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Dedication and Acknowledgements

This Ebook edition is dedicated to Miss
Hague, my fifth grade teacher. She assigned me my first ever
writing exercise as punishment for skipping school. I was AWOL the
previous day because I had to tote a lost common loon I had
rehabbed to the Mississippi River, a mighty body of water—large
enough to afford the bird a long runway from which to take off into
the open sky. And take off it did, circling back over the Big Muddy
and me—I fancied to say, ‘Thanks, Mitch!’—before gaining elevation
and flying out of sight. So, my first scribbling was about a common
loon, and now, many years later, it seems I can’t stop.

Special thanks go to Eric Witchey, writer
and long-time colleague, for being the Designer of this Ebook—my
second with him—also published by Imagination Fully Dilated (IFD)
Press. Many thanks to my Book Editor and Proofreader, Janet
Anthony, a nit-picky Virgo—is that redundant? And oodles of
appreciation to Barbara Macomber, artist and friend, for
creating/designing a book cover as wonderful as the one she did for
To Kill a Common Loon, my first novel that started it
all.
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The meeting of two personalities is like the
contact of two chemical substances; if there is any reaction, both
are transformed. —Carl Jung


BOOK I—FIRE


Chapter 1: Beater Banjo and Clean Kill
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The bat burped.

The little brown bat struck me in the throat
and burped a delicate puff of mosquito-flavored vapor that roused
my nostrils. Not a rabid attack by a flying mammal, but a depraved
one by an earthbound human. That bat had been deliberately thrown
with such power that it jarred me backwards.

No bigger than a canyon wren, the bat’s
teeth pricked my flesh for a split second before her limp body
slithered down to snag on the shoulder of my green hospital
scrubs.

I had just finished the evening feeding of a
couple dozen, half-dead wild animals—shot, trapped, crushed or
garroted—and had stepped out the back door of the Old Wolf Wildlife
Care Center to breathe fresh sea air and practice one of my newly
minted, unrequited love songs on my beater banjo. Serenade, before
it got dark, the resident orcas in the Salish Sea. Killer whales
need romancing, too.

Don’t kiss me into a corner,

Don’t hug until my back’s against the
wall,

Don’t love too hard in my direction,

‘Cause I always break before I
fall.

I was finishing that intro verse when the
first bat struck. My initial thought was damn critics
everywhere.

The second bat smoked past my right ear and
thunked against the center’s metal door, by which time I had
sense enough to strap my beater banjo on my back, and pivot, poised
to escape into the building. Shit! I’d recently redone the
emergency door latch to lock automatically. My idea and handiwork
to thwart vandals. Keys hung forgotten on the wall inside.

I jumped off the landing and ducked behind a
western redcedar tree. Reaching up to my shoulder, I cupped the
little, warm bat body in my hand. A gossamer wing fluttered against
my palm.

My fingers disentangled bat incisors, sharp
as wild Nootka rose thorns, from my scrubs, and rubbed, with a
finger pad, the fang-sting on my neck. Not the bat’s fault, but I
now faced possible rabid insanity and death. I still had a coppery
taste in my mouth and a gash in my gut from my last brush with
insanity and death, when I bucked heads with a murderer.

Through a sea breeze, a drunken voice
bellowed in the woods. “Hey, Birdman, Birdman, got any feathers?
You ‘mud people’ like birds better’n humans, here’s a few for ya ta
chew on.”

Near as I could tell, the menacing voice
came from a patch of blue elderberry shrubs and vine maple trees
beyond the blacktop of the parking lot. Above the berry clusters, I
could see westward through the dusk, all the way up the Dosanomish
Valley to the Olympics, peaks like the crumpled teeth of a chainsaw
god that had jumped the bar. A freak winter storm up in the
mountains had dusted the ridges white. They now turned seashell
pink in the setting sun.

I flattened my cheek against spongy cedar
bark.

“You nimrod,” I said, “bats aren’t
birds!”

As a low-paid employee of the care center, I
countered dozens of misconceptions a week. Do crows talk to
electrical lineman? Do hummingbirds ride on the backs of swans
during migration? Can woodpeckers drill through steel?

The care center had been the recent scene of
vandalism in the form of graffiti; red paint scrawled on the
outside walls with the word BIRDMAN thrown in after every
other profanity; SKREW YOU DERTY BIRDMAN—BIRDMAN SUKS
MUDKUNT. Someone couldn’t spell worth beans.

Then a couple ominous phone calls followed,
warning: “Get out of town, Birdman, or else.”

Another bat missile thudded into the
cedar.

“Birdman, Birdman,” the sepulcher voice
said, “ask your mud mama, can you come out and play?”

Five months before in May, when I—Harp P.
Gravey—had turned off Highway 101 into the Dosanomish Valley,
half-way between Shelton and Sequim, I’d developed, with the help
of a semi-shaman, a cosmic kinship with animals. In particular, a
handsome common loon named Qo-oo-la, whose body I sometimes
inhabited, and who I hadn’t seen since last spring. I missed him
like a severed arm. Or wing?

Some people put down my
out-of-body-and-into-loon experiences as hallucinations. How then,
I asked the skeptics, was I, deathly afraid of water my whole life,
now able to swim like a fish and dive like a nuclear submarine, if
I was not brother to Qo-oo-la?

Anyway, I didn’t see how these new-found
skills would threaten anyone. If anything, some folks would think a
forty-three-year-old man, working for minimum wage, mopping up
shit, puke, and guts in a wild animal hospital, is pathetic, not
threatening. But having my lover and employer, April Old Wolf and
friends called mud people, the local racist slur against
Native Americans, made me furious—an emotion Dr. Rothenberg, my VA
shrink in Portland, had cautioned me to avoid at all costs.

“What kind of game,” I said, “did you have
in mind? Mutual mutilation of small mammals?”

A gull argument sounded from the shore—one
of those all-out fracases over a particularly slimy morsel. Gulls
go nuts for guts.

“The game goes like this, Birdman. You get
out of Dodge, and we let you and your little mud family alone.”

“In case you haven’t noticed,” I said, “this
ain’t Dodge and whatever your problem is, take it up with me. Stay
away from my fami . . . ah, my friends.” I shied away from using
the term family, having been a professional loner all my
adult life.

Ravens, precursors of the dark, flew into
the tops of tall firs, cedars, and hemlocks surrounding the care
center to roost. Black beaks gronked beddy-bye.

The bat stirred in my hand. My eyes glanced
down. An immature Myotis lucifugis. Pink bubbles foamed out
of her miniature wolf snout. Mouse ears rigid as corn chips. One
wing had been ripped off and blood oozed out of the wound. I gave
her a gentle nudge, checking for more broken bones. Her chest
ratcheted like ball bearings. Busted up bad. She belched more pink
foam and insect breath and opened her human-like eyes to stare into
mine. I brought her inches from my face.

In a moment of undeniable clarity I saw pain
and pleading. The bat had been maimed and bludgeoned. Without help,
she had a long and agonizing unnatural death to look forward to.
Her wronged eyes knew her fate. Knew that she was never destined to
fly the moonlit skies on silent wings. Never gonna mate with her
chosen male and have little Myotis lucifugises.

She didn’t deserve to suffer one second
longer.

With the stalker out there, I couldn’t run
around to access the front of the building and take her to the CO-2
chamber to euthanize her.

I whispered a quick prayer, “Oh Great
Creator, please take the soul of this noble beast to your fold, and
I will remember her and all her kind with respect and humility in
my heart forever.” I took three quick breaths and placed the ball
of my thumb over her mammal eyes. My palm cupped her wee head, like
some soft-shelled nut. Her little brain, underneath her skull,
radiated heat. Sweat beads popped up between my eyes.

A fish smell blew off the sea. More gulls
joined in the slime fracas.

My wrist twisted.

Her wee neck snapped. A dry twig breaking
under a bed of fall leaves.

A quick, clean kill.


 Chapter 2:
Yellow Slaver and Behavior Modification
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Had the tables been turned, Myotis
lucifugis would’ve done the same for me. Well, no, that’s
ridiculous. April calls that “anthropocentric thinking”,
attributing human sensibilities to animals. Still, in that moment,
looking deep into the little brown bat’s doomed eyes, I sensed a
universal connection, a thread of understanding woven into the
grand tapestry of shared wildness. Twin spiritual flickers of
sorrow and gratitude.

The bat became limp and lighter.

I eased her carcass onto the wooden steps of
the animal hospital; needed for later necropsy, if I survived
whatever fiendish plans the bat-slinger had in store for me. My
green sleeve wiped wetness out of my eyes—my nose was dry as a
Tijuana doormat, my tongue a slab of hog fat.

My empty fingers touched the sting on my
neck again. If infected with rabies, I’d need a series of shots.
Rabies shots are nasty, but not nearly as nasty as dying of the
yellow slaver.

A chilly September breeze swept bigleaf
maple leaves across the top of my oxidized-blue ‘71 VW Bus. Tree
limbs bowed and rustled, like a large animal hunting in tall
grass.

Had I not been so preoccupied with a proper
death ceremony for the bat, I would’ve heard the human predator
scouring the short undergrowth.

The cedar afforded protection from flying
mammals, but not a running dummy. I say “dummy”, because if the
stalker hadn’t telegraphed his presence behind me by mouthing, “Who
you calling a dimrod, Birdman?” I never would’ve been able to jump
aside in time to avoid the full force of another kind of bat—a
Louisville Slugger.

The baseball bat, as it was, caught the
drum-like plastic head of my beater banjo, still slung over my
shoulder. Banged loud as a 20 gauge shotgun. Collapsed the banjo’s
neck, releasing tension on four and a half taut strings at once,
sending an agitated twang, like a sinner having a religious
conversion, to sail out over the Salish Sea.

Orcas, feeling challenged, interrupted their
underwater salmon feast to listen to the territorial call.

Had my banjo not protected my back, I’d have
a crease in my spine. Music, once again, saved my squandered soul.
No time to contemplate how many times that had happened in my
wanderings in this world as a banjo-picking, harmonica-tooting
troubadour.

The bat wielder swung again.

I ducked, my hands covering the dime-sized,
acrylic plate in my head. “It’s nimrod,” I said, “not
dimrod, you nimrod.”

The acrylic plate resulted from rotten luck:
mix together a pool game gone to bad and a motorcycle gang leader,
with a number ten crowbar, gone to mad. Next thing you know you get
a synthetic plug in your cranium to keep scrambled brains from
creeping out—egad.

Doctors, at first, thought I’d be a
vegetable the rest of my life. Which kind, they failed to diagnose,
although, if I’d had my druthers, I’d prefer a kohlrabi, a
sort of above-ground, aristocratic turnip.

My nurse, Manuel Roberto, a small man with
tough, no-nonsense hands, and a wicked sense of humor, said,
“Personally, you look more like a parsnip that was left in the
ground too long. Time for you to get your white ass up and out in
the sunshine.” He also told me, “Don’t you believe those loco
doctors that say you’ll be physically disabled or a mental basket
case. They’ll get you hooked on anti-hallucinogenic medication all
your borned days. They don’t know chinga about head trauma.”

I dumped my meds down a toilet at the I-5
Scatter Creek Rest Stop south of Tumwater, Washington when I was on
my way to the Dosanomish Valley. But the doctors were right.
Without drugs or booze, I had my share of hallucinations for about
a month. Then, they stopped. The bad ones, including a
certain shape-shifting demon named Elpenor, I bid adieu with good
riddance.

Two things the doctors didn’t tell me; how
real the visions would seem, and the consciousness-raising benefits
of getting your head bashed. Two things Nurse Roberto did tell me;
“Go with the flow, man”, and, “Never bang your cabeza against a
numero diaz crowbar again—one more solid blow on your skull, and
it’s cadáver ciudad for you.”

The heavy baseball bat skimmed the black
hairs on my knuckles, and whacked the cedar trunk with such vigor,
we were showered with dry, russet needles. One of the roosting
ravens, gronked and flapped away.

Crouched, I found myself staring at a silver
belt buckle the size of a 12-volt car battery. It held up a pair of
camouflage pants. Two snarling grizzlies, molded into the buckle,
kicked each other’s upright asses. The man towering over me wore a
matching camouflage cap and a black knit mask. Cutouts showed his
fleshy lips and small eyes, the color of old shit spatter on an
abandoned outhouse toilet seat. He cocked the bat again. Knees
locked. Gonna hit the next pitch out of the park.

I turned on my side and karate kicked with
my right foot. Where had skill in martial arts come from? My
pre-head-trauma memory was sketchy at best. I put explosive punch
behind the kick. I hit Shit Eyes’ right knee a glancing blow but
caught his left shin dead center. My teeth clacked from the recoil,
like smacking a telephone pole seated in cement.

He grunted, cursed, and stumbled
off-balance, but as he fell, arced the Louisville Slugger down to
thwack me across my calf, numbing my kicking leg to the
knee. Had I been able to raise up on two good legs, I would’ve run
like a rabbit escaping a coyote. With only one leg, I had to make
my stand in a prone position.

I rolled on top of him and smelled Old
English malt liquor on his breath. Breath you could stoke boilers
with, and some kind of clam juice and cologne concoction permeating
his clothes. Corded muscles spanned his bulging bicep. Twice the
size of mine.

He twisted on top of me, a quick move for
such a big man, and slammed the butt end of the baseball bat into
my chest, pushing my back into broken banjo parts. I grabbed his
thumb. Damn thing, fat and happy as an egg-fed anaconda. I began to
panic. This guy was big enough, and no doubt mean enough, to cause
me serious damage.

A bell went off in my head, a metal-alarm
clapper beating against my acrylic plate. A hallucinogenic door,
closed shut for five months, sprang open in my subconscious. Over
Boiler Breath’s shoulder, a black cloud formed on a low-hanging,
dead cedar limb. A fire-breathing, orange snout thrust out of the
cloud. Fangs, the size of Bigfoot’s big toe, flanked by two rows of
flesh-eating teeth, followed. A forked tongue flicked out and in.
Jaws yawned wide. Shark teeth clicked. Two eyes, like 8-balls,
looked down on me.

The snout sneered. I’m back! I’m back
just in time to save our life, Harp, ol’ Banjo Junkie, Elpenor
said, I swear, you give me no peace. You can’t stay out of
trouble. Whether he intends to or not, this dimrod is big enough to
accidentally kill you. Fight dirty. Rip out his goddamn
throat.

Oh, shit! Elpenor! My head-trauma-induced,
schizoid persecutor, and wily shape-changer. I’m needing every bit
of concentration I can muster to stay alive, and my mind goes into
hallucinogenic overdrive.

I had begun to think, and had promised
April, that my horrible “Dragon Days” had finished dragging me
down. I’d been healed. Praise, Jesus! I could hear my
childhood Pentecostal-preacher step-dad proclaim, Harp Pearl,
the little heathen bastard, is healed. It’s a miracle!

Miracle healing gone anon. Dragon Days were
here again.

Forgetting my life-threatening situation, I
reacted viscerally.

“No! I’m done with you, you home-wrecking
devil.” I stretched my neck at Elpenor and screamed into my
attacker’s ear. “Go haunt someone else.”

The bat wielder’s malt liquor breath choked
my nostrils.

“I’m not a devil,” he said, “but I am one
bad mothafucka.”

My unlikely outburst startled him, and he
relaxed his grip long enough for me to pry up his chubby little
finger. Gave it a stout twist.

That’s it, Elpenor said, jumping up
and down on the limb. Rip it off and beat him over the head with
the stub. The demon’s voice was an explosion of anger and
venom. The limb cracked and fell. His reptile body emerged from the
black cloud, and he leaped to a lower branch, extending his scaly
neck. Close enough for his hot breath to warm my forehead.

The big man grunted again and let go of the
bat. His guard dropped, I gave a heave and rolled back on top of
him, simultaneously elbowing Elpenor’s ugly proboscis out of the
way. Boiler Breath brought his knee up and tried to catch me in the
groin. Hit my thigh instead and raised me two feet in the air,
numbing my entire leg. I hung on to his finger, wrenching.

“Wayne, where the fuck are you?” Boiler
Breath shouted. “Get this bird-brained creep off my pinky.”

Pinky? Elpenor said, his talons
firmly secured, swiveling upside-down on the limb, and coming
within inches of my face. Ol’ ‘Bad Ass’ has a pinky? His
slimy tongue licked one fang after another.

Had Ol’ Bad Ass kept his big mouth shut, I
might have released his plump little finger with just a twist. As
it was, with his partner out there as backup, I had to slow him
down. Also, I took note of the busted banjo embedded in my back—not
a great banjo, but a good banjo. And I hadn’t forgotten the
possiblility of yellow slaver stirring in my blood, the mutilated
Myotis lucifugis waiting to be necropsied, and those damn
rabies shots.

Person who breaks banjos—the most
syncopated stringed instrument ever to come down the
pike—Elpenor said, with an upside-down attempt at smiling,
needs some tough love and simple behavior modification.

I hated to give in to Elpenor, but sometimes
the dragon wins.

With the same merciful technique with which
I’d wrung the bat’s neck, I twisted the gorilla’s finger. I meant
to sprain it a little, let Pinky know I could play rough as any
tough, but combining my fury at Elpenor and fear of Pinky, I had no
appropriate gauge of my own strength.

He kneed for my groin again, and I fell
sideways, still holding on to Pinky’s pinky. Finger bones snapped
and cartilage gnashed.

A quick, clean break.

Pinky, unlike Myotis lucifugis,
didn’t go limp.


 Chapter 3:
Humorless Hummingbird and Giant Jellyfish
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“Oh, Mama! Mama!” he yelled and bucked me to
hell and high yonder.

“Oh, Jesus! Jesus!” I said, “I’m sorry, man.
I didn’t mean to break it.”

Debatable whether he heard my apology. He
gave up the struggle, assumed the fetal position and sucked his
backward finger forward.

More ravens gronked and vacated their
comfortable cedar roost.

From where I’d landed in the brush, I heard
a gull giieeck down by the dock. A distant dog barked back.
I recognized Medusa, my own three-legged mutt, who’d been taken for
a stick-throwing exercise on the beach by Emerson Jenkins, a
fatherless, ten-year-old, mixed-blood boy, whose grossly misguided
adoration of me made him a needy nuisance.

Of all the things I didn’t need now was for
Emerson to hear the commotion and come running with my mutt. I was
the reason Medusa had a front leg missing. She took a bullet meant
for me. So far I hadn’t caused Emerson any pain or suffering and,
by the gods, I planned to keep it that way.

I stood up on two legs with unsure balance,
numbed leg getting feeling back, grabbed the banjo strap and flung
the broken instrument off my back, the better to move freely
amongst thick undergrowth.

“Hold it right there, Birdman,” a voice
said, “I’ve got a 9 mm Glock pointing at your back. Move aside and
put your hands up against the tree.”

Wayne had arrived, armed and, I suspected, a
whole lot smarter than Pinky. I did a quick glance over my
shoulder. He also wore a black mask, cap, and military fatigues.
Smaller than his partner, he had one of those shapes like a
kerosene lamp, center of gravity well below the waist, wide at the
bottom and narrow at the top. And, like most kerosene chimneys, he
looked smoke charred and smelled of perfumed gas. He could stand a
good cleaning, preferably with vinegar or bleach.

A thin mustache outlined a thinner upper
lip, and small, crowded teeth lined up straight as a Baptist
handshake. Downwind, I inhaled his Alligator Turtle brand chewing
tobacco. His voice had a southern edge—a nasty, east Oklahoma nasal
drawl. The kind of drawl that never got excited or out of
control.

My good leg wobbled. I needed the cedar for
support.

Pinky rose up from the ground, making
smacking and gulping noises, and removed his swollen finger from
his fleshy lips long enough to say, “You didn’t tell me this guy
fought dirty, Wayne. Look what he did to me.” He held the refracted
finger up for inspection, log-sized legs doing the up and down pain
boogie. Getting so’s a thug can’t make an honest intimidation
anymore without cruel consequences. “Shoot the mothafucka,” he
said.

“I didn’t mean to twist his finger that
far,” I said. “If you just put the gun down and come into the care
center, I’ll get him something for the pain.”

Wayne slapped Pinky’s misshapen hand. Pinky
let out a cry so anguished, I felt sorry for him. Well, almost. He
danced in a circle, leaning over at the waist, then straightening
and flinging his head up and back, uttering, Aaarrgh aa, aaargh
aa, aaargh aa.

“You idiot,” said Wayne. “How many times
have I told you not to use my name during a job?”

Curious ravens stretched their necks down
further, not wanting to miss the spectacle. Not every day you see a
camouflaged man-monster dancing and groaning around your roost
tree.

Pinky stopped boogalooing, faced Wayne, and
stuck his hands between his knees in an upright fetal position.
“What difference,” he said to his kneecap, “does it make what I
call you, Wayne? We’re going to kill him anyway.”

Oh, oh, Elpenor said. Ol’ Banjo
Banger, you got us into this. Think of something fast. That Glock
barrel’s as big around as my dick.

“You miserable nincompoop!” I shouted at
Elpenor, “You ain’t got a dick!”

“Hear that, Wayne?” Pinky said, cranking his
thick neck up to look at me with a mix of sadism and pain. “You
hear that? He says you ain’t got a dick. You can’t let him talk to
you like that. Pop the mothafucka in the ear.”

Wayne scratched his crotch. “We’re not going
to kill him. Not this time, anyway. We’re going to give Birdman
here a chance to cooperate.”

“I don’t wanna give him any chance. I need
to go to a hospital,” Pinky whined, “and it sounds like there’s a
car comin’ up the drive.”

I plastered myself against the cedar, hands
protecting my tiny acrylic plate. “Sounds like Sheriff Gloeckler’s
patrol car,” I said. “He stops by here when he’s in the
vicinity.”

Damn! Sober and drug free five months and
still able to lie with alcoholic ease. I’d made some spiritual
progress anyway, recognizing a lie when I told one. But, in this
case, the lie could’ve been the truth. Unlike my birdsong ear, I
had a tin ear when it came to car engines, and Sheriff Gloeckler
did stop regularly to get free veterinary advice from April on
behalf of his two patrol partners, Barbie Jane, a pampered potbelly
pig, and Havoc, a concupiscent crow.

I put it down in my spiritual journal as
half a lie.

Headlights caught us from a distance of
about 200 feet. The white Toyota truck stopped.

At idle, I recognized the faulty carburetor
belonging to April Old Wolf, the love of my recovered life. Medusa
barked closer, with a metallic quality, sounding right behind
Malcomb’s tin-roofed machine shed. My dog came at a run to greet
April, part of her extended pack, which included Emerson, Malcomb,
Purple Nat, and a nine-tenths wild mountain lion named Clancy. It
was the one-tenth tame part that got Clancy into trouble. Did I
mention he had a hat fetish?

I had troubles of my own. Pinky stumbled to
his feet, a big man with a sizable, solid gut and whimper to match.
“Next time I get to carry the gun, Wayne. I’ll show—”

“Pick up the baseball bat and go,” Wayne
said. “Now!”

April’s truck door opened. “I don’t know
what’s going on here, but I just called 911.” Her holler carried
clear and shrill along her headlights.

Medusa recognized danger. She exploded with
more tinny barks, a can opener run amuck.

Emerson shouted, “We’re coming, April!”

My heart dropped.

Oh, oh, Elpenor said. The
loose-cannon, boss lady and crippled posse. We’re in more trouble
now. Bad situation worse. They’ll tick these Dickheads off more’n
they already are. He swiveled to an upright stance,
embarrassed, I think, to expose his dingier side to April, a past
adversary.

“April! Stop Emerson and Medusa!” I shouted.
I knew she hadn’t called 911. Her cell phone was out of order,
clogged with elk blood from a road kill emergency night before
last. “And y’awl stay put until the sheriff gets here. I’ve got
these Bozos under control.”

“Yeah, and owls can boogie,” April shouted.
Even at 200 feet, I heard the doubt in her voice. After five months
as lovers, I still didn’t have April’s full trust or
confidence.

Nevertheless, Emerson’s footsteps stopped.
Medusa’s paw-steps stopped, too, but it sure didn’t quell her
barking.

Wayne bellied up behind me, too close for
another quick karate kick. He rubbed the cold, hard barrel of the
Glock against my neck. I smelled gun-metal oil. Sent a cascade of
goosebumps down to my ankles. I caught a whiff of mint on Wayne’s
breath.

What kind of hit man chews Altoids with his
Alligator Turtle tobaccy? Answer: one crazy sonofabitch.

“Bozos, huh?” he said. “I’m beginning to
take a personal dislike to you. Next time, Birdman, I don’t care
what the boss says, I’m taking you out. I almost want you to stick
around, so’s I can have the pleasure of doing you. But the boss
only wants you to get a warning you can’t refuse.

“He sez to tell you this ain’t your home and
these ain’t your people. It’s one thing to bone an Injun woman, but
don’t get Injun struck. Hell, Birdman, for a few bucks, there’s
Injun twat all over this Peninsula, and you don’t have to look at
them the next morning.

“Maybe next time, we won’t come after just
you. We’ll have us a modern Little Big Horn with your girlfriend.
We’ll bring the horn. Ha, ha. Get it, Birdman? The horn?”

My picking fingernails on my right hand dug
into bark. “Wayne, you sooty sonsabitch, you touch one hair on her
head and your coon-dog ass—”

Pinky whacked me hard across the kidneys
with his bat.

I howled.

With a deafening woosh of wings,
dozens of ravens evacuated the cedar, dark shadows swirling above
me. Medusa went mad with more barks. Emerson shouted, “Let me go,
April, they’re killing him.”

My hands clawed the tree trunk to the
ground, fingernails tearing. Heard two pairs of heavy footsteps
recede into the forest and lighter footsteps approaching from the
parking lot. Undercooked salmon I’d eaten for supper climbed my
throat on fingerling feet. Orange mucus gushed out of my nostrils,
leaving an acidic burn.

An image of a male Anna’s hummingbird,
scarlet head ablaze, flitted with dizzying speed and tornado wings
in front of my eyes.

Seemed to be making a pictographic puzzle. I
should be able to figure it out. If only I could truly speak the
language of the birds, and if only I could extricate the hungry
snapping turtle chewing up my kidneys.

Tears rolled down my cheeks. The pain
transferred to my acrylic plate, a Portuguese man-of-war clinging
to my brain. When that happened, I knew unconsciousness was only
seconds away.

Elpenor jumped down beside me, whispered in
my ear. You’re worse than a penis in a pickle factory. What
brains you didn’t piss out your pecker when boozing, seems to have
disappeared into the pickle maker. Can’t stay out of trouble, Harp,
my Grand Birdmon. Looks like I’m gonna have to come out of
retirement to harass your sorry ass. Whip you into shape. Only
thing you understand and respond positively to is persecution. I’m
here to deliver.

I tried to remember everything I could about
the two thugs before I blacked out. They weren’t local, and I
couldn’t think of any reason they’d want to get rid of me; I had no
money, no power, no damning information.

Maybe they’re bluegrass music
critics, Elpenor said, wedging a mental wrench into my thought
process, with an attitude. Can’t stand your pathetic
one-man-band. Their mission being to eradicate you from the musical
gene pool before you can procreate; poison the trust of the
misguided folks you’ve fooled into depending on you; or, God help
us all, you perform again.

He laughed, sound of breaking wine bottles
in a homeless camp.

“I’m a low-carbon footprint kind of guy,” I
said. “Procreation is not in my lexicon.” I wondered at my
idiotic response even as my forehead bounced against moldy ground
cover. Ant legs crawled over my eyelids. A warm tongue lapped my
ear and fish-flavored doggy breath blew on my face. Salty little
boy smell cut through the dead fish as Emerson wrapped his arms
around my waist.

Above the fish and sea salt, a wisp of ylang
ylang perfume soaked through. April picked my head up and slid her
lap under it.

I had an overpowering need to tell them
about Elpenor and the hummingbird symbols before I lost them
forever in the whirlpool of my mind. “Elpenor said—”

“Elpenor’s back?” April said. “God help us
all.”

“That’s just what Elpenor said,” I said,
“You and Elpenor got something in common.”

“Yeah, we have a mutual dislike of each
other.”

“But they do, you know,” I said, my
fragmenting brain latching onto the pictographs.

“They do what?”

I meant to tell her about the hummingbird,
but it came out different. “Owls,” I said. “Owls can boogie.
But don’t watch. It’s a dance of death.”

“Didn’t know owls could dance you to death,”
April said, her sarcasm overriding genuine concern. “Thought you
died when they called your name.”

Medusa woofed in my ear, warm tongue a
conduit of comfort.

“I won’t let the owls get you,” Emerson
said, his adolescent arms gripping my midsection tighter.

“You and Emerson have been watching too many
horror movies,” April said.

“My cabeza . . . ,” I started to say, then
realizing my mistake, “my cabin is off the grid. I don’t have any
power hook-up.”

The giant jellyfish, stinging my acrylic
plate, attached a two-inch-round proboscis and sucked out all my
brains.


 Chapter 4: Blue
Flame and Fatherless Chillun
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The gene stops here.

I was a fatherless child by neglect. A
childless unfather by design.

Who needs it?

Even in the good ol’ bad days, when I was
swacked out of my ever-loving gourd 365 nights a year, I paid
preternatural attention to conception. Bought condoms by the
carload. Well, by the case. Okay, dammit, two packs each purchase,
one pack usually lying unused so long it would end up filling my
musical crummy case with the gummy scent of decaying latex. The
smell of rotting rubber edged out the briny odor of Old Charlie
Rum.

My besotted mind convinced me that I wasn’t
about to have kids until that special woman came along, who was
worthy of my royal seed.

I remember telling another sot I met sitting
on a barstool at one of a thousand anonymous taverns—I think it was
in Boise—“For me to anoint a woman with the privilege of having my
kid, she would have to be beautiful, sexy, and intelligent.” I
burped cheap, draft beer in his flushed face.

The drunk smelled of unclean bathrooms,
burnt skin, and baked beans. His webbed eyes looked me up and down.
I had a week’s growth of whiskers, bloodshot eyes, slept-in
clothes.

“You won’t find a woman like that in a dive
like this,” he said, downing a half bottle of Falstaff in one
flawless swallow, then did a back roll off the barstool, thumping
his head on the concrete floor. Other cave dwellers walked around
him. Paid him no never mind. When I helped him to his rubbery legs,
he slapped my hands away and delivered a parting shot, “And if you
did find a buddafle, sssexy, ‘tellgent woman, what the hell
would she see in you?”

“My point exactly,” I said. “Chronic boozing
takes the worry out of commitment.”

Now, clean and sober, after a decade with my
head in a bottle, I’d been given a second chance to mend a wastrel
existence and recapture a smidgen of squandered talent. I had a lot
of catching up and making amends to do. I wasn’t about to let two
bat-wielding, gun-toting thugs run me off from my first opportunity
for a normal adult life.

I found my place. I planned to dig in and
take responsibility. Take responsibility as long as it didn’t
involve responsibility for other people.

I had a three-legged dog, a semi-tame
mountain lion, a part-time, minimum wage job, and a relationship
with an independent woman. How much more responsibility can you
maintain? How much more normal do you want?

Two days after the baseball bat to the
kidneys and Elpenor’s penetration of my brain, our usual volunteers
at the Wildlife Care Center called in sick. So, in spite of my
fragile head and bruised body, I was on duty bright and early
Saturday morning. The little brown bat I’d laid on the back deck
had been tested for rabies and found clean. Lucky for me, I didn’t
have to get the human rabies vaccine, what April called post
exposure prophylaxis, four shots spread over thirteen days. If
I’d had, I was told by the doctor there’d be no kissing or, as he
put it, no exchanges of bodily fluids. Unnecessary information;
April and I hadn’t exchanged bodily fluids for weeks. Even without
rabies shots, I was not a happy rehabber.

The Wildlife Care Center, a remodeled
oyster-shucking factory, had the sour smell of stale oyster juice
in the cracked plaster-board walls on hot, sunny days. ‘Course, the
good news is, there weren’t that many hot, sunny days on the
Peninsula in the fall. Besides, stale oyster smell had a lot of
competition from the usual odors of animal feces, vomit, guts, and
blood mixed with bleach.

You get used to it.

Emerson, all summer long, had popped into
the care center to help out, accidentally, during my shift.
Now that school had started, and I thought I was rid of him, he
stopped by after school and on weekends to help me. Or, take your
choice, pester me with his incessant questions and misguided
assumptions.

Not content to just bother me at work, he
also showed up at my cabin in the evening and on my off days, and
always brought a Netflix DVD with him, usually horror movies but
sometimes young adult ones, like “Harry Potter,” which, for some
reason, we never got tired of viewing. We liked Harry Potter maybe,
because he was a fatherless child like us. I was off the electrical
grid, true, but I did have a generator and deep-cycle marine
batteries, which powered my DVD player. Some nights, after watching
monsters on the screen, Emerson would be too afraid to go
home—although he lived close by with his alcoholic aunt and his
cousin—so I let him sleep in the attic loft. He spent enough nights
up there that the tiny loft was beginning to smell like him.

Medusa seemed to think Em was good company.
She learned to climb the loft ladder—no mean feat for a
three-legged dog—and bunk with the boy. Medusa, in the morning,
would jump down from the loft onto my bed, and, if I was still
asleep, jolt me awake. Emerson would hang his head over the ledge
and laugh. Contrasting with ten years of hangovers, not exactly an
unpleasant way to start the morning.

Still, it was not something I planned to get
used to.

I had just come out of the care center
bathroom—where I’d flushed pink piss down the urinal, my head
feeling like it had won first prize at a state fair pumpkin growing
contest—w hen Emerson burst through the front door. The harsh,
fat-tubed fluorescent lights brought out the green color in his
dark eyes; an interesting contrast with his copper skin. His
recently deceased mother, Molly Jenkins a full-blooded Skokomish
native, never did tell anyone the name of Emerson’s white
father.

“Hey, Chirpmeister, let’s go to the football
field,” he said, using his pet name for me since catching me
warbling to a nest of baby red-breasted nuthatches. He crowded me
as if to catch me when I toppled over. “They say there’s a blue
flame coming out of the burnt totem pole.”

My fingers curled, acrylic cranium plate
pinched. “What totem pole is that?” It was a knee-jerk reaction. I
already knew.

“Nobody told you?” he said. “Oh, you were in
a coma.” He knocked on his own head with hard knuckles. “Three
nights ago, after the Thunderbirds were creamed by the Spartans,
they set fire to the “lucky” totem pole, I guess ‘cause it didn’t
bring them luck. You know, the one you like so much with the bird
on top?”

“A common loon?”

“Yeah. It’s weird. The pole got scorched,
but that bird on top—that part didn’t burn at all. She’s still up
there with that mean look in her eyes,” Emerson said. He bit his
lip and blushed. “How can you tell the loon is a she?

“Never mind. I just know.”

“Whatever,” he said. “I’ll help you with the
morning feeding, then let’s close this place up and go see.”

“The morning feeding’s already done,” I
said, “and I don’t need your help.”

It’s true. I had an attraction to that totem
pole because of the loon. I went to the high school football games
on the reservation just to sit near her and bask in her arcane
wisdom.

An excavator operator found the pole last
June, digging through a cliff to make way for a new football field.
Next to the pole, lay a human skeleton, skull crushed in. The
Thunderbirds persuaded their coach to place the totem pole near the
50-yard line in the new field, convinced it was a special gift from
their ancestors to help them score points and win the state
tournament championship. How could they lose?

They lost two home games. Badly. And to
teams they easily beat the year before.

Here’s a standard warning for anyone: if
you’re going to adopt a totem pole to bring your team good luck,
make sure the pole has some bon-a-fied good luck in it first.
Better yet, make sure it doesn’t rain bad luck down on
you.

It’s not as if it needed a sign: “Warning!
This totem pole is toxic.” A human skeleton, skull crushed in,
found with it when the pole was unearthed should have been a dead
giveaway.

After the initial losses by the Port Quinnon
team, I offered to take the totem pole off their hands, but they
refused. I suspect I may have put the seed of doubt in their mind
that led to blame and burning.

I gotta admit, the totem pole was unique.
Remarkably well preserved for being 300 years old, it included two
human figures carved in the base—a bigger one, who seemed to be
crying, with his arms wrapped around a smaller one. A salmon, a
bear with a mouth full of dark pitch, a newt, an orca, was on top
of them, and, crowning everything, the loon.

The woodcarver had captured the loon’s
powerful diving legs, and, although now faded, had even suggested
the black and white checkerboard back and red eyes, but a row of
quarter-sized holes, ringed her throat, where her alabaster
necklace should be. I noticed, without this feature, Grandmother
Loon—I called her Grandmother Loon in honor of her age and
position on the pole—looked cold and pissed.

Many a woman, back in my ol’ drunken,
swinging dick days, had given me just such a withering look when
they were displeased enough with me to tear my head off.

The human skeleton found with the totem pole
had no identification. The bones belonged
to a male; his clothes, circa 1915
to 1920. Sheriff Gloeckler told me that dynamite residue had been
found on them. He , therefore, concluded that the totem
pole and body was deliberately
buried by someone
who never wanted them to be found again.

Emerson’s entreaty to go see the blue flame
brought me back to the present.

“No can do, podna,” I said to Emerson, my
allegiance was to the poor, huddled animal patients. “April’s at a
meeting with loan sharks in Seattle. No volunteers today. I gotta
stay put.”

I clawed my way along the wall. Em offered
to support my limping bones, but I shooed him away. “And when she
does get back, I’ve got to investigate Mr. Bartlechew’s missing
poodle.”

Another half-lie rolled off my lips. The boy
brought out the worst in me. I made some extra bucks as a sort of
pet-detective, my clients mostly from the burgeoning retirement
population around Port Quinnon. I was not going anywhere until
April got back, except to bed to rest my bruised bones and battered
organs.

“Chirpmeister Dude, we both know what
happened to Cupcake,” Emerson said. “Even a retired science teacher
should know enough not to let a mouthy, little house dog roam
around off leash near a wilderness area. Coyote or Eagle, or maybe
even your pet cougar, Clancy, invited Cupcake to lunch. Main
course. No more yap yap. Case closed. You’re not going to take Mr.
Bartlechew’s money just to tell him Cupcake got eaten by your
cougar, are you?”

Big problem with Em and, I suspect, with all
highly intelligent ten-year-olds: he had bullshit radar. Take your
bullshit radar, coupled with a strict code of justice, and you got
a kid who was nigh impossible to tolerate.

“You know damn good ’n’ well Clancy is not
my pet,” I said, “and, except for those two Dobermans that attacked
him last spring, he would never kill and eat a dog. Don’t ask me
how I know, but last spring, Clancy saved Medusa’s life after she
got shot. Kept two coyotes from killing and eating her.”

“Come on, Chirpmeister Dude, how do you know
that?”

“You don’t listen,” I said. “Don’t
ask.’”

I changed the subject. “Mr. Bartlechew said
he’d pay me in Chinook salmon or straight cash. Can’t pass up a
deal like that. My cupboard is bare and April hasn’t paid me for a
month.”

I tried bartering for my pet detective work
but, since the money crisis at the care center, I asked my clients
for cash. Still they gave me food, usually, this time of year,
wheelbarrows full of zucchini. Not surprising, considering the
negative news I generally had about the fate of their pets: if a
wild predator didn’t get them, then the highway ate them. Neither
tame nor wild animals have evolved a survival gene that
accommodates the automobile.

A car with a hole in its muffler drove into
the parking lot. The motor kept running and the door to the
drop-off box opened and slammed shut. The blattering muffler
faded away.

I recognized a quick delivery right off;:
some well-meaning person had left me an injured animal in the
outside drop-off box. Perhaps guilt played a part: they had been
responsible for the injury, and they didn’t want to come into the
lobby and fill out the intake form. How the injury happened was
important, of course, but the most important information was where
it happened. That location info allowed us, assuming the animal
could be rehabilitated, to get it back to its original habitat,
thereby causing the least stress to the animal and the least
disturbance to the natural ecosystem.

Emerson headed for the inside door of the
box, slowed down, waiting for me to catch up, so close I could
detect his little boy fungal odor. He had his blue and green
Seattle Mariners cap on backwards. The long bill and wavy black
hair down to his narrow shoulders gave him the appearance of being
perpetually tipped backwards, never able to reach what he was
grasping for without exertion.

“Get Bobby to take you to the burning totem
pole,” I said.

Emerson’s cousin, Bobby, was a good student
and high school football player. And by all accounts, wasn’t mean
to Emerson; he just ignored him.

“Wolfman,” Emerson’s pet name for his
cousin, “could care less about me.”

I paused and clung to an incubator warming
three baby juncos. Movement instantly caused their little beaks to
open and chirp in tiny voices, like distant church chimes.

“How did the fire get started,” I said,
steering away from Emerson’s family.

“Nobody knows, but this crazy wind came up
outta nowhere and blew sparks so high, they landed on the roof of
the high school and caught it on fire. Luckily the fire department
got there in time or the whole school would’ve been toast.” He
reached a hand up and snugged down his baseball cap tighter.
“That’s what’s so cool. The fire is totally out, but now there’s
this awesome blue flame burning in the bear’s mouth. Maybe it’s an
omen or something.”

“Pitch sometimes burns for days,” I said. I
almost added, “Just like jellied alcohol, a cooking fuel that, in a
pinch, served as a semi-palatable elixir for desperate drunks,” but
I held my sober tongue.

Medusa scratched on the back door and
Emerson let her in. She reeked of dead salmon. A mid-sized dog with
a long snout full of stout teeth, she was as ugly a creature as
ever came down the canine pike: apricot-colored, scruffy hair, and
the oversized head of a pit bull.

We had enough offensive smells in the care
center without dead fish, so I put out my hand for a
get-away-from-here pat on Medusa’s big head. She ducked
under my hand and sat on her butt, leaning her jaw-full of
nail-puller teeth and leg stub against Emerson. A boy and his
three-legged dog. Pals.

Emerson knelt down and gave Medusa a hug,
dead fish stink and all.

Sure. Hug my putrid dog. Probably didn’t
smell a thing. Pretty ripe himself. Emerson’s aunt neglected to pay
the bills, so the water had been turned off. The boy probably
hadn’t had a bath in weeks.

Medusa’s long tongue lapped Emerson’s lips
and nose.

Prior to me and my disloyal mutt coming to
the Dosanomish Valley, Medusa hated all humans, except me. Maybe
hated is too strong a word; mistrusted, feared, despised. Nowadays,
when I expected her to be by my side, protecting my flank from
danger, like she did in the good ol’ days on Portland’s skid row,
Medusa was down at the beach romping in the sand with Emerson.

Emerson cheated as only a small boy can
cheat. Totally preoccupied with my own sobriety, Em, the little
ingrate, ingratiated himself with Medusa during the summer by
spending countless hours working with her to get her balance and
confidence back after April amputated her right front leg.

“Come on,” Emerson said, “let’s take care of
the drop-off box and then go to town before the blue flame burns
out. We can be back in an hour. If you won’t take me, I’ll see if I
can get Uncle Cyrus to.”

April’s step-brother had arrived for a
surprise visit from Delaware. I hadn’t met him yet, but I had an
instant dislike of this Uncle Cyrus. Who’d he think he was, butting
his high-falutin’ Wilmington head in here and disrupting my
non-relationship with Emerson?

“Cyrus S. Munson is no kin to you.” I knelt
down and put my ear against the tin door of the drop-off box and
heard a cardboard rustling sound.

“No, but he’s a neat guy with some cool
stuff,” he said, following suit. His voice vibrated the tin door
and dinged my ear drum. “He doesn’t order me around like I’m a
little kid.”

“Well, I wouldn’t care if he was April’s
goddamn Siamese twin, you’re not getting into any car with anybody
until I check them out.”

Our ears were still plastered to the tin
door, eyes a foot away from each other.

I squinted and concentrated on not being the
first to blink.

Emerson’s upper lip had a tiny question-mark
scar made by a fish hook right below his left nostril and paler
than his copper skin. He chewed on it with his crooked lower teeth
whenever he got embarrassed or upset.

“That’s what I mean,” Emerson said, chewing
like all get out, “ordering me around like that.”

“That’s not an order,” I said. “That’s a
warning.”

“Order, smorder. Warning, smarning. It’s all
the same thing.” He did a fast intake of breath and blinked.
Blinked several times and separated, with a hollow little pop, his
ear from the door. He turned away and said to the dead-meat
freezer, “Besides, what business is it of yours what I do?”

I pulled away, too, with a kind of gummy
slurp, and stood upright, exhilarated at beating a ten-year-old boy
in a blinking contest. “Not much,” I said, “I’m just trying to
cause the least amount of disruption to my life.”

Emerson’s back got as hard as a skateboard
runway, shoulders twisted into a major skateboard challenge, his
chin working.

“And quit biting your scar,” I said. “You’ll
make it bleed.”


 Chapter 5: Fuel
Tanker and Tube Feeder
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“I’m already bleeding,” Emerson said. He
turned away from me, all the way around, and reached for the door
latch of the drop-off box .

“Don’t open that door,” I said. “You can’t
handle the animals. Hell, you’re not even supposed to be in here
anymore.”

Because of new liability insurance rules, no
volunteer under 18 was allowed to work in the care center. The
insurance rate hikes, along with several foundation grants that
mysteriously didn’t come through, were sending April into
bankruptcy. That’s why she put on a cream-colored blouse, black
skirt and no-nonsense black pumps, and replaced her ‘leaping
salmon’ earrings with two pale pearls, and went to Seattle to get a
loan to keep the center open.

April did not want me, under any conditions,
to let Emerson help.

Medusa whined and looked back and forth
between me and the boy. She didn’t like our tone. Em’s rigid back
to me, I saw muscles in his neck twitching and his shoulder blades
arched. I knew he wasn’t crying. Fatherless kids don’t cry.

Perhaps I had been too harsh.

I pulled two pairs of thick, elbow-length
gloves off a nail beside the box. Put on one pair and handed the
other pair to Em. “If you’re going to help me with this bird, put
these on.”

“How do you know it’s a bird?”

“The sound of one wing scraping.”

People put strange things, untethered, in
the drop-off box. My second week at the center, I opened the box
door one sleepy morning to encounter a juvenile bobcat. At first I
thought he was a large domestic cat and reached for him.

The way you tell the difference between a
tame cat and wild bobcat is the claws. I subconsciously heard them
click into place with the sinister precision of a switchblade
knife. Claws locked into dismember mode, the bobcat did a quick
scan of the care center and proceeded to claw up my arm, across my
shoulders and head—just missing my eye and synthetic plate—and
commenced to careen about the crowded center, shredding the sheet
rock walls into confetti. Every bird and mammal in the place knew
instantly killing genius was loosed in the works. Trapped, audible
pandemonium ensued.

Most animals, though they didn’t know it,
were safe in incubators and cages, but a tame Canada goose, named
Hurricane, who had the run of the place and already somewhat
confused about his role in the universe, let out a series of
ear-splitting honks and proceeded to rush about in hot, clumsy
pursuit of the agile cat, biting at the wild feline with his beak
and a couple times even snatching a hold of the ferocious feline’s
bob tail. Hurricane spread his six-foot wing span and soared behind
the galloping cat for a couple of seconds, looking like some
majestic refueling tanker ready to hook up with a streamlined jet.
Fortunately for Hurricane, the cat didn’t care for goose
fillet.

In shock, I might very well have let the
whole care center be destroyed from the inside out had not April
arrived. She assessed the situation in a heartbeat and threw the
center door all the way open. The bobcat bolted through the
opening. Hurricane, the foolhardy goose, grabbed the cat’s tail and
glided after into the great beyond.

I learned later to check phone message first
on the center’s hotline before opening the drop-off box; the cat
had been stunned by a car bumper. Apparently I was the cat’s wake
up call. My arm and shoulder took thirteen stitches, my scalp
three.

“Thank God,” April said as she threaded the
stitching needle with, ironically, catgut, “it was you who got
injured and not a volunteer. The insurance you know.” She tempered
her cynical attitude by giving me a kiss on the cheek after each
stitch. Sixteen pecks.

It was almost worth it.

We never heard from the bobcat again.
Hurricane showed up on our doorsteps two days later honking to be
let in, the wilds, evidently, too wild for his liking.

I peeked into the drop-off box and saw a
large, soiled cardboard container. It looked secure, so I swung
open the tin door and hauled it out. An animal inside exploded with
activity, hitting the walls, half flapping.

I set the cardboard box down on the
operating table and pulled up a flap and peered within. In the
shadows, one crazed, orange eyeball stared back. Wicked bright.
Full of fright. And fight. Ready to do battle with the Goliath
hovering above.

Emerson ducked under my arm and peeked, too.
Our heads touched. My acrylic plate hummed. Danger near. Emerson
was sneaky. He could glide right up on you and invade your space in
the blink of an eye. I backed away, around to the other side of the
table. My plate settled down.

I’d seen enough—an osprey juvenile, the size
of an adult, but gangly, with a shattered wing and a bloodied eye
socket full of gravel. Ospreys, because of their specific dietary
needs, are almost impossible to rehabilitate. The only merciful
thing to do: put it out of his its misery. Into the
CO2 chamber you go, Bucky.

I opened the cardboard lid all the way. The
chick looked me dead in the eyes with one good eye and blasted me
with a cheerkeeii, cheeriki. Nothing wrong with his vocal
cords. Set up a sympathetic vibration in my head.

What the hell? Something faintly
familiar about that voice. My concussed cranium absorbed the bird
call and recognized his lineage. I knew the bird’s mother. An old
friend. She and her mate’s great stick nest sat on top of a western
redcedar snag across the Dosanomish River canyon from my cabin.

I’d positioned a telescope on the highest
point, Kalpekci Peak, on my property, and, all summer long, had
been watching their offspring develop. You monitor something that
close, you get to thinking of them as family. My kind of
family—distant and non-demanding.

I first met, or some might say dreamt, the
young osprey’s mother, Thunderbird, mythological bird of the
Olympics, guiding me, while I was transmigrated into Qo-oo-la’s
body, my loon spirit brother. She assisted me through a
particularly woolly bit of wildness last spring, involving a cocky
Bald Eagle who considered me an appetizer. The experience was so
vivid, I still remember the comforting flap of Thunderbird’s wings
as she flew beside me, urging me on in raptor song, adding this
second verse to a song I’d written earlier:

Olympic Mountain morning,

beautiful, rare, and high,

loving you was high as I could ever hope to
fly,

and if I haunt these lonesome hills

and think of you all day,

will the ancient gods of love and dreams

direct your soul to stay?

In that vision, Thunderbird saved my life,
she did. Without her uplifting song of survival, Qo-oo-la would’ve
crashed in the forest and likely would have been scavenged by the
avian symbol of our great country. I owed her one.

Rehabilitation is fraught with obstacles.
With ospreys, there’s no chance of keeping a one-winged chick in
captivity like a red-tailed hawk. It’s either fly or die. And this
one here sure couldn’t fly. Still he had attitude. Upped his
chances of survival by twenty percent.

Emerson opened the cardboard lid and stuck a
gloved finger under the osprey’s beak. Spunky. Both the boy and the
bird. The bird lunged. Nabbed Emerson’s trigger finger with his
sharp beak. It had to hurt, but Emerson ignored the hurt and
grabbed the bird by the nape of the neck with his other hand.
Pulled his finger out of the osprey’s beak and clasped his legs.
Kept those fish-grabbing talons away from human flesh. Held him up
for me to examine.

I did a fast inspection and cleaned the eye
socket. The eye was a goner. He’d never see out of it again. A
drawback for a sight-dependent predator. He definitely had an
injured wing, but we got lucky; the bone didn’t feel broken. Just
badly bruised in the middle, but not in the shoulder or elbow
joint. April probably wouldn’t think so, but that wing might be
mendable with the proper care and exercise.

Of course, we had no place to exercise an
osprey. Nobody did. He’d also suffered some damage to the breast
bone, parasites already busy in the wounds, which meant he’d gone a
couple days without food or water.

“You better do something quick,” Emerson
said. “He’s really weak.”

“How do you know he’s a he?” I said.

“I dunno. I guess, like you know the bird on
the totem pole is a she. I feel it,” Emerson said. “So, how are we
gonna fix him?”

Ospreys won’t eat on their own in captivity.
Getting food in them was dicey. I had watched April do it a few times, but never did it myself. And,
although his gender intuition was spot on, I could also do without
the distraction of a ten-year-old boy watching my every move.

I got the feeding tube apparatus from a
cupboard and a jar of fish slurry—a foul smelling gray paste—from
the refrigerator. I grabbed the chick’s beak and forced it open,
trying to shove a half-inch diameter feeding tube into the chick’s
stomach past a shard of pink membrane. That “Cherubus” membrane did
not want to be got past. If I didn’t get it right and got the
tubing down the wrong channel, I could choke the chick to
death.

I held the injured osprey under my arm in a
body lock, grasping his talons and head with my left hand. The
osprey’s good eye blinked once as the tubing probed his defensive
throat, then settled on my face in a look of pure hatred.

I liked that.

Hatred of humans is a wild animal’s best
survival strategy.

Em sidled in beside me and grabbed the
chick’s feet, freed my hands up to use my trigger finger to hold
the pink flap aside and slither in the tubing—serpentine it down
the osprey’s throat.

Success! My first throat tubing. I hate to
admit it, but I would never have been able to do it without
Emerson.

“Hey, we’re a pretty good team,” he
said.

“Don’t get used to it.” I commenced pumping
gray goo in the chick’s stomach.

The chick stared at me with Cyclopean
malevolence.

“He thinks you’re his papa,” Emerson
said.

“His papa is probably long gone by now,” I
said.

Disappearing papas were epidemic. Best way
not to be a disappearing papa was to be no papa a’tall.

Medusa wedged in between me and Emerson. The
rhythmic beat of my hand pumping the handle on the tube apparatus
was so loud, it concentrated all our heartbeats as one. The boy was
right: what a team. A gentle, cluster fog enveloped me, warming my
flesh wherever my body touched the boy and the dog. Working
together, we were practically as good as a one healthy normal
person with seven legs.

Slurry pump sucked air. The gentle fog
cleared. All three of them—dog, boy and bird—smelled so much like
rotten fish, I almost swooned.

“Hey,” I said, “I’ll take you to see the
blue flame on two conditions.”

“Like what?”

“You give Medusa a bath,” I said, “and you
take one, too.”

“Both of those conditions are acceptable.”
His mouth lit up in a crooked-teeth smile.

“Hold on,” I said, “That’s two parts of the
same condition. The other condition is, you don’t stop by here
after school anymore.”

All the patients shut up at once. Only noise
in the building was the air-sucking sound of the fish slurry pump.
Then the sound of the care center door opening, footsteps on the
tile floor.

A man walked into the operating room like he
owned it.

“You must be Harp,” he said, and stuck out
his hand. “I’m Cyrus S. Munson, April’s brother.”

Even with Emerson’s help, I had both arms
and hands knee-deep in osprey parts. Looking at Munson’s soft,
moist paw, I couldn’t help but think that folks who don’t do any
honest work—such as politicians and polecats—can always afford to
extend an idle hand for a handshake, knowing that the working stiff
has to drop a necessary project to comply. Curious hypocritical
thoughts for me—a man who had spent most of his adult life eking
out a living at picking music and hustling pool.

Munson had a barber-trimmed, blond goatee,
adding contour and focus to a chinless jaw. He had a mottled
complexion the color of canned horseradish and his matted hair was
a curious dyed-brown color, as if he had slept with it immersed in
balsamic vinegar overnight. It occurred to me, it might be a
rug.

His head perched on a stout neck and stouter
body. Muscles bulged under a khaki shirt, and his legs had a bounce
to them. A charter member, no doubt, of one of those 24-hour gyms
where he indulged in late night weight lifting, racket-ball, and
buns ogling.

His head said “ivory tower,” his body said
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