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CHAPTER 1



The Man on the Boat

I used to like to watch the ferryboat come in to the island.

I’d ride my bike up to the meadow by the old Bayview Hotel. From there you could see the ocean spread out, and if you timed it right, there’d be a white dot moving along. As it got nearer, you could see the cars jammed together and, on the decks above, the sightseers in their bright summer clothes.

Then I’d jump on my bike and race down through the meadow to the town, and get to the landing just as the ferry came scraping into the slip, the pilings groaning and screeching. Then the cars and the people would flood off the boat, and it was like a party—people yelling and waving and greeting one another, laughing, hugging, kissing. It made me feel good just to be there.

But that was before my father told me to watch every boat—the ten o’clock, the two o’clock, the six o’clock—to notice every single person getting off, and never to look away, even for a second.

And in my hand there was always a quarter, always, just in case, so that if I saw the man—the crazy man—I could run to the pay phone and call my father.


CHAPTER 2



Rootie

One foggy afternoon after the two o’clock boat came in, and nobody special got off, I went to one of the souvenir stores on Bay Street to hang out and look at the junk—beach towels, coffee mugs, ashtrays, hats, postcards—all saying CUTLASS ISLAND on them, sometimes with a picture of a cutlass. I sort of wished I could send one of the postcards, maybe one that said CUTLASS IS FOR CUTUPS and showed women in bikinis with a patch over one eye and a pirate hat, something dopey, to my old friend Herbie in the city. He’d be surprised. We hadn’t seen each other in a couple of years, not since my father and I started moving all the time. Herbie would like a card like that. But that was one of the main things I was never supposed to do, no matter what—never send a letter or a postcard to anybody.

Sometimes I’d look at all the cards just for fun, pulling them out of the big rack that squeaked when it turned, and I’d think about who I might want to send one to and what I might want to write on it. But then I’d put them back. The fact was, I didn’t have any friends anymore.

On the walls of the store were lots of maps for sale: maps showing where the hotels and restaurants and bike rental places were, island maps, maps for sailors, copies of long-ago maps when explorers didn’t draw the shape of the island right. One map gave me a chill to look at. It showed where dozens of ships had been wrecked on the island. The names and the dates were crammed in all around the coast. Corsair, 1734, Mollie B., 1937, Nathaniel Cook, 1814, Global Maru, 1965, Dauntless, 1788—on and on, and there was no empty space.

I wondered why anybody would want to buy that map and stick it on their wall. When you went to the beach to swim, wouldn’t you sometimes think of all the hundreds, maybe thousands of people who died there? I could imagine terrible storms—snow and thunder and broken masts, and in a flash of lightning the bodies of dead people cartwheeling in on the toppling waves.

There was a popping noise behind me. I turned fast. First I saw the big blue sunglasses, then the pink bubble-gum bubble getting bigger. Pop! The girl took off her sunglasses and started to peel bits of gum off the lenses.

“Jumpy?” she said. She had brown eyes.

“I was looking at the map,” I said. That was lame.

“I didn’t mean to surprise you,” she said.

“That’s okay,” I said.

I’d seen her before. She was kind of a tomboy, about my age—eleven, maybe twelve. Short black hair, skinny as a stick, funny grin. I’d watched her go rocketing through town on her ten-speed, cutting in and out of traffic, jumping her bike onto the sidewalk, scattering tourists, then bouncing back into the street, never slowing down. She didn’t seem to care what anybody thought.

She was wearing a T-shirt with a picture of a bottle on it. I GOT WRECKED ON CUTLASS ISLAND, it said.

“You live on Wampanoag Road, don’t you?” she said. “I live right down the road from you. I come every summer.”

“Which house?” I said.

“The big yellow one,” she said. “It’s my grandmother’s. Bowditch. There’s a little sign by the stone wall. You must have moved in during the winter.”

“May,” I said.

“I just got new tattoos,” she said, holding up a plastic package. “Dragons. What do you think?”

“Excellent,” I said.

“What’s your name?” she said.

“Pete. What’s yours?”

“You can call me Rootie.”

“Rootie?” I said. “What’s that? Like Ruthie?”

“No,” she said. “Never mind.” She looked at the maps on the wall. “Ever been to Blackbeard’s Cove?”

“No,” I said. “Where is it?”

“Not too far from Wampanoag Road. Across the big meadow, over the cliff. It’s the coolest beach. I could show you. Want to go?”


CHAPTER 3



Blackbeard’s Cove

Rootie was whipping along through the mist on Wampanoag Road. I had to pedal hard to keep up. My bike was a rusty old secondhand mountain bike, and hers was brand-new with lots of gears. A few hundred yards short of my house, Rootie turned off the road and into a stand of trees.

“We’ll leave our bikes here,” she said, “and pick them up later.” We put the bikes down, and we walked through the woods to the field. The fog was thick now, and you couldn’t see far. There wasn’t much difference between the earth and the sky: It was all gray. But Rootie kept going. We walked along a dirt path, winding through the bushes.

About five minutes later Rootie said, “I think we’re almost there. Be careful. If you don’t see the edge of the cliff, it would be like falling off a ten-story building.”

“Maybe we should do this on a clear day,” I said. “And besides, I’m supposed to be back in town pretty soon.”

“Are you chicken?” said Rootie.

“Me?” I said. “I can do anything you can do. Don’t worry about that.”

Oh, great. I’d only known Rootie for half an hour and already she’d discovered I was a coward.

“Where’s the path?” I said. “I want to see that beach.” If I sounded tough, maybe I’d feel tough.

Maybe.

“It’s right here,” said Rootie. A breeze had come up, and it was pushing the fog around. You could see things for a minute, and then you couldn’t. Rootie was standing near the edge of the field, just before it disappeared. I could see places where the edge had broken off. Nothing was left but a jagged balcony of dirt and grass sticking out over the fog. You couldn’t tell what part might fall off next.

Rootie pointed straight down. “I call this the Dive of Death.”

I inched toward her and peered down. The cliff was nearly vertical. I could hear the sea booming below like cannon fire, and then the rattle of rocks like muskets as the surf pulled back to attack again.

“Ready?” said Rootie. “Go where I go, and don’t slow down. Just keep going. Otherwise you’ll get buried by a landslide. Got it?”

“No problem,” I said.

“But don’t go too fast or you’ll trip. Then you’d bounce down the cliff and get smashed to a pulp on the rocks.”

“Not too fast and not too slow,” I said. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

Rootie laughed. “You got it!” Then she yelled, “Geronimo!” and jumped over the edge.

In an instant Rootie was zigzagging full tilt down the cliff.

I took a deep breath and stepped off the grass. For a minute I was in midair between the field and the ocean, tilted outward, a parachute jumper without a parachute. Then my foot hit the path, and I was running and stumbling after Rootie, the earth sliding away under my feet, rocks clattering past me, and every second I thought I would lose my balance and go straight down the cliff like a loose stone.

Then I hit the flat sand, went head over heels, and landed with a thud. I was gasping for air. But it was over.

Rootie was sitting on a boulder. “Want to try it again?” she said.

I sat up and looked around. There wasn’t much beach, just a narrow strip battered by the waves.

“My grandmother says Blackbeard used this place to execute people. Pirates who tried to double-cross him. He’d have them thrown off the top of the cliff at high tide. The current is so strong it carried the bodies right out to sea. No fuss, no mess, no digging.”

The wind was picking up and throwing sand around. It stung when it hit your face. The beach was gloomy, strung with tatters of fog, and the surf was whacking at the shore.

Some of the rocks looked like prehistoric creatures—giant lizards, maybe, buried in the sand. We walked along. The cliffs got lower. Looking up, I could see small white branches sticking out of the side of the cliff.

“What are those?” I asked.

“Bones,” said Rootie. “Human bones.”

“You’re kidding,” I said. But I could see she was right.

“It’s where they buried the Indians who died of smallpox a long
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