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About the Book

The fifth Anna Pigeon mystery

In the midst of a dangerously dry season, national park ranger Anna Pigeon has been posted to Cumberland Island off the Georgia coast for a monotonous, twenty-one-day fire watch. But her boredom is short-lived, for this remote and marshy place is breeding ground to more than just the imperiled Loggerhead turtle; it also spawns eccentricity and secrets, greed, suspicion … and murder.

A small plane crashes into the palmetto thickets nearby. Anna and her crew arrive in time to control the blaze, but too late to save the pilot and his passenger, Cumberland’s sole law enforcement ranger. When the cause of the ‘accident’ is determined to be sabotage, Anna becomes entangles in an investigation that threatens to upset the very delicate balance of this fragile ecological preserve. For she is precariously close to exposing dark, clandestine crimes, both old and new, that someone has worked very diligently to conceal … and which make Anna Pigeon the most endangered creature on the island.
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CHAPTER  One


BLACK AND BLOOD-WARM water slammed into Anna’s back, rushing over her shoulders and down the front of her shirt. Closing her eyes against the salt sting, she clung to the turtle’s carapace and concentrated on keeping her footing as the wave dragged against her legs, sucked the sand from beneath her sneakers.

The loggerhead wouldn’t be washed unwillingly back into the Atlantic. There was little the turtle couldn’t handle in the sea. It was land, that unfamiliar and ever-changing universe, that had baffled her. For miles she’d swum from God knew where to lay her eggs on the beach of Cumberland Island, one of the Golden Isles off the coast of Georgia. In her tiny brain – or perhaps her great heart – instinct had programmed a map with such precision that out of thousands of miles of coastline she’d found her way back to this narrow ribbon of sand.

Anna ducked as another wave broke across her shoulders, and embraced the animal hard against her. The ripples of the loggerhead’s armored back, nearly a yard across, dug  into her cheek where flesh thinned over bone. She could feel the powerful scrape of the creature’s back flipper against the sodden fabric of her trousered thigh.

Water flooded around her, warmer on the back of her neck than the mild summer air, and Anna wondered how turtles thought, how this turtle thought. On the chart that instinct tattooed on her soul, was there a picture? In whatever passed for a loggerhead’s mind’s eye, had she seen, remembered the flat, welcoming beaches?

“Sorry, old girl,” Anna muttered as she heaved against several hundred pounds of sea beast. A capricious tide had trenched out a four-foot-high sand and shell escarpment along fifty yards of ocean front. A week ago the sand had been flat; two weeks hence it would be again. Tonight it was proving impassable. Still, with the eternal patience that seemed endemic to turtles, rocks, and other long-lived, slow-moving creatures, the loggerhead had beached herself and started her trek inland.

Loggerheads coming ashore north and south of the ephemeral cliff were making their appointed rounds. Between drenchings, Anna could hear the delighted cries of park rangers, volunteers, and researchers celebrating the renewed cycle of this threatened species.

Over the past hour, since she’d been drafted into the turtle-midwifing business, Anna had received a crash course in the reproductive habits of the loggerhead. In an ideal world, they made their way up onto the beach, above high tide, dug a nest, laid their eggs, and buried them. Their role in the universe completed, they returned to the sea and, it was presumed, never looked back until four or five years rolled by and they again felt the urge to come home to nest.

The turtle Anna danced with in the crashing surf could not negotiate the sand cliff and was exhausting herself with the effort. Too tired to fight any longer, she was giving up.

“Holy shit, she’s laying. Give me your hat,” came an exasperated bellow near Anna’s ear. The words were carried on a gust of foul-smelling air. For an instant Anna thought she’d shoved her face too near the east end of the westbound turtle. When she realized it was Marty Schlessinger’s breath, she began to believe the rumors that the biologist ate roadkill.

The Atlantic drew back and the full weight of the loggerhead was laid again in Anna’s and Marty’s arms. “Don’t hurt her,” the biologist warned as Anna felt the little muscles in her sacroiliac stretch and complain.

“Fat chance,” she grumbled, but she braced herself, forearms on thighs, shoulder against shell, and held on.

In a sudden peace left behind by the receding waters, the moon pushed over an inky horizon to paint a path in silver over the ocean and onto the back of the turtle under Anna’s chin.

By the clear light she could see Marty Schlessinger’s face inches from her own. Thirty-four years of beachside living were etched in the lines of determination carved on either side of an uncompromising mouth set in a lean face. Long hair, worn in pigtails like Willie Nelson in his heyday, fell in thin ropes across the loggerhead’s shell.

The returning ocean forced Anna to her knees. Her thigh was wedged against the turtle’s carapace, the animal’s flipper hard against the outside of her leg.

“Hat, hat, hat,” Schlessinger growled.

Anna snatched off her baseball cap and poked it into the biologist’s groping fingers.

“Hold her,” Schlessinger ordered.

“Christ!” Anna breathed as the man relinquished his grip on the turtle to gather the eggs.

Unlike many sea turtles, the loggerhead’s egg-laying machinery was recessed beneath the rear of its shell, and Anna could not see the eggs. By the ecstatic groans coming from the biologist, she guessed the laying was a success.

“No!” Schlessinger yelled suddenly. Such was the horror in his voice that Anna was unpleasantly reminded that the coast of Georgia was the breeding grounds for the great white shark.

“What?” she demanded.

“Lost a baby.”

Anna was relieved but had the good sense to keep quiet. Schlessinger would consider the loss of a ranger’s leg somewhat less heartrending than that of an embryonic loggerhead.

Minutes ticked by. Waves banged at Anna’s back, tried to buckle her knees. Sand gritted between her teeth and salt sealed her eyes. The muscles in her arms and shoulders had progressed from ache, to jelly, to constant torturous throb. All sense of glamour and adventure was long since gone.

“This is getting to be work,” she grunted.

“Quiet,” Marty said.

Anna wedged her knee more firmly under the loggerhead’s shell and began counting back from one hundred. When she reached zero, she decided, Marty and the little loggers were on their own.

Zero came and went and still she held on. Numbers blurred. “I’m losing it,” she said.

“No. Not yet.”

Various retorts bottled up behind Anna’s teeth but she lacked breath to voice them.

A wave rushed between her knees, buoyed up the turtle, and gave her shoulders some respite. When the water receded and the weight settled again, she cried out.

“Hold her still,” Schlessinger snapped.

Anna tried. “In my next life I’m going to be bigger,” she hissed.

“Quiet,” Schlessinger said again. Then: “Okay. I guess that’s the lot. Let her down. Gently. Gently.”

Anna couldn’t unlock any part of her body. “Can’t,” she said finally.

“Oh for Christ’s sake.” With the next wave Schlessinger eased the weight of the turtle from the tripod Anna had made of her body. “At least you can hold these.” The biologist proffered Anna her National Park Service cap. It was full of leathery orbs a little larger than golf balls. “Careful,” he warned as Anna stretched stiff arms to receive them. “I counted.”

There was no mistaking the threat. Marty knew how many eggs were there. Should one turn up missing on Anna’s watch, there would be hell to pay.

She held the cap between her hands as if it were the Holy Grail.

Muttering instructions, the biologist turned the massive turtle back toward the sea and watched her shining shell till the ocean took her. “Fun’s over,” he said curtly. “Time to get to work.”

Oddly, Anna felt invigorated. The magic of the turtle eggs she carried was seeping into her tired bones. The glory of the loggerhead’s fight and her part in it filled her with a sense of accomplishment that diminished the ache in her back and legs. Slopping sand and water with every step, she squished up the darkened beach after Marty Schlessinger.

Just above the high-tide line Schlessinger stopped, locked folded arms across his narrow chest, and surveyed the dunes between the water and the tangle of oak and palmetto that choked the interior of the island.

A three-quarter moon, free now of the sea, cast its light over the sand. Each twig and blade of grass was etched on one side with unnatural clarity, and on the other plunged into impenetrable shadow. The jungle beyond was light-less, a jagged wall of pine and live oak silhouetted against a faint glow from the mainland.

“This’ll do,” Schlessinger said and, dropping on all fours, began to dig like a dog after a particularly tasty bone. Sand, first dry, then clumped and wet, sprayed out between his skinny legs and over Anna’s shoe tops.

A shovel would have expedited the process. Anna didn’t know if Schlessinger was unprepared, a purist, or a fanatic. She suspected the latter two.

On Cumberland Island just over a week and already Anna knew all about the marine biologist. To be more precise, she knew all the gossip. Tonight was the first time she’d actually laid eyes on the man, though the first day she’d arrived the tar-paper shack Schlessinger called home had been pointed out along with other island landmarks.

The residents of Cumberland granted Marty Schlessinger the status usually reserved for warlocks and mad scientists. In his mid-thirties, he lived in a ramshackle house he’d inherited when, five years before, his wife, a daughter of one of Cumberland’s original landowners, had been killed in a crash.

Schlessinger’s bizarre reputation was not unearned. In his wake headless turtle carcasses and the mutilated corpses of animals killed on the island’s rudimentary road system turned up with nauseating regularity.

The loggerheads, Anna knew from watching, washed up on the beach with all parts intact. Shrimpers plied their trade offshore. Turtles were caught in the nets and drowned. Schlessinger retrieved the skulls and brains, Anna guessed, for dissection and study.

The butchered roadkill was a little harder to explain. Maybe Schlessinger did eat it. Behind his house Anna had noticed a hog pen. Maybe they were the beneficiaries.

Rumors of varying morbidity and credibility dwindled down from these two provocative habits. The rumor Anna dearly hoped was true was that Schlessinger ate blood-fat ticks from the carcasses of the animals. “Pops ’em like M&M’s,” Guy Marshall, her crew boss on this venture,  had assured her. That was something she wanted to see. The poetic justice of it tickled her.

Eccentricity made Schlessinger well suited to Cumberland Island National Seashore. Once a vacation home for the very rich, Cumberland had been privately owned until the 1970s. In the past fifty years, most of the flashier millionaires had moved to more fashionable addresses, leaving only a handful of moneyed and powerful families behind, but the ghost of those glory days remained in the crumbling mansions and burned-out relics.

In the early 1970s, eighteen thousand acres of the twenty-thousand-acre island was deeded over to the federal government to be preserved as a national park. Those who were less than charitable suggested the land had been given to the NPS more to keep the riffraff from buying up parcels the rich were tired of paying taxes on than to “conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife therein . . .”

Those selfsame cynics also intimated that the fire crew, of which Anna was part, had been bivouacked on Cumberland to soothe the nerves of those privileged few with the ear and purse strings of various congressmen.

Cumberland was in the midst of a drought. The palmetto that carpeted much of the island would burn hot and fast if ever ignited. It could be argued that the natural areas would benefit from such a cleansing by fire. But the palmetto grew up to some very influential doorsteps.

Whatever the politics, firefighters from the National Park Service had been housed on the island in a presuppression capacity for the past ten weeks. Twelve hours a day, seven days a week, over the course of their three-week rotations, they wandered around racking up overtime in heavy boots and two derelict pumper trucks on the off chance something would happen.

So far the sum total of excitement had been the ongoing chemical warfare with Cumberland’s voracious tick  population and the discovery in an inland slough of fourteen baby alligators still living at home with an impressive mom the locals called Maggie-Mary. Maggie hadn’t been seen in so many years, apocrypha added more to her length and girth than the mere passage of time could have managed.

And, tonight, the loggerheads. According to Marty they nested May through August. Usually they came up on the beaches at night, usually at high tide. The eggs incubated for eight weeks; then the little hatchlings clawed their way out of their protective graves and, with luck and the fierce intercession of Marty Schlessinger, found their way to the Atlantic Ocean.

Each new nest was recorded, protected, and timed. The next hatching was due in nine days. In a rare unguarded moment Marty had divulged this bit of information and Anna had pounced on it. When the baby loggerheads made their dangerous dash for the sea she wanted to be in the turtle vanguard.

“Eggs!” came a curt demand, and Anna was snapped out of her brown study. She dropped to one knee and presented Marty with the cap in an unconsciously courtly gesture.

One by one the biologist lifted out the treasure of turtle eggs and settled them into the sand. When they had been arranged to his liking, 147 eggs in all, he ordered Anna to stand back. With great care he refilled the hole and gently tamped it down. To Anna’s amazement he then collapsed, elbows and knees on the ground, and began flailing forearms and shins in frenzied arcs.

After half a minute of this he stood and smacked the sand from his trousers, looking as sane as anyone. “Loggerheads aren’t particular,” he explained. “They scuff over the areas with their flippers but don’t seem to feel a need to disguise the nest carefully.”

Marty handed Anna back the ball cap and she absentmindedly pulled it on her head. An unpleasant trickle of water and turtle slime crawled beneath her collar.

Up and down the beach, easily visible against the pale sand, the great shapes of the loggerheads moved with startling agility back toward the sea. Dark clusters of humanity, self-appointed guardian angels, cheered.

“Quiet!” Marty growled.

“Does the noise bother the turtles?” Anna asked.

“Of course it does,” the biologist snapped.

As near as Anna could tell, anything less serious than a shark with a bullhorn went largely ignored by these phlegmatic reptiles. She cheered with the others, but silently lest she set Schlessinger off.

“Want to come back to the fire dorm for a beer?” Anna asked on impulse.

“Never touch the stuff,” Schlessinger replied.

“Me neither,” Anna said, to see if it still felt like a lie.

“Recovering alcoholic?”

Anna said nothing.

“That’s BS,” the biologist declared. “I don’t drink because I don’t need it.”

Any warm fuzzy feelings the turtles had engendered in Anna evaporated.

Marty Schlessinger turned and stalked toward the black curtain of inland foliage. Anna fell in step beside him, simply because they were headed for the same place. On their daily circuits of the island the firefighters customarily drove the trucks down the beach in one direction, and kept to the dirt lanes on the island’s interior on the other. In deference to the turtles, all night travels were confined to the inland roads. One such track ended in a sandy spur a quarter-mile north of where the egg laying was concentrated.

Volunteers, rangers, and the rest of fire crew had started back in the direction of the parked vehicles as Anna and Marty reached their destination. Schlessinger began rearranging boxes, a broom, and two new-looking shovels on  the back of a battered all-terrain vehicle he used to get around the island.

An obnoxious, if infectious, hooting laugh cut through the lesser sounds and was answered by what Anna could only describe as a snarl, or as close to a snarl as a beast without claws and fangs can come.

“That man’s on my Better Off Dead list,” Marty Schlessinger said. “Mitch Hanson has no more business here than Hitler at a bar mitzvah.”

“Maybe he likes turtles,” Anna said, just to see what kind of reaction she’d get.

Schlessinger snorted and Anna was impressed at the range and accuracy of his animal sounds. “Hah,” Marty said as if translating. “Maybe he thought we were serving Jack Daniel’s.” He stabbed his shovel into the sand. The handle quivered like the shaft of a harpoon.

For several seconds Anna watched as the biologist slammed around pieces of equipment. Wet, pale brown braids smacked against his bare arms and he made low-pitched grumbling noises as if he was carrying on a heated conversation with his familiars.

Anna lounged against the fender of one of the rusting green trucks they’d inherited from the crew they had replaced. Along with the salt scent of the sea and the fecund perfume of the jungle, a faint sickly-sweet odor made it to her nostrils.

Her flashlight lay on the seat of the truck. She retrieved it and combed the ground with its yellowing beam till she found what she was looking for. Pushed partially off the road several yards from the rear wheels of Marty Schlessinger’s ATV was the carcass of a young raccoon. From the looks of it, it hadn’t been dead long. Scavengers had yet to disembowel it. Whether it had been struck by a vehicle or had died of natural causes, Anna couldn’t tell. She played the light over the little corpse invitingly but Schlessinger didn’t give it so much as a glance.

The others approached. Schlessinger fired up his four-wheeler and gutted the night with the noise of his departure.

Anna sighed and clicked off the light. Evidently Marty wasn’t going to eat so much as a tick tonight. She shrugged in the darkness. It was always good to have something to look forward to.




CHAPTER  Two


GUY MARSHALL, A man in his late forties with a chiseled face, no hair to speak of, and the body of a rodeo cowboy – lean and strong and stove up in one knee – a walked in from the beach. The moon reflected off his pate, casting a deep shadow over his eyes.

Anna and the rest of the crew had dressed for the occasion in lightweight clothing and tennis shoes. Marshall wore regulation firefighting regalia: lemon-yellow shirt, olive drab pants of fire-retardant Nomex, and heavy lug-soled, lace-up, leather boots. He’d been wearing them for so many years he probably thought they were comfortable.

Marshall was crew boss in charge of the abbreviated presuppression crew: Anna and three men, one from Gulf Islands, one from Cape Hatteras, and one from the Natchez Trace Parkway. Fire crews were drawn from a well of red-carded rangers – those with the training who could also pass the physical. The call went out to the national parks. District rangers let go whomever they could best spare – or whomever had a favor coming or  whined the loudest. Fire details, especially one as cushy as presuppression on Cumberland Island, were much sought after. Twenty-one twelve-hour days with time and a half for overtime plus per diem rounded out one’s pay-check nicely.

The crew boss threw one leg across the seat of the ATV he’d claimed for his own and shot a thin stream of tobacco juice into the sand. In the moonlight it looked like an ink blot on white paper.

A seal balancing a ball on its nose, Anna thought, looking at the impromptu Rorschach. She made a mental note to ask her sister when next she called what sort of incipient madness that might indicate.

Laughter wafted up from the beach; the throaty laugh of the interpretive ranger who lived on the island, echoed by the barklike guffaw of a member of the fire crew and the booming hoot that had so incensed Marty Schlessinger.

“They’re all crazier’n bedbugs,” Guy said without ran-cor, and ejected another stream of tobacco juice neatly over the handlebars. “Watching a bunch of turtles bury eggs has got ’em all lit up like the Fourth of July. I’d hate to see ’em in a hen yard. They’d think they died and went to heaven. Takes all kinds, I guess. Look at museum curators. The Park Service’s got a whole passel of ’em. What do they do? Sit around and watch old shit get older.”

“We could have stayed back at the dorm and watched  Under Siege Two,” Anna reminded him. On the island there were only two available videos, Under Siege II and Fire Weather: A Meteorologist’s View.


“Like I always say, turtles is damn good entertainment,” Guy drawled.

What was left of Marshall’s hair was steel-gray and cropped close in a horseshoe that extended from ear to ear just above his collar. He pulled a comb from his hip pocket and carefully ran it through the back and sides. “Reliving my glory days,” he said when he caught Anna watching.

For a minute or two they waited without speaking as the others made their way across the dunes. Flashlights had been summarily banned by Schlessinger. Light disoriented the turtles – not only when they came ashore to nest but when the babies hatched. Theory had it that when turtles as a species were young, man had not yet discovered fire, let alone electricity. Temperature dictated that the hatchlings emerge from their sand incubators at night. Instinct told them to creep toward the lights on the horizon, the stars over the sea that would be home.

With electric lights and beachfront condos, baby turtles were often confused, crawling inland toward the false stars and dying.

At present the moon made flashlights unnecessary and Anna reveled in the gentle southern night. Ten p.m. and it was still over eighty degrees. Even with the drought, the air was humid. Anna’s hair curled and her fingernails grew. After so long in the high desert of southern Colorado’s Mesa Verde National Park, she felt like a raisin turning back into a grape.

Near the ocean there was always a slight breeze – enough to cool the sweat and make the air feel alive. Overhead it played through the tinder-dry leaves of the live oaks, producing a delicate clatter, a sweet counterpoint to the throbbing shush of waves against the shore.

The open space between the tree line and the sea suited Anna. As in the wide country of the Southwest, the eye could roll out to the distance, the soul expand into the great spaces. Back in the dense woods she didn’t breathe as easily. There the air scarcely moved and the clatter was like ticks dropping from the vegetation in search of new homes with better-stocked larders.

Like the hero in a drawing room comedy, Dijon Smith entered laughing. “Oooeee, I wish I had balls the size of a ghost crab’s,” he said. “Those little suckers aren’t afraid of anything.” Anna knew what he meant. The little crustaceans, the biggest not-more than ten inches from claw to claw, would stand on their back legs and challenge the ton-and-a-half pumper trucks as they drove down the beach.

Dijon’s dark skin soaked up the moonlight till he looked a shadow of himself. In a cliché Anna would never give voice to, all she could see were the whites of his eyes and his flashing teeth.

At twenty-two, Dijon was the baby of the bunch by nearly ten years and complained good-naturedly about being stuck in the retirement home for aging firefighters. Under the spreading branches of a live oak, Smith jumped up, caught hold of a limb, and began chinning himself with an irritating effortlessness.

“That’s knocking ticks down on you,” Guy warned.

“Shit! No lie?” Dijon dropped and began brushing off his shoulders and arms. “Don’t tell me that, man. I hate those little mother—” A glance at Anna. “Buggers.”

“They can sense your body heat like heat-seeking missiles,” the crew boss said. “You shake their tree and they drop on you.”

“Ticks.” Dijon shuddered and did a little dance designed either to dislodge insects or get a laugh. With Dijon Smith it was hard to tell. Bending over at the waist, he fluttered his fingers through his close-cropped hair.

“Don’t flick them on me,” Anna griped, and jumped back. So convincing was the performance, she half believed he was acrawl with bloodsucking monsters.

Marshall slumped back on the ATV, feet over the handlebars, back against his day pack. Guy could get comfortable anywhere, a highly desirable attribute in a wildland firefighter. “Get your eggs all laid?” he asked.

“I haven’t gotten anything laid since we came to Cumbersome Isle,” Dijon returned. “Even those turtles are starting to look good. I’ve got to get out of here. I need sex and pizza. This sand and surf and tick shit is driving me out of my” – again the look at Anna – “frigging mind.”

Anna smiled in the dark. Misplaced as it was, she appreciated the sentiment and cleaned up her language around Smith to keep her credit good.

Al Magnus, Rick Spencer, Mitch Hanson, and Lynette Wagner washed up from the beach on a gust of chatter. Headlights and engine noise sliced the night as Anna buckled herself onto the bench seat of the pumper truck. Hanson had driven his government vehicle; Lynette rode with Dijon and Rick in a second truck as decrepit as the one Anna shared with Al.

Magnus was a short, stocky man somewhere in his thirties but exuding the ageless maturity of the devoted family man. While the ATV and the truck growled into the night, Al scraped out the bowl of his pipe, then banged it against the side of the truck. The smell of sea air and stale tobacco radiated from his clothing and the cab began to feel as homey as a country living room.

“No sense eating dust,” he explained. He tamped fresh tobacco in the bowl.

“Who’s that Mitch Hanson guy?” Anna asked in idle curiosity. “Marty seemed deeply aggrieved that he not only had the temerity to exist but the unmitigated gall to do it in his vicinity.”

Al finished the tamping and went through the lengthy ritual of lighting his pipe before he answered. An addiction to pipe tobacco gave the user an unearned air of deep and considered wisdom. When the pipe was drawing properly, he said: “Mitch isn’t a bad sort. He’s a dozer operator with maintenance. Keeps the roads passable. An over-the-hill party boy. Double dipper. He’s pretty much retired twice but’s still on the payroll. Maybe that’s what’s getting to Marty.”

Anna nodded in the dark. Scattered throughout government services were retired military men pulling a full pension and a salary. Those who worked inspired jealousy. Those who coasted, hatred and contempt.

Evidently Hanson was in the latter category. Anna had seen him grading the inland lanes. Or, now that she thought about it, she’d seen his bulldozer. Either he was nowhere around or he was lounging in the shade gossiping with the locals. He looked to be fifty or thereabout. His belly confirmed the aging-party-animal motif; thirty extra pounds rounded out his face and middle.

The sight and sounds of the other vehicles faded. Al turned the key and fired up the engine. Inland the lanes were narrow, the palmetto close and thick. Stiff fingers of vegetation skritched along the sides of the truck. Despite the muggy heat, Anna rolled her window up. Without light she couldn’t defend herself against the whip of the fronds.

The road was washboarded and hosted deep ruts where streams carried rainfall from the interior. These seeming obstacles had no effect on Magnus and he roared along at a bone-rattling thirty miles per hour. In the beams of the headlights the lane unfurled, a twisting white ribbon through a tunnel of green. It put Anna in mind of Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride in Disneyland. She cinched her seat belt as tight as it would go and braced both feet against the dashboard.

“How’d you make out with Marty Schlessinger?” Al bawled over the racket of the truck. “Did he ask you to dinner?”

“Nope. I asked him over but he wasn’t in the mood to go slumming.”

“Too bad. Jimmy gave me a list of questions I’m supposed to ask him.” Jimmy was Al’s eight-year-old son. They talked almost every night. In a small office building about a mile from the dorm was a telephone fire crew had access to. Anna and Al were the only members who seemed to have anyone to call. Most evenings they flipped a coin to see who went first.

Among Park Service nomads there were two mind-sets: those who threw themselves wholeheartedly into each new  adventure, sleeping with whoever presented, eating what was set before them, and drinking deep from each intoxicating cup they came across; and those with a strong tether to home – a cord more often than not made of telephone wire. Age was a dividing factor – the young were liberal, having as yet acquired nothing worth conserving – but the newly single and dedicated bachelors swelled those ranks.

The clatter of rusting metal drowned out even Al’s basso profundo and Anna settled into a favorite pastime: watching the world go by. Spotlit into unnaturally bright colors, the jungle flickered past in patterns of green and black. This was a dry jungle with a fragile grip on land. Soil was thin and sandy, the island prey to hurricanes that could flatten it or divide it in two with a sudden waterway. Plants grew with the voracious disregard of the condemned, springing from the rough ground in impenetrable thickets to fight for light and air beneath oaks broad-shouldered enough to have weathered a century of storms.

Occasionally the glancing blow of the high beams would stun a night creature. Two baby raccoons, postcard-perfect, hung halfway up a palm tree. Al passed in a thunderous cloud of dust without ever seeing them. Anna hoped the quake of their passage wouldn’t dislodge the kits. A sow and three piglets dashed for cover beneath the palmetto fronds. Three deer grazed in a meadow in the center of the island where a Beechcraft on loan for drug interdiction was tied down at the end of a dirt strip.

There were few meadows maintained on the island. This was one of the largest. Even more than in daylight, Anna felt the relief of coming out into the open after so long a time closed beneath the dusty canopy of vegetation.

Moonlight turned the deer to shadows, the dry grass to textured marble. Unlike the feral pigs, deer on Cumberland were not hunted. These looked up as the truck ground past but didn’t leave off chewing.

Beside the meadow, tucked behind a cottage that could  have lured Hansel and Gretel to their deaths, was Stafford, one of the derelict mansions. Built by Andrew Carnegie for his daughter, it had been a place of carriages and candlelight and southern hospitality. This fine old house, like a dowager duchess fallen on evil times, now fought just to keep body and soul together.

Within were wooden staircases, sconces, parquet floors, coffered ceilings – craftmen’s work that, if artisans could still be found, would cost a fortune to replicate. All was threatened by time and mildew. The Park Service scrambled for funds to battle the decay and drafted plans to bring back the grandeur, but for now it sat empty and vulnerable, roofline sagging, foundation crumbling.

Several of these magnificent hulks dotted the island. Anna had wandered through most of them, a pleasant break in the monotony. Nostalgia, memories of lives never lived but only imagined, dwelt in the silent dust-filled halls, the moldering books left on the shelves, the broken furniture stashed in enormous cellars; in a moth-eaten fur abandoned in an upstairs nursery. There was something fascinating in the flotsam of the past, once-valued things discarded when their owners moved on.

 



WHEN THEY REACHED the south end of the island, the road unraveled into poorly marked byways leading to various NPS facilities. Al negotiated unerringly through the knot and turned at last onto the street where they stayed. Several houses and two barracks were scattered beneath oak trees on the east side of the road. A garage and storage barn were on the right. Farther down this minuscule Main Street the maintenance buildings clustered. The structures were all of wood, scoured to vintage softness by the ocean winds. Wherever metal touched – door hinges, nailheads, window locks – streaks of burnt orange attested to the constant rust.

At eleven at night all was dark and deserted but for the house that quartered the fire crew. The screened-in porch was aglow from lights spilling out the open door. Behind the ubiquitous row of boots, banned from the interior by Guy in an attempt to slow the migration of the dunes from outside to in, Anna could see people lounging in metal folding chairs. The spark of a cigarette butt traced a slow arc to someone’s mouth.

Lynette Wagner, Cumberland’s GS-4 interpretive ranger, stood in the doorway, yellow light turning the brown frizz of a shoulder-length perm to red. Her laughter bobbed on top of the hum of conversation. Two shadows hovered near her, Dijon and Rick no doubt. Lynette always had boys dancing attendance. She was not yet thirty, single, and good-enough looking, but it was more than just her physical charms. Somehow she’d managed to strike the perfect balance between being one of the boys and being one of the girls. A tomboy with a strong maternal instinct; the combination drew men like flies. Everything they could want: mother, buddy, and lover rolled into one.

For all Anna could tell, it was genuine – Lynette to the core – and she found it as attractive as the men did, though probably not for the same reasons.

The chairs were occupied by Cumberland’s district ranger and his alarmingly pregnant wife. The district ranger, Todd Belfore, spent much of each day with the fire crew. He’d only been on the island five months and already he was bored. Mostly he grumbled about being in charge of law enforcement where enforcing law wasn’t allowed. Word had come down that the wealthy denizens of Cumberland were “not accustomed to interference.” Tourists were fair game but they were disappointingly well behaved.

Anna had met Tabby, his wife, only once before. The woman was so big with child that when Anna first laid eyes on her, she’d made a mental note to review her emergency childbirth procedures. Mrs. Belfore was a small-boned  woman, pale and blond and clingy. There weren’t many moments when she wasn’t clutching some part of her husband’s anatomy. In a pinch even a sleeve or shirttail sufficed. Tonight she seemed particularly in need of reassurance. She held his right forearm in a death grip, his hand palm up on her lap like a dead white spider. Under the circumstances Anna didn’t hold Tabby’s neediness against her but she hadn’t found much to say to the woman either.

Lynette said something indecipherable and Rick laughed too loud and too long.

“Party. Party,” Al said neutrally. Anna couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or merely observant.

She dug in her pocket for a coin. “Heads or tails?”

“The phone’s all your’n, Ms. Pigeon,” he replied. “If Jimmy’s not in bed by now, he should be.”

Anna traded up, leaving the pumper truck for Guy’s ATV. When he’d claimed the four-wheeler, the crew boss made noises about convenience and flexibility, but he was fooling no one. He took it because it was fun. And he was entitled. No one begrudged him.

On the all-terrain vehicle the night swirled around Anna, dried the sweat in her hair. Even the noise of its little engine didn’t detract. Over the short trip to the office she passed four armadillos rooting alongside the road. The weird little beasts delighted her. Since coming to the island she’d spent a good chunk of time stalking them. The animals were nearsighted and not terribly bright. Rick, who hailed from the Natchez Trace Parkway in southern Mississippi and claimed to be an armadillo expert, told her if she could sneak up and touch one, catch it by surprise, it would spring straight up in the air a couple of feet. Anna didn’t know if he was pulling her leg or not. She didn’t much care. It was something to do.

The office housing the telephone was on the inland waterway between the coast of Georgia and Cumberland Island. Just to the south was a one-room museum and a  covered bridge that led to the boat-docking area. One light shone like a star on the waters where the houseboat Mitch Hanson shared with his wife was docked. Trees had been cut away to protect the structures from wildfire and windfall. In this man-made meadow a herd of twenty or thirty small island deer grazed.

Anna pulled into the dirt parking lot, switched off the ATV, and let the silence settle before she went to the door.

Inside she took a Baby Ruth from the cupboard in the kitchenette and left fifty cents in a coffee cup set aside for that purpose. Blissful in solitude, she sat in the chief ranger’s chair and put her feet on his desk, the better to savor her candy and her telephone call.




CHAPTER  Three


MOLLY PICKED UP on the second ring. At the sound of her sister’s gruff “Hello,” Anna felt muscles relax that she hadn’t known were tensed.

“Am I interrupting anything?” she asked.

“Nope. Letterman’s a bust tonight.” There was a sound of stretching at the tail end of Molly’s sentence and Anna suspected she was reaching for an ashtray. The nicotine bone’s connected to the phone bone, her sister had once told her, and Anna wondered if her calls were cutting years off Molly’s life.

“Why do you do that?” she asked irritably.

“Because it’s politically incorrect, noxious, and potentially lethal,” Molly replied, unperturbed. “Are you still a castaway?”

“Still. Three weeks is a lot longer when you’re wearing fire boots.”

Molly cackled. “Time and a half?”

“The big bucks,” Anna said. “Pays my phone bills.”

“You know, I would call you if you were ever anywhere  real. Two nights in a row. To what do I owe the honor? I thought it was Frederick’s turn.”

“I’m playing hard-to-get.”

“Hah.”

“I wanted to talk,” Anna said seriously. “And not have to be nice.”

“Or witty or charming,” Molly added. She wasn’t being sarcastic; she understood the burden of maintaining one’s good behavior for any length of time.

For the past year Anna had been carrying on a long-distance love affair with Frederick Stanton, an FBI agent she’d worked with on a couple of homicides. They’d fallen “in love” – for lack of a better phrase – over their third corpse.

There had been an intoxicating night, an awkward breakfast, and a breathless goodbye. Then letters, letters and phone calls, eleven months’ worth. Soon, Anna knew, she would have to leave this comfortable limbo and deal with Frederick on a more flesh-and-blood basis: shoes under the bed, dual vacations, mutual friends.

He was beginning to talk about the future, urging her to come to Chicago.

Anna wasn’t sure she cared for that. Conversations about the future always seemed to pivot on how much one was willing to sacrifice in the here and now.

When she’d married Zach – in what now seemed a past as distant and distorted as King Arthur’s court or the Ice Age – life had been simple. She had nothing. Zach had nothing. No home, no pets, no jobs. Merging was easy. They commingled their paperback books, bought a pretty good mattress, borrowed money to make their security deposit, and started a future with all the forethought of a blue jay planting an acorn.

For seven years it grew and flourished; then Zach had been killed. To look ahead became too lonely, and out of self-preservation Anna had started living each day as it came. Now it was habit.

She carried his ashes from park to park, promising herself one day she would pour them – and the dreams of her early twenties – to the four winds to scatter. The time had never seemed right. Before leaving Mesa Verde for Cumberland Island, she’d even gone so far as to take the ash tin from her underwear drawer and pry loose the lid. She’d gotten them no further than the coffee table.

Now there was Frederick, and with him, baggage, his and hers: jobs, geography, his kids, Anna’s cat, his bird, houses. After years of kicking around amid the mouse droppings and leaky faucets of National Park Service housing, Anna had finally landed a plum: a house of native stone with a tiny tower bedroom that overlooked the green mesas of southern Colorado. During the past year she’d noted an odd tingling sensation in the soles of her feet and thought perhaps she was beginning to put down a few tentative roots.

Not a good time to be calling Atlas and breaking out the bubble wrap.

“Come to think of it,” Anna said, meaning Frederick, boys, and the conjugal life in general, “I don’t even want to talk about it.” Instead, she told Molly of the turtles and Marty Schlessinger. After ten minutes it dawned on her she was doing all the talking and she shut up, letting the line cool, waiting to see if Molly needed to talk.

Nothing but the sucking sound of a Camel drawn straight into dying lungs came over the wire. Molly had been a psychiatrist for over twenty years. Listening had become a habit, as had keeping herself to herself. Born, Anna suspected, from knowing how easily one’s words, however carefully couched, could expose weakness. “What have you been up to?” she coaxed.

Another second or two ticked by and Anna’s antennae went up. Silence could mean nothing; aggravated silence was a clue. Psychiatry wasn’t the only profession taught to listen for weakness.

“What?” Anna demanded.

“Another death threat.” Molly laughed. Annoyance, edginess, defensiveness, and maybe a small thread of fear wove through the short patch of sound.

Momentarily Anna was stunned as both ends of the statement smacked into her. “Another,” she said flatly, and was pleased that her voice lacked any trace of warmth. Molly sensed warmth as cannily as the Cumberland Island ticks. In seconds she could worm herself into it and evade the conversational thrust.

“It’s only the second,” Molly defended herself. She was trying to shrug it off. Anna could see her as clearly as if she stood on the other side of the chief ranger’s desk. This close to bedtime she would be wearing a sweat suit – the expensive embroidered kind never meant to be sweated in – probably in lavender, crimson, or pink. On her feet, big feet for so small a woman, would be fuzzy white ankle socks with tiger stripes on them. The day’s mascara would have migrated down to form smudges beneath her lower lashes, and her short, thick, gray-streaked hair would be worked into a frenzy of curls from fingers being constantly thrust through it.

Molly saw herself as piano wire: strong, sharp, unbreakable. When she was encased in Dior suits, high heels, and a wall full of formidable diplomas and awards, this probably wasn’t too far off the mark. In downy pink PJs and tiger paws, she looked tiny and vulnerable. Wet, she wouldn’t weigh more than 110 pounds.

Anna closed her eyes and wished for a glass of Mondavi red, room temperature; a large glass with a sturdy stem filled too close to the top for polite society. Reluctantly she let the image go. “You’d better tell me the whole story,” she said. “If you leave any parts out it’ll give me bad dreams.”

“What about Al?” Molly had grown accustomed to Anna’s phone-sharing dilemmas.

“He lost the coin toss. You may begin.”

There was a pause, tense and poised, the kind divers make on the high board as the strategies of their controlled fall coalesce into their muscles.

“Part of it is me being dramatic, no doubt. Believe it or not, death threats are fairly common – macroscopically speaking. We get our share: husbands whose wives decided to divorce them after getting therapy, patients who spent a ton of money and are still crazy as bedbugs. Mostly threats are like obscene phone calls – the kick is in the words and the shock. No follow-up is called for.” A long, slow inhalation followed. Anna pictured the smoke trickling up through her sister’s fingers as, cigarette in hand, she raked back her curls.

For the first time she envied Molly her addiction. At least she still had her drug. Dirty and deadly as it was, nobody woke up facedown on a car seat with no recollection of the last eight hours because they’d smoked one too many cigarettes.

“What was different about this threat?” Anna asked.

“For one, it was a woman. Very rare. Very. Not for women to scream, ‘I’m going to kill you,’ et cetera, but for a serious telephone death threat it’s quite unusual. And two, it didn’t sound as if she’d made any attempt to disguise her voice. She sounded stressed, repressed, and decidedly clear.”

“What did she say?”

“Hang on.” A series of clicks serrated the silence, then a sweet, low-pitched voice, almost a vibrato from underlying emotion, said: “You deserve to die. Not just your kind, you personally. It will be my pleasure to do the honors. My plate is rather full right now but rest assured I will pencil you in as soon as there’s an opening.”

“Could you hear it?” Molly again.

“You taped the threat?” Anna was impressed. Her sister was a cool customer.

“No. She left it on my answering machine.”

Anna laughed in spite of herself. “I’m surprised she  didn’t fax it. God. The consummate businesswoman. ‘Pencil you in’?”

Molly laughed with her and when the laughter wore out they were both scared.

“Too weird,” Anna said. “A practical joke?”

Molly shook her head. Anna could tell from the wavering shush of smoky breath blown across the receiver. “I’ve listened to it umpteen times and can’t make heads or tails of it. Do you think I should call the police?”

Molly never asked for advice. Flattery and alarm vied for space in Anna’s heart. “Yes. By all means. If it turns out to be nothing, terrific.”

“Do you think they’d take me seriously?”

“You’re rich, white, pushing fifty, and well connected.”

“Of course.” Again Molly laughed. Hers was an evil-sounding chuckle that Anna loved. The sort of chortle Dorothy might have heard shortly before all hell broke loose in the land of Oz. “For a moment there, I was ten years old again, freckled and redheaded and afraid of crying wolf. I’m a grownup, by God!” Molly said.

“Save the tape,” Anna cautioned.

“Done. Two copies. One in a safe-deposit.”

“What was the first threat like?”

“A note came in the mail. It was on expensive stationery and written in calligraphy – the kind that was all the rage for fancy Earth Day party invitations a few years back. Kind of a walk-in-Broccoli-Forest feel to it. You’re on hold again.”

A moment later the phone clattered back to Molly’s ear. “Still there?”

“Still here.”

“Okay – and for the comfort of your little cop mind I want you to know I’m holding this with sterile tweezers while I read it.

“It’s very formal, like the call. ‘Dr. Pigeon: There is apparently no end to the damage you do. Stupidity? Greed?  Or just old-fashioned evil? You need to be dead and I need to do it. Please reflect on this. I wish you to be as uncomfortable as is humanly possible, should you be, after all, human.’”

Holding the mouthpiece of the phone away from her face so as not to be munching the Baby Ruth in her sister’s ear, Anna let the words soak in. The note was strangely dispassionate, hatred grown cold, held close in the mind till a warped but compelling logic grew up around it.

“I suppose you’ve gone through your patient list to see if anybody might carry a grudge?”

“More than once. Contrary to Hollywood’s febrile depictions, a psychiatrist’s life is not fraught with serial killers. Killers of any kind are rare. Killers who seek help are virtually nonexistent. Except for my prison work – and that’s mostly drug rehab and depression – my patients are wealthy neurotics. I handle maybe fifteen psychotics at any given time on hospital and prison rounds. Of the few that are not incarcerated, four are men and the other is a homeless person, a bag lady. She has trouble stringing sentences together and eats out of garbage cans. Hardly the type for fancy stationery.”
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