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Chapter 1: Good Times and Breakdowns
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From the red deer’s flesh Nokomis

Made a banquet to his honor.

All the village came and feasted,

All the guests praised Hiawatha,

Called him Strong-Heart, Soan-ge-taha!

Called him Loon-Heart, Mahn-go-taysee!

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

 


Faded Love is a country-bluegrass
tune with a soulful melody, and I knew it by heart. I’d played a
crowd-clapping rendition a thousand times before on banjo or blues
harmonica. I slipped an “A” harmonica into a steel-framed holder
and carefully strapped the holder over my scalp scar tissue and
bony shoulders. “So,” I said to Medusa, my dog riding shotgun, “Dr.
Rothenberg thinks he’s a music critic. Well, I’ll show him. I’m
gonna coax a decent tune out of this little rascal this morning or
die trying.”

Medusa, a Tibetan terrier/pit bull mix,
coughed a rank, meat-flavored alarm in my direction.

At midnight, I’d left Portland, Oregon,
heading north on Interstate 5. Near Tumwater, Washington I turned
left and followed the signs for Port Townsend. I was still in that
gray zone between dark and dawn traveling on twisty Highway 101,
skirting Puget Sound, an inland sea, on the eastern rim of
Washington State’s Olympic Peninsula. My headlight beams
illuminated several fireworks stands as I passed through the
Skokomish Indian Reservation. According to hand-scrawled signs
attached to the plywood stands, I could get rockets from ILL EAGLE,
bombs from CUTTHROAT and M-100s from MADDOG.

I speeded up.

Dr. Rothenberg, a Veterans Administration
psychiatrist, claimed playing harmonica while careening down the
road is a reckless and dangerous attitude. Picking and driving
doesn’t mix, he said.

What did he know about attitude? I’d been
playing music while driving the highway since I ran away from home
at age sixteen. It’s simple, if I hadn’t played music while driving
down the road, I wouldn’t have played much. It’s the way I learned.
It’s the way I lived.

Just middle-of-the-road tunes, though.
Nothing on the cutting edge. Waltzes like All The Good Times Are
Past And Gone cause you to lurch down the freeway at fifteen
miles-per-hour in three-quarter time. Kick-ass tunes such as
Foggy Mountain Breakdown vibrated my old, blue VW Bus down
the freeway at warp speed, threatening to sail asunder any second.
Semi-trucks and passenger cars tend to screech their brakes and
blare their horns at you, breaking your all-important rhythmic
concentration.

Motorists can be so insensitive.

Faded Love was a perfect thirty-five
miles-per-hour tune for coastal Highway 101. Unfortunately Faded
Love does have some devilish sharps and flats in it, suggestive
of long-legged shore birds chasing willy-nilly the outgoing tide.
You been to the seashore, you’ve seen them in the sand weaving this
way and that.

That spring afternoon, I’d received a
package from my deceased friend Josh Whittier’s lawyer. The package
revealed an oyster-colored plastic box containing Josh’s ashes, a
sealed legal letter and a map to Josh’s wilderness property on the
Dosanomish River, the final destination for his remains.

The map was in Josh’s delicate, ailing hand.
I shoved the legal letter in the glove compartment still sealed.
Why open it? While still in control of his faculties, Josh told me
he’d left me part interest in the forty acres drawn on the map. His
ex-wife, from their divorce settlement, owned fifty percent of it,
and he split his fifty percent between me and someone else. He
didn’t say who the other inheritor was, and I didn’t ask. Josh said
that between the two of us, and his ex-wife, we’d have to come to
terms on how to split it up. Or, maybe become joint tenants.

Fat chance of that. I wasn’t splitting
anything with anybody. Or sharing for that matter. What a concept.
I’d been a loner all my life. It’s how I survived. What did I care
about the other owners or about a piece of unimproved forest land
in the middle of nowhere? Get in and get out quick. Get some quick
cash from a settlement and get a fresh start on my post-traumatized
life in another big city. Downtown Seattle had a certain grimy neon
allure.

I met Josh in the VA outpatient center, him
with an inoperable brain tumor, me with a severe head injury. We
made a deathbed compact: He would give me a roof over my head if I
would take care of him as he lay dying. Hey, it was an offer I
couldn’t refuse. Medusa and I had been living on the mean streets.
During the last three months of his life, when he was coherent,
Josh spoke of his wilderness property on the Olympic Peninsula in
glowing terms. Called it “one of the last wild places.” In return
for a third interest in the property, he asked only that I camp out
a few days on it. He was a very sick man and I didn’t want to hurt
his feelings, so I said yes. I intended to do it, too. Maybe spend
as much as a week far from the madding crowd. Listen to the river,
feed the birds, look at the stars, relax and ponder my new
beginning in the big city with the money I’d get from selling my
interest in the wilderness. Wilderness? Who needs it? But of
course, I’d spread Josh’s ashes on this “Spirit Knoll” he’d marked
in red on the map. I owed him that much. I was determined to honor
Josh’s wish for his remains, come hell or high water.

In the course of the next few days, I
experienced both.

With hands on the wheel and eyes glued to
the unfamiliar rushing road ahead, I blew and I sucked on Faded
Love till my eyeballs hurt, but could coax out only a dissonant
noise that squealed like a snared, wounded animal. Medusa buried
her snout under her pillow and moaned. Josh’s pet rabbit, Merle, a
spoiled flop-eared semi-dwarf, thrown into a makeshift cardboard
cage for the trip, commenced bleating and thumping.

I knew Faded Love by heart, but,
since the wrecking bar incident that concussed my cranium, what my
heart knew by heart, my head had struck dead.

I had lost the universal beat. I couldn’t
carry a tune in a paper hat.


Chapter 2: The Dragon and the Dog
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“That wrecking bar scrambled your right and
left brain,” Dr. Rothenberg told me. “You may never play music with
any expertise again.” He was a stubby, unnaturally pale man, with
white hair and eyebrows, as if he’d been left under black plastic
too long. He spoke with a non-aerated, operatic accent. “Get over
it,” he said. “That’s not the worst of your problems. You must stay
calm under all circumstances, and you must take your medication. If
you don’t, your world will fall into chaos and torment. You will
descend into madness and fantasy. Voices will speak to you.
Apparitions will appear.”

I had dumped my medication in a trash barrel
at a rest stop. Hadn’t taken the zombiefying stuff for days anyway.
And I was doing just fine, I was. Just fine.

I almost missed the turn-off onto the
Dosanomish River Road. I had no sooner turned, when I glanced over
the harmonica mask mounted on my face and beheld, in the shadowy
light, a menacing gray shape with an upright twitching tail,
plugging the middle of the river road.

It was too late for any semblance of
control; my blue bus swerved, plunging me headlong through a coarse
tangle of barbed blackberry canes, down a sharp embankment into the
glacially-fed waters of Josh’s beloved Dosanomish River.

The impact jolted me into reconsidering the
wisdom of seeking to change my vagabond life, but a sinking bus in
a sucking bog is no place for any in-depth reverie. I’d made it to
the entrance of the Dosanomish River valley, but far from
experiencing the rapture of a new beginning and a release from old
haunts, I stared liquid oblivion in the face. Different liquid than
the booze bottle I’d climbed out of back in Portland after getting
my head bludgeoned; same, I suspected, oblivion.

My blue bus tipped at a forty five degree
angle, not in the main channel of the river itself, but in a
low-tide mud flat, mired up to its front axle. The impact splash
covered my forearm, leaning out the window, with sticky muck,
filling my hyperventilating nostrils with the sour smell of dead
fish and rotting vegetation. My mouth and rattled teeth had somehow
survived demolition from the metal harmonica holder, and I pushed
up from the duct tape-covered steering wheel with both arms.
Madrone trees, slick orange trunks and thick masses of dark green
leaves, hovered above and to the right of me, swaying like out of
synch jazz dancers. My chest felt like it had been slammed square
with a stout fiddle. Bruised ribs squeezed my lungs, and numbed
legs vibrated as if they’d never waltz around the dance floor
again.

My blue bus sank a foot more in black ooze.
Black ooze surrounded by brown water. Since the age of seven, I had
an unnatural fear and loathing of deep water. My Pentecostal
preacher step-dad, confusing hydrology with theology, tossed me
into a muddy pool on the Mississippi River, with the old, “if God
loves-you, you’ll swim, if not, you’ll sink.”

God hated me. I sank like a wet brick. I
knew I was a goner. Came to rest right on top of a sharp-whiskered,
200-pound mud catfish, who, probably terrified as I was, hurled me
to the surface. Nearly gave my step-dad a heart attack; Satan
interfering with God’s work. That mud cat saved my life.
Nevertheless, I have since been afraid of water, scornful of fish,
and haven’t cared a whole lot for Pentecostal preachers either.

While better than crashing into the river
itself, I also knew that tideland mud had pockets of quicksand-like
consistency. I had minutes to escape and something had jammed up
against my seatbelt release latch.

My VW Bus was stuffed to the teeth with the
detritus of a squandered past recently gotten out of hoc with all
but my last twenty dollars. Some of which: banjo case, pool cue,
Josh’s fiddle, and the box containing Josh’s ashes, ricocheted off
my shoulders and head and tumbled to the floorboards.

The sticky mud on my forearm felt like a bad
birthmark. My head spasmed. My poor injured noggin sure didn’t need
any more pounding. I felt a blackout, or worse, a hallucination
coming on. I fumbled for my zombie pills in the ashtray. Oh, no . .
. I’d thrown them out at the last rest stop. I clasped both hands
around my head, harmonica holder and all, and squeezed. Crush out
those accusing tongues and tormenting images. But it was too late;
and I wasn’t lucky enough to black out.

Medusa barked in my ear and brought me back
to the sinking bog. My apricot-colored dog lunged with all her
forty pounds into siege mentality at imaginary haunts. She didn’t
know what I was conjuring, but whatever it was, she was ready to do
battle with it. With incisors the size of raptor beaks, she began
thunderous, staccato-clacking warning signals on the passenger
window, emitting chesty growls in syncopated rhythm—a kind of
reggae beat, primitive and loud.

My left hand was coated in mud, head
slathered in sweat.

Loosed from his cardboard cage by the crash,
Merle boomeranged around the bus, floppy ears sounding like cap
pistols, colliding with me and Medusa, making the most pitiful
bleats of helplessness known in the existing universe, other than
my recent attempts at Faded Love. Merle projected a tangy
smell of fear; the low-on-the-food-chain fear of hunted, trapped
prey.

My blood pressure surged. The top of my head
buzzed and sizzled like locust hordes flung out of seventeen years
of hibernation. I touched the extensive scar tissue around the
acrylic plate in my head. Out of the corner of my eye, a
black-and-white common loon took awkward flight with a quick
disbelieving glare and a fare-thee-well tremolo over his
satiny shoulder. For a dazed moment, I watched the loon fly
doggedly toward the headwaters of the Dosanomish and an uncertain
future; his red eye fixing me until it went around a bend in the
river.

I struggled to free the seat belt latch and
noticed with horror that the black, tide-flat ooze directly in
front of my mired bus, was agitating and frothing. Then, like an
exploding cyst, a stinking, butt-ugly, tavern-green dragon burst
forth. Elpenor! I blinked and blinked again. Shit! My calves
turned to worm castings and the roots of my hair dissolved. The
locust buzz in my head increased by 100 decibels and began
pulsating like a bottom-land, Ozark tornado.

“Elpenor! How the hell did you get here?” I
said. Notwithstanding a radically different shape than when he
appeared to me on my last booze binge back in Portland—as a Seventh
Day Adventist with the mocking head of a hyena—it was ol’ Elpenor
all right. I knew him well. Elpenor was a much too personal, nasty
vision. And in Josh’s beloved river, too.

Monster frolicking in baptismal foam.

Elpenor’s booming voice rattled the loose
fitting hatch door of the bus. Go back, Harp P. Gravey. This
place will destroy you.

My jaws loosened, I knew him well, but I
still screamed and cringed as I always do at any first new
sighting.

Medusa quit gnashing the window and jumped
in my lap. My dog’s genetic makeup was a paradoxical union,
creating, on the one hand, a timid little Tibetan house dog whose
sole purpose was to bring merriment and good luck to her master,
and, on the other hand, a giant-jawed meat-eater able to crush
mastodon bones. Medusa shuddered and, in true passive/aggressive
form, as was her confused genetic nature, licked my face around the
harmonica holder and simultaneously pissed in my crotch. It gave my
seat a hot bath, floated a fine effusive scent of urine to my
nostrils, and made my eyes sting and water.

So far as I knew, Medusa couldn’t see
Elpenor. She could however, smell my sweat and sense my terror. And
my terror, triggered by my private demon was the only thing that
scared the hell out of Medusa.

Up to my running boards in muck, I found my
voice. “Stay away from me,” I said. The dragon, Elpenor, bobbed
with the incoming tidal ripples, florid froth hissed around him.
Elpenor spoke through big yellow teeth and rubbery lips. This
pastoral place is not what it seems. Here there be demons. It’s
unsafe. Dangerous. It will drown you.

His voice, in the low-bass register, sneaked
up on me and jellied the juices in my glands.

Bracing myself up with one hand on the
steering wheel, I hugged Medusa with the other, who, since pissing,
quit quaking and looked up at me for guidance, her tepid
meat-flavored breath mingling with rank, slough stink. My lap felt
warm and sticky. I took a deep breath of the noxious mixture and
bellowed back at Elpenor: “I’d rather drown in the Dosanomish than
choke to death in a drunken stupor on 3rd and Burnside in
Portland.”

Watch out what you wish for, ol’ son,
Elpenor said, it just may come true.

A jet of black ooze squirted up through a
gap beside the VW clutch, bathing my ankle with cold mud. The mud
on my ankle sent a message to the mud on my arm that made my whole
body shiver. I fumbled for the handle and rolled the window up.

“I’m trying to change my life,” I said, “and
you still show up to sabotage me!” It’s hard, once initiated, to
get out of the blame game. A loser’s contest I’d become most adept
at winning.

Elpenor, I learned while my head was still
in the bottle, was what the VA shrink called “a paranoid delusional
manifestation made possible by head trauma.” Sitting there,
nose-dived in the Dosanomish, I saw him in the shape of a dragon
very similar to the one planted in my head from stories told to me
by my Grandfather Two Loons. Grandfather Two Loons would’ve called
Elpenor a “shape-changing shithead.” Grandfather Two Loons would’ve
concocted a healing poultice for my head wound and driven away
Elpenor with ritual dance. Rhythm was the only character trait I
was aware I inherited from Grandfather Two Loons, and I didn’t have
rhythm anymore.

Elpenor’s torch-red eyes, deep and dark as
the pit of a gold mine, bore into my flesh, stripping away all
false bravado and flaying open my soul. Pointy, grotesque vampirish
ears flapped to the blue beat of some unholy boogie. His thick,
brackish hide looked to be an unhappy marriage between a
diamond-back rattler and an over-heated radiator. A huge honker
nose with raveny black-haired nostrils, snorted and oinked.

Seeping in through greasy, orange rust holes
in the floorboard of my bus, Elpenor’s hot breath, blown my way by
a downriver gust of wind, smelled like ether, old ravioli cans and
stale hangovers; the stench of a low-bottom alkie. I quickly got
used to his familiar smell and his new shape incarnation. It’s his
acidic sewer mouth that, like always, got to me.

You think this pristine valley, he
said, this back to nature crap, this Baptismal water bullshit,
‘this last wild place,’ piece of wilderness land that Josh stuck
you with is going to make one iota of difference? You can’t escape.
You could go to the top of Mount Olympus, and I would be there
waiting with a bottle of Ol’ Crow, a basket of resentments, a
bucket of excuses, and a one way ticket to a short, happy life back
to the 3rd and Burnside bowery of Portland. That’s the level of
success you’ve been groomed for since early childhood, podna. Hell,
it’s your legitimate birthright. Why keep fighting it? You deserve
to be a homeless bum.

I hated Elpenor. I hated his insinuations. I
hated his scaly skin and pink nose.

The hate welled up and exploded across my
tongue in a rippling scream. Clasping the steering wheel for
ballast, I put everything I had behind the hate, months and years
of fear and frustration. It tore my throat, fluttered my salt and
pepper, wild hair and resonated throughout the bus and valley
beyond. Merle jumped out of his hiding place. Medusa whined, buried
her nose in my neck. The “A” harmonica, still clamped close to my
mouth, wailed in dissonant sympathy. The acrylic plate in my head
vibrated like an untuned harpsichord.

Elpenor snorted steam out his nostrils.
Sulfuric foam bubbled around his midsection, causing red-winged
blackbirds nesting in nearby cattails to check their young.

There, there, Harp, ol’ podna,” he
said. You need a drink. Help you deal with all this frustration
you brought on yourself.

My bus, with a soft sigh, sank in the mud a
few more inches. I, Harp P. Gravey, was going not with a loud bang,
but with a soft slurp.

I had to escape. My fingers once again
struggled with the seat belt.

Just as the clasp let go, the bus lurched
backwards. My head bounced, paddleball-like, off the steering
wheel. Thank the Lord for duct tape padding. Even so, I blacked out
for an instant. Saw my Grandfather Two Loons telling me Ozark
stories about animals that turned into humans. Or, about humans
that turned into animals. One story was about Grandfather Two Loons
turning into a blue jay when he was a young man. He spent a whole
summer as a blue jay, raiding corncribs, imitating hawk calls,
mating with a female blue jay. He told the story with a straight
face, like it really happened.

“I had to become a bird,” Grandfather Two
Loons told me, “in order to become a man.” Grandfather Two Loons
mating with a blue jay? Cracked me up. Even so, it was my favorite
fantasy.

I regained semi-consciousness and saw
scenery going by backwards. Huh? My VW Bus, always dependable in
spite of years of abuse and neglect, was, without benefit of gears
and guidance, backing out of a watery grave. My ears heard a
Detroit engine over revving. My eyes saw, in the rearview mirror, a
rigid silver chain leading away from my blue bus to disappear into
the morning fog.

I vowed at that miraculous moment to write
the clever Huns a letter extolling this heretofore unknown
fail-safe feature of their wondrous machine. I allowed myself a
twinge of momentary romantic regret that I wasn’t going to give up
this mortal coil and float away to El Dorado in a banjo-shaped
coffin, a bluegrass band hanging on my hearse wagon.

Elpenor slipped under water with a sour
scowl and a warning hoot. Here there be demons, he said
again. Turn around. You are damned if you go further.

Medusa growled deep in her chest. Smacked
the front windshield with her teeth.

Elpenor left no sign, but the bad taste in
my mouth and a vitreous smear on the mud-flat.

What was I going to have to do to get rid of
him? The curse, of course, I suspected, was that once you have seen
the dragon, the dragon will dog you forever.


Chapter 3: The Princess and the Duck Turd
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The backing bus settled, with a loud clank
of metal on metal, on almost level ground. I could see up the river
valley. There was a thin crown of orange clouds haloing the
snow-covered western mountains, catching the first blinding,
spring-morning sun. The nearest mountain had a bad case of
clear-cut mange. Huge buff patches of trees had been scalped out of
the fabric of the forest, giving the impression the mountain was
disturbed and angry. Behind the thin, elliptical clouds lurked a
dense throng of ripe, plum-colored thunderheads biding their
time.

That curious common loon, the one that had
given me such a red-eyed look, was flying happy to his home up
there with nary a worry in the world. Flying. Oh, my self-pitying
mind careened, to be out of this mess and soaring above the clouds
in his carefree shoes.

Medusa dashed to the back of the bus and
began pounding the hatch door with her reggae voice and teeth.
Merle, warm and furry, had lodged himself underneath the back of my
twenty-five cent tee-shirt I bought at a church rummage sale
because it reminded me of my Grandfather Two Loons.

The lop-eared bunny, in his instinctive
frenzy to hide from carnivorous calamity by burrowing deeper,
gouged little pain-stabbing tear trenches in my skin. Rabbit claws
don’t slice neat and clean like a cat, they tear, like tiny barbed
fish hooks, the tiniest tear taking months to heal and leaving a
vermilion scar. I couldn’t begin to reach around behind me in the
bus, so I flung open the door and did a blind leap out into the
shifting fog. Gravity slammed the door shut behind me.

My left foot hit a sinkhole, and I did a
header into the tide-flat mud. Soft, sulfuric-smelling sludge
absorbed some of the impact, but still jammed the harmonica holder
against my face and jarred my beleaguered noggin. I had instinct
enough to close my eyes, but as usual my mouth was open when it
should have been shut. I squirmed up to my knees, spitting shore
bird offal and curdled mosquito mishmash. In my nostrils lodged a
salamander-sized shard of booger-brown sea kelp, cold, slippery and
reeking of fermented skunk cabbage.

I wrestled the steel-and-mud, harmonica mask
from my head and slung it down. Then I extracted sea sauerkraut
from my nose and, with a surprisingly unmuddied, right tee-shirt’s
sleeve, swiped away the sludge from my face.

My eyes cleared. Movement caught them. And
there, floating on a dais of silver crystalline scallops through
the tattered aquamarine mist, came an enchanted, water-spirit
Indian princess. Was this another induced vision?

The mud-caked harmonica and holder had
landed at her Adidas-enshrined feet. I was entranced. Couldn’t
budge, the hump of the hiding hare, Merle, on my back forgotten.
The princess hovered a few feet in front of me and gazed down with
mournful eyes. Those transfixing orbs were framed by the high
cheekbones of the Northwest Coastal Indians, angling down to a
narrow, nibble-able chin. The Indian princess had a full, ruby,
Cupid’s bow mouth with a slightly pouting lower lip and a perfect
Anglo-Saxon nose. She had on a green cap with the words Wildlife
Care Center, inscribed in yellow letters. I marveled at the detail
my mind conjured. Whoever heard of a care center for wildlife?

Heavy, gold-plated earrings, in the classic
twisted pose of a leaping salmon, pierced ears, too ripe and juicy
for such a small sprite. For, in stature, small she was, no more
than a hundred pounds and five feet tall. A soft leather medicine
bag hung between modest breasts under a red plaid, work shirt. Worn
denim jeans fit snugly around round, mature hips. Her skin was the
rich golden color of wild salmonberry honey and as clear and smooth
as untouched fairy-bell blossoms.

A breeze, moist and cool, blowing in off
Puget Sound, teased the goddess’s long, bluish-black hair, and made
it shimmer like the feathers of a Steller’s jay in flight. She
smelled of peat moss, salt water and . . . fiddle rosin? . . . the
natural ingredients, I surmised, that shape water nymphs.

I knelt as if in peasant prayer at the toes
of her royal tennis shoes. She was my first up close encounter with
either a real or imaginary stranger in a strange land, and I wanted
to make a smart initial impression. I involuntarily hacked a
regurgitated duck turd at her feet. It left my tongue and mouth,
oddly enough, with a sweet river aftertaste.

The princess regally ignored the sacrilege.
She nudged the harmonica mask with a cautious foot. “It is either
an ill-formed present day Adam,” she said, “expelled from the
garden for having the worst case of braces I’ve ever seen in my
life, or the Hunchback of Notre Dame come to wreak havoc on our
humble valley.”

The enchantress’s words caressed me, washing
over my shivering body, further expunging the mud. Her voice clued
me that she was flesh and blood. It was too soon to celebrate, but
maybe hallucinations were behind me and I was on a reality streak.
Every bit of newly exposed skin felt a tremor of irresistible
attraction to the woman, aching to be close to her, brush up
against her. A wildness deep inside me formed a plan to somehow get
to touch her, and by so doing establish a bond between us.

As I scoured my mind for a reasonable
explanation of my predicament, an earthy voice in the mist sounded.
“You can mock me all you want, Daughter.” An Indian man, much
older, emerged from the shifting mist behind the princess. “All I
said,” he said, “was I felt a pop in the dimensional fabric, as if
there’s been some kind of cosmic cross-over between universes, and
then I heard this anguished scream coming from this cursed
Dosanomish River.”

His flat voice triggered a spark of
long-dormant familiarity. I struggled, with light-headed effort, to
rise. “Grandfather Two Loons?” I said.

The old Indian paled. “What’s that about
loons?”

“No . . . no. Sorry to alarm y’all,” I said.
“My name is Harp P. Gravey, and I was having an adrenaline
hallucination brought on by a head injury and not taking my
medication. I saw a monster in the river.”

“This cursed river,” he said, “revealed
Kaalpekci to you?”

I surprised myself. Besides Josh and the
pale VA shrink, I had never told anyone else about my draconian
companion and have no explanation for the confession except cranial
driftiness. “Elpenor to me,” I said, “but by any other name, he
still smells the same.” Attempts at levity on your knees in a mud
bog don’t wash. The old Indian’s cracked lips didn’t crack a smile.
I stood up.

He turned to squint at the nearby forest.
Catching his silhouette against the islands in Puget Sound, I
noticed something hanging from his nose, a gold ring the size of a
quarter attached to the middle cartilage. It added a slight edge to
his big-toothed frown. The ring danced a jig when he spoke, skewing
his upper lip. Being nearly the same tarnished bronze color as his
skin, it could’ve been mistaken for what we used to call back in
the Ozark Mountains, as a harelip.

The old man was about my size, a little
below medium height, with a two-foot ponytail and thick, narrow
ears, a coarser color than his skin. He smelled of linseed oil and
cedar shavings.

Hard not to stare at a middle-aged,
ringed-nosed man, Native American or not.


Chapter 4: Bag Balm and Wet Chickens
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The princess stared at the pulsing hump on
my back. “I’m April Old Wolf,” she said, “and that rambling old man
there is my father, Malcomb. Stay still, Quasimodo. You’re
evidently in shock. I’ll see what I can do about that unsightly
growth on your back. And don’t encourage my father.” April glided,
in white, Adidas tennis shoes, around behind me. I nearly pitched
forward as I felt no-nonsense fingertips rasp up my spine. My
tee-shirt flew up, and April the Goddess lifted a trembling weight
from my back.

“Well, look what we have here,” she said.
“The hump turned into a beast of the forest. I’m not even going to
ask how this rabbit got here. Since rabbits are one of your totems,
Father, I suppose you’re going to make something mystical out of
it.” She tossed Merle at Malcomb.

Her father snagged the bunny behind the neck
with one hardened, bronze hand, held him up for inspection, nuzzled
his belly with his ample nose and stuck him in a side pocket of his
buckskin jacket. “Not mystical, Daughter,” Malcomb said,
“practical. Rabbits have strong hind legs, the better to escape
hungry predators. Finding a rabbit in the beginning portends a
swift journey.”

“Journey?” April said. “Whose journey? What
journey? I have to be at the Wildlife Care Center for the morning
feeding in two hours. If I’m not back, injured animals will die.
You promised I’d be back in time. Just because some nitwit verifies
that there’s an ancient demon with a blood grudge against our
clan—such as it is—dwelling in the Dosanomish, doesn’t mean we’re
going to get sidetracked on one of your mythical journey’s this
morning.”

Nitwit? Safe to say I hadn’t bowled April
Old Wolf over with cleverness.

“Certainly not my journey,” I said. “I don’t
have to hunt for my demon; he finds me.”

Malcomb tickled Merle behind his flop ears.
“Well, somebody’s going on a journey today,” Malcomb said. “This
rabbit was put here for a reason. Omens don’t lie.”

April took a deep breath. “Okay, Father,”
she said, “you have to have a journey. I’ll give you a journey. You
were right in the first place. Let’s just say we’re on a very
practical journey. You could say our search for Molly Jenkins—the
slut—is a journey. By the time we get Harp P. Gravey here taken
care of, it’ll be time for me to get back to the care center.
You’ll have to continue searching for Molly Jenkins by
yourself.”

Malcomb tugged on his nose ring. “You do
yourself and Molly a disservice by calling her a slut,” he said.
“She’s merely searching for love the best way she knows how.”

Merle peeked out at me and showed his buck
teeth. My interest perked. Being on the road most of my life, I
would’ve had very little love and companionship were it not for so
called loose women. Some of my best friends have been sluts.
“Molly Jenkins?” I said. “Who is Molly Jenkins?”

April produced a small, green can from a
fanny pouch around her waist. The label read, Bag Balm Salve. April
sniffed the outside of the Bag Balm can. Wrinkled her nose over the
lid at Malcomb. “Last night,” she said, “my father had an urgent
dream about Molly Jenkins, a long time acquaintance, and my
brother’s some time girl friend, being in trouble. He wakes me up
two in the morning to go look for her. Living with an old,
self-proclaimed shaman, who has a very active dream life, is about
as much fun as smacking yourself in the head with a wet chicken to
wake up every morning.”

“I’ve never tried that,” I said, “but I have
set the radio alarm to a right-wing talk show—”

“—It’s not like that bitch, Molly,” she
said, “hasn’t run off with some hot-guitar-picking sleazo dozens of
times before.” April stabbed my shoulder with a finger, expecting
agreement, I suppose, on the general dissipation of hot guitar
pickers, which, if she’d waited for a reply, I would’ve provided.
Never met one that didn’t have the morals of an alley cat.

Finger jab or not, my body responded to her
touch. My shoulder burned like a bullet had penetrated it. The
wildness in my gut turned acid into honey.

“This time is different,” Malcomb said. “I
know you don’t want to hear it, but I feel something absent from
Molly’s spirit energy. And don’t call her a bitch.”

“The only spirit energy Molly’s missing,”
April said, “is a conscience.” She ripped the lid off the little
green Bag Balm tin with an angry pop. “Take off that muddy rag, Mr.
Harp P. Gravey.”

A whiff of the exhilarating odor of camphor
cleared my mind. I obeyed April.

How could I not?

Malcomb held out his hand and took the
soiled shirt.

Suddenly, the highway noise came closer. A
motorcycle and rider had veered off the main road and followed my
VW Bus path through blackberry canes. It came to a halt beside
April and Malcomb’s old Ford pickup. The motorcycle’s muffler
blat, blat, and blattered so loud it drowned out the
flooding river. The bike was a beaut, one of those fifties Harleys.
All spit and polished chrome and a Mediterranean blue paint job.
The rider was dressed in leathers and wore no helmet, his thick,
black hair bounced on tensed shoulders. One of his eyelids drooped
and the other eye shone like a hot brand on brown flesh. He turned
off the engine, gleamed at April. “What the hell you all wasting
time here for?” he said. “You’re supposed to be looking for
Molly.”

April’s back stiffened. “Being an authority,
Loren,” she said, “you would know about wasting time. We haven’t
abandoned our search for your precious Molly. We had to stop and
pull Mr. Harp P. Gravey here out of the river.”

The biker’s mismatched eyes faced me. “You
got no business rescuing white meat when your own blood is in
trouble.”

April put an arm around me. Hip bumped my
hip. “I’ll rescue,” she said, “who the hell I want.”

Malcomb, my tee-shirt in hand, sloshed over
to the biker, put the other soiled hand on his shoulder. “You
shouldn’t talk to your sister—”

“—half sister,” Loren said. “Don’t you
remember, Pop? Her mother’s that anthro bitch you fucked from
Delaware.” He twisted away from Malcomb’s grip.

“And he’s never lets me forget my mother was
a white anthropologist,” April said. “Especially when he needs
money for a bottle.”

“If my mother had set me up with a
veterinarian clinic,” Loren said, “I sure as hell wouldn’t piss it
away on treating wild animals, and I probably wouldn’t need to
drink either.”

Malcomb’s big hand hung in the air. He held
it up. “Stop your bickering you two. We’ve got work to do. We’ll
continue searching for Molly, Loren, but in the meantime, we’re
going to pull Mr. Gravey up onto the road. And you watch your
manners, Loren. I suspect he’s not entirely white. He has some
native blood in him, too. Certainly not as thick as you, but then
who is?”

Loren nodded at me. “Yeah, you may be
right,” he said. “Another thin mixed-blood on the Peninsula. No
wonder my sister has got the hots for you.”

April shied away from me like a robin from a
raven. “I only just met this man,” she said. “I definitely do not
find him the least bit attractive. Look at him. Under that coat of
mud he looks white to me. He’s better off being all white or red.
Hybrids have the worst of both worlds.”

I figured I’d better clear the air. “I only
knew my Grandfather Two Loons as a child—”

Loren kick-started the Harley. He revved it
so loud, it made my ears ring. Instead of turning the big machine
around, he raced at me, ignoring tidal mud gunking-up his clean
machine. I stood my ground more out of surprise than courage. The
front wheel of the bike came to a stop between my legs, blue fender
nudging my crotch. The metal felt hard and unyielding. Up close, I
noticed a four inch fresh scar on Loran’s triceps. “Grandfather,
huh?” he said. “Your blood goes too far back, and, from your
accent, you’re from some clan down south. You’ll never fit in here.
Go home. You’re distracting us from finding Molly.” He
blatted the bike’s engine. A puff of purple carbon dioxide
ejected from the rear of the machine. I smelled hot oil fumes
mingling with cool river humus, an antagonistic mix.

I waited till the rpm’s died down. “If
there’s a poor white-trash Pentecostal tribe,” I said, “then that’s
where I belong. Way I was raised anyway. And I never asked to fit
in here or anywhere else for that matter. Get me up on the road,
and I’ll make like the boll-weevil and search for a home.” I
sidestepped; get away from that vibrating fender before the Native
American Hell’s Angel popped the clutch.

Loren beckoned me closer, leaned over,
leathers creaking, and, whiskey-breathed, whispered, “Watch out,
white trash,” he said. “You break my little sister’s heart, and
I’ll break you.” The scar on his triceps had little scarlet jagged
edges, like toxic centipede feet, where the stitches had been. His
bicep was knotted with muscle. Then he turned and shouted to
Malcomb. “I’m heading for Seattle. See if Molly’s over there.”

“No,” Malcomb said. “Don’t go to Seattle.
Molly’s not there. I can feel it. You’ll just get lost
yourself.”

“Yeah, right,” Loren said. “You can feel it?
I’m going to believe that? If you had any of the old powers, how
come I didn’t inherit them? They’re gone, Pop. Give it up. Maybe
they never were there in the first place. Just tired stories,
rituals and myths made up to tell around the fire on cold winter
nights.” He reached a hand up and squeezed his father’s hand. He
averted his eyes, glanced at a raven landing in a madrone tree. The
tips of his mouth quivered. He dropped his father’s hand. “I’m
going to Seattle. Do some research.”

He crawled the Harley in a circle, and we
watched as he climbed through the blackberry vines, then, up on
blacktop he tromped it, spewing a tail of chocolate sludge on the
windshield of a large RV, puttering along Highway 101, like some
great, silver slug.

“Molly’s not in Seattle,” Malcomb muttered
to himself, shaking my shirt. He squinted at the shirt’s picture.
“By the gods, is this a pair of loons?” He said. He walked over to
a clear pool and threw the shirt in to dunk it, sloshed it around,
wrung it out.

“Research, my fanny,” April said to me in a
low voice. “Loren’s researching the inside of a whiskey bottle. See
what’s at the bottom of it, what makes it tick. Research!” She
watched, shaking her head, as Loren disappeared around the bend.
The soft brown skin on April’s neck was peppered with light
freckles. “Damn him. When’s he going to straighten-up?” She
squeezed the Bag Balm can so hard grease oozed over the lip onto
her hand.

She wiped the excess off on my back. She
didn’t just dab the salve on the rabbit rips, she dived right into
that little green can with both hands and slathered it all over,
sorta kneading the tight muscles as she found them. A natural-born
masseuse. I wondered, excitement replacing fear and cold, if there
is something intrinsically erotic in Bag Balm? And further, could
terror be followed so quickly by arousal? Is there a sensory
conduit between fear and sex? And one step still further, love?
Love on a mud bog? Could April be the one? The one to nourish my
soul? The one to end my loneliness?

Perhaps it was as sensuous to be the
slatherer as the slatheree.

April’s clever hands, so warm and
exploratory, belied her general field-marshal attitude. I have
always been susceptible to touch. Touch me with care, caress me
with tenderness, stroke me with concern, and I will defy heaven and
hell as your champion.

Those fingertips transmitted longing signals
to the rest of my lonesome body. Every neglected patch of skin,
muscle and bone demanded equal attention from those moist, intimate
hands. Erogenous zones I had either forgotten about or given up for
lost reared up and began shooting spangled rockets at my brain. The
primary message being, “This is the stuff of your eternal quest for
love and intimacy. It is what you need most and what you have run
away from all your life.”

The secondary message, hot on the singed
heels of the first, being; “You clod, it’s been two years since
you’ve gotten laid.”


Chapter 5: Beater Guitars and Embracing
Mud
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The tension, starting with the synthetic
plate and scar tissue in my head, flowed out of my body through my
feet to dissipate into the magic river mud. The mud, the Dosanomish
River mud began to feel . . . well . . . comfortable. It connected
me to April, to the Olympic Mountains, to some quiet place; like an
old beater guitar bought at a Goodwill Store, already broken-in
just to your liking, creates a spiritual link with you and the dead
donor. The soft black mud pooled around my feet, like links of
chain, anchoring me fast to the spot.

An irresistible urge to sing overwhelmed me,
something I hadn’t felt in the months since beginning medication.
Strange words popped into my head. I let ‘er rip:

Olympic Mountain morning—

the bluffs so vast and steep,

are memories all of you

that I can hope to keep.

and if I had just one wish

to bless me on this dawning,

it’s to share with you everyday

an Olympic Mountain morning.

April never missed a stroke with the Bag
Balm. A light aroma of cherry-scented shampoo circled my head, as
she whispered in my ear. “You’re straining your voice. Reaching too
high. Find a key that fits you. That smaltzy song would sound good
in a minor key, say B minor. I kind of like it, though. Where did
it come from? I never heard it before.”

“I never did either,” I said, as offhandedly
as manageable. “The oddest things just sorta pop into my head these
days.”

April’s stoke slowed. “First you see
monsters,” she said. “Now, you expect me to believe you made that
verse up on the spot. You really are quite balmy, aren’t you?”

I let her accusation hang there in the damp
air. Urge to sing spent, I ached to curl into a fetal position in
the embracing mud and sleep the sleep of the innocent with the
exotic April cradled by my side, soothing my slumbering brow,
placing ambrosial kisses on my exposed neck. Naked as Adam and
Eve.

Well, maybe not so innocent.

Even in my state of make-believe bliss, my
muscle consciousness sensed a difference between April’s two hands.
Her fingertips on one hand, the left, oh, yes, it was most
assuredly the left hand fingertips, were rougher than the other.
Dare I dream of lovely grooved calluses?

I couldn’t resist, I unstuck my mud-cradled
feet, spun around, grabbed her left hand and held it up to my eyes
for detailed inspection. It was true. There they were; encrusted
calluses and caked, microscopic canals, the stuff of rapture.

April backed up a half step, but didn’t
snatch her tiny, brown hand away.

Only one thing I know of causes that kind of
abnormality. Instrument strings. Steel or catgut. I’m a slow
learner, but since the wrecking bar encounter, I’ve had flashes of
intuition that sometimes hit. It came to me: the calluses, the
scent of rosin. “You’re a fiddler,” I said.

April’s free hand tugged on a leaping salmon
earring. The salmon cavorted with delight at her touch. “Those
calluses,” she said, “could come from playing any stringed
instrument.” She still didn’t pull her left hand away.

“They could, but they don’t. No, I sense a
fiddle here.”

“Could be violin. The grooves would be the
same.”

“But it’s not. May I kiss your
fingertips?”

“You may kiss my Watus—”

“Please. It’s an innocent request. Your
calluses are so lovely caked with mud.”

April searched my eyes for intimations of
indiscriminate lasciviousness, and, I presume, finding none, said,
“Help yourself, but don’t get greedy.” That cinched it. Fiddlers
are great at making bold, snap decisions. They are also adept at
being adored. Fortunately, I was primed for some serious
adoring.

I closed my eyes, drew April’s left hand to
my lips, and pecked each fingertip individually, lingering but a
second—enough to allow the tip of my tongue to subtlely tickle the
grainy surfaces. The grooves were even, hard and precise. The brand
of a perfectionist. My tongue divined she was a practitioner of
technique, a master of mechanics. I tasted Bag Balm, and blood, and
mud, and sweat and rosin, a simmering erotic stew.

My tongue, I fancied, channeled something
else, too; the saucy, bittersweet pungency of love deprivation.
April, like me, was a long ways away from her last good kiss.

“I play banjo,” I said, my eyes closed,
sniffing her musky fragrance, listening to her breathing become
huskier.

“I know,” she said. “You have that banjo
look.”

Banjo look? What the hell is a banjo
look? I’d seen hundreds of banjo pickers and they all looked
different to me. Physically, I certainly didn’t resemble a banjo;
i.e., long-necked with a large, round butt, although I’d seen a few
banjo pickers that had bottoms the size of an axe handle. At
forty-three years old and five foot, seven inches, I had always had
an underfed, on-the-road, look about me. Since being wounded, I was
down to a hundred and fifty pounds, ribs glistening through river
mud, like ripples on a washboard.

They shaved my head for the brain operation,
and I hadn’t cut my hair since. It grew back as thick and curly as
before, only this time a hint of gray bled through the black.

That banjo look? It came to me, all
male five-string banjo pickers look alike according to the rules of
inverse negativity; they are not handsome. Banjo pickers are
quirky, odd-shaped, eccentric and interesting, but definitely not
good looking. Comely guys play guitar, mandolin or fiddle. They
steer clear of banjos. I don’t know why I never realized it
before.

There’s one more thing about banjo pickers I
never noticed before: They have an incipient melancholy about them,
which is ironic since the music they play is considered joyful.
Much like clowns whose makeup hides a troubled psyche, banjo
pickers’ festive music is a cover for a damaged soul.

Perhaps that’s why we take up banjo in the
first place.

Okay, I got it. April’s initial impression
of me; ugly and fucked up. Before she’d ever even heard me play a
note. And, in the condition my condition was in, she probably never
would. With that thought, this five-string banjo picker got a whole
lot sadder, which, in turn, probably gave me more of that banjo
look.

April, seeing I was tongue-tied, added,
“But, hey, I gotta tell you, being a banjo picker is not the only
thing wrong with you. For starters, you could work on your
entrances.”

She tugged her hand away from my lips.

I was reluctant to let go of her warm
fingers. My tongue loosened. “You inspire me,” I said.

“You’re kinda cute,” she said, “but you’re
such a liar and much too needy for me.” She took her hand back.
“Doesn’t take a degree in psychology to recognize a loser when you
see one. I’ve had enough of flaky relationships. Besides you’re
probably just passing through, and I’ll never see you again.”

Did she say “cute”? I’ve never been accused
of being cute before. What happened to that banjo look? “Hey, give
me a break,” I said. “I’ve had a run of bad luck. And I’m not just
passing through. I plan to stick around a while.”

Well, well, so long Seattle. Where did that
come from? April’s touch told me tales I hadn’t heard in years.
Maybe, never.

“Don’t stick around because of me,” she
said. “You haven’t a chance.” Her eyes had an intense glow around
them.

“I’ve inherited some land up the Dosanomish
a ways,” I said. “I’m going to build a cabin on it.” One lie leads
to another.

A thickening morning fog closed in behind
her, hiding the mountains and upper Dosanomish. She grabbed a
handful of blue-black hair and squeezed it. “Oh, great, just what
we need, another absentee property owner in the valley who’ll be
opposed to Native tribes’ fishing treaty rights. Probably want to
put a basalt mine on the Dosanomish, too. I’m sorry now we pulled
you out of the bog.” She punched my collar with the flat of her
right hand. Didn’t hurt me physically, but jarred something loose
in my psyche. She sniffed the handful of hair, her neck arched and
she looked away toward Puget Sound.

I tottered. Twenty feet across the swampy
water stood a thatch of cattails claimed by a pair of noisy,
red-winged blackbirds. New-born birds chirped, and yellow beaks
bobbed skyward in a nest. The main channel of the river was to the
south through a thicket of red alders and cottonwoods. Had the
engorged river been closer, we would have had to shout at each
other to be heard.

A cold breeze blew through the cattails. The
sun’s rays baked the mud on my legs and pinched my skin. I shook.
Chunks rolled off my skin, leaving my flesh exposed to the wind.
Goose bumps covered my calves.

All hope with April, my princess, gone.
Worst thing of all, she was right. I was a loser. I had absolutely
nothing to offer a woman of April’s caliber. Hell, truth be told, I
had nothing to offer a woman, period.

The mud clasping my ankles tugged at the
truth. I saw it all clearly: I had been blaming it on my head
injury, when, in fact, for years, long before the wrecking-bar
incident, since my failed love affair with a sassy bass player
named Susan Conroy, I had been on a slow, downward path to
wisdom.

It took a passionate encounter with a
beautiful woman like April to shatter my disguise. Perhaps the
Dosanomish River, pounding in my ears with its rhythm of relentless
clarity, guided me to port in a terrible storm. But, what to do
now? Where to go? I may have been in port, but I wanted to sink to
the bottom of the sea and drown. Below the revelatory roar of the
river, I thought I heard a whisper, Enough of this self-pity.
You need to get on the road again. The road is your life. The road
is your love. The road is your home. You need to get on the road
again.

Elpenor! I recognized Elpenor slinking
around the dead booze cells coagulated on my consciousness. Trust
him to prey on my weaknesses. “Elpenor,” I said out loud, “I know
when I’m not wanted. You don’t have to tell me.”

April’s eyes widened. “You’re balmy as a
Chinook wind in December.”

Sometimes, Elpenor is right. It was time to
go. Get out of April’s disgusted sight. I needed to get my
lucky—well, maybe not so lucky—tee-shirt back from Malcomb and do
whatever it took to get on down the line. Move over, Loren,
Seattle, here I come. Maybe I could circle back and see April once
I got myself together. Give her another chance. Impress her with my
success.

No. Knowing my old habits, I knew when I got
in the neon glare of Seattle, I would never be back. I would be
forever lost in a concrete wasteland.


Chapter 6: Binder Twine and Duct Tape

[image: tmp_eba5fd106fdfc6fc6b3f334628b88fbd_pPReVH_html_m7e22a867.jpg]

A big cat screamed. I jumped a foot in the
air. My feet popped out of the mud with a stout thwock. I
came back down, landing heavy and sinking deeper.

The scream came from the red pickup. Malcomb
had my tee-shirt draped over the fender of their fifties era,
dirty, red Ford pickup truck. Its dented body looked as if it had
been through an Ozark hailstorm or a sledgehammer initiation party.
Contrasting that, it had a dense, shiny winch with lots of chunky
iron teeth bolted to its reinforced, front bumper. A stout silver
chain connected it to the back bumper of my beat up bus, which
dripped mud and looked sorrier than usual. Would my bus run, roll
me into Seattle today? I was eager to get started, get out of
April’s contemptuous sight.

Through the cab of the red pickup, between
slits in a gun rack holding a short, fat gun case, I spotted,
imprisoned in a cage, a pair of maddened, lemon-yellow eyes
scouring my bus. They were fixed on Medusa, who I realized had
remained uncustomarily quiet for a spell. I now knew why. She had
scrambled through the moving debris to the back of the bus to lock
eye-horns with the flaming, lemon eyes. Medusa’s fur bristled. Her
bone-crushing teeth bared in a silent growl. Her cat killing
stance.

Her target, a caged mountain lion.

Why not? It seemed natural that April—hadn’t
Loren implied she was a veterinarian—and her father would have a
cougar caged in their truck. To show my level of wilderness
sophistication, I decided not to ask about it. I prayed the cage
was secure. I also prayed Medusa didn’t push too hard on the
hatchback door of my bus. The latch was broken, and I had it tied
shut with binder twine.

Thank God for duct tape and binder twine,
twin tools of the broke, broken and homeless, holding a life
together by a sinew.

Sometimes a twine, for a time, is all it
takes. Sometimes it breaks.

Malcomb quit fawning over my tee-shirt. He
looked up into the gray sky and down into the deep river and out
across the wide sea and back at me. Then he looked again at the
front of my tee-shirt. His lips began to move; old man talking to
himself.

I lifted my heavy foot with a loud
gaack, intending to go over and ask Malcomb to pull my car
all the way out of the bog, just as he loped back to us. “Before
you two consummate in the mud, I want—”

“—Father! What an asinine thing to say, I
only just—”

Malcomb ignored her. “Old Iron Loins here
hasn’t looked at another man since that dingy pedal-steel player
went to Nashville. You’re the first one she’s given the time of day
to in two years.”

April’s face turned a deep copper. Her hands
made fists. “In this permissive day and age, most caring fathers
would be proud of a daughter that embraced celibacy, but not
yo—”

“Oh, be quiet, Daughter, and look at this.”
Malcomb held up my raggedy tee-shirt for viewing. There wasn’t a
trace of mud left, and, strangely enough, it looked cleaner than it
had ever looked before. Though faded, you could see the two loons
shining through.

It was as if I was seeing it for the first
time. It was a black and white silk-screen silhouette of two common
loons in the foreground; necklaced necks draped together suggesting
a lover’s embrace. One had soft red eyes filled with mystery and
adoration, sharp beak closed, head bowed. The other looked out with
an angry, blood-engorged eye, stiletto beak poised, neck cocked and
head tilted as if bugling a battle cry. One was a lover, the other
a warrior. A warrior loon? What a concept.

Fading in, as part of the backdrop, yet
overshadowing the loons, hovered a sepulchral face, part human,
part bird; part man, part beast; luminous eyes, fierce dagger nose,
and a melancholy mouth that looked on the verge of moving, giving
utterance. Written underneath the loons in miniature calligraphy
were the words, voice of the wilderness.

I’d pulled it out from underneath a pile of
fire-damaged hymnal books and bought it for twenty-five cents at
the Southeast Portland ‘Saved From Perdition’ Sulfur Lick Baptist
church rummage sale. “I bought it because it reminded me of my
Grandfather Two Loons.”

“Oh, no, Father,” April said. “I know where
this is leading. It’s the hat isn’t it?”

Malcomb flipped the shirt around to get a
better view. “Yes, the image on this tee-shirt is the one I see
when I don the sacred hat handed—”

“Mangy pile of dead hair with faded
feathers,” April said. Her hands clenched into fists, then dropped
to hang limp at her side.

“Show some respect, child,” Malcomb said.
“That ceremonial headdress was handed down through many
generations—”

“—of deadbeats and drunks.” April finished
for him.

“—of storytellers and shamans,” Malcomb
said. “Your blood, your ancestors, which you show no respect for.
And yes this—”

“—They lost our fucking clan, for
chrissakes!”

Malcomb shook the tee-shirt, splattering me
with cold spray. “—is the ‘two loons’ of my recurring dream. I
think the loon in my dream is a Tamánamis—the ghost of an
old one—and is trying to tell us something important about the
spirit world and our traditional connection to our homeplace.”

Although only a few feet away, April shouted
at me, her warm breath drying my mustache. “Our deadbeat ancestors
misplaced the exact location of our primary sacred ceremonial
grounds. Mr. Slipshod Shaman here has been searching for it all his
adult life and has got as far as a diseased headdress and this
Dosanomish valley. Now, a demented banjo picker shows up with a
moth-eaten tee-shirt design of two lovesick loons with some kind of
demon face watching over them. Talk about grasping at spiritual
straws.”

A demented banjo picker? I’d been called
worse, but never by anyone with such wondrous calluses.

“Here,” Malcomb handed me the tee-shirt.
“Put this back on. I want to try something.” He turned and did a
surprising spritely lope back to the red pickup.

“You’re in for it now,” April said out of
the side of her mouth. “He’s going to want you to try on that
ridiculous ancient headdress. Claims he sometimes has bursts of
revelations when wearing it and keeps trying to find other
crazies who do, too.” She poked me with a grooved fingertip. “You
qualify.”

In spite of my resolve to leave, I thrilled
at her rough touch.

Malcomb retrieved something from behind the
seat of the pickup. From a distance, it looked like a massive stack
of black snakes. Oh, great, I thought, we got mountain
lions. Why not reptiles, too?

April leaned close to my ear. “Might as well
humor him,” she whispered. “We’ll get out of here quicker. And
don’t worry about catching any cooties, I flea-dipped that frowzy,
damn thing this morning. Soaked it good.”

As Malcomb brought the headpiece nearer, it
appeared to be thickly layered coils of lackluster, black human
hair, conically fashioned and cleverly topped by two dull black and
white feathers stuck in a wooden spindle. The feathers bobbed and
swayed rhythmically, making a little metronome click that timed the
old Indian’s gait. Malcomb shoved it in front of my face. It
smelled of must, mold and flea dip.

Malcomb adjusted the feathers to stand
straight up. “These two feathers came from the sacred loon. There
was a time when loons were as plentiful in this land as Indian
Peoples—our ancestors. The hair is from ancestral medicine shamans
of my clan. I would consider it an honor if you would try it
on.”

I slipped the cold, wet tee-shirt over my
head. “I’ll try on the hat if you’ll pull me back on the highway
so’s I can get the hell out of here.”

“My daughter will be disappointed,” Malcomb
said, “but I’ll agree.”

“Your daughter,” his daughter said, “is
going to feed you, piece by piece, wagging tongue first, to the
gulls, when we get home.”

Hey, what harm could it do? I would’ve
preferred the long, flowing, colorful, eagle feather
headdresses—the kind the plains Indians wore on television—but it
didn’t fit into my mud ensemble. After all, that fateful morning, I
had already been bathed in dog piss and dipped in shorebird shit. I
could hardly be judgmental about a mangy headdress. Once dipped in
dung, it’s difficult to maintain a sincere stance of sterility.
Besides, it would only take a second. Then I’m gone, gone, gone,
like the old country tune says.

I did, for the old Indian’s sake, seek to
conjure some majesty for the moment. I bowed my head slightly,
perhaps mixing eastern and western cultural metaphors, and stuck
out both hands, soiled palms up, to receive the royal crown of dead
hair. As Malcomb placed it in my arms, Merle, peeking out of
Malcomb’s leather coat pocket, laid his ears flat, flexed his
buckteeth and bleated an alarm.

Decades of dead hair doesn’t weigh much. It
was light as a feather—well, two feathers, which, revolving on
their spindle, went click, click. Close-up, I imagined I saw little
mites crawling in and out of the hairy labyrinth. Though unsanitary
and repulsive, it exuded a certain comforting arcane glow and an
affable tingle registered on my fingertips. It began to buzz. A
syncopated, beckoning buzz. A buzz with rhythm. I couldn’t stop a
song from pouring out of me.

Well, I’ll keep on traveling that lonesome
highway,

searching for that home I’ve never
found,

make me a pallet in your byway,

and I’ll settle down in Puget Sound.

April’s eyes widened. I guess I showed her.
Perfect pitch.

Malcomb’s big ears wagged. He licked his
nose ring. Scratched his butt.

All doubts dissolved and I plunked the hair
hat on my head, nestled it down, avoiding the acrylic plate and
scar tissue. Damned thing had a near-perfect fit.

I’d made some righteous mistakes in my time
to get me to the pitiful level of existence I was in, but that hat,
without a doubt, was the biggest mistake I ever





tmp_eba5fd106fdfc6fc6b3f334628b88fbd_pPReVH_html_m67e29b6a.jpg
To Kill A Common Loon

A Nove| by
Mitch Luckett





tmp_eba5fd106fdfc6fc6b3f334628b88fbd_pPReVH_html_m7e22a867.jpg





cover.jpg
To Kill A Common Loon

A Nove| by
Mitch Luckett





