about accompanying Dr. Bennett as a photographer. She wished he’d have one of the EMTs take the pictures and let her stay at the clinic. Since her brother Joel’s body had washed ashore, she was panic-stricken by the thought of even being near anyone who’d passed away. She braced herself for the task ahead. It was time to get over her brother’s untimely death. She needed to remain professional. Dr. Bennett’s voice telling her they would have to wade through the slop in the estuary pulled her out of her thoughts. The frozen wetland melted and puddled in spring, then liquefied into muck. The doctor had brought plastic booties to protect the site surrounding the body from their footsteps as well as protect their own shoes.

			

			“I grabbed a couple extra pairs of those shoe covers. We’ll need to change them when we get close so as not to track extraneous swamp material onto the site,” the Doc said.

			As Ocean Avenue was only a couple of miles from the medical center, they arrived at the scene in under ten minutes. The EMTs pulled up behind them at the curb, and they all gathered at the edge of the swamp. The serene beauty of the spot was not lost upon them: the curve of the shoreline, the reeds shining in the early morning sun, the calm shallows. Addie leaned on the car to slip on her booties, then the gown, the hat just big enough to cover her curls, and the gloves. She followed Dr. Bennett into the wetland, her feet squishing in the muck and making a sharp ‘pock’ sound when she pulled them out. Each time, she repressed a complaint. Slowly, they made their way to the body. Addie stopped when she could see the corpse, which appeared to be a woman with a mane of white hair. She snapped pictures of the entire scene, the body, and the area around it.

			“I think we should change our booties here,” Dr. Bennett said.

			

			“There’s a narrow band of beach sand a little further up,” Addie said. “Let’s go around her and change there.”

			He agreed, and they continued to the beach where they leaned on each other to reboot. A snowy egret, returned from its winter home, was fishing the shallows. It lifted its head for a second to see them. Then they trekked on, and Addie took clumps of the grassy area near the corpse, the hard sand next to it on the other side, the patch of grass under its feet. One sneaker was missing.

			Dr. Bennett beckoned Addie closer. It was a woman. She was on her back, legs akimbo, one arm overhead and one across her belly. Addie took a deep breath and snapped additional photos.

			“Send them over to the mainland,” the doctor said, and Addie forwarded all the pictures.

			They waited while the ME on the mainland spent some time looking at them. Addie turned away from the body and chatted with the ambulance crew. Then the ME returned to the screen and told them to photograph the woman’s other side. The EMTs flipped her onto her stomach. Her shirt was pasted to her back with dried blood and mud. Addie swallowed a retch. The woman had bled out. This did not appear to be an accidental death, a sudden heart attack, or a stroke. She heard Dr. Bennett’s voice but not what he was saying. Then she heard him shout her name.

			

			“Addie, are you listening? I need pictures of all this.”

			She pulled herself out of her drift and walked around the woman snapping photos. There seemed to her to be nothing a killer, if there was one, had left behind, but then she was not trained to search for that. Perhaps the ME would notice irregularities. She sent all the photos in one batch to the mainland. The medical examiner left the Zoom again to look at them.

			“This woman has been gone a while,” Addie murmured. “Has no one missed her?”

			Clots of white hair surrounded the deceased woman’s skull. The torn clothes on her frail, bony body were the kind that active older ladies prefer, navy cotton twill slacks and a repeating print cotton tee. Her sole remaining shoe was a sneaker brand often advertised for walking seniors.

			“This really doesn’t look to be recent,” she reiterated, almost in disbelief.

			She struggled to control her grief, to be professional.

			Dr. Bennett set his jaw and appeared stoic. “She looks like she was in her sixties,” he said, turning to the ambulance crew and police. “I don’t recognize her. Anyone else?”

			Addie saw relief on their faces, a relaxing of jaws and shoulder muscles as they shook their heads, no. They were all year-rounders. She knew every one of them as well as their medical problems: the two policemen, including George Gomez, who was the chief and had had appendicitis several years ago; the two volunteers on the ambulance crew, one of whom had a drinking problem he struggled with and the other, acid reflux; the doctor, who had a problem controlling his libido. Addie wished she didn’t think of their diagnoses every time she encountered them.

			

			If the victim was a local, at least one of those guys, if not all of them, would have known her. They would have recognized a summer cottager, the mainlanders who owned or rented homes regularly, as well. Addie noticed how relieved they were the corpse was not one of their own.

			The medical examiner returned to the Zoom call and gave them permission to move the body to the medical center where they would remove her clothing and examine her further.

			They discarded their protective clothing into a large, black plastic garbage bag, stowed it in the ambulance with the body, and Addie joined the Doc in his car again for the return ride. She watched the chief stumble on his way to his cruiser. He picked up what looked to be a shoe and took it with him. It looked like the one on the corpse’s foot.

			

			When they arrived at the clinic, Addie headed to an examining room and retrieved several pairs of gloves from the wall container and a pair of shears before joining the others. She handed out the gloves and passed the shears to one of the EMTs as the stretcher was wheeled in through the double doors of the emergency entrance, then they followed and entered the larger examining room.

			Addie straightened up to compose herself -- she was a professional, after all -- and strode over to the table, her eyes blinking under the bright examination lights. Though she suspected the worst, when she was closer, she choked. The stench was overwhelming.

			Dr. Bennett “tsk, tsked” as his head moved back and forth, tossing his abundant salt-and-pepper hair. He popped the top of a bottle of air freshener and sprayed, overlaying its chemical odor on top of the air of decay.

			“Her shirt’s covered with dried blood. Addie, let’s remove it and take a quick look. Then we’ll send her to the mainland to the coroner.”

			She took the shears back from the EMT she had hoped would have this particular job and sliced off the front of the torn tee shirt. As she worked, she noted in a flat voice between her teeth so she wouldn’t have to fully open her mouth, “The morning boat already sailed.”

			

			Block Island was reachable only by sea or air; there was no bridge. The spring ferry schedule would not start until the following week. For now, Tuesdays and Wednesdays had but one boat in the morning and one in the late afternoon.

			“Then she’ll have to go into cold storage for the day,” Dr. Bennett said. “I’m so sorry, Addie. I should have realized this would be difficult for you.”

			Addie thought, yes, you should have, and with a flash of intuition understood that this doctor, often involved in extramarital dalliances, was a deeply flawed, uncaring human being. His bonhomie with people was a learned and superficial convenience. How hard it was to draw competent and caring physicians to this remote island, she thought. Her subconscious kicked in all on its own to add and caring husbands.

			She’d retreated into herself and was backing out of the room when Bennett’s voice brought her back.

			“Can you call the ferry office when we’re done here and reserve a spot for the ambulance this evening, Addie?”

			There was always a couple of places reserved on the ferry auto deck for emergency vehicles. If there were none, last minute travelers filled the spots instead. Addie expected the deceased would be transported to the mainland in the ambulance aboard the Emma Ann, the winter ferry vessel.

			

			“Who is this woman,” Addie whispered, almost to herself. “And how did she end up dead in the swamp?”

			“None of us recognize her,” Gomez said, though this had already been acknowledged. “You sure you don’t, Addie? You see so many of the tourists here.”

			Addie shook her head. Dr. Bennett said he’d been trying to think whether she was someone who’d come in over the previous summer as he had a good head for faces.

			Especially for women, Addie thought.

			She stepped back to take notes as the doctor moved closer and examined the corpse top to bottom, reciting any bruises and scars including a surgical incision below her belly button indicating a possible C-section. He and one of the ambulance guys flipped her over to do the same on her posterior, and tried to pull the rest of her tee shirt off. It was torn but pieces were stuck to her. It looked to Addie like she had bled out. When they managed to remove the cloth, Addie staggered backward, and drew in a deep breath. A large portion of flesh on the woman’s back ripped away with the shirt.

			“Shot in the back,” Dr. Bennett said, with a grimace. “I could probably dig out a bullet, but they’ll do that during autopsy.”

			

			Stating the obvious, more to himself than any of the others, Chief Gomez lowered his voice and said with a touch of sarcasm, “Definitely not suicide.”

			Addie put down her notebook and snapped the photographs. She felt overcome with grief and fear. Here was an aging woman shot in the back, dead, on their own island, a place where until her brother Joel’s murder she had felt so safe.

			“Could she have been shot right there?” she asked, her voice quavering. “Surely someone would have heard it.”

			“If she was killed during hunting season, anyone who heard the shot would have thought it was someone chasing a deer,” Chief Gomez replied.

			Or Dita, Addie thought. Her friend Dita, a reporter, had stuck her neck out investigating Joel’s death and had been hunted like prey. She’d almost gotten herself shot.

			“But I think this lady was killed somewhere else and dumped there,” Gomez continued.

			Dr. Bennett agreed. Then he asked, rhetorically and just a bit too glibly, his thick white mustache bobbing, “A day-tripper perhaps, who met nefarious ends?”

			Addie backed away from the table, moving toward the door. “She has no coat, not even a fleece, and no winter gloves,” she said. “She looks like she was going to the store for a loaf of bread in summer.”

			

			“It must’ve been sometime in the fall. Too many people around in summer,” the chief said. “We’ll know more after the autopsy.”

			Addie let out a loud sigh. This was not the way life was supposed to go on Block Island.

			They clustered in the hallway now; all of them had slowly moved away from the corpse and its noxious odor. Dr. Bennett closed the exam room door to keep the stench from following them.

			“Who found her?” Addie asked. “Who was out there?”

			She wondered why anyone would have been mucking about at this time of year.

			Gomez replied, “Blaze Connors. He had a break in construction projects and thought he’d do a little clamming off the beach before all the tourists arrive.”

			There was a low chorus of gasps in the room; Blaze was well known to all of them. He ran a construction crew that had recently renovated one of the larger hotels. The crew was on hiatus right now until new spring projects got underway.

			Addie knew him also. She wondered if he was taking his blood pressure medicine as she’d urged him to do.

			“He’s probably not a suspect, but we can’t rule him out yet,” Chief Gomez said hastily, looking straight at the ambulance volunteers. “I know you guys are friends of his, so I’m telling you right now. He’s not in the clear. And, yes, he’s in shock. Went over to the airport to sit with his pals at Laurie’s diner.”

			

			Addie couldn’t talk about it anymore. “I have to get ready for our first patient,” she said, and she swallowed. “I mean, our first live patient.”

			“Go. We’ll finish here.” The doctor motioned to the EMT’s to move the body onto the stretcher again and to place her bag of clothes with her. He looked over at Addie. Her face felt contorted as she struggled to cope. She could see a realization pass over his face, and she thought, Yes, I am feeling queasy and upset because my brother Joel was murdered also before he washed up in a storm tide.

			He looked away from her and asked over his shoulder, “Dita’s baby’s the first, right?”

			Addie murmured, “Yep.”

			She was already on her way to wash her hands. She hyperventilated over the sink as she scrubbed. Then she heard the stretcher rolling down the hall again and the refrigerated drawer in the utility room clacked open and shut.

			“That’s that,” she heard Dr. Bennett say as he removed his gloves with a snap.

			

			She dried her hands and took a deep gulp of air, grateful she’d brought a potpourri of dried lavender picked from last fall’s garden for the washroom that morning. The clean floral scent that wafted up from the corner of the sink helped settle her stomach. She heard the beeping of the ambulance back-up alarm as it left the driveway, the crinkle of the paper on the examining table being removed, probably by Dr. Bennett as no other staff had yet arrived. This episode was over. She re-pinned her cap in front of the mirror and returned to the front desk just as Dita came in, on time, an unusual occurrence for her.

			Dita crossed the waiting room with a sure step. Addie watched with interest as her tall, willowy friend moved with the grace of a cat gliding along the top of a familiar fence. This was the woman who used to trip on her dance partner’s feet. The infant was swaddled in a cerulean blue blanket. Dita clutched her close to her bosom like a delicate treasure. Addie smiled and thought how most mothers brought their new babies to the clinic strapped into an infant car seat, but Dita had rarely strayed a foot from Janie since the child was born. Thinking about that wiped away the brutal image of the murder victim.

			“Nice to see you,” Addie said, and she really meant it. “Dr. Bennett’s finishing up with someone. Come around to the back. I’ll get Janie ready for the exam.” She leaned forward and brushed Janie’s cheek with her forefinger. It was doubly refreshing to feel the infant’s soft skin after undressing the desiccated corpse.

			

			Janie gurgled.

			“She likes me,” Addie said.

			“The Mustache got someone important to see so he had to move my appointment back?” Dita asked, using their nickname for Dr. Bennett, a middle-aged man in the midst of a mid-life crisis whose carefully groomed mustache was his most prominent facial feature. Rumor had it he’d been in affairs with several island women. But Addie, still feeling somber, was not in the mood for jokes, and she let the reference slide. Normally Dita’s remark would have forced at least a snicker out of her, despite how buttoned up she tried to be when she was on the job.

			“Did he forget about us?” Dita asked.

			Addie realized Janie’s appointment was of the utmost significance for Dita and, in her mind, it should be for everyone else also. She half-anticipated Dita stomping a foot next. Addie hesitated, trying to figure out how best to explain. Dita was a reporter for the local newspaper, “The Island Gale,” and Addie did not know whether the information about the body should be made public as yet.

			Finally she said, exaggerating her syllables, her Rhode Island dialect breaking through, “Look, Dita, something’s happened, but if I tell ya, it’s between us. You can’t use it for the paper until we get the okay.”

			

			Addie thought Dita looked bored. She was. Almost nothing ever happened on Block Island until tourist season began, and Dita didn’t believe Addie’s news would be earth-shattering.

			“Everyone always wants to talk off-the-record. What’s new about that?” she asked with a shrug. “So tell me, did The Mustache’s wife come over and catch him with Sharon? Or is he after you?”

			Addie gave her an exasperated look and hissed, “No, and lower your voice.”

			Dita smiled, and her eyes lit up. She whispered, “Okay, just sayin’. I forgot you have your nursing cap on.”

			“It’s not about him,” Addie said, clearing her throat, and told Dita about the woman whose body lay in the refrigerated drawer.

			“Who is it?” Dita asked, ticking through in her mind the elderly women she knew.

			“Don’t know yet,” Addie replied.

			“Don’t know? She can’t be one of us then.”

			On Block Island, the words one of us always referred to the community of year-rounders.

			“No,” Addie said.

			“How’d she die? Any idea?”

			

			“Shot. In the back.”

			Dita wheezed and held Janie closer. She herself narrowly escaped such a fate two years ago when a drug gang was running rampant on the island and Dita was investigating their crimes. The thought of new murders on the island, well, made her feel as though she was lifting off the ground with fear. Addie put her hand on Dita’s back and maneuvered her into a chair. She was totally Addie Morton, RN, now.

			“Slow down, breathe out, you’re about to have a panic attack. It’s okay. Breathe.”

			As she spoke, Addie reached out and took Janie into her arms. Then she waited for her friend to calm down. Once she’d settled, she passed Janie back to her and continued preparing the room for the exam. She turned away to lay paper on the baby scale.

			“I guess we’re more alike than I thought. My stomach turned when we were examining the Jane Doe. Now you’re sick. We’re both pretty squeamish, my friend,” she said. “But you’re okay now.”

			She heard a muffled groan from Dita. “Or are you?” She looked back over her shoulder.

			

			Dita had begun to shake. Her rosy cheeks were draining, and she was gasping. “Whoops, Janie’s going to fall,” Addie exclaimed, dropping the paper and leaping to place her arms under the infant, securing her in her own arms once more. She felt as thoughtless as Dr. Bennett. She’d spread the news of the murder as casually as he had.

			“Breathe slowly. You’ll be okay,” Addie told Dita as she opened a drawer with one hand, removed a paper bag, and handed it to her friend to stop the panic attack. “Breathe out into the bag and in again. I’m so sorry. I was more concerned about keeping the news quiet than with your feelings.”

			Dita took a few minutes, and then she dropped the bag into her lap. “I’ll be all right. That was quite a shock. You can give Janie back now.”

			“Sit on the news until you get the story from the chief, okay?” Addie asked. “And let me have Janie for a couple more seconds so I can love her up.”

			She tickled Janie’s cheek and smiled, and yes, she was rewarded with a tiny smile back. Gas my eye, she thought, recalling the doctors of prior decades who thought babies didn’t flash a love smile back. Addie unwrapped the infant and handed her back to Dita.

			“I promise I’ll hold my story,” Dita said with some exasperation. “But at least get the woman’s picture to the realtors. Maybe one of them met her.”

			

			“Good idea. I’ll pass it along. Now I need to get Janie’s shots ready.” Addie left to get the vaccines. Had she not been called upon to assist with the deceased woman, she would have prepared them earlier. Poor Janie would be immunized today for diphtheria, whooping cough, and tetanus in one shot, polio, haemophilus influenzae type B and pneumonia in another, and the rotavirus liquid would be squirted into her rosebud mouth. Addie had checked Dita’s record yesterday, and found she’d been immunized for the illness initialized RSV. She would pass those antibodies to Janie in her milk, so the baby would not need yet another shot.

			Addie put the premixed hypodermic needles on a tray with the oral vaccine and brought them into the examining room just as Dr. Bennett arrived there. She stepped aside to let him get close to Dita and Janie.

			“Isn’t she a sweet one,” he said, reaching out to touch Janie’s hand. He smiled. “May I?” He focused his big blues on Dita.

			“Of course,” she replied obediently. She held Janie out and he took her in his arms, cooing softly, focusing on her now.

			“She certainly seems to be thriving,” he said, placing her onto the baby scale. “Dita, I hear your mother’s looking for a house here.”

			

			Dita glanced at Addie, who knew Dita would want to tell him to stay away from her, but Dita kept her mouth shut and just nodded. Evidently Janie’s well-being was more important than telling the mustache to keep it in his pants. Addie was glad Dita had restrained herself and she shot her a smile. Dita gave the most minimum of shrugs in return, but Addie caught it.

			The doctor called out Janie’s weight and length. Addie recorded them on Janie’s chart. Then Addie spoke up for Dita.

			“How lucky my friend is to have her mom move over to help her. Now she has a sitter so she can help Sean at the gym. I doubt she’ll have much time to socialize.”

			Sean was Dita’s husband, and his fitness business was starting its second year. Dita wasn’t planning to monopolize her mother’s time. She actually hoped she would find a social life on Block Island, but she was well aware why Addie had said that, and she flashed her a smile.

			After listening to Janie’s heart and testing her reflexes and fontanelles, the doctor passed her back to Dita. “She looks great. No problems?”

			Dita shook her head.

			“Good. Come back in a month. Addie,” he called out, “you can give Janie her shots. And, Dita, she can have some ibuprofen later if she’s cranky.” With that, he turned to the door to leave, but then skidded to a stop and glanced back. “I suppose Addie told you about the body. You’ll be wanting to talk with Chief Gomez. He’ll brief you on the details.”

			

			Then he was gone. He was one of those people who could seem to dissolve into space when he left a room, sometimes without announcing his departure. Dita wondered whether he was like that with his lovers—poof, and disappear.

			“Guess I don’t have to wait to write the story,” Dita said as Addie followed the doctor out of the room to set up the vaccinations.

			Addie returned in a jiffy with her tray of hypodermics. “Hold her so she doesn’t move around. I’ll be as quick as I can.” And she was.

			When Addie finished, Janie began to howl. “Oh dear. I should have asked the doc to give her her shots. She’s never going to like me now.”

			“She won’t remember. Come over to see us later,” Dita said, trying to rock the now hysterical infant.

			Addie handed her the blanket Janie had been wrapped in. “Rewrap her so she can’t squirm out of your arms.”

			She helped Dita snuggle Janie up. The screams resolved into sobs. Dita again invited Addie to the house. “We can talk, and you can check on Janie.”

			

			But Addie couldn’t. “I have a meeting with the therapist and Mel.”

			“Today? Here?” Dita was definitely interested.

			“On the mainland, this afternoon,” Addie said. Seeing Dita’s eyebrows lift in question, she added, “We need supplies for the clinic, so Jack’s letting me fly over and back for free on Block Air.”

			“Are you getting a taxi over there?” Dita asked.

			“No,” Addie responded. “Mel will meet me at the airport, and we’ll go to the meeting together. Afterward, we’ll pick up the pharmacy order, and he’ll take me back to the airport. Don’t ask anything else now. I’ll call you tonight.”

			Dita realized she’d been dismissed. She was disappointed not to be privy to more details.

			“Okay. We’re so lucky to have Jack and his airline on the island,” she said. She shifted Janie, gave Addie a sideways hug, and added, “I hope your meeting goes well.”

			By well, she meant she hoped Mel was returning to Addie.

			Then she went to the waiting room window where the clerk, who’d arrived during Janie’s exam, handed her the bill. Before she stopped in to see Sean at work, she’d find the chief and get a statement and a picture. Someone was bound to recognize that woman.

			

			Addie watched Dita walk to her car. She thought about how Dita had taken it upon herself to prove Joel was murdered, and then she found who did it. Addie was grateful to Dita and admired her for pursuing her hunch even though everyone, herself included, had disagreed with her and tried to make her stop digging. If not for Dita, Joel’s death would have forever been documented as a suicide or accidental.

			Addie thought the woman with the white hair and one sneaker deserved a name, and her killer needed to be named as well. Dita would not be able to throw herself into an investigation with the depth she had for Joel’s, given that she had Janie now and Sean had a new business. Who would fight for this Jane Doe? The ambulance volunteers might be more interested in protecting their friend, the contractor who found her. Addie wondered what brought him to that swamp this time of year. It wasn’t a popular clamming spot, though she couldn’t deny there were some crustaceans there. Surely he would be on the suspect list.

			Should she, Addie Morton, RN, help find the killer or killers? Perhaps, but first things first. She had a feeling this couple’s therapy session today with Mel would be a major turning point for them, a make-or-break session. She wanted him to come back. She wanted them to be a family again. She was hopeful it would go that way.

			

		

	
		
			

			Two

			Janie was asleep in her crib, her breathing deep and rhythmical. Above all, she was quiet. No one but Sean and Dita, and Tuffy, their golden retriever, would ever know that Janie had just spent the previous fifteen minutes shrieking until a dose of pain medicine kicked in, alleviating the effects from her shots.

			“At last,” Sean whispered, slinking out of the room, fearful of making even the slightest noise that would reawaken the infant.

			Dita followed him, glancing back one last time to make sure her sweet one was definitely in slumber mode. She shut the bedroom door as softly as possible, tiptoed down the stairs, and sank into the living room couch next to Sean.

			“That was tough,” they said in unison.

			With Janie asleep, Dita realized she needed to eat. “I’m starving. Let’s flip a coin for supper duty.”

			“Maybe we should call the Washashore,” Sean suggested. “Harry might send someone with an order. Tonight’s special sound good?”

			“Okay, fine with me.” Dita knew the pub’s specials, and she liked them all. Today was Monday, so it was probably chicken parmesan with their own tomato sauce.

			

			Sean made the call, and after a brief conversation, he turned to Dita. “Harry doesn’t have anyone to bring it.” Harry was the owner, and often the bartender, of the pub. “I’ll pick it up if you want.”

			“Fine,” she said.

			That would be a good time for her to call Addie to catch up on how the couples’ therapy session went. It was after 9 p.m., and she was pretty sure that on a school night Addie’s little boy, Danny, would be in bed by now, or at least upstairs in his room. “Let me know if anyone at the Pub knew that poor woman, the one they found today.”

			“Sure. Must be today’s topic of conversation among the drinkers,” he said, grabbing his shoes, “other than if Boston’s winning the hockey game, of course.”

			As soon as Sean left, Dita called Addie’s cell phone. Her friend picked up immediately.

			“Well,” Dita asked, “how are you?”

			“Devastated, but more for Danny than for me.”

			Dita’s heart sank. This was not what she’d been hoping to hear.

			Addie took a breath and blurted out, “Mel wants to make the separation permanent.”

			Dita had been expecting a report on progress toward saving the marriage. She was taken by surprise. She almost dropped the phone.

			

			“No!” she exclaimed. “Oh, Addie, ouch!”

			“Right. He finally admitted his affair. He doesn’t know if he wants to marry this Marissa he’s been seeing when he works on the mainland, but he knows he doesn’t want to stay married to me. He didn’t even say it was the island he needed to leave. I had thought he might ask me to move to the mainland with him, which you know I would do, but... he just wants out. From me.”

			“Double ouch,” Dita said.

			She heard Addie let out a sob on the other end of the phone.

			“To think after all these years together he has no strong feelings for me,” Addie said, sobbing harder. “Dita, I don’t understand. What happened? Why? And what do we tell Danny?”

			“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” Dita said. She wished she could hug her friend. Addie had always been so strong, even during the aftermath of her brother Joel’s murder, and Mel had been a big help then. Addie’s anguish made Dita feel wounded. She didn’t know how to comfort her.

			Addie choked back her sobs so she could speak. “You thought it was devastating when you found out Loretta had betrayed and used us. Imagine if it was Sean, how much worse.”

			

			“Yes, of course,” Dita quickly agreed. “Addie, you don’t think he might still change his mind?”

			“It’s been eight months, and he hasn’t. This is permanent. He was quite clear. I hope I can afford to stay in the house. Mel’s paying child support now, but who knows how long he’ll continue.” She paused, and then she blurted out, “I’m so relieved I had that abortion. How would I have managed alone here with another baby?”

			Two years ago, Addie had had suspicions that Mel was having an affair with someone while he worked his two weeks a month off the island. Then she discovered she was pregnant. Much as she wanted another child, Addie knew the timing was wrong. After weighing the options, she and Dita flew over to the mainland, ostensibly for a professional meeting and clothing expedition, and she checked into a women’s health center. No one but Dita knew. “We’re here for you, Addie. You’re not alone.”

			“I know, and I appreciate that. Actually, Mel said Sean had visited him...”

			Dita broke in. “On the mainland?”

			“Yeah, he went to Mel’s office and tried to convince him to come back. I guess Sean thought Mel was in the throes of an infatuation he would get over.”

			

			“Well imagine that,” Dita said, feeling a surge of affection for her husband. Good for him,she thought.

			“I know you’re ambivalent about your mother moving here,” Addie said, “but I’m sure glad mine is close by. I couldn’t get through this without her. Dita, never did I expect Mel, of all people, to act like this.”

			Neither had Dita. They had spent so much time together, the four of them and Danny, brunching on the weekends, hiking on the island trails, playing cards, and hanging at the Washashore Pub. Their little foursome plus Danny seemed lopsided now as a threesome; Janie was too small to count. It would be especially difficult for Sean, who’d spent so much time doing projects and enjoying a beer with Mel.

			“It’s going to be hard for Sean, too,” Dita said. “He’s losing his best friend.”

			Thank goodness Sean had the fitness center, and Teddy, Dita thought. Teddy and Sean rode their motorcycles together. Cruising on bikes erased the fifteen-year age gap between them. Then Teddy hit it big in the tech world and bought the Double-ender Inn. He offered to set Sean up as manager in his fitness center with the option to buy the business in two years. Sean wouldn’t have as much free time now to miss Mel, not to mention he and Dita had a steady income at last. But he would miss him, as would Dita.

			

			“I can’t tell you how upset this makes me. I don’t understand him either,” Dita said, though marital breakups on Block Island were all too familiar a tale. A couple can’t make ends meet on the island, so one leaves to work on the mainland, returning weekends or whenever they can. The island partner becomes a work widow, and the bonds between the couple fray.

			Addie cleared her throat. “I’m feeling sorry for myself, but I’m also starting to feel very angry. His behavior is infuriating. He was always so even-tempered, so accommodating, willing to be the good guy at work and at home. Was he actually seething inside? Even now he seems nice to me when, really, he’s stabbing me in the back. Oh, I just don’t want to be with you, he explains with his meekest smile. Is he trying to disarm me into passive acceptance?”

			Dita thought it was good that Addie was angrier than she was sad. Turning his despicable behavior against herself would only hurt and disable her.

			“You’re absolutely right,” Dita said. “You should be angry. Don’t let him smile and smooth-talk you into accepting low alimony and child care. He’s making my blood boil. And speaking of mothers, because you were a few minutes ago,” Dita continued, “I’m picking mine up at the ferry tomorrow, and we’re meeting with Dahlia Brown. She’s got her own real estate business now. She’s taking Mom to see a few houses.”

			

			“Good. You’ll see, your mom will be a big help.” Addie yawned. “It’s been a long day. I’m going to clean up the supper mess in the kitchen and go to bed. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

			Dita heard the truck pull into the front yard. “Okay. Sean just drove in with our dinner anyway. But remember, I think something’s wrong with Mel, not you.”

			It was Addie that Mel was married to, but Dita felt he’d left her and Sean as well. She was furious, furious that Danny would grow up with split households, if he was lucky. She was furious that the man had been part of her and Sean’s lives and then sailed away when the mood hit him like flotsam in the tide. She wondered, had they ever really known him? He’d always been a calm presence, willing to help with whatever they needed. But was there a different person under that façade? Certainly, she’d been introduced to that kind of shapeshifter with Loretta, leader of the washashore gang. She was beginning to think she needed to look a little deeper at the people who surrounded her.

			And in her kitchen, wiping the table and loading the dishwasher, Addie was also wondering whether she’d really ever known Mel. Unlike Dita and Sean, who met in college, she met Mel when she came to the island for the job as the clinic’s nurse. She’d summered here as a child with her mother and father, but hadn’t stayed through the winter before. Mel was commuting on and off the island even then as the part-time town planner. She and Mel had gravitated toward each other over that winter. He was one of the few white-collar islanders; she was one of the few washashores with a year-round full-time job. They never exactly fell head over heels, but she wondered whether anyone really did.

			

			Until now he’d been a good father to Danny and a good husband to her, but was he just going with the flow? Acting? Addie glanced around the kitchen. They’d picked out the flooring together, and he installed it. They’d shopped for the furniture and fought over the backsplash tiling, she pushing for the blue, he the white subway tiles. He was part of this house, unlike the husbands who haunt but don’t inhabit a space. His fishing rods still stood against the garage wall. He’d left them behind. His collection of science fiction books still filled the shelves of a whole bookcase. He’d told her he hadn’t found a permanent place to live over there yet. When it was his weekend for Danny, he came to the island and stayed at their house, and Addie either stayed with her mother or went away to the mainland.

			She dried her hands on a white linen towel with an embroidered duck, pushed the button to run the dishwasher, and went upstairs to bed, looking in on Danny first. She’d never figure out what went wrong unless Mel told her, and he didn’t seem to want to do that.

			

		

	
		
			

			Three

			Dita startled awake at 4 a.m. Janie’s tiny, empty tummy had turned her into a howling banshee. Who could sleep through that? She looked over at Sean, snugly asleep next to her, not even a twitch, and the words, Oh, right, fathers, raced through her mind.

			“Hmmph,” she said. “I’m coming, Janie.”

			She willed herself out of bed, shuffled over to Janie’s cradle and picked her up, then returned to sit in bed and feed her. They both fell asleep again until 6:30. Sean had already gone to the gym to open at 5:30 a.m. for the group of realtors who exercised together before they went to work. Dita was so exhausted she’d not heard him.

			Janie stirred, cuddled next to Dita, and searched for her breast.

			The rising sun sent a red glow through the slider. Sean and Dita never lowered their shades in the off-season, as there was no one out there to peer in. Dita looked out beyond the yard to the dunes, Scotch Beach, and the ocean. She watched the surf lap onto the shore while Janie lapped her milk. The waves looked as though they barely had the energy to land. This languid sea would be good for her mother’s crossing. Yes, she reminded herself, her mother, Caroline, was to arrive this morning to look at houses. Caroline had decided to move to the island to be near her long-awaited grandchild.

			

			First though, Dita needed to pick up a few groceries. She put Janie back to bed while she showered and dressed; then she dressed the infant. She fed Tuffy and let him out. By 9:15 they were in the car, headed down Corn Neck Road past the dunes and the herd of deer running along the tops, thank goodness not across the road in front of her. Teddy’s van was at the surfing lot, though he’d not find a wave today. She slowed to say hello, and they both rolled down their windows. He was just taking a look at the sea, he told her, and he’d be on his way to grab the ferry on its next trip off. He had a consultation on the mainland. Dita might have guessed he had a meeting to attend, as his usually ruffled hair was combed, and he had shaved. He couldn’t resist saying good morning to Janie, so he climbed out of the van and opened Dita’s back door. She noticed he had a dressy leather jacket that fit loosely over his slightly overweight body. She liked Teddy a lot. He was not only Sean’s friend and financial savior, so to speak. He had become the boyfriend of her friend Rachel, Addie’s mother. Teddy leaned into the car close to Janie and cooed and tickled and smiled, before letting Dita go on her way to the parking lot of Gerri’s Island Pantry, the sole grocer on the island. The locals shortened the name to “the gyp,” pronounced with a soft g and the i changed to y. It carried most everything at prices which made the cost of a ferry ride to the mainland for food reasonable, but it was there when you couldn’t make the trip.

			

			Once parked, Dita struggled to pull Janie’s carriage out of the trunk with one hand while holding Janie with the other. Dita pulled, she pushed, she twisted to no avail.

			“Let me help. I’ll hold Janie for you,” called Dahlia Eastman, her mother’s realtor, her voice loud as a tuba in the brass section of a philharmonic orchestra. She strode toward Dita and reached out for the infant. “It’s easier if you leave her in the car until you get the carriage out. Hand her to me.”

			Sometimes people’s names befit them. Dahlias are showy like roses, hard to ignore. Dahlia Eastman was a solid but not obese woman, with wavy hair that behaved, and a photogenic face. Like the flower, she was not to be ignored. Dita was glad Janie’s cry, strident as it had been this morning, did not reverberate like a brass instrument. She held the baby out and thanked Dahlia, then tugged again at the folded carriage contraption that seemed welded into the trunk, this time using both hands. She gave a good yank to free it, and when she did, almost fell over backward onto her derriere. Finally, she cranked it open and latched it.



OEBPS/image/black_spine__1_.jpg





