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it ot
ONE

¢ aves lapped against pale sand. The

! & breeze was soft and heavy with salt.
Water filled the imprint of my shoes and
soon erased them. In seconds, no sign that
I had been here would remain.

My legs ached, but it was a good ache.
My breathing was heavy, but clean air
filled my lungs. I slowed to let my heart
rate return to normal. Once I could have
run forever, but I am not a young man
anymore. Age is creeping into my joints
whether I want it to or not. These days I

run as much for the solitude as the exercise.
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I'd left Jenny, my wife, sleeping and
crept out of our room without turning
on any lights. The promise of a new day
had been no more than a gray smudge in
the sky to the east. I walked through the
quiet hotel grounds. Staff heading for an
early shift wiped sleep from their eyes and
smothered yawns. Otherwise, only the
birds were up. I had the gorgeous beach to
myself. T hit the beach and ran for half an
hour while the sun rose in a blaze of pink
and yellow. Now some other early risers
were joining me.

The Caribbean. The Turks and Caicos
Islands. Providenciales Island. Grace Bay,
which is, according to many, the world’s best
beach. You’ll get no argument from me on
that. Miles of white sand, gentle turquoise
waves breaking on the shore. Small birds
with long legs ran through the surf. Gulls
and pelicans swooped low over the water

or sat on the gentle swell. Farther out, deep
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blue water turned into white breakers as
waves broke on the reef.

I did a few stretches, ready to turn
around and head back to the hotel. I thought
about breakfast. Coffee and fried eggs and a
mound of bacon. Piles of toast with butter
and strawberry jam. Fresh tropical fruit.

I felt myself grinning. Never mind break-
fast. I might be lucky enough to find Jenny
still in bed.

As I turned, enjoying that happy thought,
something in the water caught my eye.
About twenty feet out, large and black,
floating on the waves. Much too big to be a
bird. A shark maybe? Small, usually harmless
nurse sharks came over the reef sometimes.
When that happened, the tourists either ran
screaming in fear or waded into the water to
take pictures.

No, this wasn’t a shark.

I squinted as I tried to see better. My

eyes aren’'t quite what they used to be either.
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Gradually the shape came into focus. It
looked like a person. A man, most likely. He
was face down in the water and not moving.
He was fully dressed. I glanced up and down
the beach. No one else was around. I bent
over and untied the laces of my running
shoes. I kicked the shoes off, took my phone
out of its armband and placed it in one of
the shoes.

Then I waded into the warm, salty
water. As I got closer I could see that it was a
man, all right. Before I reached him, I knew
he was dead. No one would be lying in that
position, face in the water, not moving, for
fun. I braced myself to see something bad.
The sea is not kind to bodies, human or
otherwise. But I've seen a lot of dead bodies,
some of them about as bad as it gets. I could
handle this one. I still have a hard time
when it’s little kids, but even a quick glance
showed me this was no kid. He had to be at
least the size of me, and I'm a big guy.
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He was a black man, dressed in jeans
and a gray T-shirt. He wore only one
running shoe. The other must have come
off in the waves. His hair was cut very
short. The back of his neck was wide. His
biceps were thick with ropy muscle. He
was only a few feet out. I stood beside him,
my feet on the sandy bottom, water as
high as my chest. Small fish darted around
me, flashes of silver in the shallow, sunny
water. I took a deep breath and flipped
the man over. I let out a sigh of relief.
He hadn’t been in the water for long. His
eyes were a bit of a mess, but everything
else looked intact. I grabbed his right
arm and pulled him to shore. He bobbled
along after me as if this were some sort of
macabre game.

A small crowd had gathered while I'd
been in the water. Brightly colored shorts
and bathing suits. Big hats and white skin

turning pink. Some of the women took
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one look at my burden and recoiled in
horror. Men blanched, and one turned
away, hand over his mouth. A small girl
with a deep tan and scraped knees said,
“Cool.” She darted toward me. Her father
grabbed her arm and pulled her away, the
child protesting loudly.

We were in front of one of the grandest,
most expensive hotels on the island. Staff
had begun setting out lounge chairs and
red-and-white-striped umbrellas. A skinny
brown guy in a T-shirt with the hotel logo
ran into the water to help me pull the
body onto shore. I picked a man out of the
watching crowd. White guy turning bright
pink. Big round belly and expensive shoes.
Bermuda shorts and a loud Hawaiian shirt.
Cell phone attached to his belt. “You,” I
said. “Call the police.”

“Do they have gr1 here?” he asked.

“Yes.” What can I say? I'm a cop. First

thing I do on arriving in a place is learn
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how to call for help. The man nodded and
pulled out his phone.

The crowd of onlookers was growing
steadily. A white woman pushed herself
through. She wore an ironed khaki skirt
and a crisp red-and-white button-down
shirt. Her dark hair fell in a sleek bob to her
chin. I didn’t need to read her name tag to
know she was a hotel manager. She glanced
at the body and swallowed. She raised her
head and looked into my face. “Do you,
uh, know this man?” she asked me.

“Never seen him before. I was out for a
jog and spotted him in the water.”

“Are you a guest here?”

“Nope. Just passing by.” The hotels put
their chairs and umbrellas on the sand, but
all the beaches in Turks and Caicos are
public. I gestured to the body. “Do you
recognize him?”

She avoided looking at him again. “No.

He’s not an employee here.”
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“A guest maybe?” I said.

The manager was about to say no.
Instead, she quickly said, “I don’t recognize
him.”

The dead man was highly unlikely to be a
guest. He was black, for one thing, and most
of the tourists were white, although some
African Americans did come. Anyone was
welcome here. If they had enough money.
His clothes were ordinary and not very
expensive. That didn't mean much. These
days some rich people dressed like street
bums, although with better shoes and jewelry.

“We've called o11,” I said.

“That’s good.” She turned to the
onlookers. “Don’t worry, everyone. Help is
coming. A most unfortunate incident.” She
waded into the crowd, offering sympathy
while trying to get people to leave. A
couple of hotel security guards arrived at
a rapid trot. They then stood around, not
doing much of anything.
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I dropped to my knees beside the body.
For the first time, I looked fully into the
man’s face. He was young, probably in his
midtwenties. His skin was dark but not a
true black. I ran my eyes down his body. His
clothes were pretty much undisturbed. That
meant he hadn’t washed over the razor-
sharp rocks and coral of the reef. His T-shirt
was wrapped around his neck, pushed up
by force of the waves. His stomach was flat,
his chest hard with muscle.

The center of his belly had a small
but deep tear. Around it were the marks
of little teeth. The fish would have gone
for the wound immediately. They liked to
nibble on the easier-to-get bits first. The
man’s stomach might have had been sliced
open on a sharp rock or torn apart by a
larger fish.

Or not.

I knew better than to disturb a crime

scene, but I figured the sea had already
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done that. Most of the crowd had wandered
away. A few people were still watching me,
but no one ventured too close. The chewed-
up eye sockets were enough to keep them
back. I unwrapped the T-shirt from around
his neck and lowered it over his chest. Not
for modesty, but to check something out.
A tear in the shirt matched the location of
the stomach wound. No, not a tear, but a
cut. I leaned over and looked closer. I ran
my fingers across the fabric. I studied the
edges. The cut was clean and sharp.
This man had been knifed.

10
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