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 — inspirations, friends


William Moore was the lighthouse keeper on Bird Island in Buzzards Bay from 1819 to 1834. He had a wife who came from a wealthy family in Boston. At some point in her tenure on the island, she vanished. Visitors of the era report seeing a fresh grave. Some suspected foul play.

 — Cape Cod legend

“... the hunt for an unknown murderer was in full cry. Nine women were dead and two others disappeared ... Meanwhile the killer proceeded on his deadly course ...”

 — Carlton Smith, The Killing Season, 1994

“... the flying particles almost choked me, are these the ashes of the destroyed city, Gommorah?”

 — Herman Melville, Moby Dick, 1851


Prologue

HE TELLS HIMSELF it’s only a claw. Or what’s left of one. The nails digging down into the earth. The white digits, which seem to be clasping a large quohog shell, are just visible, rising out of the damp, stony soil. Like something grasping for purchase. A creature struggling to get back to the air and sea. To live again.

During the winter, much of Buzzards Bay had been frozen solid until a Coast Guard icebreaker cut a path through for ships to transit the Cape Cod Canal. A mound of ice gathered on the southwest side of Bird Island. Storms drove the ice floe halfway across the flat acre-and-a-half island, piled ice in heaps halfway up the sides of the thirty-seven-foot lighthouse. Chunks as big as cars flattened everything, including the fences erected to stop erosion and protect the nests of seabirds.

Now the thaw has taken hold. Late March and the first spurt of warm weather is settling over Cape Cod, the south coast of Massachusetts and Buzzards Bay that divides them. The ice has melted at last, leaving the island rutted, bruised. Great swaths of spartina, beach plums, and poison ivy have been scraped away, the guts of the island tilled to the surface. Rough patches of rocks, mud, and sand steam in the morning sun.

Bird Island always has remains of dead seabirds scattered about. Corby Church never pays much attention to them when he comes out from Slocums Harbor to tend the light. The island is an important nesting area for roseate terns. They are small spitfires of birds, their skeletons fine as mouse bones.

But this claw is much bigger. At first, he thinks that maybe it came from a herring gull, a cormorant, a merganser. But there is no sign of webbed skin between the toes. So perhaps it belonged to an osprey, an owl. Even an eagle.

A raptor might have been raiding the terns’ nests last summer. Kidnapping fat little hatchlings. Maybe a flock of terns attacked it before it could get airborne again. Raptors are slow and clumsy getting aloft, especially with a load. He pictures them as heavy bombers. Terns are daredevils, stunt pilots. Fearless. When he comes ashore on the island during nesting season, they strafe him from all directions. Still, he loves the terns. They are great fishers, and they protect their families against all comers. They could kill a raptor if enough of them attacked it. So maybe the owner of this claw got his just desserts.

The terns have not returned to nest yet. So Church is alone on the island carrying a buttoned-up golf umbrella in his hand, like a trusty walking stick. He uses it as a poker to push at the claw.

“Who are you? What dirty deed brought you to your death on my island?”

Standing over the claw in his canvas field coat, khaki pants, and clamming boots, Corby Church looks rugged. A character of the New England coast like the fishermen in The Perfect Storm. Age — early-to-mid 40s. With his old-school wayfarer sunglasses, wavy, sandy hair just going gray at the temples, he puts some of the townspeople in mind of the actor Jeff Bridges.

His lips purse as he uses the tip of his umbrella to prod at the place where the digits sink into the soil. He figures that with a little pushing he could dig up the rest of the carcass and put the little mystery of this island interloper to rest. Pass on his findings to the Woods Hole scientists who monitor the tern colony out here.

Then he can get back to work. There’s a lot to do this morning, his first visit to the island after the long, hard winter. He’s the Slocums Harbor harbormaster. The town is the custodian of the island and relit the old lighthouse thirteen years ago after nearly seventy years of dormancy. It’s part of his job to make sure the solar panels, wires, storage batteries, witching, and light are dry, clean. In working order. He likes tinkering with the equipment, tending to the tower itself. But the island is more to him than a job. After years of caring for the lighthouse, he has come to think of himself as the keeper of the island and the light. He knows every scrap of its history and lore, has a file drawer in his office dedicated to Bird Island. Subscribes to the Lighthouse Digest, even writes articles for it.

The tip of the umbrella catches on something beneath the surface. He drops down on his haunches, twists, jimmies the dirt. Pries at what has to be an even bigger bird carcass than he thought.

The earth erupts with bones — but not the leg bones of a raptor. Finger bones. Stubby little wrist bones spill out onto the ground in a mess. Then he sees the grimy, gray shafts of a forearm.

Radius and ulna, he thinks, remembering anatomy class at college. At Massachusetts Maritime Academy.

His poker’s tip catches inside a metal ring chained to something still under the ground. It looks like an antique handcuff.

“Holly shit. Christ.”

He drops the umbrella, lets it fall beside the bones, jumps to his feet and takes a step back. His chest heaves a wheezy sigh. Then, he listens to the morning’s southeast breeze beginning to whir around the lighthouse tower, the rush of waves against the stone seawall. A sad smile begins to ghost over his face. It’s the look of a man starting to face off with fear. With memory.

• • • • •

Mid-April, 1988. He’s keeping a lookout. Standing by the bones on the beach at Whale Cay. Watching. The boat will come for the rendezvous ... when the moon goes down.

He paces, circles around the carcass of a beached dolphin. Stares at the skull, the teeth, the spine, the ribs. But mostly he looks at what is left of the pectoral fins. In the fading moonlight the fin bones seem like arms, with wrists and hands and fingers.

His bowels ache with emptiness. He loves the warm trade winds and the mild blue days here in the islands. Everything about the pink sand, the palms bending in the breeze, the jacks leaping in the waves. The smell of salt and wild hibiscus. The potcake dogs with their broods. But at night it’s a different story. The wind burns him. He feels the rhythm of this world lit only by smoldering stars, hot blood, a promiscuous moon.

The skeletal hands of the dolphin spread out on the beach. Lines and crests and loops of salt, a jagged script, trail away from the white digits. As if they were writing a message in the sand just at the creature’s hour of death. A love letter, a confession, a warning from another world. In a language he cannot read this hot April night. In the Abaco Islands chain. The eastern Bahamas. Beneath the fading light of a pale moon. When the sharks feed.
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“LOOK, Colón, do me a favor, ok? Try not to get all spiritual and Rican about this body, will you, hon?” The police chief paces, eyes his only detective over a mug of black coffee. It’s an hour before lunch.

Yemanjá Colón sits at her desk in the miniscule squad room glaring back at Chi Chi Bugatti, her huge black eyes already starting to glaze over with wishes she had called in sick today. Some things she does not have to think about; she just knows. And she knows after six months on the job that this one may not work out. That this job in Slocums Harbor is no match for the one she left last October under duress. The detective detail with her partner Lou Votolatto and the state police Crime Prevention and Control unit on the Cape, the CPAC folks. There are days when she tells herself she’s going to quit this gig in Slocums Harbor. Trouble is she needs the money, loves investigation. So here you are, jeba. Stuck in pergatorio with Little Caesar.

“Hustle your butt down to Town Wharf.”

Hustle your own butt, gordo, she thinks.

He’s a stumpy bugger. Almost as wide as he is tall. And thick. The blue uniform shirt seems tight as the skin of a balloon stretched over his massive chest, belly bulging over his gun belt. But his face, with the high cheek bones and shiny, leathery skin, is handsome. The broad nose, and lips, the tight, short, black hair. Almost Puerto Rican. Abuela says his mother was from la Isla, from around Guanajuato. But the man only plays the Latino card when he wants a sniff of his detective’s perfume or a favor. Mostly, he comes on like some kind of Roman gladiator.

“Corby Church is waiting for you with his boat. And Hank Cabot from the archeological society. They think this is some kind of old grave that the ice floes have opened up.”

He tells her to go on out there to Bird Island. Do her thing with Corby’s bones. Get something that will help to figure out who’s buried out there. But try to be back here mid-afternoon. Chi Chi needs her working on the B&E they had out on Neck Road yesterday. Property owners are bat shit.

“Just cover your bases. Leave the rest for the archeologist types.”

“He said there were maybe handcuffs, manacles, he called them, on the body. What’s with that? Probably not death by natural causes. You think I’m going to give a soft touch to a murder investigation?” She tilts her head back, uses a hand to flick her long, dark hair out of her eyes, continues to hold her boss in her sights. Never blinking. She’s thirty-five, but looks ten years younger. A babe in a cheap charcoal pants suit. A whole heap of attitude.

“Jesus H. Christ, Yemanjá. Why is everything such a drama for you?”

“I don’t know, Chief. Maybe because I’m psychic.”

“Or psycho.”

She feels a growl starting in her chest, grits her teeth. Then she jumps to her feet. “I’m out of here.”

“Wait! I’m not finished, Detective.”

She already has her back to him, is heading out the door to her car, when he barks her name. This time she spins on her heels, quashing a sudden instinct to draw her gun. She grew up with a father who thought he was the king of Puerto Rico, and now she hates being bullied.

“What?” She pulls on her navy blue North Face anorak. Even in the bulky coat, she looks slender. Maybe it’s the dark hair running to her elbows, the way she holds her shoulders back, the long legs that make her look taller than her five foot seven.

“Don’t go pulling an attitude with me, missy. Just do your job and we are going to get along fine. You keep up with this moody Latina shit, you’re going to be in a world of hurt. It don’t make no never mind to me that certain white folks in this town get all dewy-eyed ’cause we got an honest-to-Christ, flag-carrying Borinqueña on the force. You’re just another cop to me. Am I getting through to you?”

She rolls her eyes. This payaso. Clown. “Loud and clear, Chief!”

“Good. Give a call into the station when you’ve seen what’s what with the bones. It looks bad, I’ll call in the staties. Suppose I’ll have to call them anyway. Get some boys in here with real on-the-job forensic skills. Not just textbook stuff. Or any of that voodoo santos shit you’re into.”

She gives a tight-lipped smile and beats it for her Honda.

• • • • •

Henry “Hank” Cabot stretches his hand to help her into the harbormaster’s twenty-six-foot Grady White tied at the town float. He’s a good-looking man in his early sixties, wearing an expensive red yachting slicker. Tall and muscular, with thick, auburn hair. A dye-job. Professionally done. The wire-rim glasses have Harvard B-school written all over them.

“You ever hear the story of the lighthouse keeper’s wife, Detective?”

She shakes her head no as she takes the offered hand. The harbormaster, Corby Church, is nowhere in sight. The wind is up now, and even though it is the middle of April, the air suddenly feels like January. A shiver rips down her back, right through both legs. When she’s in the boat, she flips the hood of her anorak over her head. Tries to pull it tight with the drawstrings, but her hair gets caught in the mix. A girl would not have to put up with this kind of nonsense back on la Isla. She wonders if they have gotten her application at San Juan PD.

“Madre mio.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Nothing. What’s this story about the keeper’s wife, Mr. Cabot? I didn’t know Corby Church had a wife.”

“He used to. Name of Karen Sue. His ex now. But you’ve got me heading down the wrong track. I’m talking about another lighthouse keeper. The first one.”

“Oh? He had a wife.”

“Who legend says disappeared.”

“Really. When would that have been?”

“Sometime in the 1820s. The lighthouse was built in 1819, the first light on this part of the coast. A man named William S. Moore was hired as the keeper.”

“And there begins the legend.” Corby Church bounces aboard the boat carrying three big paper cups of coffee from Java Joe’s. He passes them to his shipmates. “Hope you folks take it regular.”

“That a boy,” says Cabot.

Colón seizes the offered coffee, wishes it were the way they drink it back in the West Indies. As Abuela says, black as midnight, hot as hell, sweet as sin. She looks into the harbormaster’s blue eyes. Likes the way the tiny creases at the corners make them seem as if they are always smiling. “So what’s the deal with Moore? The legend?”

Church looks at Cabot. “You version or mine?” A note in his voice gives her the feeling that there’s something between these men, maybe an old beef. They know each other. For sure.

She rolls her eyes. “Competing testimony?”

“Something like that. You first.” The harbormaster nods to Cabot.

“But yours is so much saltier.”

“Come on, boys. Make up your minds. The chief has me on a short leash. I’ve got to be back in the office by three.”

Cabot shrugs, clears his throat. He says that historical records place William Moore on Bird Island from 1819 to 1834. The job, it seems, was a political plum for which he was paid well, $350 a year. He had a wife. Her name is lost, but legends seem to agree that she came from a wealthy family in Boston. At some point in her tenure on the island, she died and was buried there. Visitors of the era report seeing a fresh grave. Some of the locals suspected foul play.

Colón feels a flash of heat in her cheeks.

“That gossip persisted until 1889 when the original stone house on the island was torn down to make room for a modern frame dwelling,” says Cabot.

During the demolition, workers found a secret compartment near the stairs leading into the basement. In the compartment they found a pouch of tobacco, a musket, and a letter from keeper Moore. He blamed his wife’s friends for giving her tobacco, which caused her death. There are pieces of the letter at the archeological society but according to Cabot, it’s almost impossible to read.

“You think this is her body we’re going to see?”

Cabot nods.

“Could be,” says Church. “It would solve an old mystery.”

“What’s your version?” She does not know what to call him. He’s a local fixture who everyone at the town hall just refers to as Corby. But in six months on the job, she has never been introduced. She takes a sip of her coffee, looks out at the bright blue harbor and Buzzards Bay beyond. She cannot see Bird Island. Maybe she never has. But she’s picturing the lighthouse, a thick, white shaft, wishing she were out there already.

“The stories I’ve heard say that Moore was a pirate, banished to lighthouse duty for ill-deeds,” says Church.

According to legend, Moore was a rake and conned his Boston society sweetheart into marriage and a fling on the island. But she hated the isolation and soon discovered that he was a sadist. She tried to escape three times with Captain Jarvis Blankenship, who brought supplies out to the lighthouse. Moore pleaded with her, maybe threatened her, and each time she returned to Bird Island. Then one day when Blankenship came out to Bird Island with a boatload of supplies, she was gone. And Moore had nothing to say on the subject.

“You can take it from there.”

“He greased her.”

“Yeah, maybe. Definitely the pirate thing to do, right?”

She thinks he suddenly sounds a little goofy. There’s an odd hitch in his voice. What is that, nerves?

Cabot licks the muddy-looking coffee from his lips. “Murder on Bird Island. Well ... isn’t that a spicy idea?”

She gulps the last of her drink. Crushes the cup and jams it in the pocket of her anorak. “Is anybody going to drive this rig?”
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ALL THAT THE THREE OF THEM can do is look at the pale white bones of an arm and hand reaching out of the muddy earth.

Colón takes a bunch of digital pictures and records the coordinates of the grave with her handheld GPS. Locks in the waypoint. Everyone agrees that the rusted bracelet around the wrist looks like what is left of an iron manacle.

“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” says Cabot. “It looks just like the kind of thing you see in museum exhibits about slave ships.”

She hates to do it, but she calls the station on her cell, tells the chief he better alert the ME, the staties and their forensic team, including archeologists, ASAP. The challenge of unraveling a 180-year-old mystery tugs at her. More than tugs. She hears something like a voice whispering to her from beneath the muddy, torn earth here on Bird Island. A voice begging for justice, pleading for advocacy. She’s never been in charge of a murder investigation before, but right now her whole body is buzzing with the possibility. She hopes the chief will not take this case for himself ... or hand it over to state detectives in the local CPAC unit. Maybe if she loses some of her sass and gives him a few smiles back at the station, Chi Chi Bugatti will cut her a break. Fat chance.

The sky has started to spit cold rain. They take a blue tarp Church has in his boat, lay it over the bones to keep the weather and the birds out, pile rocks on the edges to hold it down against the wind. Then they race the two miles back to Town Wharf, the Grady’s twin 250s screaming all the way.

• • • • •

Corby Church tells himself that some things ashore will just have to wait. He has a raft of jobs to attend to on the water, what with ferrying a truck-load of equipment, troopers, and forensic people out to the island. Trip after cold trip with an east wind tearing at him. But he doesn’t mind the cold or the extra work. Mostly his job is solitary, so this work is different. He’s enjoying assisting the Latina detective. There’s something different about her, a brash self-confidence, an effortless grace of movement. An abiding soulfulness. He wonders how she’ll react when they dig up Mrs. Moore out here on the island. Wonders about his own reaction, too.

“Sorry. You’ve got to stand back.” A trooper stops him with a keep-out sign of his hands. The staties have sunken wooden stakes like fence posts and secured a circle thirty yards in diameter with yellow crime-scene tape around the grave. Inside the circle a team of fourteen people comb the ground with what look like small paint brushes, take pictures, and huddle around the grave like surgeons and nurses.

“I’m the harbormaster.” Church points to the embroidered badge on his jacket. “I’m the keeper of this island.”

The trooper looks at him, crosses his arms over his chest. “I have my orders. Nobody but the forensic team comes in until further notice.”

Church scowls. He can hear Chi Chi Bugatti pestering the forensic crew, saying things like “Goddamn, don’t mess up my investigation, boys. You’re dealing with honest-to-Christ history here.” The man has a Caesar complex that will not quit.

Colón breaks from the throng around the grave, looks toward Church, reads the distress on his face and walks over to the guard.

“It’s ok, Trooper. He’s working with me.” She gives him a little smile. “You could be right about the lighthouse keeper’s wife. It’s a woman, as you and Mr. Cabot suspected. We’re already sure of that. We’ve got her mostly uncovered. You want to see her in the grave?”

“Am I morbid?”

“It’s sort of human nature, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Curiosity about death. You know, like Hamlet staring at the skull.”

“‘Alas, poor Yorrick. I knew him, Horatio.’”

The wind whips a rope of dark hair across her face. She brushes it back. “I’m impressed. A harbormaster quoting Shakespeare.”

“Don’t tell anyone.” He winks. “I like books.”

She cocks her head, looks at him askance ... as if a change of perspective might give her some new clues about what makes him tick. It’s a friendly look, a little shy. And he smiles back.

“Come on, Slick. You ever looked into the jaws of death?”

Once.

• • • • •

Church remembers. That beach again. Whale Cay. Winter of ’88.

“I got to leave you here for a while, man. Got to go down to the south end of the island and check on the Princess. She seems a little freaked. The boat should be here any time.”

The silhouette, a tall, thin specter, lurches away down the moonlit strand, a giant wading bird. A crane maybe, with the queue of his ponytail sticking out like a crest on the back of his head. Nose like a beak.

“You sure this is the place?”

“Yeah, be cool, man. This is the place. Don’t you worry.” The birdman swings a shotgun onto his shoulder and marches away.
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THE FIRST THING he thinks is What a weird way to bury someone. He expected a shallow, rectangular grave, torn open by the scraping or great chunks of ice and something like 190 years of erosion.

But what he sees is more or less a circular pit, about four feet wide, lined with a triple-thick wall of granite beach rocks. The forensic folks have excavated one side of the pit, removing the dirt to a depth of about three feet. He can see the skeleton in relief against the remaining dirt.

Colón shines her powerful flashlight from the top to the bottom of the excavation. The body appears to be curled into a ball, sort of a fetal position. Head near the top of the pit almost exposed to the air, feet at the bottom. No sign of shoes. The arms are raised over the head, the one he found yesterday is stretching out above the surface of the ground a little, the other pressed firmly on the dome of the skull, as if she were trying to protect herself from something falling out of the sky. Wrists definitely bound with crusty, iron manacles linked by heavy chain. The neck is bent forward. Chin on chest, twisted to the side so that now it faces the open air. Mouth gaping open. A full set of very regular, white teeth poised to bite. The earth in the nose and eye sockets has a weird greenish tint. A skein of dark red hair sprouts from the skull and winds its way down and around the neck. Twice.

“Shit.”

“Exactly.”

“What is this thing that she’s in?”

“The archeologists think it’s probably an old cistern or well.”

He nods. That would make sense. “Or maybe some kind of root cellar. For long periods of time supply boats couldn’t get out to islands like this. The lighthouse keepers were on their own.”

“Who ever put her in here was more than self-reliant. He was a sick bastard.”

“Moore.”

She flashes him a sharp look, just for a second. A little reprimand. “We don’t know that. But your legendary lighthouse keeper is on my suspect list.”

He can see that this is already a murder investigation for her. Not just a disturbed grave.

They both go down on their knees and stare into the pit, almost eye-to-eye with the victim. He is surprised that his nose can still catch the faint scent of decay. It smells like week-old chicken skin in a trash can. And ammonia. Something is starting to churn in his stomach.

“Do you see what I see?” She raises her eyebrows.

“It looks like someone tried to choke her with her own hair.”

“But she was still alive when she went in the ground. Still trying to defend herself, covering her head.”

Suddenly he’s short of breath, hot and cold at the same time. Feels his face going pale.

“You alright?” She puts her hand on his back.

He shakes it off. Stumbles to his feet, starts toward the stony beach. He does not even make it out of the circle of crime tape before he heaves a stew of coffee and an Italian sub sandwich. Heavy on the hot peppers.

“Tough guy,” says one of the troopers.

• • • • •

Colón turns her eyes away from Church, who’s still heaving. Peers again at the bony face in the wet earth, hears whispers again calling to her. A girl’s voice. With a story that she’s just beginning to channel. But whose story? Why is her voice dripping with emotion? What’s with the sex?

“I want you again.” The man’s voice has an impatient tone.

The young woman feels his arms draw her toward him in the dark. Inhales a long draft of musty, salty air. His lips are on her neck. She can smell nothing but the distinct scent of Myers rum on his breath, see nothing but a little starshine coming from somewhere. Feel nothing but his lips gliding up under her hair.

His hands are pulling it back, giving him access to her flesh. She cringes. Not sure she likes the way he strokes her head. His hands feel too heavy. Shaky. Not confident, but strong. Obsessed maybe. They rake through her long hair, until her scalp hurts at the roots.
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GODDAMN THE TELEPHONE. When it rings, Church is curled up under a sleeping bag. Bruins game flashing on the tube. The volume off. Jimmy Buffett’s crooning softly from the stereo. And the harbormaster is in no mood to move from this spot or answer to the world.

For something like twenty-two years, on and off, he has lived on a wooden harbor tug, the Brutus. Working on the principle that a man who values his privacy does not live in the town where he toils, he keeps the tug tied to a wharf at the boatyard in Quissett on the Upper Cape, miles from Slocums Harbor.

But the phone won’t stop ringing because he has turned the answering machine off. So now he rolls out of his berth in the fo’castle and climbs all the way up to the wheelhouse to find the portable receiver. A stiff north wind rattles the windows and sends drafts swirling through the cabin. But he feels warm in his blue long johns, all except for his bare feet. He has tried everything, but the floor of the boat is always cold. What can you do? Hot air rises.

“Hey, how’s it going Sherlock?” he says, after he hears Colón’s voice apologizing for calling him when he’s off duty. She’s at the police station. Still working, going over her notes on what she has seen today.

“You seem like a man of the world. A man who has seen a lot of nature. You’ve seen a lot of dead animals.”

He remembers puking earlier. “Not like that thing today.”

She pauses. “It was sickening. Most of us lost our lunches out there. Even some of those hard-boiled forensic guys.”

“She was murdered? The legends are true?”

“Yeah, maybe. But I’ve got a problem. Will you help me? Corby?” It’s the first time she has addressed him by name.

“What?”

“This Mrs. Moore theory isn’t totally working for me.”

“Really?”

“It’s the hair.”

“How’s that?”

“You ever hear of hair staying on a skeleton for a hundred eighty years?”

He thinks. “Sure, look at all those pictures you get of mummies in National Geographic.”

“Those bodies were embalmed, frozen or preserved in dry desert air. I’m talking about bodies in this kind of damp, maritime climate. Ever see anything left besides the bones after a few years?”

“Whoa. Hold on. You thinks it’s not Mrs. Moore we found out there?”

“I’m covering my bases. The forensics will tell us the story, but the lab work isn’t going to be in for a few more days. And I need to get a leg up on this case. I want to test a hunch. Thought maybe a salty guy like you could help me out.”

“She’s getting to you. You can’t sleep.”

“Yeah. I put my kid to bed an hour early, left him with my grandmother and came back to the station. I’m tired as hell, but the sleep thing isn’t happening. I’ve been wandering around here talking to the walls.”

“I know what you mean.”

“You got a kid too?”

“I wish.” The way he says this is odd. There’s a hitch in his voice. “No. No kid. I know what you mean about talking to the walls.”

A laugh of recognition bursts from her throat. A workaholic, a fellow insomniac.

“Can I ask you another question?”

Something makes him hesitate.

“Corby, you there?”

“Yeah, sorry. I was just spacing out. Ask away, Detective.”

There’s a pause. “You can call me Yemanjá.”

“Right ... Yemanjá.”

“How long have you been taking care of Bird Island?”

He pauses, has to think. It was something like two years after his marriage went bust, six years after the boat trip from hell. “Ninety-four. 1994 I started. Summer of my twenty-seventh birthday.”

“You’ve been on the job sixteen years?”

He says that he and Hook Henry were trying to get a little boat shop going on the Cape, but not a lot of folks wanted a wooden boat back then. Corby needed money. He tried starting a tow boat business for a while out of Hyannis. But it wasn’t really working out. There was an opening for an assistant harbormaster in Slocums Harbor. They wanted someone with a captain’s license for some reason. He was driving the launch for the Harbor Yacht Club to make ends meet. People knew him around the waterfront. So they sort of nominated him for the job.

“And here we are.”

“You must like it.”

He’s silent for several seconds. Then says there are times he wishes he was sitting in the shade of a coconut tree on a beach down in the islands somewhere. Building a boat every other year or so. The harbormaster gig, it’s a job. But at least a guy can get out on the water every day if he wants. A lot of different aspects to it. Always some new challenge coming along to keep him interested. Like a hurricane ... or all that ice this winter. Watching over the shellfish beds. Rescues. And there’s hardly anyone looking over his shoulder. He’s pretty much his own boss. Got to love that part.

“Kind of like being a cop.”

“You’re joking, right?” she asks. “You’ve heard about the chief?”

“No comment.”

“Staying out of office politics.”

“Always.”

“But back to Bird Island ...”

He climbs down the ladder to the galley in his tug. Lights a fire under the tea kettle. He likes the the husky note in her voice. “Yeah. What about the island?”

“Ever see anything strange out there?”

He clicks off the burner under the tea, takes a deep breath. He does not feel like explaining the obvious.

“You’ve been there. You’ve seen. It’s always strange on the island. Wild. Especially with the terns. It’s like that Hitchcock movie, The Birds. Nature rules. What are you getting at?”

“Ever see signs of violence? Ever find another body?”

Whoa, he feels a little chill ripple through his shoulders, wonders where she’s headed with this question.

“I found a doe one time, gut-ripped by a coyote.”

“They get out there? On the island?”

“Sure, on the ice. They come right across from the Cape. Animals will go anywhere for food. Do anything to survive.”

“People too, Corby. But as our lady in chains showed us, we don’t all make it, do we?”

He’s still enjoying the sound of her voice. But this is just about enough questions for one night.

“Ever hear about somebody local disappearing?”

He bites his lower lip for a second. “What are you trying to suggest?”


5

“THINGS ARE ABOUT to get what you might call real interesting.” Chi Chi Bugatti sits at his desk patting his round belly with one hand and waving a pack of papers with the other. “The forensics are back from the state boys in Boston.”

Colón and Church stand before the chief, looking at each other out of the corners of their eyes. It has been several days since the state crime scene crew carted the bones of Jane Doe off Bird Island. Several days in which Colón has had to turn her attention back to the B&E on Neck Road, has had to try to tune out the girl’s voice in her head, the sex talk. Church has been gathering together all his gear for reseeding the market oysterbeds with spat. But now Bugatti has called them both here for this ten AM meeting without giving them a clue as to why.

“You aren’t going to believe this. The lab rats say your vic has only been dead something like twenty to twenty-five years.”

Colón’s eyebrows arch a little. She can’t help firing Church a smug little smile. Something inside her wants to say told you so.

Church’s face looks a little washed out to her, confused. Maybe worried. “She’s not the Moore lady?”

“So much for the legends of Bird Island. Yours and Hank Cabot’s both.”

“But what about those old handcuffs? How do the forensic folks explain them?”

“They don’t.” Bugatti rocks back in his chair. “The shackles appear to be the genuine deal. Probably made sometime shortly after American Independence. But the vic’s front teeth have caps done after 1980. They’re called Dicor dental crowns. By-products of research for the tiles on the space shuttle.”

“The plot thickens,” she says under her breath.

“I don’t get it.” Church says.

“Neither will the newspapers,” says the chief. They are going to have a field day with this. I’ve already talked to the town selectmen. We have to call a news conference.”

“Jesus. Why?” Colón wants the buzz she gets from investigation, not the heat from being in the spotlight.

“Because the selectmen think being up-front is the way to go. You ready to be under the microscope, chiquita? Ready to show them some of your keen, Rican sleuthing skills?”

She tries not to glare. Wonders if maybe Church will back her up as a witness if she files a harassment charge against the stubby bugger. “Bring it on.”

Church winces a little. Maybe he thinks that she’s pushing her luck.

The chief gives a puny smile. “Fasten your seatbelt, nena.”

Nena? She cringes at the chief’s use of this Latino term of endearment. She’s not his nena, not his cute, little, freaking girl.

Bugatti plows ahead with his own agenda. He says that the county district attorney’s office has arranged for the help of the state police lab in Boston.

“I don’t know why I’m doing this. But I told them it’s our case to run. Not theirs. Your case, Colón. And, goddamit, I want to know about every step of your investigation. You do nothing ... without checking with me first. Hear?”

“Of course,” she says, trying to sound neutral. But inside she’s shouting, feeling that buzzing in her body again, the thrill of finding justice for this poor dead woman. Carajo. My case.

“And another thing. Corby, can you make taking care of this investigation your top priority? Can you put your shellfish seeding on the back burner? We solve this case quick, we look like heroes. We screw it up or drag our butts and ... Fill in the blanks.”

Your campaign for county sheriff goes down the drain, thinks Colón.

“Anything you two don’t understand?”

The detective and the harbormaster shake their heads no.

“Then leave me in peace. I have a press conference to prepare for.”

They are already out the door when Bugatti calls. “Colón!” She slumps to a halt. Church too.

“Come back here a minute, gal.”

Church catches her eyes, seems to ask her silently if she needs a wingman. She nods for him to go on. When she gets back to the chief, he throws the forensic report across his desk. It lands with a slap.

“Read this stuff and get back to me with an investigation strategy by this afternoon.”

She’s in the middle of reaching for the report when he speaks again.

“Hold it. Close the door.”

Here comes my harassment case, she thinks.

“One little thing. Let’s just keep what’s in that report between the two of us for the moment. Especially pages sixteen and seventeen.”

“What?” She gives him a look. Is not getting the picture.

He smiles with the power of having a secret. “Just read it and keep it to yourself, ok? It could be our ace in the hole.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really, my little guapa. Trust your daddy.”

Not on your freaking life.

• • • • •

Church is waiting when she walks out the front door of the small police station on Wharf Street. He sees the thick, white report that she carries in her right hand. The one that she clutches to her chest and folds her arms over, pretending she’s trying to keep warm in the raw, damp air.

“What was that all about?”

“Pardon?”

“That thing in there.”

“You heard him. She’s not your Moore lady. We got a cold case, but not some ancient unsolved mystery.”

“No, I mean just now. After.” He tries to catch her eyes, but they are already fixed on her blue Accord across the parking lot.

“Nothing. Just the usual. My boss trying to micromanage my life.” She’s on the move, brushing wind-blown hair off her face and neck. He follows her to the Honda.

“I don’t like it.”

“What?”

“You know. The way he calls you chiquita and gal. That sort of thing.”

She gets to the car, opens the door. He can see a booster seat in the back, a small plastic basket full of kids’ books, Disney CDs spread over the passenger seat, about five empty coffee cups from Dunkin’ Donuts.

“Forget about it, will you?”

“It’s not right.”

She drops into the driver’s seat, throws the forensic report on top of the clutter in the passenger seat.

He puts his hand on the top edge of the car door.

“I don’t need anyone to fight my battles for me, ok?” she says. Take your hand off my car, gringo.

“What do you need?”

“I need to know where someone gets his hands on a pair of slaveera manacles. I need to put a name on your island girl. I need to think why somebody buries someone like that. When she’s still alive. You understand that?”

“Where you going now?”

“Hey? Why so nosy, pal?”

He gives her a sad-eyed look. He’s still trying to figure out why she called him at night on the tug. Wonders whether she’s working some kind of angle he’s not aware of. He still feels unsettled by her call. Like she was interviewing him. Like she knows things she’s not talking about. Like he’s more than a witness. Like that time in the Bahamas. April, 1988.

• • • • •

Besides the birdman Paolo — the captain, the leader — there are four of them on Whale Cay tonight. It’s a mile-long, deserted lump of coral and brush and sand set at the dividing line between the roiling, indigo waters of the Atlantic, and the calm, turquoise bay called the Sea of Abaco. A network of swirling tides. A catcher of dead bodies. Like the dolphin’s, whose bones are keeping him company. Like the ghostly wreck of the sport-fishing yacht tossed up on the coral. Its tuna tower now the perfect lookout post. The perch he climbs to. To keep watch. Like the others.

Four men and a woman are stationed at key points around the island in the dark. Watching for a boat, coming from an unknown direction to meet them. To exchange a seabag full of money for five one-pound plastic bags of white powder. The deal that has taken Paolo all winter to set up.


6

“COÑO.” A cloud of cigarette smoke bursts from Colón’s lungs. She snatches the lab rats’ report off the steering wheel where she has it braced while she’s reading.

She has been parked in the lot at Cormorant Beach for more than an hour since leaving the station, trying to digest the staties’ forensic report without any hassles from her boss or any phone calls about her other investigations like the B&E on Neck Road.

Her eyes ache. She’s tired. Last night she and Abuela — her grandmother the old Cuban santera — stayed up late in the shrine room of their apartment scattering the shells, las conchas, asking the saints what they knew about this dead woman who has begun confessing a litany of dirty stories to Colón. But the orisha had almost nothing to say on the subject. Especially nothing like this.

She draws the report up to within six inches of her eyes. “What the hell?”

This close the black words on the shiny white paper begin to blur and dance as she stares at them. But what they say here on the bottom of page seventeen does not change:

“Some metal items were discovered in the grave. They were actually in the lower body cavity as if they may have been swallowed by the victim.”

She rolls down the window of the Accord, tosses her stale Dentyne, then puts the window back up to keep out the snow that has begun to swirl around the car, cover the parking lot at Cormorant Beach. Maybe the last snow squall of the year. For a full minute she stares out into the bay. The car’s engine mutters, the heater floor vent hisses as the speakers pulse softly to the rhythm of UB-40 singing about red, red wine.

Two miles offshore the light tower on Bird Island is nothing more than a faint, gray shadow. She thinks that it looks like a tombstone. What would it be like to die out there with the cold earth pressing in around you? Your mouth gulping for air. Coming up with nothing but the after-taste of sex and Myers rum.

She stares harder at page seventeen again.

“One item found in the body cavity is a steel key consistent with ones used to open a bank safe-deposit box. It is seriously corroded from all of those years in the wet earth. The other is a gold, antique costume ring. The gold on the ring band has been worn thin from use. But under spectrographic analysis, we have been able to see the faint outline of an engraving of three, possibly four upper-case letters in script. Perhaps ‘HIS?’ Perhaps ‘KLS?’ or KIS?’ We cannot be sure. We are sending the ring out to the FBI crime lab for further analysis.”

There in the middle of the page are two color pictures, taken by digital camera of the key and the ring. She squints at them, wonders what it would be like to swallow metal like that.

“What are you trying to tell me, guapa? How did you do such a thing? Why? Did you swallow these things at the same time? Did they belong to you? How long can such things stay in the stomach?”

She thinks of sharks she saw on the Discovery Channel that had old beer cans in their bellies when they were caught and cleaned. Alligators found with dog collars in their guts. But maybe some things, like that key and the ring, would eventually work their way out into the toilet. Especially if someone had swallowed them in condoms or balloons. It was the old drug mule trick, gulping condoms full of cocaine packets to get the drugs through customs.
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