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CAL BLEVINS IS STARTING his life over at 62 years young. Newly divorced after 40 years of marriage and laid off from his job of 22 years, he heads to his fishing lodge on scenic Lake McDowell in the North Georgia mountains to contemplate his future. There he finds a quirky, mysterious woman renting the cabin next door; Lauren Talbot, a history teacher from Tennessee, vacationing with her stroke-addled father, Edgar. Cal, against his better judgment, becomes infatuated with Lauren’s odd charms, and ends up falling head-over-heels for her. Cal is then shocked when Lauren reveals she has deep feelings for him as well, telling Cal that she fell for him the first time she heard him playing his guitar.

Cal and Lauren become inseparable. Early on in their newly-spun relationship, Cal begins experiencing what can only be described as supernatural events. Lauren also experiences happenings she cannot explain. To complicate matters, Edgar’s behavior becomes increasingly erratic. 

Cal learns of Edgar’s strange obsession with the loons that populate the lake. Could it be that Lauren’s handicapped father has a special connection with these nocturnal birds? 

Events continue to spiral out of control as Edgar pulls Cal and Lauren into the ways of the loon. Near the end of Cal's and Lauren’s torrid two-week affair, Edgar Talbot commits one final act of desperation that changes all of their lives. The shocking twist ending is sure to stay with you long after you read the final word.

The Wisdom of Loons is a tale of offbeat romance between two star-crossed lovers. It is also about love and loss, life and death, comedy and tragedy. It is a story that peeks into the furthest corners of the human heart—both the light, whimsical corners where music and laughter reside, and the dark, shadowy places where our assorted demons run amok. Mostly it is a tale of eternal hope and the power of the mind. After reading The Wisdom of Loons, you will never again question the possibility of anything.

THE  WISDOM 
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Jeff Dennis

This is a work of fiction. The events described are imaginary. The characters and settings are fictitious. Any references to real persons or places are included only to lend authenticity to the story.
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MAGIC SURROUNDED HIS CANOE.

FishHawk felt it as a physical presence, vibrating through the cedar hull, rising the length of his torso, zipping through his arms to his hands. His fingers tingled. His mind buzzed with strange clairvoyance. Many times today he questioned whether he’d been struck by lightning.

But he knew it wasn’t lightning. This was magic. Kiko-Ru’s special magic.

The village shaman had worked another miracle. Kiko-Ru performed his ceremonial christening on this splendid dugout before its maiden launch this morning. FishHawk had barely paddled clear of the village inlet when he’d noticed large schools of fish following in his wake. Big fish came from the far corners of the lake, attracted to the boat like buzzards to a fresh kill. More experienced fishermen had told him what to expect, but he had been a doubter.

He no longer doubted.

FishHawk paddled. The enchanted canoe rode low in the water, burdened by the day’s catch. He looked over his haul with pride, the bow stacked three high with large bass and lake trout, glimmering in the late afternoon sun like silver medallions. His fellow villagers would eat well this week. FishHawk thanked the Great Spirit for Kiko-Ru’s masterful conjuring. Fishing had never been so easy.

He breathed in the pungent fishy scent, the bright tangy smell of freshly carved cedar. FishHawk felt great honor to be selected to pilot this grand canoe. It was a fine craft, steady in the rapids, solid and durable. He admired the craftsmanship of the prow, intricately chiseled into the head of an eagle, the painted eyes so very lifelike. He believed those eyes could actually see. FishHawk was convinced that the canoe was a living creature with a mind of its own. All he had to do was paddle. The canoe seemed to know where to go.

Some mysterious inner communication told him to stop paddling. The magic at work.

He pulled the paddle in, let it clunk on the floor. The lake was but a whisper of breeze, the tinkle of softly rippling currents. He leaned over the side, saw his painted face in the wavy reflection of the water—the whiteface, the bold red and blue slashes streaked across his cheeks and forehead, the porcupine hair headdress that looked like a bird’s nest atop his head. He felt drops of sweat trickling down his chest beneath the rawhide vest. All master fishermen of the village—the a-su-hi-is—wore this garb. The paint made his face feel tight. The headdress made his scalp itch. The vest chapped the skin on his shoulders. He was uncomfortable, but FishHawk wore the fisher’s outfit with pride. Today was his first day as one of the respected a-su-hi-is, and he sat tall in the canoe.

Beneath his reflection, FishHawk saw a gathering of largemouth bass, gliding back-and-forth the length of the canoe. He knew they were waiting for his command. He dipped his fingers into the water and moved his hands in slow circles. The bass began to sway in unison, moving as languidly as blades of swamp grass rustling in a slow current. His power over these lake creatures fascinated him.

He stood and snapped his fingers, left hand first, then the right.

With each sharp snap, a bass leaped from the water into his hand. FishHawk snapped and caught, snapped and caught . . . hands a blur, catching and tossing the flying fish onto the pile in the bow. Within minutes the hold overflowed with flopping, writhing fish. FishHawk wished he could take more, but even a boat possessed by magic had its limits.

FishHawk sat, retrieved the paddle.

The rowing required much more effort now. He felt a tired ache in his arms as he paddled across the wide lake. But it was a good ache. A productive ache. 

As he paddled, FishHawk took in the incredible sunset. He marveled at the low-lying sun peeking through the trees, setting the far shore ablaze in a crimson fire. The surface glowed a brilliant orange, the color of ripe pumpkins at the fall harvest. He squinted against the glare, thinking how beautiful this land was, the land of his people. So peaceful and undisturbed were the surrounding hills and tiny pine-scrub islands that dotted the lake.

In the distance he heard the mournful cry of a loon, a lonely call that signaled the turn of day into night. He heard the call a second time, echoing over the water, eerie yet reassuring.

The loons watched over the Cherokee like proud parents.

FishHawk heard the lonesome cry a third time. A thin smile creased his painted face. He knew he would arrive at the village safely.
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STARTING OVER AT 62 is like jumping off a cliff tethered to a frayed bungee cord.

Cal Blevins envisioned himself dangling at the end of that cord: the rubber unraveling with each shriek-inducing swing over a deep gorge, the pulse-pounding excitement followed by moments of sheer terror. 

This free-flying scenario played in Cal’s mind, over and over. It consumed him in a dark way as he drove north from Atlanta. Like a film loop of some tragic news event. For ninety miles he had watched himself hanging on for dear life. Like he was some fool contestant performing an idiotic stunt on reality TV.

Things really aren’t that bad, are they? Cal figured this new start should be a positive development. So why the bleak outlook?

He turned his attention back to the road, thinking about his destination, trying to chase the image of himself as a bungee jumper. This area of the Blue Ridge Mountains, carpeted by the Chattahoochee National Forest, had been his sanctuary since he was a boy. Cal looked forward to living at his Loon Mountain fishing lodge, a place that had always smoothed out his rough edges. Situated on cozy Lake McDowell, his summer home had long been a refuge from his hectic corporate executive life in the traffic-clogged skyscraper madness of Atlanta. He and his ex-wife Sandra bought the lakefront property and built the three-bedroom cabin twenty-five years ago. Back when the marriage was a happy union and the kids still believed in Santa Claus. Lumpkin County Chamber of Commerce brochures referred to Loon Mountain as “The Emerald Throne of Georgia.” Cal couldn’t have put it better himself.

He turned onto Mountain Road, the meandering ribbon of asphalt leading up to the lake. Moby yipped appreciatively from the back seat. Cal glanced in the rearview. The black Lab sat next to Cal’s guitar case, slapping his tail against the door, sticking his nose through the crack in the window to get a sniff of the sweet Georgia pine. Moby knew where they were headed. The dog loved Loon Mountain. Especially Lake McDowell. Lots of squirrels and chipmunks for him to chase. Cal smiled. He knew Moby had his little canine mind set on the lake and a brisk swim. Somewhere in the hound’s ancestry lurked a creature with gills and fins. Had to, the way that dog took to the water.

Cal steered his Explorer under the thick canopy of trees. Twilight shadows stretched across the road. He turned on his headlights and the asphalt uncoiled in front of him like a large black serpent. An earthy aroma drifted through his open window. Cal smelled the lake in the distance, an inviting mossy scent. He inhaled deeply. Up ahead, a deer darted across the road, the dusky blur of a small buck.

He thought about recent events that led him here. His layoff from Southwick Packaging after 22 years of dedicated employment. Marketing Director had been his title on the day they gave him his walking papers. No gold watch or retirement dinner. Thanks for everything and best of luck, they’d told him. Just three years shy of a full pension. Then there was his divorce from Sandra, a marriage that had slowly unraveled over 35 years. Sandra had the ‘growing apart’ explanation down to Jungian precision. Cal was still working on his assessment. And as usual, the only winners were the lawyers.

Time for a fresh start. He should be ecstatic. And yet his future never looked so uncertain. The bungee-jump scenario seemed appropriate.

He passed the signpost that announced Loon Mountain’s population of 837, passed familiar billboards for Lonnie’s General Store and Carleton’s Boat and Bait. The Cherokee Lane turnoff branched into the woods to the right, a narrow tar-and-gravel road that led to the first group of residential properties on the lower ridge. Mountain Road switched back to the left, following Brighton Creek. Cal could see the tops of smooth boulders dotting the middle of the stream and the browned river reeds lining the banks. Not much rain since his last trip up here.

He passed several outlying cabins—hunting lodges, dark and unoccupied. The small game season didn’t begin for another three weeks. Once the season opened, this hillside would be crawling with orange-vested hunters and the ridge would echo with the sharp cracks of gunfire.

The Explorer climbed the mountainside, Moby getting more excited the higher they went. Cal circled the east side and broke into a clearing—Ellery’s Pass—that offered a breathtaking view of the valley below. The dying sunlight threw spangled shadows across the ridge, the rolling forest resembling a bejeweled patchwork quilt.

Just as quickly, Mountain Road forged into a dark tunnel of trees. The grade steepened and Cal felt the four-wheel drive downshift. Up ahead, the road brightened with the lights of a construction crew. Cal slowed as he came into an area with enough halogen rigging to rival a Hollywood set. Several half-cleared lots, lit up bright as high noon. A backhoe and a grader spewed plumes of oily black smoke as the machines labored to topple trees and level the earth. Further up the road, Cal saw new construction, three houses in various stages of completion. He heard the pounding of hammers and the whine of a saw, could smell the sap of fresh-cut lumber.

Moby growled at one of the carpenters walking along the side of the road. These workers were an affront to Moby. The Lab didn’t appreciate their loud intrusion; they were trespassing in his kingdom.

“Easy, big fella,” Cal said. “They’re just doing their job. We don’t own this mountain, after all.”

Moby looked at Cal, a sad cast to his eyes. Whined a little, then backed away from the window. 

Cal shared Moby’s outlook. For years there had been no new development up here. Cal’s cabin had been one of the first built on the lake, and remained for many years one of just a handful of developed properties scattered along Lake McDowell. Loon Mountain—the Emerald Throne nestled between the Appalachian Trail to the north and the ghosts of the Dahlonega gold mines to the south—had been a rustic paradise, a place of solitude and introspection. Then, five years ago, Atlanta Magazine published an article about this area, complete with stunning color photographs, and suddenly there was a yuppie stampede. Cal started passing more BMWs and Mercedes and Saabs on Mountain Road, began seeing larger homes being built. The corporate yuppies from the big city a hundred miles due south had a new place in which to compete.

He turned onto Dogwood Lane, the gravel road leading to his property. Tiny pebbles pinged the undercarriage of the Explorer, sounding like popcorn exploding in the microwave. As Cal approached his house, he saw a minivan parked in the driveway of the cabin next door. Tennessee plates. The For Sale sign that had been planted in the yard for close to a year was gone. Cal didn’t think the place would ever sell, and he felt a keen sense of disappointment that it had. He pulled into his driveway and shut off the ignition, got out and stretched his road weary limbs. Moby darted out behind him and headed for the lake. Cal heard the distant splash and Moby’s yips of joy, the dog thrashing around in the water.

He looked back toward the minivan—a dark green Dodge Caravan—trying to gain some perspective on his new neighbors. Bright orange University of Tennessee Volunteers decal plastered to a side window. Next to it was a peeling bumper sticker of Hank Williams, Jr. with the legend HELL YEAH! inscribed in bold lettering under the outlaw rocker’s bearded face. As Cal walked past the vehicle, he saw the torn-up front end, the jagged shards of metal beginning to freckle with rust. The headlight on the driver’s side was smashed out and the bent edge of the radiator peeked out from under the crumpled hood. The chassis was pushed in against the engine block and contorted into a pretzel shape. The bumper had been reattached with baling wire. Cal wondered how the thing had made it up the mountain.

He glanced toward the house. Lights on downstairs, second floor dark. He caught a whiff of barbecue, could hear muffled voices. Canned laughter from a television coming through the open living room windows.

Cal grabbed his things from the back of the Explorer—two canvas duffels full of clothes and his guitar. The front steps groaned under his weight. He set the bags down on the porch and fumbled the key into the lock. Pushed the door open. Flicked on the lights in the living room. The house embraced him with its musty warmth. The familiar smells of hamburger grease and cigarette smoke and stale beer assailed him. Memories of his last stay. Six weeks ago, a long weekend with his musician friends—Chuck, Glenn, and Albee—one of their semi-regular pick-n-grin get-togethers. Three days and nights of singing and strumming, living on bottled beer and burgers cooked on the grill. Live music and cold brew, with a little fishing thrown in. Life didn’t get any better.

Cal opened windows to air the place out. Took his bags up to his bedroom. He grabbed a Heineken from the fridge and took his guitar out on the rear deck. Darkness had descended over the lake. A beautiful orange crescent moon hung over the treetops, reflecting a finger of fire across the surface of the calm water. He could see the outline of his dock and the silvery shine of his bass boat below. The trail of flagstone steps leading from the house down to the dock glowed like marshmallows in the bright moonlight.

He opened his guitar case and pulled out his Taylor, basking in the rich scent of the oiled wood. Cal owned several guitars, but this acoustic was his pride and joy. A Leo Kottke Signature Model with the spruce top and mahogany back and sides, the jumbo body that gave Cal the booming sound he loved. He only wished that owning this ultra-expensive Kottke-edition Taylor guitar would enable him to play even half as well as Leo.

He warmed up with “Angel From Montgomery,” then broke into a standard blues riff, but was interrupted by a very wet Moby. Cal laid the guitar back in the case and went to attend to the dog, who gleamed with a sheen of lake mud.

Cal smiled at the Lab as he toweled him off. “You been going after those turtles again, Mobes? Someday one of those snappers is gonna bite your nose off, partner. I don’t care how well you can swim.”

Moby just wagged his tail, basking in the attention.

Cal threw the muddy towels in the utility room next to the washing machine and returned to the rear deck, Moby following close on his heels. He sat and retrieved his guitar, began picking some random notes, just doodling. Moby sat at his feet, tail sweeping across the baked cedar boards like a whisk broom, chocolate-brown eyes wide with expectation.

“Okay, I’m taking requests,” Cal said, launching into their time-honored routine. “What would you like to hear, Mr. Moby?”

Moby yipped twice, a redundant whimper, flopped his ears. Sat at attention.

Cal took a swig of beer and wiped his mouth. “I believe I remember how to play that one.” He snuggled the guitar up against his belly and strummed the opening chords to “American Pie.” Moby barked appreciatively, then stretched out on the deck floor to listen in earnest. Moby was a musician’s dream audience. It never mattered to the Lab what Cal played. Cal could run boring scales for an hour or sing horribly off key and Moby would still listen attentively. Something about Cal’s voice and the melodies he produced from the large acoustic guitar had a hypnotic effect on the dog.

Two hours and three beers later, Cal packed the guitar away and was headed inside when he heard something strange in the distance. A moaning-mewling sound, barely audible at first, then gaining in volume. Moby’s ears pricked up, listening, his body rigid and on full alert.

Cal set the guitar case down and went to the deck railing, listened. There it was again, louder, a desperate sound echoing across the lake. A wounded animal? A possum or raccoon? A loon? No, Cal decided, the sound was too throaty for a loon. A coyote perhaps? Caught in a trap? A wolf, maybe?

And then a chill ran through Cal as the moan escalated to a scream, closer now.

Moby barked and lunged against the side railing.

Another feral scream, the cry of a disembodied spirit.

Cold fear squeezed Cal’s heart as he realized the screams came from his neighbor’s cabin.
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HIGH-PITCHED WAILS pierced the humid night, like a banshee crying through agonizing death throes. Cal’s heart raced with each caterwaul. The hair-raising screams incited Moby to furious barking.

And then, as quickly as it started, the cacophony stopped. 

Cal went to the railing, craned his neck, trying to get a look at the cabin next door, but all he could see through the treetops was a section of roof. Moby whimpered through labored breaths, his snout stuck through the slats of the deck enclosure. Cal waited, listened. Heard a burst of angry voices—a male and a female—followed by the thump of a sliding glass door.

Great, he thought, recalling the beat-up minivan with the Tennessee plates. Some dysfunctional trailer trash bought the property next door. Just my luck.

Cal leaned his hip against the railing. The night returned to its usual quiet night sounds: cicadas, bullfrogs, crickets.

“Come on, boy,” he said to Moby, “let’s go inside.”

Cal retreated to the air-conditioned cool of the living room, plopped down on the couch and punched the remote to turn on the television. Moby hopped up on the sofa and occupied his usual position at Cal’s feet. On TV the eleven o’clock news anchor reported the litany of daily Atlanta tragedies—three teens killed in an auto accident; a family of five burned to death in a house fire; two car-jackings near Lenox Mall. Cal shook his head. No wonder antidepressant sales were through the roof. If you were to believe the news media, the world was swirling down the toilet on its last flush. Never any good news. Cal had long been fascinated by this conundrum of capitalism—the way the media dished out a continual stream of death and mayhem to sell cars and jewelry and pharmaceuticals. Keep the consumers scared and drugged and lusting for material things.

He switched the channel. A standup comic doing a routine about Viagra. This is more like it, he thought, stretching out on the sofa, settling in. Moby stirred at his feet, trying to get comfortable. Cal’s eyelids fluttered. The long day and the beer were putting the finishing touches on his exhaustion. He struggled to keep his eyes open. Drifted in and out of wakefulness through the next couple of comedians.

Sooooo tired.

He was straddling the murky edge of sleep when a sharp rapping at the front door brought him awake. Moby bounded off the sofa, barking with convincing intimidation. Cal bolted upright, sending a cushion to the floor. More incessant knocking. He stood, disoriented, each knock piercing, like a dagger stabbing his ear.

He heard a female voice, though he couldn’t make out any words the way Moby carried on. Cal got the dog under control and flipped on the front porch light.

“Yeah, who is it?” he said through the door.

“I’m sorry for bothering you at this late hour,” the woman said, her voice whiskey-soaked with a Deep-South drawl. “I’m your new neighbor. Lauren Talbot. Down from Chattanooga. I saw you pull in earlier and wanted to come over and introduce myself, but—”

“It’s close to midnight,” Cal said. “Not the best time for introductions.”

A slight hesitation, then she said, “I know you must have heard the commotion coming from my cabin a while ago. I, um ... I just wanted to explain things before you got the wrong idea and called the police.”

Cal thought a minute, then said, “You call the cops up here on this mountain and they might get here day after tomorrow. Besides, I figured it was just a party that got out of hand. No harm done. Go home and sleep it off.”

“No, it wasn’t a party,” Lauren Talbot persisted. “That’s what I wanted to explain to you.”

“I’m sure it will keep until tomorrow. Goodnight.”

“No wait! Please, open the door and I promise I won’t take more than two minutes of your time.”

Cal let out a heavy sigh. “Look, I’ve had a long day and I’m really tired. This would go much better in the morning.”

A long moment of silence, but Cal didn’t hear any footsteps. 

Finally she said, “I’ve heard tell there are bears in these parts. Nocturnal predators, they are. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for me being mauled by one would you?”

Cal smiled. He had to give her points for creativity. “No, I guess not,” he said. “And I’m in no mood to clean up the mess it would leave on my porch.”

She laughed, a soft giggle. “Please,” she said. “I’ll be quick and to the point.”

Cal had to admit he was intrigued. He glanced at Moby, who lay sprawled at the foot of the door, sniffing through the oak and wagging his tail.

Cal threw back the dead bolt and opened the door. Before him stood an impossibly tall woman. Cal was six feet tall, but he had to raise his head slightly to look Lauren Talbot in the eyes. She had to be six-two. Gangly, with a long slender neck. Short-cropped hair that clung to her head like ginger shag carpet. Narrow face that was all sharp angles, intelligent liquid eyes peering out from behind dainty gold-framed lenses much too large for that face. Wide mouth and fleshy lips. Long, stiletto-thin legs that seemed out of proportion with the rest of her body. All neck and legs. Cal flashed on a giraffe munching the greenery from the top of an acacia tree on the African plains. Lauren Talbot wasn’t exactly homely, but then again. Her height was the sole reason she would turn heads in a crowd.

“Howdy, neighbor,” she said brightly, extending a thin hand. “And you are?”

“Cal,” he said, taking her hand in his, alarmed at how bony it felt. “Cal Blevins. Come on in before the bears get you.”

“Thank you,” she said with a touch of a smile. She walked past him, into the foyer. “I’m sorry we have to meet under these conditions, but—”

Moby was all over her, tail and tongue wagging, snout firmly implanted in the crotch of her jeans.

“And who is this little rascal?” Lauren said, trying to fend off Moby’s amorous advances.

Cal watched Moby sniff the woman in strategic places, then mount her right leg and begin humping. 

“MOBY! Get down! NOW!” he yelled. “I’m sorry,” he said to the Talbot woman, realizing that his faithful companion was lost in his sexual frenzy.

“It’s okay,” Lauren said, wrestling with the excitable dog, straining through a smile. “Boys will be boys.”

Cal went to help her get Moby under control. She smelled freshly dusted with baby powder. He noticed under the bright living room light that Lauren Talbot was ten years older than he first thought. The tiny lines etched around her eyes and at the edges of her mouth, splotches of gray at the roots of her hair, age spots on the backs of her hands. The woman was pushing fifty, though the agile, energetic way she moved made her seem younger.

“Moby,” she said with affection, scratching the now restrained Lab behind a floppy ear. “Such a cute name. Such a handsome fella.”

Cal watched as Moby bonded with the woman, Lauren bending down, petting him, wooing him with baby talk, Moby beaming like the prince of canines with all the attention. Cal’s ex wife never liked dogs. Sandra never reached a level of comfort with Moby. She was a cat lover. Moby knew this and did his best to avoid her. One thing you’d never see in the Blevins household would be Moby humping Sandra’s leg. Just wouldn’t happen. Moby saved his gigolo affection for females he knew would return the attention. Unlike Cal, the Lab had a sixth sense about women.

“So what is it you wanted to explain to me?” he said.

Lauren stood, kept one hand on top of Moby’s head, scratching him with her long index finger. “Well, it has to do with those screams you heard.”

“What about them?”

“It wasn’t a wild party like you thought.”

“So who was the lunatic screaming for his life?”

“My father.”

“Your father? Was he drunk?”

“Hardly. Daddy doesn’t drink.” Her Tennessee Valley twang made Daddy come out as Dead-y.

“Sounded pretty convincing to me.”

She smiled demurely, leaned back against the sofa. “I know. And I’m sorry about the disturbance.”

“So, what was it all about, then?”

“Well . . .” she looked down at Moby, who was sniffing her feet around the leather straps of her sandals. “Daddy isn’t quite right in the head.”

“How so?”

“He, um . . . some of the wires are frayed in his brain.”

Cal remained silent. This was going from strange to bizarre. Had an elderly schizoid moved in next door? Someone who hears voices instructing him to scream like a madman across the lake?

“It’s not what you’re thinking,” she said.

“How do you know what I’m thinking?”

“It’s written all over your face. You look like Sherlock Holmes pondering the case of Jack the Ripper.”

“Well, what do you expect?” Cal replied. “When you tell me somebody’s not right in the head?. That some of the wires are frayed? After that screaming from your porch. I’d say it’s open to that kind of interpretation.”

“Daddy had a stroke. A few years ago. He’s doing great, but there are still a few things . . .”

Cal waited for her to finish the sentence, but she left it hanging. “What? He likes to get naked and howl at the moon? Maybe your father thinks he’s a werewolf now?”

“I’m glad you find this so amusing, Mr. Blevins—”

“Please . . . it’s Cal.”

“—Okay Cal,” she said, her shoulders slumping. “Let me inform you that there is nothing the slightest bit funny about Daddy’s condition.”

“Sorry,” he said, “I was just trying to keep things light.”

“I appreciate that. But you must understand what a burden this has been on me.”

Cal studied her, her long frame slumped against the back of the sofa, the bluish-white light of the television reflecting off the lenses of her glasses. Lauren Talbot looked tired, defeated. Extremely worn down by life.

“Please, have a seat,” he said, pointing at the couch. “I can make some coffee if you’d like.”

“Oh, no,” she said, waving him off, “I can’t stay. I can’t leave Daddy alone too long. If I do, he tends to get, um . . . ideas.”

“Ideas?” Cal said, curious about the perverse way she said it.

“Yeah.  Without supervision he gets into mischief.”

Cal listened as she went into great detail about her father’s condition, about the stroke that affected the part of his brain that controlled learned behavior. The way he experienced periods of extreme lucidity, moments when he could recall events in his adult life, when he could relate to adults on their level, but how, most of the time, he thought and acted like a child. She told Cal about the medical diagnosis, that it was a rare form of stroke, one that induced a kind of juvenile autism. A stroke that messed with his speech and memory, but not his neurological functions.

“Daddy has the energy and curiosity of a young boy,” she said. “I have to watch him constantly so he doesn’t hurt himself.”

“So why was he screaming?”

Lauren Talbot let out a deep sigh, leaned back against the sofa and crossed her arms. “When we got here last week, Daddy heard the loons making their strange calls out on the lake. He’s been trying to imitate them ever since. He’s obsessed with them.”

Cal almost laughed, but held it in check as he saw the strain on the woman’s face. “Surely you’re aware that your father will never win any bird-calling contests.”

She eyed him warily for several long seconds. “Is everything a joke with you?”

“No,” he said, “I just don’t see any reason to take things too seriously. Keeps my blood pressure in line.”

“I have to go,” she said suddenly, turning and walking to the door, Moby trailing her like a four-legged servant. Her hand went to the doorknob. “This was a mistake, coming here. I’m sorry we disturbed your evening.”

Cal was about to respond with “No bother at all,” but the door slammed behind Lauren Talbot, leaving the words trapped somewhere between his brain and his vocal cords. He heard her clomp off his front porch and scrunch across the gravel driveway.

Moby sat staring at the closed door, his look forlorn.

“That is one seriously uptight lady, Moby.”

Moby raked a paw against the bottom of the door, let out a high-pitched whine.

“You’re an incurable horndog,” Cal said, scratching the Lab’s head. “One sniff of woman scent and you’re over the edge.”

And then he heard the screams again.

The Loon Mimic was back practicing his craft.

So much for a peaceful retirement.
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HE WAS PLAYING HIS guitar again. Such lovely music he made on that acoustic, such sweet melodies he produced with those hands. Hard to believe these beautiful sounds came from the same man she met last night. The guy who thought nothing should be taken too seriously.

Obviously, he took his guitar playing seriously.

Lauren sat on her back patio, sipping lemonade under the shade of the billowing deck umbrella. An early afternoon breeze moved through the trees, ruffling the flaps of the umbrella and bringing the boggy smell of the lake with the sound of live music from next door. She listened to Cal Blevins playing “Angel From Montgomery,” captivated by the way he drew the lyrics up from some deep wound in his psyche and sang from his heart with whisky-drenched abandon. His voice wasn’t the greatest, but he sang from his soul, giving passion to the kind of raw-edged bluesy-folk selections he favored. She wondered if he knew any other John Prine songs. Maybe “Paradise” or “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness.”

She listened as Cal started into another song, one about Santa Fe she didn’t know. Lauren wished she could watch him perform, but the neighboring cabins were built with privacy in mind. From this angle she could see only a corner of Cal’s deck railing. So she listened and sipped her lemonade. A Hank Williams standard followed by a jazzy instrumental, and then a Gene Vincent tune, of all things. It was difficult for her to associate this kind of versatility and musical talent with the balding, beer-gutted man she met last night.

Last night. God, but she had been a fool. Rushing over there like some kind of damsel in distress after one of Daddy’s episodes. What was she thinking? Laying her problems on a complete stranger like that. At that hour of the night? Lauren tried to justify it as exactly what she had explained to the man—that she didn’t want him calling the police. But it was more than that. Lauren knew she wanted to meet the man the moment she saw him lugging his guitar case up the front steps and into his cabin. Something about him. Something familiar, a vague attraction she couldn’t pinpoint. Of course, she’d always had a thing for musician types. Especially guitarists. But this was different somehow. She should have gone over and introduced herself earlier, before Daddy went into his Loon Prince act. She wouldn’t be feeling this embarrassment now had she thought it through a little better.

Near the end of an Everly Brothers song, she realized time was getting away from her. She had put Daddy down for his afternoon nap after doctoring his apple sauce with a crushed-up sleeping pill at lunch. That gave her an extended window of time to pick up some much needed groceries. She would love to sit here all afternoon, enjoying Cal Blevins’s music, but responsibility beckoned.

Lauren went back into the house, closing and locking the sliding glass door behind her, cutting short Cal’s spot-on cover of Harry Chapin’s “Taxi.” She grabbed her purse and grocery list off the kitchen counter, then checked on Daddy, who was sleeping soundly in the second bedroom. She leaned over, planted a soft kiss on his cheek. He seemed to be doing better since they’d been here at Loon Mountain, last night’s episode notwithstanding. This lakeside hideaway was good for him. For Lauren, too. She watched him stir in his sleep, felt her love for him swelling in her chest, a tingly lightness there, as though her heart had been inflated by helium. She wondered what his dreams were like, whether he dreamed at all. Did he dream of Mother? Did he dream of himself and Mother when she was alive, when they were young and in love? Lauren could watch him sleep for hours. He looked at peace when he was asleep.

She went out to the Caravan and climbed behind the wheel, struggling for breath in the sauna-like heat. She fired up the old minivan in a cloud of noxious smoke and gravel dust. The air-conditioner blew revitalizing cool air in her face. Her sweat-soaked blouse clung to her heated skin like a thin layer of ice. She checked her watch, noting she had about an hour before Daddy would be up and around.

She headed to Lonnie’s General Store, three miles around the western side of the lake. Lauren pulled in under a big wooden sign with sun-faded red-and-blue lettering that proclaimed: Last Stop Before Heaven! A pair of ragged bullet holes splintered the wood just above Heaven. She didn’t know whether to laugh or worry.

She parked and got out, smelling the woodsy-sulfur scent of the lake and the tar of baking asphalt. Her glasses steamed up, and she paused a moment until her lenses cleared. The heat of the day radiated through the soles of her sandals and traveled up her bare legs. No other cars in the lot at this mid-afternoon hour. 

She checked out Lonnie’s General Store, a long, narrow, two-story aluminum structure shaded by towering oak and poplar. The building backed out onto the lake, and she could see a section of a wooden dock stretching into the pristine water of Lake McDowell behind the store. A rusted hydraulic lift dominated one side of the dock, cradling two small boats in harnesses just above the waterline.

Lauren entered the cool sanctuary of the store, a bell jingling overhead as she closed the door behind her. Sharp, tangy smells engulfed her—coffee, spices, scented candles, produce. Soft music played—a mandolin, a fiddle, and a flute—something close to bluegrass, but with a distinctive Native American feel.

The place was cluttered with stock. Boxes and bags spilled over into the aisles. Canned goods overran shelves. Half of one wall was a glass-fronted bank of frozen foods, frost-rimmed items jammed into every available space. Overwhelming. Complete sensory overload. Only the high ceiling kept Lauren from suffering a claustrophobic breakdown.

Her eyes were drawn to the checkout area. A gold antique cash register sat at one end of an immense mahogany counter, gleaming like King Tut’s throne. A sign behind the front counter made her smile: IF LONNIE DOESN’T HAVE IT . . . IT DOESN’T EXIST! Looking around, Lauren couldn’t argue with the claim. Below it, in smaller letters, another sign: Your Cherokee Nation Credit is Always Good at Lonnie’s.

She scanned the array of Native American arts and crafts clustered around the burled wood counter. To the right sat a rack of colorful beaded medallions and hand-painted dreamcatchers, leather medicine bags trimmed with shells and feathers. Dozens of handwoven tapestries in rich earth tones—each bearing the Cherokee Nation seal—were draped over display racks. Lacquered clay pots, designed in a turtle motif, sat on the floor. Lauren knew from her reading that the turtle represented long life and prosperity for the Cherokee. In front of the counter, perched on prongs made to look like tree limbs, were a dozen or more handsewn birds, each crafted with meticulous care. They were striking, with their riveting red eyes, glossy black heads, black-and-white checkered backs, white bellies and wing linings, the white rings encircling their throats. She plucked one from its perch. The cloth was a fine texture, a silky feel, and she delighted in rubbing her hand along the stuffed bird’s back. She turned it over, noticing the writing stitched in black thread on the white underbelly:

I’m a loon-atic! 

Lake McDowell 

Loon Mountain, Georgia

“One of our biggest sellers,” a man’s voice boomed behind her, startling her. “Quite a beautiful bird, a-se-hi?”

She turned to see a short, squat man with a dark leathery face. Two platinum-white braids of hair hung over his shoulders, dangling across his blocky chest. He wore a black fedora with a snakeskin band, a denim shirt, chino shorts, and black high-top sneakers without socks. Difficult to guess his age; the man had a timeless essence about him that would put him anywhere between forty and eighty.

“Lonnie Whitefeather at your service, ma’am,” he said, smiling, revealing gaps in his teeth that lent his speech a lisping-whistle quality. “Fourth generation Cherokee, descendant of the Terrapin clan—the Uh-La-Na-Wa—and proprietor of this fine establishment. And how has Lonnie pleased the gods to be blessed with the presence of such a beautiful a-gi-ya?” He offered his hand in greeting, gold and silver rings on each finger shining in the overhead light.

This one’s a charmer, Lauren thought, noticing his eyes travel the length of her body. Normally such obvious behavior would bother her, but the man’s diminutive stature and whistling speech rendered him to be nonthreatening. Lonnie Whitefeather was just a charismatic retailer trying to make a buck. 

She cradled the stuffed loon against her belly and took his outstretched hand in hers, his rings pinching the skin of her palm. “I’m Lauren Talbot,” she said, quickly taking her hand back.

“My pleasure, Ms. Talbot. New to the mountain?”

“Yes. First time here. It’s a gorgeous area.”

“Sure is. Best land south of the rez. My ancestors used to own it all . . . that is, until Sam decided to become landlord. I tell ya, Ms. Talbot, that Sam is one self-serving uncle . . .”

Lauren looked down at the stuffed loon in her hands, avoiding eye contact with Lonnie as he went on about the injustices the government had brought on his people. The last thing she wanted was to discuss politics with a bitter Native American. Lauren knew all about the Trail of Tears, the way the government had stolen Cherokee land and murdered thousands of its people. She had taught a generation of Tennessee schoolchildren about this tarnished period of American history. But it wasn’t her doing. She came here to buy groceries, not discuss the greed, avarice, and inhumanity of long-dead generations.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry, my dear,” Lonnie said, noticing her discomfort. “I didn’t mean to go on about—”

“It’s okay, really,” Lauren said, placing the bird back on its perch. She pointed at the display of handsewn loons. “Why is this bird so special in these parts?”

Lonnie’s weathered face softened. “Ah, the bewitching and mystical loon,” he said, his gap-toothed smile returning. “These birds are the original landowners, here long before my people showed up. Direct descendants of the dinosaur, they are.” Lonnie picked up one of the stuffed birds and looked at it with great affection. “These little fellows possess magical powers. They are sacred to the Cherokee, believed to have supernatural links with the soul of this land and the waters of Lake McDowell. They fly with the angel spirits, swim with the fish, and nest in the fertile soil along the shore. They move comfortably between three planes of existence—wind, water, and earth. Makes them special among the animal kingdom. Have you seen one yet?”

Lauren nodded. “A quick glimpse or two. We hear them almost every night. My father is quite taken with their call. He even tries to imitate them.”

“Ah!” Lonnie exclaimed. “Your do-da is enchanted with the song of the loon? They have him under their spell?”

Lauren couldn’t help but snicker. “Something like that, yeah.”

“That is not so unusual, Ms. Talbot. The call of the loon is very hypnotic. My people have been under their spell for more than two hundred years. We call them the angel bird—the a-da-we-hi Tsi-s-Qua—the bird of peace and tranquility. We Cherokee hear the loon’s call as the whistle of beauty and generosity.”

“Interesting,” Lauren said. “I thought loons were a northern bird, you know, indigenous to Canada and Michigan, the northern New England states.”

“Ah! You sound like an experienced birder.”

“Not really. I just always assumed that loons were like Canada geese.”

“They are, to a point. Most loons are migratory, just like the majestic geese of Canada. They spend the summer months up north, mating and nesting, then come south for the winter. But our angel birds are different.”

“How so?”

“They don’t migrate. Our loons stay here year-round.”

“How can that be?”

Lonnie Whitefeather scratched at the gray stubble on his chin, thinking. “What would be the point?” he said finally. “Where else can angel birds go once they’ve found heaven?”

Lauren thought about the sign out front, the one that claimed Lonnie’s was the last stop before heaven. She said, “So, you think this area is heaven? The lake? This mountain?”

“Absolutely,” Lonnie said. “Spend some time here and you’ll see. Ancient Cherokee tales tell of the angel birds finding heaven here at the top of the mountain, on Lake McDowell.”

She grabbed a stuffed bird off its perch. “And you learned of heaven from these loons?”

“Yes. They have been our guiding light since we arrived. My people have lived in perfect harmony with these special birds for centuries. They even did their best to protect us from the invasion of Uncle Sam’s army. The United States government drove my people out of heaven for a while—sent them to a terrible hell as a matter of fact—but even the might of the U.S. military couldn’t eradicate the loons. They tried, oh
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